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Series Editor's Foreword

The twin needs to raise educational standards for all and to improve access to
educational opportunities for the most vulnerable members of society,
continue to be major challenges facing educators throughout the world. The
persistent link between socio-economic status and educational attainment is
one of the few truly dependable outcomes of social scientific research.
Children who come from socially deprived backgrounds are at much greater
risk of educational failure than children who come from more privileged back-
grounds. In the USA, for example, in 1979 individuals from the top income
quartile were four times more likely to successfully complete a four-year
college degree programme than individuals from the bottom quartile (Barton
1997). By 1994 the disparity had increased from 4 to 10 times (ibid). In the UK
similar concerns have been noted by the DfES (2004). There is a further associa-
tion between educational failure and social, emotional and behavioural
difficulties (ibid), as well as an association between social, emotional and behav-
ioural problems and social disadvantage (Schneiders, Drukker, Ende et al. 2003).

The interaction between socio-economic, educational and socio-emo-
tional factors is clearly complex and multi-faceted. It is certainly not the case
that any one of these factors necessarily precedes either of the others. Resil-
ience factors of various kinds come into play for some people, enabling them,
as individuals, to buck the statistical trends. Temperament, social and cognitive
strategies, personal values, external social support structures, and parental per-
sonality characteristics, can help to create opportunities for unpredicted
positive educational and socio-emotional outcomes for individuals who
appear to be in the most dire socio-economic circumstances (Rutter 1987).
Unfortunately, there are counterbalancing risk factors, which will combine
with disadvantage for other people to create serious life problems (e.g.
Patterson, Reid and Dishion 1992).

It is all too easy to place the blame for a child’s educational failure and dis-
ruptive behaviour on family and/or neighbourhood factors, and to write-off
whole geographical areas as being populated by ‘undesirables’. It is perhaps

9



because of the dangers of provocative, negative stereotyping of this kind that
we sometimes neglect the socio-economic correlates of educational disengage-
ment and social, emotional and behavioural difficulties.

A crucial factor that can be both a cause and effect of educational failure is
what David Smith, in the Edinburgh Study of Youth Transitions and Crime,
describes as ‘attachment to school’ (Smith 2006). Attachment to school can be
defined in terms of the degree of commitment towards and engagement with
schooling that students feel. Students who have a strong attachment to school
have feelings of attachment to teachers, and believe that success in school will
lead to significant rewards in later life. Weak attachment to school is character-
ised by indifference or hostility towards teachers and scepticism about the
value of schooling. Weak attachment to school can lead to disaffection and
alienation. These are problems of a psychological nature that impair the indi-
vidual’s capacity for social and academic engagement that can, in turn, lead to
reduced life chances.

Innovative Learning for All offers a series of publications each of which con-
siders ways in which schools in the 21st century can address the needs of
vulnerable students and contribute to their effective attachment to school and
engagement with educational opportunities. Each author in the series offers
insights into different ways in which these goals can be achieved by drawing
on the best available, and in some cases original, research evidence. At the heart
of the series is the shared view that educational standards for everyone will
improve if we focus our efforts on promoting the educational engagement of
the most vulnerable. There is also a strong consensus around the need to value
all children and young people as individuals and to maintain a commitment to
their positive growth, and for these values to be translated into practical
support that is informed by a firm conceptual and technical understanding.

This is not to say that education is a cure all for the dysfunctions of society.
Far from it, the ideas and practices described in this series depend upon political
will and government action to achieve their best. On the other hand, the
programmes and approaches dealt with in this series will not be made redundant
by enlightened and effective measures that address social and economic depriva-
tion. However, they will, undoubtedly, be aided by such measures. It follows,
therefore, that the authors in this series all hope that some of the ideas that they
put forward will contribute to both the thinking and practice of educators as
well as politicians.

Paul Cooper, University of Leicester
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Introduction





CHAPTER 1

Emotional Education:
Connecting with Students’

Thoughts and Emotions
Carmel Cefai and Paul Cooper

A century ago, John Dewey was already underlining the social and emotional
nature of the classroom and the relationship between social processes and
learning. There is a history of educational approaches influenced by these
ways of thinking, such as those developed by Maria Montessori, A.S. Neill, D.
Wills and Bruno Bettelheim. Yet for the most part, mainstream education in the
20th century has been characterised by practices focusing on the acquisition of
knowledge, with little attention to social and emotional learning. The third
‘force’ in education has found it difficult to make any deep inroads into the
mainstream curriculum and gain the value accredited to literacy and numeracy.
Although educators are usually aware of the importance of the socio-emo-
tional dimension in education, they have been facing consistent pressure to
ensure ever higher levels of student performance and passes in examinations.
As a result, many schools and teachers have been constrained, against their
better judgement, to reduce the amount of attention they pay to students’
social and emotional needs and to classroom relationships. The recent focus on
league tables and performance indicators has continued to separate the cogni-
tive from the affective dimensions of education, promoting and pushing the
former at the expense of the latter. As Chris Watkins succintly put it:

politicians and policy makers have reduced the goal of schools and
colleges to measurable outcomes of a limited sort: performance tables,
performance pay and performance management. From the confines of
their parallel universe, they create and disperse lists by which all shall be
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judged…under such pressures there is a grave risk that teachers pass this
on to pupils. (Watkins 2003, p.8)

The past couple of decades however, have seen the rise of emotions in educa-
tion, with a growing movement for a more humanistic, holistic and
socio-emotional approach to educational practices. Schools and classrooms are
being called to go beyond measurable standards and performance indicators
and become more engaged with the real world and help in the formation of
academically, socially and emotionally literate young people (e.g. Battistich
2001; Cefai 2008; Elias, Arnold and Steiger Hussey 2003). The notions of
emotional intelligence and emotional literacy have become current buzzwords
in education, underlying the role of emotions in learning and behaviour.
Recent research in neuroscience has made us revisit some of our previously
held beliefs about learning and child development, underlining the inextrica-
ble links between cognitive and emotional development and the key role of
emotions in learning. In evolutionary terms the development of the faculties of
emotion (the seat of emotions is in the most primitive area of the brain, the
amygdala), precedes that of the higher social and cognitive functions. The
dominance of the amygdala on the cortex underlines the critical influence of
emotions on cognition. For instance fear and anxiety cause the blood flow to
move away from the neocortex, the seat of cognitive processes, towards the
brain stem, while a relaxed and positive affect state triggers neurochemical
changes conducive to learning (Geake 2006; Geake and Cooper 2003).
Clearly, the integration of thoughts and emotions in education would facilitate
and optimise the learning process.

The recent shift towards a broader educational agenda has also been
brought about by the realisation that the exclusive focus on academic learning
was not only creating stress and anxiety at a vulnerable age in the lives of
children and young persons, but students were leaving school without the
necessary competencies and resources to face the ‘tests of life’ (Elias 2001).
Questions have been raised about the value and effectiveness of an educational
system that had become out of tune with the realities and challenges of the
21st century. Young people were leaving school without the adequate
competencies necessary to function as successful and resilient citizens. As Nel
Noddings (1992) put it: ‘the traditional organization of schooling is
intellectually and morally inadequate for contemporary society. We live in an
age troubled by social problems that force us to reconsider what we do in
schools’ (p.173).

As they seek to establish themselves as autonomous and resilient citizens
in a fast-changing world, young people will need to have the competencies
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and resources to achieve their goals, to solve problems effectively, to engage in
healthy relationships and to sustain their psychological and social wellbeing.
When they leave school, students will need to have learned the requisite
academic and scientific skills to enable them to function as self-reliant citizens
and to gain access to opportunities and resources. They also need, however, to
be equipped with the skills to be flexible in the face of change, to be creative in
problem-solving and effective in decision-making, to build and maintain
supportive relationships, to work collaboratively with others, to mobilise their
resources in times of difficulty. Seen in this way, an educational system with an
exclusive focus on academic performance would thus be shortchanging
today’s children and young people, and denying them their basic right for a
holistic and relevant education as a preparation for the world outside school.

Academic and socio-emotional literacy are not mutually exclusive or
developed at the expense of one another. Indeed they can support, reinforce
and complement each other. Happy and socially competent individuals are in
the end more productive in schools and society (Layard 2005). Moreover, this
educational approach does not only benefit the individual himself or herself,
but society as a whole; skills such as empathy, solidarity, tolerance,
collaboration, constructive conflict resolution, and emotional regulation, will
help to create more harmonious and supportive communities (Noddings
2003).

Effective social and cognitive functioning in children and young people is
predicated on emotional competence, which involves the understanding and
regulation of emotions as well as the ability to read and empathise with the
emotional state of others (cf. Bowlby 1975; Maslow 1970). Psychodynamic
theory convincingly argues that the emotional functions need to be regulated
by the cognitive, and this is reflected in the modern notions of emotional
intelligence and emotional literacy. In the absence of emotional competence,
individuals are prone to instinctual responses to basic emotional drives,
particularly fear, which in turn lead to an overemphasis of basic fight-or-flight
responses. Various terms have been used interchangeably to define this process,
such as emotional intelligence (Goleman 1996), emotional literacy (Weare
2003) and social and emotional learning (Elias 2001). We prefer the term
emotional education, which may be defined as the process by which an individual
develops emotional competence, which in turn develops through a social
learning process. Emotional education is concerned with the broad,
multifactorial nature of learning, which includes the biological, emotional,
cognitive and social aspects of learning. This suggests a comprehensive,
holistic and biopsychosocial model of education. In this respect, ‘emotional
education’ is broader and more inclusive than other terms used in this area,
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such as ‘emotional intelligence’, ‘emotional literacy’, ‘social and emotional
learning’ and ‘social competence’. For instance, emotional intelligence is
primarily focused on the cognitive aspect of emotions, while the views of
emotional education on learning are broader than those of emotional literacy.
Emotional education involves both learning and the promotion of learning,
hence incorporating and going beyond social and emotional learning. It is also
the process by which socio-emotional competence develops. While the term
‘emotional development’ involves the automatic development of emotions
that may be both functional and dysfunctional, emotional education involves a
proactive approach to the promotion of functional and healthy emotional
development.

Emotional education diverges in significant ways from practices
associated with traditional approaches to ‘mainstream’ education, which have
tended to emphasise teaching and learning as transmission, students as
subordinate to teachers’ authority, and student docility and passivity as
functional traits. By contrast, an emotionally literate approach to education
recognises that non-compliant behaviour and disaffection among students is
caused or (at least and probably more often) exacerbated by these ‘traditional’
approaches. The remedy is to employ educational practices that encourage
feelings of emotional security in students, and the development of high
self-esteem based on trusting and supportive educational relationships. This,
in turn, leads to student confidence and autonomy, which are essential qualities
for healthy personal development. These qualities are also necessary attributes
for economic viability in the 21st century (cf. Layard 2005). This overarching
theme is reflected in two major areas in this book: first, the significance of
involving and including students in issues related to their and their peers’
learning and behaviour; and second, the key role of emotions in students’
social and academic behaviour. These two themes are interlinked and
intertwined throughout.

The contributions to this volume address these themes in various ways,
drawing on empirical evidence for support. Part 1 consists of various chapters
presenting students’ own concerns and feelings about aspects of their
educational experiences, and underlines how listening to students’ voices is
vital to their positive emotional development. Opportunities for students to
express their thoughts and feelings, and for these to be actively listened to by
teachers, are vital for positive development. This also underlines the need for
students to be equipped with the necessary skills to articulate clearly their
feelings and thoughts. In Chapter 2, Frances Toynbee describes how
researching the perspectives of students with social, emotional and behaviour
difficulties (SEBD) can illuminate the debate about what aspects of provision
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are considered to be most helpful by the students themselves. In the highly
contested arena of ‘inclusion’ and ‘segregation’, it is argued that students
themselves can enrich the discourse by describing their experiences of policy
as played out in individual narratives. The chapter discusses the student
perspective literature, with particular reference to the epistemological, ethical
and practical reasons for seeking the perspectives of pupils with SEBD. The
position taken by the author is that children have equal value to adults, thus
their views on the effectiveness of provision provide an essential strand in
evidence-based assessment of the value of the interventions made.

Next, our chapter on the narratives of pupils with SEBD on their school
experiences, shares similar strands with the former one, arguing how lack of
student ‘inclusion’ and participation in decisions related to educational
interventions and provisions, may lead to disengagement on the part of the
students. The chapter presents five main themes identified in a review of
studies on the views of disengaged and disaffected students in Maltese schools,
namely poor relationships with teachers, victimisation by teachers and peers,
oppression and powerlessness, unconnected learning experiences, and
exclusion and stigmatisation. The nature of the themes underline the
universality of students’ feelings and concerns, and of their desire to be
listened to, respected and valued as human beings.

In another study carried out with former students in Malta, Damian Spiteri
presents in Chapter 4 the findings of a study that evaluated the educational
interventions at a school for students with SEBD in Malta. The study is based
on the participants’ own accounts of their lived educational experiences,
experience they then used as ‘strengths’ in their adult lives. The study seeks to
illuminate how such processes as their attending this particular school, the
peer interactions that they fostered there, and their interactions with the staff
and other professionals, served to influence their decisions, both when at
school and when eventually they started their own lives as young adults.
Rather than focusing on this period as an isolated aspect or period of their
lives, the author adopts a life-course approach that is geared to exploring ‘the
total space’ (Levy 1991) in which the lives of these young persons evolved.

The students’ views on personal and social education as a separate school
subject in Maltese schools and its relevance to their social and emotional
development, are presented in Chapter 5. Mark Borg and Andrew Triganza
Scott found that personal and social development is overwhelmingly popular
among primary and secondary students. Primary school students described it
as an interesting, ‘fun’ subject that allowed discussion, thinking and the
sharing of ideas, and that helped them understand others. Similarly, secondary
students gave ‘interesting topics’ and ‘preparation for life’, as the main reason.
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‘Assertiveness’ and ‘decision-making’ were indicated by each of the two age
groups of students as the two most popular topics. Students found this subject
highly relevant to their personal and socio-emotional development, and
expressed the wish that more time would be devoted to this area of the
curriculum.

The second part of the book develops the issue of student empowerment
by exploring how peer-mediated approaches help to enhance the social and
academic engagement of students. Positive social and cognitive development is
contingent on a healthy emotional climate, which is strongly influenced by the
peer group. Peer support is a widely used anti-bullying intervention in both
primary and secondary schools, and involves training young people to work
together to support victimised peers and to promote alternative, non-violent
ways of responding to conflict. In the first chapter in this section, Helen Cowie
reviews the major influences on the development of peer support as a bullying
prevention intervention in schools. While the benefit for those providing
support is clearly document, there is less consistent evidence on the impact of
peer support systems on the general climate of the school. The author presents
new research and practice findings that may help us to understand how and
why change can be effected in this area. The conclusions relate to the wider
context of the developing role of peer support in schools today in terms of
minimising violent and bullying behaviour.

The next two chapters present the findings of two studies in Quebec,
Canada, on peer tutoring and students with social, emotional and behaviour
difficulties. In Chapter 7, Anastasia Karagiannakis and Ingrid Sladeczek
discuss the effectiveness of one particular form of peer support, classwide peer
tutoring, on the academic and socio-emotional behaviour of young Canadian
school-aged boys with SEBD. They present the findings of a study that
investigated the boys’ academic performance, on-task behaviour, self-concept
and school satisfaction, following the implementation of a peer-support
programme. They found positive academic and socio-emotional effects
amongst the students receiving peer tutoring, and suggest how the system may
be employed to promote a more inclusive system for students with SEBD. In
Chapter 8, Claire Beaumont shows how students with SEBD can benefit from
being peer helpers themselves. After training such students to act as mediators
or peer counsellors, Claire and her colleagues observed an improvement in
their self-control, expression, and self-esteem, and a decrease in aggressive
behaviour. An analysis of the conversations held with these helpers revealed
various benefits connected with the experience of peer support, such as social
acceptance, a sense of belonging, identifying and empathising with the
feelings of others, and academic motivation. These positive effects support the
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hypothesis that we can positively influence the social skills of young persons
with SEBD by putting them in touch with the feelings of others and by
allowing them to help their peers.

Circle Time is a child-friendly approach encouraging the practice of
socio-emotional skills in an inclusive, caring and democratic climate, with the
peer group itself acting as an empowering vehicle for the promotion of
emotional education. It provides a very good platform for the practice of skills
such as speaking, listening, turn-taking, problem-solving, understanding
one’s emotion and enjoying and appreciating each other’s company. Jenny
Mosley’s approach to raising self-esteem, promoting positive behaviour,
encouraging supported self-discipline, and creating co-operative learning
environments, has been encapsulated in the Quality Circle Time model. In
Chapter 9, Mosley provides the reader the opportunity to explore in more
depth this approach as a tool to develop the social and emotional competencies
in children and young persons. The chapter reviews the existing evidence for
the effectiveness of Quality Circle Time in the promotion of socio-emotional
competence, and describes the practical steps in organising Quality Circle
Time in the classroom.

The third part of the book presents various studies on emotion-based
approaches in education, such as nurture groups and anger management, and
explains how these interventions are related to healthy positive social and
academic outcomes. In the first chapter, Paul Cooper introduces nurture
groups as a therapeutic educational approach for young children with social,
emotional and behaviour difficulties. The chapter describes the development
of this approach in the UK and evaluates its effectiveness in terms of academic
and social and emotional outcomes. In his review of research, Cooper draws
on a lengthy programme of research, including a major national study carried
out by the author himself, as well as a wide range of other studies carried out
by practitioners and researchers. The author shows that there are certain
consistently replicated findings that point to the value of nurture groups as an
effective form of educational provision. He also considers evidence of some of
the challenges that nurture groups face in their development. Marion
Bennathan, one of the pioneers in the establishment of nurture groups in the
UK, focuses in Chapter 11 on the relationship between early socio-emotional
experiences and mental health in adulthood, drawing on recent developments
in neuroscience and pharmacology to illustrate this relationship. She describes
how nurture groups have been developed to provide for healthy early
relationships amongst children who may be at risk, and underlines the
usefulness of such groups as an effective tool in the emotional education of
young children with SEBD.
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Kangaroo Groups are an adaption of nurture groups in Quebec, Canada,
consisting of small groups of students with behaviour difficulties attending
mainstream primary schools. In this next chapter, Caroline Couture describes
the adaptations made to the original nurture group model to fit the culture and
reality of Quebec’s schools, and then presents the findings of a study that
evaluated the effectiveness of this provision in its first year of implementation.
The study investigated the impact of the intervention on the students’
attention, behaviour and emotional development. Couture concludes that
overall, the results placed Kangaroo Groups amongst the promising
educational provisions for students with SEBD.

The final chapter in this section examines a different emotion-based
intervention, namely agression replacement training (ART), and its application
in Norwegian schools. ART has been originally developed by Arnold
Goldstein and his colleagues in the USA (Goldstein, Glick and Gibbs 1998) as
a tool to help people with anger-control difficulties to learn new prosocial
behaviors to replace behaviours such as verbal or physical aggression and
withdrawal. In this chapter Knut Gundersen and Froe Svartdal, who have been
undertaking research, practice and training in ART in Norway for the past
decade, discuss the effectiveness of ART with children and young people with
behaviour difficulties in Norway. They found improved social and emotional
competence amongst the programme participants, and the programme appears
to provide a promising approach to emotional regulation both amongst
students with SEBD and those without such difficulties.

In the concluding chapter, we draw together some of the key themes
developed in the book and place them within the context of an analysis of the
cultural values surrounding parenting, childhood, children and young people.
The chapter concludes with a call for a more positive approach to
understanding and defining childhood and adolescence as important life
stages that make a vital contribution to society. We underline the misleading
nature of what may pass for adult self-actualisation through sheer materialism
and selfishness, with children and parenting seen as obstacles to the adults’
path to fulfilment and self-actualisation. It is argued that children may well be
one of the most direct pathways to adult self-actualisation. If as adults we wish
to be genuine self-actualisers, then we need to work towards the creation of a
world in which children develop as well-balanced, emotionally secure and
socially engaged citizens. This requires the adult world to become more
constructively engaged with children and their needs. The more adults open
up the channels of communication with children and young people, and listen
to their opinions, the more opportunity there will be for dialogue and sharing
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of perspectives, and consequently for a better world for both adults and
children.

This book examines the various facets of emotional education, in various
ways, and across a range of contexts, cultures and countries. It does not claim to
provide an exhaustive, inclusive or comprehensive account of emotional
education. We see this publication as an attempt to contribute to the discussion
of this critical aspect of development and education of children and young
persons, bringing together a number of international authors, researchers and
practitioners who have been working in this area. The chapters provide
snapshots of emotional education from differing angles, and contribute to the
area in a variety of aspects, particularly the role of emotions in education, and
student voice and empowerment. The book should be useful to researchers
and practitioners interested in developing approaches to the promotion of
emotional education amongst children and young people. Academic
researchers, initial and in-service teacher educators, practitioners working
with children and young people with SEBD, including school staff and
professionals such as psychologists, counsellors and social workers, and
directors of services and policy makers, will all find this publication beneficial
in their work. It is also our hope that this book will serve to generate further
studies and publications in this area.
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PART 1

Listening
to Students’ Voices





CHAPTER 2

The Perspectives of Young
People with SEBD about

Educational Provision
Frances Toynbee

INTRODUCTION

This chapter discusses how researching the perspectives of pupils with social,
emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD) can illuminate the debate about
what aspects of provision are considered to be most helpful by the pupils
themselves. It will be argued that pupils themselves can enrich the discourse by
describing their experiences of policy as played out in individual narratives.
The ethical and practical reasons for seeking the perspectives of pupils with
SEBD will be discussed. The position taken by this author is that children have
equal value to adults, and thus, their views on the effectiveness of provision
provides an essential strand in evidence based assessment of the value of the
interventions made. There are practical and ontological reasons for exploring
pupils’ perceptions: what adults infer and assume about the educational expe-
rience of pupils needs to be examined. Toynbee (1999) found that while pupils
in specialist provision reported on positive experiences with their learning and
relationships, a majority would prefer to have accessed mainstream schools
successfully. The epistemological position taken in the chapter will therefore
be that children with SEBD have essential evidence to share about their educa-
tional experiences.
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WHY ARE PUPIL PERSPECTIVES IMPORTANT?

An epistemological position

To acknowledge that what children and young people think is a valid research
focus requires a particular epistemological perspective. This perspective sees
people as actively constructing their own meanings: ‘We should…assume that
children actively engage in construing themselves and learning about the
world through social interactions which themselves shape the structure and
pattern of their cognition’ (Wearmouth 1999, p.17).

Accepting that children as agents are actively making meaning and sense
of their surroundings then leads to the necessity for researchers/educators to
understand what meanings are being made. For children with SEBD, this is
particularly significant, as these are children who are creating particular
difficulties for schools (Ofsted 2004). Wearmouth (1999) argues that this
constructivist perspective is valuable as it enables us to develop some
understanding of how children with SEBD construct their behaviour and in
particular, what purpose their behaviour serves.

Pupils in schools can provide a richly layered account of their experiences
which reveals how they can and do ‘resist attempts to label or exclude them
and to seek alternative identities and experiences’ (Allan 1999, p.3). Allan
(ibid.) argues that the dominant discourse, which treats pupils with special
needs as passive subjects upon whom ‘expert’ knowledge is exercised, silences
the voice of the pupils. An example of this is the abstract of an article (Hamill
and Boyd 2002) that describes pupils ‘perceived as disruptive, disaffected and
troubled’ as ‘surprisingly articulate’ (p.111). However, pupil voice needs to be
seen as an essential part of the ‘complex power/knowledge knot’ (Allan 1999,
p.1), which she argues moves the special needs discourse beyond reductive
concerns with placement and practice. The production of ‘knowledge’ then
can be seen as a more dynamic interaction between professional discourses and
the perception of pupils, with the acceptance that there is not one simple
‘truth’ to be revealed, but a series of competing and conflicting narratives that
can illuminate the complexity of the processes enacted in schools.

Cooper (2003) argues that ‘first hand testimony from the students
themselves is an invaluable source of data when trying to assess the values of a
school that are reflected in its actual practices, rather than in its policies alone’
(p.5). Seeking this ‘testimony’ can enable practitioners and policy makers to
develop a richer and more multi-layered understanding of the ways in which
schools function and are experienced by pupils as well as staff. The distinction
that Cooper (2003) makes between stated policy and practice can be teased
out and examined fully only when pupils are asked how they experience their
education. In their study in mainstream schools, Clark et al. (1999) found what
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they considered to be fundamentally exclusionary practices being played out
in schools with avowedly ‘inclusive’ policies. However, the schools did not
consider how the pupils experienced these practices, and whether they too
considered themselves to be marginalised by these practices. It could be
argued that without exploring pupil perspectives, descriptions of schools will
always be limited and reductive, as they will only represent the views of adults
judging, researching or working within them.

Epistemologically, the position taken by this author is that the voice of
pupils with SEBD provides an essential element in the discussion about policy
and practice. However, pupils can give us more than evidence about practice.
They can enrich our understanding of the processes and power relations that
we think we understand, but that in reality, is limited by our partial
adult/professional perspective.

An ethical position

The ethical dimension to making children’s perspectives a focus of enquiry
requires an acceptance that children have a right to be listened to and heard.
The right of children to be listened to is enshrined in Article 12 of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). Lloyd-Smith and Tarr
(2000) offer ethical, practical and epistemological reasons for researching
children’s perspectives using a sociological perspective:

The reality experienced by children and young people in educational
settings cannot be fully comprehended by inference and assumption.
The meanings they attach to their experiences are not necessarily the
meanings that their teachers or parents would ascribe; the subcultures
that children inhabit in classrooms or schools are not always visible or
accessible to adults. (p.61)

They argue that there is a dominant ideology that constructs children as
subjects of adult protection who are submitted to ‘serious, controlled forms of
socialization’ (p.63). Thus schools are institutions that are broadly focused on
control and domination. It is arguable that in the United Kingdom there is a
cultural obsession with children and young people’s behaviour that is reflected
in the mass media. The introduction of Anti-Social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs)
in 1999, which have been issued in increasing numbers, (Home Office
Research Development and Statistics 2009) suggests that there are powerful
cultural influences centred on notions of the control and submission of young
people. A sociological perspective is useful as it provides a solid basis for
enquiry. If children and young people are constructing their own meanings,
what are they? If the notion of an ideological construction of childhood based
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on adults having to control children is valid, then what is it like for children
who challenge this control either consciously or unwittingly?

Armstrong and Galloway (1996) argue that ‘the application of expert
knowledge to the care and control of children has been a major phenomenon
of the twentieth century’ (p.109). Their research revealed that, despite the
recommendation in the original SEN Code of Practice (DfE 1994) that
children be involved in decisions about assessment, monitoring and review of
their special educational needs, in reality the process rarely allowed for
children to express their views. They question the assumption that pro-
fessionals are expressing ‘disinterested concern’ when referrals are made for
assessment, particularly for emotional and behavioural difficulties. Their
findings that the children felt uninvolved with the process suggests that whilst
UK government policy appears to support the principle that children have a
right to be listened to, in practice this is not occurring. Given that a Statement
of Special Educational Needs can have a significant impact on a pupil’s
self-image (Wearmouth 1999), it would seem ethically essential to seek out the
voice of the child.

The revised Code of Practice (DfES 2001) made consultation with
children a fundamental principle, stating that ‘the views of the child should be
sought and taken into account’ (1.5). However, it is important to be aware, as
Davies (2005) points out, that the Code of Practice in the UK is not statutory.
A current research project I am undertaking so far suggests that the consulta-
tion process is not experienced by children as an opportunity to express their
views. Representative comments made by pupils with Statements for SEBD
include:

I don’t go to my review meetings – I used to go and people just told me
about what I’d done, and I knew about that already, so I stopped going.
(Year 10 boy)

I don’t go to my review meetings ’cos I know what they’re going to say,
they’re going to say I’ve got even worse and I have to calm it down but I
can’t. (Year 11 girl)

Unless the views of the pupils who challenge mainstream school systems, as
children with SEBD tend to (Ofsted 2004), are listened to and taken into
account, it is likely that their negative experiences will be perpetuated (Davies
2005).

Ethically it is essential that pupil perspectives are sought, not just for the
sake of the pupils themselves, but also for the staff who are working with them.
Cooper (2001) refers to the prolonged feelings of concern aroused by the
behaviour of children with SEBD. Shearman (2003) describes staff feeling ‘a
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sense of outrage that their skills are being effectively rubbished by children
with (S)EBD’ (p.63). This outrage can be alleviated if some understanding of
why these pupils behave in the way they do can be developed by listening to
their explanations and narratives about their behaviour.

If it is accepted that children with SEBD present difficulties for staff in
schools, and that the children are responding to their environment in a way
that makes sense to them, ‘[i]t is probably axiomatic that children to whom the
descriptor (S)EBD is applied have developed ways of coping which appear
from the outside to be dysfunctional but which offer for them the best or only
way of dealing with a situation’ (Bowers 1996, p.10). Then, it is ethically
essential to discover how the children perceive their situation, both to protect
their rights and to inform staff so that they too can be empowered to enable the
children to cope in ways which they can work with.

Practical reasons

In 1999 I carried out a small-scale research project which explored the percep-
tions of Year 11 pupils who attended off-site centres in England about their
quality of education (Toynbee 1999). The study sought to discover whether
the pupils felt disadvantaged or stigmatised by their placement in segregated
provision. The participants in the research described their educational experi-
ence in off-site centres very positively. Like Cooper’s (1993a) respondents in
specialist provision, they felt their relationships with staff and other pupils as
well as their educational opportunities had been enhanced by their attendance
at off-site centres. The experiences described matched my own assumptions as
the former head teacher of one of these centres. However, when asked if there
were anything they would now change about their educational histories, nine
out of the fourteen participants asserted that they wished they had completed
their education in mainstream schools. This seemed remarkable given the
negative way in which they had described their experiences in mainstream
schools and the real sense of achievement they reported in their off-site
centres. This underlines the point that as researchers and classroom practitio-
ners, we tend to see only a small part of the picture when we assume that we
understand what school means to our pupils. I had completely underestimated
the social importance of attending mainstream school for pupils: ‘I feel like I
can’t fit in with some of my friends when they talk about school…they’re all
having fun and I’m not part of it’ (Toynbee 1999, p.82). Pupil perspective
research provides an essential part of the jigsaw in our attempts to make effec-
tive and positive provision for young people described as experiencing SEBD.

There is a growing body of pupil perspective literature that reveals that
while policy and practice is being developed with the best interests of the
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children in mind, in reality it can be experienced quite differently by pupils.
For example, Sinclair Taylor’s (1995) study of a unit placed in the heart of an
English mainstream school, with the explicit policy of enabling pupils with
Statements of Special Educational Needs to integrate with their mainstream
peers, was experienced by the unit pupils as stigmatising and excluding. While
her research participants saw their unit as a place of sanctuary, they were also
being labelled as ‘dunces’ by their peers. Taylor concludes: ‘Evaluation of
policy and practice needs to place pupils centre stage, if education is to develop
responsively’ (p.84).

Garner (1995) argues that:

by offering disruptive pupils the opportunity to present their views, the
‘reality gap’ between what these pupils think, and what teachers and
others think they think, can be significantly closed. By doing this, dis-
ruptive pupils can be viewed as resources for professional and institu-
tional development. (p.20)

This would seem to parallel Ainscow’s (1995) ideas about children with SEN
providing vital feedback to schools in order for schools to develop reflective
and inclusive culture and practice. Garner’s (1995) study found that a signifi-
cant minority of the pupils identified as disruptive largely supported wider
school values; but he also found that there was a ‘significant gap’ between what
schools claimed to provide and what pupils received. He argues that this could
be used as a springboard for school improvement.

The practical reasons for consulting children experiencing SEBD centre
on the idea that as adults and professionals we experience school differently
from pupils. Pupils can give us significant feedback about how they experience
policy and provision. Pupils with SEBD can provide us essential information
about how their behaviour and responses to school make sense to them, in
order that we can develop a better understanding of their needs. Garner (1995)
argues that we should not extrapolate too much from small-scale studies, as
this tends to put pupil views in the background. It may be argued, however,
that if individual narratives are foregrounded and given authentic expression,
then wider understanding of children who struggle can be developed.

Recent figures suggest that approximately 17,500 children with State-
ments for SEBD are being educated in mainstream primary and secondary
schools in the UK.(DCSF 2008) While there are studies of pupils’ perceptions
of exclusion (de Pear 1997; Garner 1996; John 1996) and of pupils’ experi-
ences in specialist, segregated provision (Cooper 1993a; Howe 1995; Polat
and Farrel 2002), there are few studies on pupils’ perception of mainstream
education from the perspective of a child identified as having SEBD (e.g. Allan
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1999; Turner 2000). Given that the majority of pupils who are described as
having SEBD are being educated in mainstream schools (DCSF 2008), it
would seem to be relevant to explore their perception of their educational
experience. It is essential to discover what aspects of mainstream schools are of
importance to pupils who have been identified as struggling within the system.
Wise (2000) highlighted some of the difficulties experienced by her research
participants (pupils with SEBD) in mainstream schools that had ultimately led
to them being unable to access mainstream school successfully. The size and
layout of schools and difficulties with relationships with peers and teachers
combined effectively to ‘disable’ these children, who ended up receiving their
education outside mainstream.

The practical reasons for seeking children’s views given by Lloyd-Smith
and Tarr (2000) give a clear indication of how this kind of research could be
valuable:

There is (also) a role for educational research to demonstrate the potency
and value of listening to children in the evaluation of national policy,
the promotion of school improvement and the monitoring of provision
for vulnerable and excluded groups. (p.70)

Cooper (1993b) also emphasises the importance of pupil perspectives because
‘it can help us to understand the effects and evaluate the effectiveness of provi-
sion and intervention’ (p.129).

While Wise (2000) subscribes to these practical considerations, she
queries whether pupil perceptions can actually have an impact on policy or
provision. She argues that even when pupil accounts of their schooling are
believed, their views are not accorded the status of professional perceptions:

It would seem that even if we accept the subjective reality of our pupils
as being of value and not false or distorted in some way, then we must be
prepared to consider them equally as clients within the system, along
with professionals, parents and schools. (p.16)

This would require a significant shift in power relations described by
Lloyd-Smith and Tarr (2000) as a ‘vast conceptual leap’ that would reconstruct
children as participants rather than subjects of adult control. Some pupil per-
ception research (e.g. Sinclair Taylor 1995) has revealed that practice intended
to enact a particular policy, in this case inclusion, has had the opposite effect on
pupils.

Educational interventions designed to meet the needs of young people
with SEBD thus need to be examined through the eyes of the pupils for whom
they are intended. This has practical value for the staff themselves. If staff in
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schools can develop knowledge and understanding of how behaviour that
challenges and undermines adult authority makes sense to the pupils them-
selves, then they can respond in ways that meet the need being expressed,
without perpetuating the negative behaviour. Evidence from pupil perspec-
tives of teachers suggests that the way in which teachers respond is critical.

[Pupils] construe identities for teachers on an individualized basis as
opposed to generating a collective identity. Such identities are crucial in
the way they subsequently interact with teachers and in the degree to
which teachers respond thereby helping to support or frustrate develop-
ment and change. (Davies 2005, p.306)

This individualisation of teachers can be seen as empowering, as it means that
each teacher can make their own changes in the way they listen to and support
their pupils. Professional effectiveness will be enhanced if teachers can see
themselves as powerful agents in the experience that their pupils have in
school. Thus, while there may be critiques of a rigid and inflexible curriculum
as a contributory factor to behaviour difficulties (Fogell and Long 1997,
Hamill and Boyd 2002), as individuals, teachers can adapt and deliver it in
ways that can meet the needs of all their pupils. The teaching styles used and
relationships developed between teachers and pupils then become central to
successful practice. Thus, practically, listening to pupils becomes essential in
the development of professional effectiveness.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, the epistemological, ethical and practical reasons for seeking
pupil perspectives have been discussed. It has been argued that children do
have valuable information to share with adults, that children do have a right to
have their voices heard, and that adults’ views of what the experience of school
is like for children needs to be examined. Children experiencing SEBD have
views of particular value to contribute as it is these children who present some
of the most potent challenges to mainstream schools (Ofsted 2004). It has also
been argued that from a constructivist perspective the meanings made by
adults and children within a school may be quite different, and that the possi-
bilities for misunderstandings and partial knowledge without consulting all
the actors within the school context are many and complex. As an example,
Sinclair Taylor’s (1995) research was referred to as a particularly illuminating
example of the differences in the ways in which policy is enacted and experi-
enced. The highly contested notion of inclusion has been a focus of this
chapter as it is within this discourse that the voice of pupils with SEBD has
rarely been heard.

34 PROMOTING EMOTIONAL EDUCATION



My current research attempts to redress this imbalance by seeking the
views of children with SEBD attending mainstream schools. Their views
about inclusion, their feelings of belonging and their sense of how they feel
about being identified as having SEBD have been sought. Preliminary
findings suggest that attending mainstream school is extremely important
from the pupil perspective. It appears that the social benefits of mainstream
school attendance may be underestimated within the professional discourse
about education. Thus, the target-driven attainment agenda, which informs
much of the debate and discussion about quality of education, seems to be
utterly irrelevant to the pupils within mainstream who are most likely to
challenge the authorities within the institution. In common with Garner’s
(1995) findings, the pupils in the current study were broadly supportive, in
theory, of mainstream school values. However, of greater importance to the
participants is the loyalty to peer relationships, built up over years, that are
highly significant and of great value to the pupils. Whilst this research is in the
early stages of analysis, what it suggests is that pupils with SEBD can provide
important evidence in the development of effective policy and practice. If what
pupils consider significant is foregrounded, then evaluating policy and
practice becomes rooted in a more lucid, holistic context of multiple
understandings.

As researcher/practitioners we need to link differing perspectives in order
to develop deeper and more complex understandings of the processes within
schools. Those of us who have a particular concern for pupils with SEBD, need
to highlight the significance of their perspectives in order to enable us to
develop appropriate and helpful contexts in which all pupils can thrive. As
Davies (2005) argues, the assumption that children with SEBD are ‘almost
entirely oppositional’ to schools and teachers is challenged if the views of
these children are actually examined. There is an increasing body of research
suggesting that this assumption about the oppositional attitude of children
with SEBD is exaggerated. Clearly, children and young persons can offer us a
richly textured and fascinating critique of educational institutions which can
enable us to develop a broader, multi-faceted understanding of the
complexities, successes and shortcomings in our practice.
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CHAPTER 3

The Narratives
of Secondary School
Students with SEBD
Carmel Cefai and Paul Cooper

INTRODUCTION

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child published in 1989 has
provided the impetus for the movement for the inclusion and recognition of
children’s voices in various contexts such as education. Legislation and
policies, such as the SEN Code of Practice (DfES 2001), the Children Act
2004 and the guidelines Working Together: Giving Children and Young People a Say
(DfES 2004) in the UK, and the National Minimum Curriculum (Ministry of
Education 1999) and the Inclusive Education Policy Guidelines (Bartolo et al.
2002) in Malta, have underlined the need to listen to students in the various
aspects of their educational experience and encourage them to participate
actively in their education. Student voice is indeed driving many educational
initiatives and policies, as well as the process of school development and evalu-
ation (DfES 2002; Flutter and Rudduck 2004). These legislative and policy
developments have given rise to student voice in research, with a particular
focus on pupils’ perceptions of their school experiences as a means of incorpo-
rating their views in issues relating to the improvement of learning and
behaviour in school.

Research evidence has repeatedly underlined the fundamental differences
between students’ and teachers’ views on various aspects of the learning
experience (Garner 1995; Spera and Wentzel 2003; Wood 2003). These
differences are evident amongst various groups of students, but they are
particularly striking amongst students with social, emotional and behaviour
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difficulties (SEBD), usually the most disenfranchised and disempowered
group of students. While teachers may complain about lack of motivation,
defiance and disruption of lessons, students may regard such behaviours as
appropriate ways to solve problems or as a response to poor teaching or unfair
treatment (Clark et al. 2005; Cooper and McIntyre 1993; Riley 2004).
Students’ complaints about a boring and irrelevant curriculum may be
considered by teachers as a sign of their unwillingness to ‘co-operate’ or
inability to learn (Chircop 1997). In a qualitative study carried out in a Welsh
primary school with a considerable number of pupils with behaviour
problems, the teachers blamed the pupils’ personality and temperament,
difficulties in coping with work, attention seeking, and family problems as
being the main causes of misbehaviour. The pupils on the other hand
mentioned school factors (teasing and bullying by peers, teachers’ attitude,
and learning difficulties) as significant causes of their difficulties (Cefai 1995).

The differences between teachers’ and students’ perspectives underline the
need to engage students in dialogue and give them a valid, ‘warranting voice’
(Gergen 2001). What students with SEBD have to say about their learning and
behaviour at school is not only valid and meaningful but helps to provide a
more adequate and useful construction of the situation, contributing to a better
understanding and resolution of difficulties. They are able to throw light upon
the causes and nature of learning and behaviour difficulties which might be
overlooked or not mentioned by teachers (Hamill and Boyd 2002; Rudduck
2002; Fielding and Bragg, 2003). Cooper (1996) argues that students should
be seen as a source of knowledge and expertise, having unique inside
experience of what it is like to be a student in a particular school. Their views
help to throw light on what school practices and conditions may lead to a
sense of helplessness and alienation, or conversely facilitate their learning and
make them feel valued as members of their community (Cooper 2003;
Ruddock and Flutter 2000). They are also able to provide an accurate account
of their own learning processes and how these could be enhanced by
classroom teaching practices (Cooper and McIntyre 1993). Besides helping
adults to develop insights about the nature, cause and resolution of
challenging behaviour, giving students the opportunity to discuss and express
their views provides them with an opportunity to gain an insight into their
own behaviour and its influence on their own and others’ learning and
relationships. This helps to prevent feelings of helplessness and alienation and
empowers the students to take more control and responsibility for their own
behaviour and behaviour change (Hapner and Imel 2002; Kroeger et al. 2004;
Norwich and Kelly 2006).
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Clearly, the inclusion of the student perspective helps to promote more
effective learning and positive behaviour in school. Yet the inclusion of the
perspectives of students with SEBD in school is quite a recent phenomenon
and in many schools the opportunities for such students to make their voices
heard are still very limited. Although the National Minimum Curriculum in
Malta promotes democratic schools as one of its key principles, students’
participation in decisions is still largely cosmetic with most of the decisions in
schools being made by adults (Cefai 2007). Student councils are being set up
in many primary and secondary schools, but their development in terms of real
influence on issues that matter is still at a very early stage. Moreover as Whitty
and Wisby (2007) argue, schools must seek to include the voice of all their
students, not just those on a school council or who are most comfortable
expressing their views in a school context. They suggest approaches which
combine ‘representative’ and more ‘participatory’ forms of democracy,
accommodating a wide range of abilities and disabilities. This would include
students with SEBD, usually the least empowered and liked group of students
(Cooper 2006; Lewis and Burman 2008). This chapter presents a review of a
number of recent studies carried out with Maltese students with SEBD
exploring their views on various facets of their educational experience. The
scarcity of research available in this area reflects the actual lack of attention
given to the student voice, particularly those with SEBD, in school.

THE VOICE OF STUDENTS WITH SEBD IN MALTESE
SCHOOLS

In a recent national study on students with social, emotional and behaviour
difficulties in Malta, taking 10 per cent of the school population across the
primary and secondary school levels, it was found that according to teachers,
9.7 per cent of the students exhibit social, emotional and behaviour difficulties
(Cefai, Cooper and Camilleri 2008). As expected, there are more difficulties in
secondary than primary schools, with difficulties increasing as students move
from primary to secondary education, especially behavioural problems. Boys
were reported to have more difficulties than girls (10.46% and 8.86%
respectively), and while they exhibited more behaviour problems, emotional
difficulties were more prevalent amongst female students. The great majority
of these students are supported in the mainstream, with only about 0.2 per cent
of students with SEBD attending special schools or units (Cefai and Cooper
2006). The 9.7 per cent prevalence rate is close to the 10 per cent rate given by
Robert Goodman (Goodman 1997) and other studies based on teacher per-
ceptions (Egelund and Hansen 2000; Smeets et al. 2007), but lower than the

THE NARRATIVES OF SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS WITH SEBD 39



10–20 per cent rate suggested by other researchers in the UK (BMA 2006;
Young Minds 1999). The Maltese study suggested that local statistics are quite
close to the international prevalence rates, and that teacher responses strongly
indicate that SEBD are a major issue of concern in Maltese schools.

A preliminary search for local studies on the voice of students with SEBD
yielded a very small number of small-scale studies carried out in the past
decade or so with secondary school students. Table 3.1 gives a brief
description of the studies reviewed in this chapter. The studies have been all
undertaken with secondary school students or students who had finished
school, and they have all included students identified as having SEBD, namely
students with behaviour difficulties in mainstream secondary schools or in
special schools, and students who were regular absentees (not for medical
reasons). All the studies included interviews with the students about their
mainstream school experiences. Students attributed their difficulties,
disaffection and disengagement to a combination of school and out-of-school
factors, but this chapter will focus on the school-related factors referred to by
the students. Five major common themes were identified in the narratives of
the participants with regards to their mainstream educational experiences and
their consequent disengagement, namely:

• poor relationships with teachers

• victimisation by staff and peers

• oppression and powerlessness

• unconnected learning experiences

• exclusion and stigmatisation.

Poor relationships with teachers

One of the most common and frequently mentioned grievances by the
students across the various studies was the perceived lack of respect, under-
standing and support by their classroom teachers. Teachers failed to appreciate
and address their needs, and this was a major factor that contributed to
their learning and behaviour problems. They felt humiliated and inadequate
when teachers shouted at them in front of their peers, ignored them or refused
to listen to their views, and did not provide support with their learning diffi-
culties:

Certain teachers start shouting at you when you say something…for
example if you go near the teacher and tell him ‘Good morning’, he tells
you that he has no time to waste. Or you go near some other teacher and
ask for help with work and she tells you ‘You did not pay attention’ …or
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you say something and he tells you ‘You do not understand…’ (Jane)
(Massa 2002)

If they (teachers) listen more, we wouldn’t get so angry and we wouldn’t
get in trouble as much; the few times we were given a say about a partic-
ular behaviour incident or we just decided to speak up, we were either
ignored or not believed. (Ramona) (Bartolo and Tabone 2002)

Ramona was more specific on what teacher behaviours will help her improve
her behaviour:

My behaviour would improve if the teacher doesn’t always come angry
for the lesson…and if they are more friendly…I behave well with those
[teachers] who love me and bad with those who don’t.
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Table 3.1: Studies on students with SEBD in Maltese schools

Authors Participants Age Number Gender Method Analysis

Massa
(2002)

Secondary school
students with SEBD

11–13 8 Mixed Semi-
structured
interviews

Thematic
analysis

Bartolo
and
Tabone
(2002)

Secondary school
students with SEBD

11–14 20 Mixed Semi-
structured
interviews

Thematic
analysis

Dalli and
Dimech
(2005)

Secondary school
students with SEBD,
including excluded
and frequent
absentees

11–16 19 Girls Participant
observation,
semi-
structured
interviews

Ethnographic
Feminist/
critical
theory
analysis

Spiteri
(2009)

Ex SEBD school
students

16
yrs+

12 Boys Unstructured
interviews

Grounded
theory
analysis

Chircop
(1997)

Trade school
habitual absentees

15–16 15 Girls Participant
observation,
semi-
structured
interviews

Grounded
theory
analysis

Clark et
al. (2005)

Secondary school
regular absentees

14–16 25 Mixed Focus groups Thematic
analysis

Gonzi et
al. (2006)

Young persons
attending services or
schools for young
persons with
challenging
behaviour

14–18 14 Mixed Semi-
structured
interviews

Thematic
analysis
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The students said they did not feel close enough to disclose personal problems
with their classroom teachers. Anna who has since left school, describes how
upset she was when her teacher broke the trust she (Anna) had put in her:

But then they amplify [things]…why disclose with all the class that
problem which I came to tell you?…if so, then it’s worth telling the
whole class myself, because they will get to know anyway…a girl from
my class would know; some 10 other girls from other classes, she’d go
and tell them, and those will go and tell another 10 girls and then the
word is spread around the whole school. Anna here and Anna there and
everyone gossiping about me. (Gonzi et al. 2006)

On the other hand, when teachers were understanding and took time to listen
to the students and their difficulties, the students felt comfortable and
accepted, and had no problems in engaging with what was taking place in the
classroom:

She gives you attention…if she sees that you are unhappy she asks you if
she can do anything to help…sometimes during a lesson she tells us ‘I
have been talking so much that I must have given you a headache’ and
she tells us a joke… (Jane) (Massa 2002)

Not all teachers are negative. There is one I really like…has a very nice
character. For example I confide with her when I have personal
problems and she listens to me and respects me. (Berta) (Clark et al.
2005)

Andrew had a negative experience in the mainstream, but he found respite,
care and understanding in his present special school for young persons with
challenging behaviour:

[I am] very happy because they teach me and listen to me…I am
learning to write bit by bit and – they understand me and do not send
me away and shout at me. (Gonzi et al. 2006)

Clearly when students felt listened to and understood and treated with respect
and care they were more willing to make an effort to improve their behaviour
and engage in the classroom activities. The close relationship with the teachers
provided a scaffold that helped them to find stability in a sometimes disorga-
nised and chaotic life, to believe in themselves, and to find meaning in their
school experiences.

A related subtheme across the studies was the autocratic and rigid
behaviour management approach adopted by many teachers in their response
to misbehaviour. Their blaming and punitive approach based on control and
coercion was seen in many cases as leading to an exacerbation and worsening



of the problem. Jane mentioned how many of her teachers ‘were not calm and
did not know how to joke’ (Massa 2002), Patricia complains about being used
‘as an example for the class…’ (Dalli and Dimech 2005), while Ramona
describes how her English teacher ‘makes her mad’:

The teacher is too strict…I don’t like it when they are like this, so I get
more mad in their lessons… I misbehave because they make me mad.
(Bartolo and Tabone 2002)

They only get angry. I only wanted her to help me but she started
shouting at me right away. (Rebecca) (Bartolo and Tabone 2002)

The way the teachers handled the situation would thus lead to a power struggle
spiralling out of control. Andrew remarked how his school experience was a
positive one, until in Year 3 in primary school, a ‘harsh teacher’ triggered a
downward spiral and he started falling behind, leading to his eventual exclu-
sion from school (Gonzi et al. 2006). Maria, a student with behaviour
problems, remarked how being picked upon repeatedly by the teacher led her
to ‘pester’ the teacher and ‘disrupt her lesson in revenge’ (Dalli and Dimech
2005). Simone who became a habitual absentee in the secondary school
describes the following incident:

There was a teacher who was always sending me to the Head office. All
the time going up and down. And then I used to tease her of having a
squint when I returned. And I used to eat with my feet on the table.
(Clarke et al. 2005)

Victimisation by staff and peers

Being treated unfairly and picked on by teachers and peers was another major
cause for concern expressed by students across the studies. Angela’s complaint
epitomises the sense of injustice felt by the students: ‘Do you know what
bothers me here? The teachers blame everything that happens on me’ (Clark et
al. 2005). Students defended their behaviour as a rightful and justified
reaction to what they regarded as unfair treatment by teachers. They felt hurt
and angry when they were singled out for misbehaviour while others got away
with it, and even more when they got blamed and punished for their peers’
behaviour without the teachers even bothering to verify the facts:

So many of the others break rules and get away but I always get
punished… Sometimes I get into trouble because my friends do some-
thing wrong and the teacher blames me and yells at me… When they
are not fair, I get angry and I don’t listen to them…I answer back…but

THE NARRATIVES OF SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS WITH SEBD 43



when they have a good reason I stay quiet. (Ramona) (Bartolo and
Tabone 2002)

I stay with two other girls, he always pick on us three, he reports us for
nothing, if he does not manage to finish the lesson, he blames us three
for it. (Jennifer) (Massa 2002)

Patricia expresses her irritation and bitterness at the perceived injustice:

He puts up a scene for the least reason; they set you up as an example to
others… [addressing one of the teachers] As long as Brenda is paying
attention, you don’t really care. She’s the one you dedicate all your
efforts to. (Dalli and Dimech 2005)

These negative experiences evoked very strong negative emotions even after
the students had stopped going to school. Jason, a young person who attends a
special school for behaviour difficulties, was very unhappy in the mainstream
secondary and explains his outbursts, and consequent absenteeism, on the
basis of unfair treatment by teachers:

I was very unhappy there…the ‘sir’ would make me lose my temper and
then I’d throw a table at him…for example he would give written work
of one kind to the other students, but then would give me written work
just for me…to me and to someone else sitting in my bench. (Clark et al.
2005)

Bullying and teasing by peers added to the sense of victimisation experienced
by students with SEBD. The students felt threatened and unsafe, frequently
picked on by peers with little support from the staff. This led them frequently
into trouble with both peers and staff and in many cases ending up in isolation
and absenteeism. Schooling came to be perceived as a negative, destructive
experience with frequent physical and psychological bullying:

Sometimes they make me very angry…and I hit them…but it’s not my
fault. They pick on me and I don’t do anything to them… How long am
I going to keep on letting them do that? (being hit) (Simon) (Bartolo
and Tabone 2002)

That my father was a heavy drinker…(the other students used to say):
‘You beaten one, where is the drunk? Drunkard!’ …I always went on
keeping it all inside. (Anna) (Gonzi et al. 2005)

Over there (at the mainstream school), they used to call me names time
and time over. As a result of what they used to call me, I went through a
crisis. I wanted to be liked by my friends. Yet, they kept on calling me
girlish. (Gilbert) (Spiteri 2009)
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Oppression and powerlessness

The students felt they could do little at the school to change their predicament
and get respite from their daily hassles. As one student put it ‘The teacher
makes the rules’ (Bartolo and Tabone 2002). A sense of helplessness under-
lined their grievance that they had little or no say at the school, with the
teachers and administration wielding the authority and making decisions
without consultation. They formed part of an oppressive, undemocratic system
built on adult power, compliance and coercion with little dialogue or sharing
of responsibility; this left them alienated and led them to disengage from the
system (Clark et al. 2005; Dalli and Dimech 2005). As Carmen, a 15-year-old
girl who has stopped going to school, put it ‘School is like a prison to me’
(Chircop 1997). As described earlier, the way teachers dealt with challenging
behaviour was described by many of the students across the studies as being
autocratic and unfair, leaving them with no option but to fight the system or
disengage from it.

I did not want to learn the stuff they were trying to teach me at the sec-
ondary school…who gave the right to the teachers to try to force me to
learn things? (Pierre) (Spiteri 2009)

The never ask us – they just say you can’t talk, eat and things like that.
There is no discussion. (Tracy) (Bartolo and Tabone 2002)

It’s better if they ask us first, because we will agree more and move
on…then maybe they will see that some rules are stupid… (Simone)
(Bartolo and Tabone 2002)

A typical example was the issue of the uniform with some of the students, par-
ticularly girls. Many disliked the uniform, describing it as unattractive and
uncomfortable, and engaged in various ways to modify it according to their
likes. This may be described as a form of symbolic resistance to authority, part
of the anti-school culture (cf. Patterson, Reid and Dishion 1992):

I don’t like tight pants; what difference does it make if our pants have
slits? It’s stupid…and I will open them again because I don’t like it…it
doesn’t make sense. (Simone) (Bartolo and Tabone 2002)

I really disliked having to take off the earrings…the summer one
[uniform] is like a napkin, the winter one carnival. (Simone) (Clark et al.
2005)

The students would appreciate more consideration of their opinions and
believe this would help improve both their learning (as teachers would know
what helps or hinders students from learning) and their behaviour (as students
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are treated with respect and responsibility) (Bartolo and Tabone 2002; Dalli
and Dimech 2005; Massa 2002):

We can fix things in the school if they listen to us more. The teachers
don’t know everything…I think we have good ideas (Bartolo and
Tabone 2002)

If they ask what we like in the lessons, we won’t get bored (because) they
will do what we…enjoy…and not what they want all the time. … We
know what we like and maybe we will learn more if they do this.
(Bartolo and Tabone 2002)

The issue of oppression was also evident in the way some students saw an
imposition of the alien school culture on their own. They sought to resist the
attempts of enculturation by refusing the values projected by the school, such
as behaving and dressing in ways which conflicted with the culture in their
communities and peer group (Chircop 1997; Clark et al. 2005). Students’
behaviour is defined as being rude and lacking in moral values; in turn teachers
are defined as elitist and ‘know it all’. Dalli and Dimech (2005) recount an
incident that illustrates this culture clash, with teachers downgrading the stu-
dents’ use of own dialect and putting pressure on them to switch their
language code to that of the school. The teacher told a student: ‘You sound like
a seller at the Flea Market; at school you have to learn to speak well and not
with this rude accent of yours’ The student replied: ‘I have talked like this since
I was young; if you don’t like it, lump it’. Clearly the student was arguing that
her ‘different’ culture was valuable in equipping her to function in her own
social context (Dalli and Dimech 2005).

Unconnected learning experiences

Many of the participants in the various studies found the curriculum boring
and academic, unrelated to life and career. They had difficulty in engaging in
activities that seemed meaningless and irrelevant to real-life situations, such as
the concerns they had in their life and in their communities. Veronica put it
quite succntly: ‘I think that this school is useless. They don’t teach. Everybody
goes for a laugh (Chircop 1997). Maria found it difficult to participate when
‘the lessons are useless… like the languages because sometimes you don’t need
them in the future, like Spanish’ (Bartolo and Tabone 2002). They disliked tra-
ditional lessons based mainly on written academic work with little interaction
and application to real life; they preferred to learn through practical, hands-on
activities:
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I think that if we do not like writing they should teach us trades and
crafts. If we do not like academic work, we can learn something else…I
used to enjoy [Art], but this was given least priority as it was considered
a waste of time. (Clark et al. 2005)

As students got older they found their own ways to subvert the system by
creating their own timetable and make the school experience enjoyable and
exciting through misbehaviour. Cynthia, a regular absentee, describes how
‘we used to do whatever we wanted…we either didn’t write, or we used to
chat, depending on the mood (Chircop 1997). It looks as if there was a
positive correlation between progressing from one year to the other and
increasing disengagement and alienation from the mainstream curriculum,
with the anti-establishment agenda and life outside school gaining more
prominence and meaning in the students’ lives (cf. Cooper 2003). A study
carried out by the World Health Organization in a number of European coun-
tries including Malta, found an increasing loss of interest in, and sense of
disenchantment with, schooling amongst students in general as they pro-
gressed from one year to the other. Liking for school decreased substantially
from 11 to 13 years, namely from 30 per cent to 16 per cent amongst boys, and
from 50 per cent to 27 per cent amongst girls (WHO 2008). In the case of
students with SEBD, however, these are usually the ones who are most sensi-
tive to negative elements in the school’s psychosocial climate, such as
unhealthy relationships, rigid regimes, and boring curricula, and the first to
complain about it (Cooper 1993). The following two students seek to justify
their habitual absenteeism:

They tell me go to school so that you will find a job when you grow up,
but I still found a job, I had many offers of work. There is no need to go
to school to find work. (Clark et al. 2005)

I come to school because I am forced to, if I was 16, I will be working, at
least you get something then, but here at school you get nothing. A
waste of time. (Clark et al. 2005)

Students are also vocal about what might have helped to remain engaged:

If they ask what we like and have fun in the lessons, we won’t get bored
[because] they will do what we…enjoy…and not what they want all the
time. (Bartolo and Tabone 2002)

Indeed when the subject was related to their needs and made sense, the
students found the experience worthwhile. During a pastoral care lesson,
students who during other lessons were described as oppositional and
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non-compliant, co-operated with the teacher, paid attention and participated
actively and enthusiastically in the lesson (Chircop 1997).

Exclusion and stigmatisation

In more ways than one, students said that they felt excluded as schools and
teachers showed an unwillingness and/or inability to understand them and
repeatedly failed to accommodate to their social and emotional needs. They
found it difficult to thrive in a rigid, autocratic system that expected them to
change and adapt and left little space for flexibility and autonomy. As mentioned
earlier on, this inflexibility and lack of understanding and support made it
impossible for students with particular social and emotional needs to succeed.
Despite a National Minimum Curriculum promoting a policy of inclusion
(Ministry of Educaiton 1999), this was one of the groups of students with indi-
vidual educational needs with whom schools found it most difficult to move
from principle and rhetoric to actual practice. Indeed the SEBD group is at the
greatest risk of exclusion, it being the only group where punitive, exclusionary
responses are permitted by law (Cooper 2001). They are usually the least liked
and understood students, with teachers preferring other students in their class-
room, including those with severe intellectual disability or learning difficulties
(Baker 2005).

Students said that their learning needs were similarly not being addressed,
compounding their existing problems at school. Not getting support when
needing help in learning led to boredom and frustration and consequently
misbehaviour.

We don’t understand and they do not explain to us and this annoys me.
(Janet) (Dalli and Dimech 2005)

We had a comprehension exercise and I was reading while she was
explaining because it was difficult and she gave me a detention.
(Rianne) (Massa 2002)

In such circumstances students are likely to find themselves victims of labelling
and stigmatisation. The label they end up with as a result of lack of support to
their educational needs (‘failure’, ‘incompetent’, ‘unmotivated’), in turn leads
to a self-fulfilling prophecy where the students stop believing in themselves,
take the label assigned to them and start calling themselves stupid, inadequate
and failures

I’m good for nothing. They tell me I’m spaced out.



It is useless sir when you [I] are incapable of understanding; I am not
sitting for any O levels because it’s useless for me to do so; I’m not up to
standard…a waste of money. (Dalli and Dimech 2005)

This process is set to lead to disengagement and consequent misbehaviour and
absenteeism as students try to detach themselves from a system that has a very
negative effective on their view of themselves in such a delicate and vulnerable
time in their development. Seen in this way, disengagement becomes a
self-protective mechanism from an act of symbolic violence by an inhuman,
uncaring system (Chircop 1997).

ANALYSIS

Students with SEBD, including those who still attended mainstream schools,
those who were placed at special schools/units, and those who had stopped
attending school, described their mainstream school experience as an unpleas-
ant and unhappy one. Not only did they feel cheated by not receiving the
support they needed in their learning and in their socio-emotional develop-
ment, but they felt victimised and abused by a system that labelled them as
deviant and failures, putting them even more at risk for social exclusion as
young adults. They protested against a system that was exclusive and
discriminative, failing to address and accommodate their needs and labelling
them instead as difficult and antisocial. This had a negative impact on their
self-esteem at a critical stage in their development, sometimes leading to a
self-fulfilling prophecy where the students themselves started to doubt their
own capabilities and resources to face the challenges as young adults in society.

The students felt isolated and victimised by inflexible teachers and
bullying peers. They felt particularly vulnerable when teachers failed to
understand them and their needs and refused to listen to them and their
concerns. They had no say in what was happening at the school or in the
classroom, and in many instances were not given the opportunity to defend
themselves in episodes of behaviour difficulties; in some instances being
unfairly punished.

Another key theme was that students found it difficult to engage in
traditional, teacher-centred methods of teaching and curricula, which they
saw as irrelevant to their real life and which were sometimes in conflict with
the cultures of their own peer group and community. They found themselves
helpless, excluded and alienated in a system marked by uncaring relationships,
oppression, injustice and victimisation. Their basic psychological needs for
affiliation, competence, success, achievement, autonomy and fun were clearly
not addressed. In their eyes, the school experience led to their being isolated
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and friendless, to a sense of failure and inadequacy, and to being coerced and
punished in their struggle for self-definition and autonomy.

On the other hand, the students were quite clear on what school factors
would have helped them to feel happier at school and made their experience a
more rewarding one. They underlined the need for a more humane, caring,
inclusive, democratic and relevant system. They warmed to those teachers who
showed them care and understanding, who listened to them and their
concerns, and who supported them in their social and learning difficulties.
They were ready to invest in teachers who respected them and believed in
them despite their difficulties. They referred to the significance of caring
relationships with particular teachers and the power of such relationships in
realigning their development towards more positive pathways (cf. Pianta
1999). They asked for protection from an oppressive and abusive system, to be
replaced by a system where they would be treated fairly without undue blame,
where they would have a right of reply, and where they are not blamed and
bullied. They wanted to have more say about the decisions affecting their lives.
They wished that what they had to do at school made more sense to their
present lives and future career prospects, and helped them to develop their
strengths and talents, rather than exacerbating their weaknesses and
difficulties. When they were given a second chance, such as going to another
school, one which addressed their needs, they reported a more positive view of
school and learning, which in turn led to more positive view of themselves and
their abilities, a process Cooper (1993) calls ‘positive resignification’. The
following excerpts by adolescents and young adults who attended special
schools (Gonzi et al. 2006, Spiteri 2009) indicate the processes that helped to
re-engage the students in the educational process and start to believe again in
themselves:

Very happy [at present school] because they teach me and listen to
me…I am learning to write bit by bit and – they understand me and not
send me away and shout at me. (Andrew) (Gonzi et al. 2006)

Come and enjoy it – you won’t get bored here…time will pass for you
over here…I don’t even see the time pass by. (Jason) (Gonzi et al. 2006)

The headmaster told me ‘over here you will learn what it is that you want
to learn.’ There were no extra-clever students. Everyone was the same.
(Pierre) (Spiteri 2009)

For me, the most important thing is that teachers show you that they
care about you and that they understand you. Today I am a mechanic. I
have always wanted to be a mechanic. At school, I was allowed to dis-
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mantle and reassemble parts of a broken-down car. What more could I
have possibly wanted then? The teachers there gave me the courage to
say this is what I want to do, and I am going to do it. (Louis) (Spiteri
2009)

The schools above helped the students to feel valued members of their commu-
nity and consequently to shed their negative labels and develop more positive
views of themselves. This process resonates with other similar studies carried
out with students in special schools, such as those by Cooper (1993), Polat and
Farrel (2002) and Jahnukainen (2001), where students were found to look at
their special school as providing respite from the difficulties they encountered
in their former schools, particularly unsatisfactory relationships with school
staff, inconsistent and unfair treatment by staff, and inadequate personal and
academic support from staff. As in the case of the various accounts described
above, for many students the positive relationships they formed with the staff
were seen as contributing directly to various positive outcomes in their lives,
such as enhanced self-esteem and self-worth (Cooper 1993; Jahnukainen
2001).

It is more effective however, for mainstream schools to promote such
positive experiences from the start and prevent negative signification from
taking place (Cooper 1993). For instance, other studies have found that the
students themselves would have liked to experience the positive factors present
in the special school in their previous mainstream schools (Garner 1995;
Gonzi et al. 2006; Toynbee 1999). Healthy student–teacher relationships,
caring and supportive teachers, flexible classroom management, meaningful
engagement, inclusion, and support in academic and personal needs, are
processes that may be promoted in any school. Mainstream schools can help
students to develop a positive identity and sense of responsibility through
opportunities to feel valued, included, competent and autonomous. This will
lead to more positive social and academic behaviours amongst the students
(Cefai 2008).

Reading this chapter, school staff may regard it as a one-sided attack on
schools and teachers by bitter and angry young people with negative school
experiences. Indeed, one must be careful not to make the same mistake of
previous research by focusing on the views of one party only. As already
indicated, it is crucial to listen to all the views, particularly those of teachers,
parents and students, in seeking to gain more adequate understandings and
insights of the processes underlying student behaviour at school. It is thus
important to underline that the focus taken in this chapter should not be taken
to imply that the student perspective is more important or valid than those of
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teachers. Indeed supporting students with SEBD is a demanding and
challenging task, and the teachers themselves need support in addressing the
needs of such students. It is also important to mention that when asked about
their school experiences, many of the students in the studies reviewed in this
chapter, listed other non-school factors that contributed to their difficulties at
school, such as individual characteristics, family and community problems,
and peer group pressure. This chapter, however, is concerned with how
listening to the students’ voice can make a significant contribution to schools
in their efforts to promote a more positive experience for all students,
particularly vulnerable ones. The narratives of the students described above
underline the benefits for school staff to listen to what students would like to
see in their school and how this is related to better adjustment and success in
learning. In the end this makes for effective teaching and learning (Cooper and
McIntyre 1993; Hapner and Imel 2002).

CONCLUSION

Students sent out a very clear message of what processes help them to learn and
engage in positive social and academic behaviour, and what they find discour-
aging, devaluing and disheartening. Clearly, schools need to operate as caring,
inclusive and supportive communities for all their members, including those
with social and emotional needs. They need to engage in more frequent and
regular dialogue with the students on what is helping or hindering them from
learning and make the necessary adjustments accordingly. Students with
SEBD need to be given more opportunity to give their views on the various
facets of their educational experiences and need to be provided with skills to
enable them to do so effectively. This implies first that teachers must have a
genuine desire to listen to what the students have to say. They will need to see
the significance and value of eliciting students’ views as a crucial element in
effective teaching and behaviour management, as only then will they seek to
engage in pupil consultation (McIntyre, Pedder and Rudduck 2005). Teachers
will feel less threatened of ‘student power’ if they have clear ideas of what
‘student voice’ entails. It does not mean that teacher authority would be taken
over by the students, or as Nieto (1994, p.398) put it, that students would have
the ‘final and conclusive word in how schools need to change’. Rather it is a
dialogue between students and teachers, with the latter considering and incor-
porating students’ views when making classroom decisions. Teachers will also
need to appreciate that by giving students a voice, their relationships with the
students would improve, as the dialogue between teachers and students would
help to break down barriers and build connections. The students will stop
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blaming the school for their problems, and as their sense of helplessness and
oppression decreases, their sense of responsibility will increase (Fielding and
Bragg 2003; McBeath 2006). They would thus have no need to shout to make
themselves heard.

Second, the students themselves need to be convinced that they have a
valuable contribution to make. Paradoxically, the teachers themselves need to
help students to challenge the notion that teachers know best and start believing
more in themselves (Flutter and Rudduck 2004). Giving away their ‘power’ is
thus set to bring the teachers closer to the students and increase their influence
on student learning and behaviour. Third, schools and teachers will need to
enable and support students to articulate their views as clearly and effectively as
possible, particularly those who have difficulty in doing so, such as students with
SEBD (Cooper 1993; Lincoln 1995). Students with SEBD may lack confidence
and competence in expressing their views clearly and accurately, particularly in
environments perceived as being oppressive, patronising and adult-controlled
(Daniels et al. 2003). Indeed some of the challenging behaviour exhibited by
students may be construed as an immature and unskilled way of making oneself
heard. Students with SEBD may therefore need particular support, such as active
listening, empathy and probing, to engage in self-reflection and insightful
thinking about their experiences and to express their thoughts and reflections in
appropriate, effective ways (Hapner and Imel 2002; Lincoln 1995). Fourth,
there needs to be more child-friendly and emancipatory approaches to eliciting
students’ views so as to ensure authentic representations and constructions with
the least bias and distortion. These may include strategies that promote and
enhance students’ active participation and communication, such as an open,
non-hierarchical, facilitative and reflexive stance on the part of the adult, and
child-accessible techniques that enable the children to express themselves clearly
and meaningfully. Illuminative techniques such as drawings, interactive story-
telling, use of pictures, sentence completion and balloon-filling, are promising
tools in seeking to capture the authentic experiences of students with challeng-
ing behaviour (Wetton and Williams 2000). Rather than being the objects of
research, students become partners in the research process. Finally, having a
voice is not enough; students’ voice needs to inform decisions and action plans.
Students need not only to voice their views, concerns and suggestions, but to be
actively involved in decisions and action taken to turn their voices into actual
practice in the classroom (Holdsworth 2006). This would ensure that the
student voice would become a vehicle for emancipation and empowerment
rather than a tool for maintaining adult control.
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CHAPTER 4

The Perspectives
of Ex-Students on Their

Experiences at
a School for SEBD

Damian Spiteri

INTRODUCTION

There is a considerable debate in the literature about what type of educational
provision is best suited to cater for the needs of young people considered at
risk, particularly those with SEBD (Ofsted 2005). On one hand, students who
are disruptive at school are seen as constituting the highest barrier to raising
standards in schools (Lamb 2006), while it may be argued on the other that
they may not derive benefits from ordinary schools since their behavior
requires particularly skilful and vigilant management that is hard to come by in
mainstream schools (Ofsted 1999). In this respect, having special schools
could be seen as being consonant with the educational needs of the students,
which may include needs arising from problems in learning, social interactions
and mental health (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Education and Training in
Wales 2007).

Yet, in exploring what students are unable to do, such studies tend to
subscribe to a ‘deficit’ understanding (Lipsky 1992) of the educational process
and of students with SEBD themselves. Consequently, they fail to focus on the
subjective meanings that the young people themselves ascribe to what they
have achieved from their education. This chapter will go beyond such an
approach and focus instead on analyzing how a cohort of young people who
once attended an offsite special school developed self-efficacy, agency and
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resilience, and how their school experience empowered them to develop their
own goals and reach them when they were older. This chapter presents the
participants’ own accounts of their educational experiences that they then
used as ‘strengths’ as they moved into adulthood. It describes the various
processes that served to influence their decisions both when at school and
upon eventually leaving and starting their own lives as adults. Rather than
focusing on this period as an isolated aspect or time-period of their lives, the
author will thereby adopt a life-course approach (Hunt 2005) that is geared to
exploring ‘the total space’ (Levy 1991, p.90) in which the lives of these people
evolved.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Evidence-based studies are of empirical interest for a number of reasons. First,
they are not only carried out in an empirical manner but are clearly seen to be
so by virtue of the methodology selected and the transparency of the manner
in which results are arrived at and presented (Concoran and Vandiver 2006).
Second, evidence-based studies are usually interdisciplinary in focus and are
therefore suited to a wide readership of professionals from different fields.
Indeed, few issues are the purview of a single discipline (Thyer 2006).
Findings from the educational field can easily be of interest to other profes-
sionals including counselors, play-therapists, nurses, psychiatrists, and many
others. Conversely, educational researchers need to draw on interdisciplin-
ary-derived research and be familiar with the findings and research practices
of practitioners from other fields besides their own.

Evidence-based studies relating to students with SEBD are associated
with finding out what works (Cooper 2001). One of the implications of this
approach, is ensuring that any interventions that have been made in the
participants’ lives when they were children and adolescents were optimally
effective at essential points of their life-course. Since the focus of this chapter is
on student voices, which in itself is a research strategy ‘that is relatively rare and
scarce’ (Nieto 1994, p.396), it thereby overrides the problem of defining
which behaviors can be classed as symptomatic of SEBD, which can range
from deep-seated emotional disturbances on one hand, to some form of
reaction to outward circumstances on the other (DfEE 1994). In this manner,
research has been carried out ‘with’ rather than ‘on’ the participants (Schulz
2000). Naturally, this subjective focus is also influenced by various factors
related to the students’ educational experience, such as the influence of the
educators. Areas of knowledge overlap, and any evidence used must thus be
integrated within the overlap between these different areas. Figure 4.1
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provides an illustration of these overlapping spheres of influence. The
interdisciplinary aspect of the model is clearly indicated, since best evidence
cannot be derived by looking only at a single area of knowledge without
considering the others. The same can be said for educators’ knowledge and
skills, wherein the delivery of lessons to students of varying academic abilities
can be consolidated by relevant insights from different disciplines. The model
also considers students’ desires as part of this overall paradigm, thus serving to
attribute due weighting to the student-centered focus of the evidence-based
approach that is adopted in this chapter.

METHODOLOGY

This chapter presents the finding of a small-scale, qualitative study that
employs a grounded theory methodology in seeking to understand the stu-
dents’ educational experiences and its impact on their lives. It is based on data
provided by a cohort of ex-students at St. Paul’s School (not real name) who
are presently in their mid-twenties and who attended the school during the
school year 1995/1996. St. Paul’s School is a second opportunity school in
Malta for 14- to 16-year-old boys who have been identified as needing a
special educational provision due to their disruptive behavior or to their unau-
thorized long-term absenteeism. The school has its own particular curriculum,
with an emphasis on crafts and co-curricular and extra-curricular activities.
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The total school population does not normally exceed 25 students. Students
are usually sent to the school from state secondary schools catering for
students with relatively low achievement levels.

The 12 participants in the study were a rather homogeneous group in
terms of their socio-economic background, as they all came from low
socio-economic status (SES) and eventually all came to be employed in one or
more low SES jobs. Pierre worked at a bakery and also as a disc-jockey, Marc as
an aluminium window fitter, Jean Paul as an attendant at a take-away
establishment, Christopher as a laborer in a metal-forging establishment,
Leroy as a bus-driver, Michel as a painter and plasterer, Louis as a mechanic,
and Patrice as an electrician. Like Michel, Jacques worked as a painter and
plasterer, Gilbert as a taxi-driver, and Olaf and Henri both worked in the con-
struction industry as laborers. All participants, other than Patrice, had a wife or
female partner and all lived with her independently of their families of origin.
Patrice was living with his parents.

Data was derived through unstructured individual interviews with the 12
participants. They were each interviewed twice with an interval of around one
week between interviews. While no formally structured interview schedule
was applied in either session, the goals and objectives of each interview were
spelt out to the participants at the outset of the interviews and they were
invited to explore whatever issues they considered to be of relevance. The first
interview was conducted mainly with the aim of establishing how the
participants perceived their schooling overall and how they deemed this to
influence any aspect of their life-course. The second interview focused on
what the researcher designated as the common points that were raised by the
participants in the first interview. In this way a core theory was developed from
the data as presented by the participants. This approach was considered to give
rise to a context where any arising narratives would emerge from a
free-flowing ‘dialogue’ between the researcher and participant.

The interviews were aimed at promoting conversation and were based on
Friere’s (1992) concept of promoting ‘horizontal relationships’. Such
relationships allow for empathy to be generated between all those involved in
the dialogue. This is furthermore conducive to any data collected being
‘naturally occurring’, in the sense that even had the observer not been present,
it could be safely assumed that the resulting data would be the same (Griffin
2007).

Using a grounded theory approach, data is first grouped into categories
and then into subcategories based on the categories as originally proposed
(Glaser and Strauss 1967). The analysis is not something linear and usually
involves further categories being introduced that stem from the subcategories
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as originally proposed. When all categories and subcategories have been
delineated and when the data is seen to yield no more of them, then theoretical
saturation is said to have been reached. At that stage, a core theory can be
proposed (ibid.). Within the context of this study, the original categories
developed included: personal autonomy in choosing what to learn at school;
no preferential treatment by teachers amongst students; liaison with the home
for psycho-social support; liaison with the home for material support;
meaningful relationships with school staff; healthy peer support; and lack of
bullying. These were then collapsed under three main headings that have been
used to structure the analytical part of the study, namely, the Head of school’s
influence, the personalized attention provided to the students, and meaningful
peer relationships.

MAJOR THEMES IN THE STUDY

The Head of school’s influence

There is nothing novel about referring to a Head of school in the context of
successful educational interventions, since this is something that can be traced
to the beginning of effective schools research in the late 1960s (Kaplan and
Usdan 1992). As time passed, however, it came to be increasingly recognized
that an exclusive drive for academic excellence would have an overall negative
effect on educational equity, and great consideration needed to be given to the
diversity of students in the classroom if such equity was to be reached (Passow
1984). This particular dimension of equity as epitomized by the Head of
school, was underlined by the participants:

I did not want to learn the stuff they were trying to teach me at the sec-
ondary school that I used to go to. Who gave the right to the teachers to
try to force me to learn things? At St. Paul’s School, the headmaster told
me ‘over here you will learn what it is that you want to learn.’ There were
no extra-clever students. Everyone was the same. (Pierre)

Olaf and Patrice noted that at times the Head would visit them in their homes
and even though they knew that this went over and beyond his call of duty, it
helped them to feel significant as individuals:

The thing that he used to come home to see us helped me – my eldest
brother had a drug problem. He helped with that. He had also done
everything he could so that the [negatively inclined] friends of my
brother did not become my friends as well. … If it was not for this,
today, I would be hooked on drugs. (Olaf )
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The headmaster assisted my mother a lot to have a proper bathroom at
her place. The headmaster had found some ex-students and that had
showed me how to install and fix up a bathroom. If it was not for him, I
would probably not even be working today, as I did not have any moti-
vation to push me along. … Today, I have a good job, the pay could be
better, but the wage is steady and that is what is important to me.
(Patrice)

Teaching and learning at St. Paul’s went beyond traditional teaching. As a
result of the interactive influence of their Head when they were younger, Olaf
and Patrice eventually felt more empowered to achieve their goals. They
observed that the Head’s empowering approach and his out-of-school inter-
ventions enabled them to feel more confident and competent in mastering the
challenges of life outside.

Personalized attention

The Head’s interventions are highly interwoven with the second theme devel-
oped from the data, namely a school culture where students felt that they could
work towards their aspirations successfully. Pierre had started off working as
an employee in a shop where he served as a vendor of traditional Maltese
snacks. He then saved up his earnings to establish himself in business as a
part-time, self-employed, disc-jockey whilst working also at a bakery. He
relates these achievements to his experiences at St. Paul’s:

At St. Paul’s School, they were set on talking to you, on getting to know
you. Even the thing that I used to play billiards with the teachers or with
my friends helped me, because it was from there that I earned confi-
dence. Then, there was this teacher whom we used to call the English-
man. He was never discouraged by anything and told me to help him
embellish the school. Then, there was this social worker who was
assigned to me by the school itself and who had come to see me both at
school and at home on various occasions. When he once came home, he
told me that ‘you need to believe if you are to achieve’. I still remember
those words. I carry them with me everywhere I go. … It is because of
this that today I can believe in myself enough to move on in business.
Perhaps one day I will not need to be an employee anymore and will be
totally self-employed as a DJ which is something I love. (Pierre)

Pierre’s assertion about his being asked by a teacher to help him ‘embellish’
the school shows that the teachers’ individual expertise and their use of the
pedagogic knowledge is integrated with the students’ values and expectations,
through horizontal ways of relating (Friere 1992). Pierre’s social worker who
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served as a bridge between the school and the home, served to instill in him a
greater sense of safety and security when he was at the school.

Louis’ story shows how being made to feel significant was related to the
work he eventually took up when he left school. He explained that even
though there was no course in automobile mechanics at the school, once the
staff got to know of his wish to learn motor mechanics, they sought to help
him develop this skill. The Head managed to procure a broken-down car,
while another teacher helped him to dismantle it while explaining the function
of each part. What Louis was hinting at was the manner in which St. Paul’s,
possibly unlike his previous mainstream school, was able to adopt a more
student-centered approach due to the small number of students present and
the particular school-management approach:

For me, the most important thing is that teachers show you that they
care about you and that they understand you. Today I am a mechanic. I
have always wanted to be a mechanic. At school, I was allowed to dis-
mantle and reassemble parts of a broken-down car. What more could I
have possibly wanted then? The teachers there gave me the courage to
say this is what I want to do, and I am going to do it. (Louis)

A further instance of individualized attention was mentioned by Michel who
claimed that the Head had helped him to find his first job. He asserted that he
knew someone who could employ him but did not know how to approach that
person or what to say. The Head had engaged one of the teachers in fashioning
out a role-play as to what was to be said over the telephone. Michel underlined
that in future jobs, he had no problem in speaking to people and asking for
jobs:

I think the most important thing to me was leaving school and finding a
job. It could have been any job. So long as it was a job. Looking back, I
would say that it was the way that the teachers at St. Paul’s School
treated me that helped me along. For instance, if I had to pick up a fight,
I would have done so very easily. Yet, if it came to asking someone for a
job, I simply did not know how to do it. The teachers helped me to
become more confident. They showed me how to ‘act’ confident. That
is all I needed then. Today, because of what they taught me, I would say
that I am not only confident but mega-confident. (Michel)

Teaching was thereby geared toward identifying ways in which the teachers
and other staff succeeded in improving the students’ social skills and inter-
personal problem-solving ability. By listening to them and by understanding
and reflecting on their feelings and individual motivation, they empowered
the participants to ‘understand, process, manage, and express the social and
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emotional aspects of [their] lives’ (Cohen 2001, p.3); eventually this helped
them to find purpose in their lives later on as adults.

Meaningful peer relationships

Peer-relationships are another aspect of schooling that was considered to have
had an impact on the adult lives of the participants. Henri notes that in the
mainstream secondary school that he attended prior to St. Paul’s, it was
common for young people from a one particular locality to bully and harass
those from another locality. He claimed that this did not happen at St. Paul’s,
and had he not been transferred there, he would have suffered a great deal:

I do not know why I was always seen as the trouble-maker. I am actually
a quiet person. I just want to be left in peace. This was the way I was at
school and I am still that way today. I think that at St. Paul’s what the
teachers taught me was to identify people who were too difficult for me
to handle and to avoid them. Even though (in my adult life) I once
worked at a job where I was bullied, I remembered what the teachers
had told me that once you walk into a situation, then if you find out that
it is too much for you, then you must walk out, and walk on. That is what
I did and have always done since then. (Henri)

The way in which Henri describes himself does not portray such characteris-
tics that are usually associated with SEBD, such as being disruptive or
engaging in delinquent behavior. Nonetheless, he appears to have been disaf-
fected with his school and this seems to have been found to be challenging by
his mainstream teachers. At St. Paul’s, he deems as significant that he learnt to
choose the people whom he felt he could trust. St. Paul’s is thereby not placed
amongst the schools promoting masculinized school subcultures that are often
seen as contributing to the development of poor attitudes and lack of motiva-
tion amongst boys (see Jackson 1998; Willis 1977). There is no emphasis on
the need for Henri to be tough, to act out, to be cool, or to be one of the lads.
Rather, there is an emphasis on interpersonal skills and on developing one’s
individual strengths in engaging in prosocial peer interactions.

Peer relationships were also instrumental in the life of Gilbert. Gilbert
claimed that he had been picked on in his previous mainstream school and was
often described as being ‘effeminate’. Moreover, he had no interest in matters
that seemed to interest his peers, and for this reason he often felt the odd one
out. He claimed that:

Over there [at the mainstream school], they used to call me names time
and time over. Because of what they told me, I went through a crisis.
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I wanted to be liked by my friends. Yet, they kept on calling me girlish.
Then at St. Paul’s School, I found these teachers who played billiards
with the students and told the students to include me in the games. From
then on, I made friends. Nobody insulted me anymore. I started to go
out with peers. Previous to that, I have never been out with friends
before. Today, I would say that St. Paul’s School gave me confidence. I
work as a taxi-driver, and I work with all sorts of people. I would say
that making friends at school and then going out were where it all
started from. (Gilbert)

Judging by the way Henri and Gilbert described St. Paul’s, the school appeared
to subscribe to Sukhnandan’s (2000, p.15) idea that it created ‘a culture where
male students can achieve without fear of ridicule and where disruptive
behavior is not allowed to undermine learning’. In Henri’s case, this particular
type of school culture ‘can assist students to challenge the social construction
of gendered behaviors’ by engaging them in being themselves rather than pro-
moting stereotypical behaviors, such as having to prove one’s masculinity by
being tough or by fighting back. In Gilbert’s case, it underlines that students
with SEBD are particularly vulnerable to social-emotional problems and
social-skills deficits. This is related to the definition of SEBD in young people
as one where the behaviors and emotions that these young people manifest are
what is essentially the manner of concern (Visser 2003).

CONCLUSION

The core concept that links the above themes together is that people matter. It
is clear from their narratives that, as students, the participants had no interest in
finding out if they were labeled individually or collectively as students with
SEBD. Rather, they wanted to be given positive strokes by having their
strengths and positive qualities acknowledged through their schooling. The
theoretical model that is proposed in this chapter suggests that evidence-based
interventions cannot simply be based on educators’ expertise, best evidence, or
students’ desires, without taking into consideration the interrelationships
between these factors. This can be particularly seen through the students pre-
senting an ‘I want to be involved’ discourse. They were seeking to have
functional relationships with their teachers and anticipated that this would be
reciprocal. The skills that they employed in building relationships of this
nature are what they would then re-employ in different contexts throughout
their life-course.

Even though the study was limited by its being a study of young men only,
it shows how people can be socialized to develop a critical social intelligence
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and self-reflexivity about how they engage in particular social behaviors.
Moreover, despite the small number of participants selected, the study was
intended to offer an in-depth appraisal of significant events that the
participants could trace back as having been positively influenced by their
experience at St. Paul’s. It is hoped that it will pave the way for further studies
on how students with SEBD cope when they attend mainstream schools. This
could then lead to differential studies on the needs of boys and girls who
present SEBD in both mainstream and special provision.

The participants reported that their attendance at St. Paul’s School had a
positive effect on the manner in which their life-course developed as young
adult workers. Importance was attributed to the interventions of the Head of
school, the school’s attention to links with the students’ home and community,
and to a student-centered school culture that enabled students to feel that they
were individuals rather than ‘one of a number’. All in all, this made them feel
that their participation at school was valued and consequently gave them
strength and belief in themselves in the social contexts they encountered once
they finished school and started their journey into adulthood.

REFERENCES
Cohen, J. (ed.) (2001) Caring Classrooms/Intelligent Schools: The Social Emotional Education of Young Children.

New York: Teachers College Press.
Concoran, K. and Vandiver, V.L. (2006) ‘Implementing Best Practice and Expert Consensus Procedures.’ In

A.R. Roberts and K.R. Yeager (eds) Foundations of Evidence-Based Social Work Practice (pp.59–66).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Cooper, P. (2001) We Can Work It Out: What Works in Education for Pupils with Social, Emotional and
Behavioural Difficulties Outside Mainstream Classrooms? Ilford: Barnardo’s.

Department for Education and Employment (DFEE) (1994) The Education of Children with Emotional and
Behavioural Difficulties. Circular 9/94. Nottingham: DfEE Publications.

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Education and Training in Wales (2007) Evaluating Outcomes for Children and
Young People with Additional Learning Needs. Cardiff: Estyn.

Friere, P. (1992) Education for Critical Consciousness. New York: Continuum.
Glaser, B.G. and Strauss, A.M. (1967) The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research. New

York: Aldine.
Griffin, C. (2007) ‘Being dead and being there: Research interviews, sharing hand cream and the preference

for analysing “naturally occurring data”.’ Discourse Studies 9, 246–269.
Hunt, S. (2005) The Life Course: A Sociological Introduction. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Jackson, D. (1998) ‘Breaking out of the Binary Trap: Boys’ Underachievement, Schooling and Gender

Relations.’ In D. Epstein, J. Elwood, V. Hey and J. Maw (eds) Failing Boys? Buckingham: Open
University Press.

Kaplan, G. and Usdan, M. (1992) ‘The changing look of education’s policy networks.’ Phi Delta Kappa 73,
9, 664–672.

Lamb, T. (2006) ‘Reconceptualizing Disaffection: Issues of Power, Voice and Learner Autonomy.’ In C.
Borg and C. Calleja (eds) Understanding Children and Youth At Risk: Narratives of Hope (pp.1–30). Malta:
Media Centre Publications.

Levy, R. (1991) ‘Status Passages as Critical Life-course Transitions.’ In W.R. Heinz (ed.) Theoretical Advances
in Life-course Research (pp.87–114). Weinheim: Deutscher Studien Verlag.

66 PROMOTING EMOTIONAL EDUCATION



Lipsky, D.K. (1992) ‘Achieving Full Inclusion: Placing the Students at the Center of Educational Reform.’
In W. Stainback and S. Stainback (eds) Controversial Issues Confronting Special Education: Divergent
Perspectives. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.

Nieto, S. (1994) ‘Lessons from the students on creating a chance to dream.’ Harvard Educational Review 64, 4,
392–426.

Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) (1999) Principles into Practice: Effective Education for Pupils with
EBD. HMI report. London: Ofsted.

Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) (2005) Managing Challenging Behaviour. London. Ofsted.
Passow, A. (1984) ‘Tackling the reform reports of the 1980s.’ Phi Delta Kappa 65, 10, 674–683.
Schulz, R. (2000) ‘Collaborative Narrative Inquiry and the Ethic of Caring.’ In W.E. Schutz (ed.) Counselling

Ethics Case Book, 2000 (2nd edition) (pp.212–218). Ottawa: Canadian Counselling Association.
Sukhnandan, L. (2000) An Investigation into Gender Differences in Achievement: Phase 1: A Review of Recent

Research and LEA Information on Provision. London: National Foundation for Educational Research.
Thyer, B. (2006) ‘What is Evidenced-Based Practice?’ In A.R. Roberts and K.R. Yeager (eds) Foundations of

Evidence-Based Social Work Practice. pp.35–46). Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Visser, J. (2003) A Study of Young People with Challenging Behaviour. London: Ofsted.
Willis, P. (1977) Learning to Labour. Farnborough: Saxon House.

THE PERSPECTIVES OF EX-STUDENTS ON THEIR EXPERIENCES 67



CHAPTER 5

The Perspectives of
Students on Personal and

Social Development in
School

Mark G. Borg
and Andrew Triganza Scott

INTRODUCTION

The mission statement as set out in the Personal and Social Development
(PSD) Curriculum in Malta (Ministry of Education, Youth and Employment
2005a, 2005b, p.3) declares that:

PSD aims at empowering individuals to develop skills that enhance
their wellbeing, by identifying and developing their potential, thus
enabling them to participate effectively in their social environment.

This initiative was meant ‘to reflect the physical, social, cognitive, moral and
psychological needs of the students’ (Abela et al. 2001).

About 20 years after PSD was first introduced as a curricular subject in
Maltese schools (albeit under different names, labels, forms and formats) it is
not impertinent to ask: ‘To what extent is this “mission” being achieved?’
Indeed, one may even wish to probe further and ask: ‘To what extent are the
aims set out for each grade level being achieved?’ (Ministry of Education,
Youth and Employment 2005a, 2005b). ‘How is it impacting on the students?’
‘Is it merely informative or is it serving its formative role?’ Although there have
been a number of small-scale studies which have tried to fathom the attitudes
of students towards PSD (e.g. Bonello 2003; Dalmas 1997), and an attempt at
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the PSD curriculum evaluation (Muscat 2006), there is very little empirical
evidence of the impact that PSD is having on successive student cohorts. In
this absence one may to turn to circumstantial, ‘second-best’, indirect
evidence, which may nevertheless be useful in unravelling the situation. For
instance, the general impressions among education personnel and parents
include:

• PSD is very popular among students

• it is an interesting and enjoyable subject

• it serves informative and formative roles

• generally, it impacts positively on most students, empowering them
and helping them to develop a number personal and social attitudes
and skills.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This review is organized in two sections. The first tries to outline the historical
background to the development of PSD as a programme in Maltese schools.
The second will review the one substantial empirical study evaluating this ini-
tiative carried in Malta so far.

Historical background

PSD in Maltese schools knows its roots as ‘life skills’ in Church schools, where
it was introduced in the mid 1980s as a timetabled curricular subject (Sultana
1992). Its name evolved to ‘personal and social skills’ (Muscat 2006) and then,
with its inclusion in the National Minimum Curriculum at the Secondary Level
(Ministry of Education 1990) and its subsequent introduction as a formal cur-
riculum subject in Grades 7 and 8 (11 and 12-year-olds) of state secondary
schools in 1989, to ‘personal and social education’ (PSE). Following the
National Minimum Curriculum of 1999 (Ministry of Education 1999) it was
introduced also in some state primary schools where there were acute behav-
ioural problems. It was at about this time that its name was changed to its
current form: ‘personal and social development’ (PSD), lifted from the
National Guidelines of the Scottish Office Education Department (June 1993)
(see Giordmaina 2000, p.192). In 2002 a proposal for a PSD syllabus for
primary and secondary schools (Abela Cefai et al. 2002) was commissioned by
and submitted to the National Curriculum Council (NCC), as part of the work
of a focus group set up to advise the NCC. This document was effectively
adopted in its original form by the Education Division (Ministry of Education,
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Youth and Employment 2005a, 2005b), taking on only a token recommenda-
tion of the very valid ones proposed by Sultana and Fenech (2003) in an
evaluation of the document on behalf of the NCC. In the following few years it
was eventually introduced in all primary schools and in all grade levels. The
year 2007 saw the Maltese education authorities restricting PSD in state
schools to the last three years of the primary cycle.

Apart from introducing a series of topics believed to be of immediate
relevance to the personal and social needs of students across the compulsory
school years and possibly even beyond, PSD, which is as much a question of
method as of content (White, as cited in Sultana 1992), was meant to break the
mould of teaching at examinations, of pure traditional instruction, of an
education that is irrelevant to the needs of the students, of separating out the
students who can from those who can’t. This, together with a methodology
that emphasizes experiential learning, a pedagogy that is student-centred, and
an organization that sees student groups of not more than 15 at a time, were
meant ‘to humanise institutions and motivate students’ (Sultana 1992, p.169).
Of the latter, there are those whom the system had ‘failed’ in more than one
sense of the word. ‘Failed’ them because they had been labelled ‘failures’ and
‘hopeless’ earlier on in their scholastic career and treated as such ever since.
‘Failed’ them because the education system has been irrelevant to their
immediate and future needs and aspirations. Central in all this is the shift in
role of the teacher from that of an instructor to that of a facilitator and role
model; the PSD facilitator becomes the teacher and the learner at one and the
same time (Muscat 2006).

It does not fall within the purposes of the present chapter to delve
critically into the relevance, educational and sociological impact of the content
of the PSD syllabus and its implications (e.g. see Sultana 1992; Sultana and
Fenech 2003). Suffice it to outline these topics, not least to appreciate and
understand better the responses of the surveyed students. Fig 5.1 sets out a
schematic outline of the PSD ‘topics’ covered throughout the compulsory
school years in state schools (Ministry of Education, Youth and Employment
2005a, 2005b).

Evaluation of the PSD initiative

As pointed out above, there has only been one notable study evaluating PSD in
Maltese schools, namely that carried out by Muscat (2006). Employing a
mixed methodology approach, 407 boys and girls in Grade 7, 8 and 9 (ages
11, 12, 13-year-olds) from state and Church secondary schools completed a
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� Introduction
� Myself
� Working with others
� Study Skills
� Health
� Growing Up
� Safety
� Society

� Back to School
� Self-Awareness
� Relationships with Others
� Responsibility for Learning
� Health
� Physical Development
� Safety
� Leisure and Recreation

� Back to School
� Self Expression
� Relationships
� Organizational Skills
� Responsible Decisions
� Sexual Awareness
� Responsible Behaviour in Sexuality
� Democracy

� Back to School
� Expressing Oneself
� Interpersonal Relationships
� Child Development
� Health and Sexuality
� Social Obligations
� Citizenship Education
� Management Skills

� Back to School
� Aspects of Relationships
� Social Health Issues
� Sexual Issues
� Transition and Closure

� Group Building
� Myself
� Relationships
� Health and Safety

� Group Building
� Citizenship
� Growing Up
� Practical Skills (Safety)

Primary Cycle1 Secondary Cycle2

Grade 7

Grade 8

Grade 9

Grade 10

Grade 11

Grades

1, 2 & 3

Grades

4, 5 & 6

1. Ministry of Education, Youth and Employment (2005a)

2. Ministry of Education, Youth and Employment (2005b)

Figure 5.1: The current PSD syllabus – Outline by topic



self-administered questionnaire; 36 of these were also interviewed. Of their 11
PSD teachers, 8 took part in a focus group discussion.

Results showed a high degree of enjoyment, comfort and participation.
Most students found the PSD topics very useful and the teaching activities
effective. Students also found that they integrated better in the PSD setting,
especially the smaller group. Asked to indicate which topics they liked most,
student responses revealed a wide range of different topics. Two related topics
stood out irrespective of student gender and school sector in Grades 7 and 8,
namely sexual education and health education; in Grade 9, issues in sexuality
figured high. These were perceived by students to meet their needs and
concerns to a large extent. Also, the approach and methodology employed
during PSD sessions were highly appreciated. Participants were asked to
report on the effectiveness of the different techniques employed during PSD.
The most ‘useful’ were discussions, videos and group work. The use of these
and other techniques made PSD sessions special and enjoyable. Also, students
rated seven out of eight facilitator qualities (ranging from ‘Being
knowledgeable about PSD/PSD’ to ‘Sensitive to needs’ to ‘Easy to
understand’ to ‘In touch with young people’) as being ‘Good’ or better. The
relationship with the PSD teacher was cherished by most. Indeed, not only are
PSD facilitators central to the effectiveness of the initiative, but they also act as
role models to students. A number of significant gender and school type effects
were also reported.

This chapter presents the findings of a subsequent large-scale study
investigating the views of students towards various aspects of PSD at the end
of the primary and secondary school cycles. Specifically, it sought to address
the following questions:

• How popular is PSD among Grade 6 (11-year-olds) and Grade 11
(16-year-olds) students?

• What is their opinion of the topics covered and how they were
organized?

• What is their opinion of the methodology employed and the PSD
teacher?

• Are there any student gender and school sector differences in the
above?

Ultimately, the aim was to provide empirical evidence to answer the question:
If indeed PSD is very popular, is this so for the ‘right’ or for the ‘wrong’
reasons?
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METHODOLOGY

Participants

Two target samples, each of 1000 schoolchildren, were selected to represent
the population in terms of school sector and gender balance. Pupils in the
primary school sample were drawn from Grade 6 (age 11), while those in the
secondary school sample were from Grade 11 (age 16). Eventually, a total of
1750 Maltese schoolchildren participated in the survey by completing a
self-administered questionnaire. This represents a response rate of 85 per cent
and 90 per cent for the two samples. As is evident from Table 5.1, the resulting
samples consisted of equal numbers of boys and girls across grade level and
school sector. The proportions of students drawn from each sector roughly
approximates to the proportions for the whole population.

Table 5.1: Student samples by gender and school sector

Boys Girls Total

Grade 6 425 (50%) 425 (50%) 850 (100%)

Grade 11 450 (50%) 450 (50%) 900 (100%)

Grade 6

Independent schools 49 (49%) 51 (51%) 100 (100%)

Church schools 76 (51%) 74 (49%) 150 (100%)

State schools 300 (50%) 300 (50%) 600 (100%)

Grade 11

Independent schools 50 (50%) 50 (50%) 100 (100%)

Church schools 100 (50%) 100 (50%) 200 (100%)

State schools 300 (50%) 300 (50%) 600 (100%)

The questionnaires

Two anonymous, self-administered questionnaires were developed. A focus
group with six PSD teachers from the various sectors was held to identify key
issues. The first version of the two questionnaires was submitted to the same
group of teachers for their feedback. Following a number of modifications the
pilot version of the two questionnaires was formulated and administered on a
small group of schoolchildren from the two grade levels.

The Grade 6 questionnaire consisted of three sections. The first section
requested information about the respondents’ gender and school sector
attended. The second section consisted of eight statements (plus an inverted
one) about the PSD session, topics, methodology and teacher, which the
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respondents had to rate on a three-point scale. In the third section the
respondent was requested to indicate whether they like or dislike PSD and the
reasons why; the three topics they liked best; and the three topics they disliked
most.

The Grade 11 questionnaire consisted of two sections. The first section
requested information about the respondents’ gender, school sector attended,
and when they started having PSD lessons (i.e. at the primary or the secondary
level). The second section consisted of six questions. The first two requested
respondents to indicate whether they like PSD and the reasons why; and
whether they enjoy their PSD lessons and the reasons why. The next two
questions sought to unravel the three most interesting, and the three least
interesting, topics. The last two questions asked respondents to indicate
whether there are topics they would like to see (a) dropped, and, if so, which
ones; and (b) included, and, if so, which ones.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This section is organized in two sub-sections; the first will consider the major
findings from the Grade 6 survey, while the second will focus on the Grade 11
survey. (Data were analysed using the SPSS15 statistical software package.
Gender and school sector effects were investigated employing the chi-square
test of independence.)

Grade 6

Table 5.2 [a] sets out in rank order the Grade 6 students’ ‘happy’ reactions to
the eight statements about the PSD session, topics, methodology and teacher.
About 93 per cent expressed ‘happiness’ when it is time for the PSD lesson and
with the prospect of more such lessons. The actual PSD lesson and the PSD
teacher continue to contribute to the high ‘approval rating’ for the subject. It is
perhaps significant that students are progressively less approving as statements
start covering actual PSD activities, with working on PSD copybook obtain-
ing 50 per cent approval.

The investigation of gender and school sector effects yielded two impor-
tant findings. The first, that significantly more girls expressed ‘happy’
reactions than boys in five of the eight statements. This suggests that by the
end of the primary cycle, girls are more satisfied with specific aspects of PSD
than the boys. The second finding was that there are no school sector effects,
suggesting that students across the three school sectors are happy with the
various aspects of PSD to the same degree.
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Table 5.2: Grade 6 students’ ‘Happy’

reactions* to PSD effects

[a] in rank order

When it is time for PSD lessons 92.9%

More PSD lessons 92.7%

During PSD lessons 83.6%

As the PSD teacher enters class 82.2%

The topics covered in PSD 78.1%

Discussions during PSD 75.8%

When asked to speak during PSD 60.5%

Working on PSD copybooks 50.4%

[b] gender effects Proportionally more

Working on PSD copybooks Girls

Discussions during PSD Girls

The topics covered in PSD Girls

During PSD lessons Girls

When it is time for PSD lessons Girls

*Abridged statements

Table 5.3: Grade 6 students’ reasons* for liking PSD

Helps me understand others 93.1%

Lessons are very interesting 93.0%

We have time to discuss things 92.0%

I can share what I think 92.0%

It is a load of fun 91.2%

We have time to stop and think 83.6%

I like the PSD teacher 77.9%

There are no tests and exams 65.7%

Organized in a smaller group 62.0%

There is no homework 52.9%

*Abridged statements

In answer to the question ‘Do you like PSD?’ almost all (98.5%) of the Grade 6
students answered ‘Yes’. An investigation of the reasons behind this popularity
reveals that the top five, each drawing more than 90 per cent of the sample,
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have to do with the impact that the subject has on students (Helps me understand
others), the effects of the methodology employed (We have time to discuss things; I
can share what I think), and conduct of PSD lessons (Lessons are very interesting; It is
a load of fun) (Table 5.3). In view of the finding that the least popular reason for
liking PSD is the lack of homework, one may conclude that PSD is much
popular for the ‘right’ reasons.

Of the 13 respondents who indicated that they did not like PSD, seven
indicated More important things to do and Do not like expressing what I think, while
six indicated I do not learn anything new as the main reasons for their dislike.

Further analyses looked into the effects of gender and school sector.
Again, we found no significant school sector effects; but significantly more
boys than girls indicated lack of homework, tests and exams, and the small
group organization of the lesson, as the reasons why they like PSD. Notably,
two of these three reasons as indicated by the boys can be considered ‘wrong’
reasons for liking the subject. Then again, this (and the previous finding) may
well reflect an indictment of the widespread exaggerated use of homework,
tests and exams; a yearning for schooling practices that are less centered round
these aspects.

Table 5.4: Grade 6 students’ ‘PSD topics I like best’ *

I can be assertive and make good decisions 65.1%

I get along well with friends and others 49.6%

I can protect myself from adults and decide which adults I can trust 46.5%

I can listen to others and express myself clearly 45.3%

We can help each other and how we can ask others for their help 41.3%

I take care of our environment – that of the school, the village and the country 36.7%

I organize my time and how to study 34.9%

We grow up and change in how we look 31.9%

*Abridged statements

Students were requested to indicate the PSD topics they liked best. By far, the
most popular topic is I can be assertive and make good decisions, indicated by 65 per
cent of the sample (see Table 5.4). This is followed by I get along well with friends
and others, the preference of about 50 per cent of the students. It is perhaps not a
coincidence that the two most popular topics have to do with personal and
interpersonal skills. Furthermore, in view of the sample’s age it should not be
surprising that the least cited topic is We grow up and change in how we look.
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A number of significant gender and school sector effects were evident.
There were proportionally more boys than girls who liked topics dealing with
taking care of the environment, how to help others and seek help, and how to
listen to others and express oneself clearly; all of which have a social dimen-
sion. On the other hand, the topic We grow up and change in how we look is more
liked by girls. While this topic figured as the least liked topic overall, it should
not be surprising that it turned out to be more popular among the girls, even at
this age.

The analysis of school sector effects revealed very few significant effects,
indicating that role of school sector in the popularity of PSD topics is minimal.
In the topics where there is an effect (We grow up and change in how we look and I
take care of the environment), more students from Church schools liked these
topics than those from the state and independent school sectors. This may well
reflect the emphasis that PSD teachers in the Church school sector give to
these topics. It may also reflect particular enthusiasm and commitment from
teachers in this sector.

The responses of the 270 Grade 6 students who responded to the question
about ‘PSD topics I do NOT like the most’ are set out in Table 5.5. Results
show that the two least liked topics are We grow up and change in how we look and
I organize my time and how to study, both indicated by about 41 per cent of the
students. The topic that is least disliked is I can be assertive and make good decisions.
In a sense, these findings corroborate those in Table 5.4, in that the most liked
in one table appears as the least ‘not liked’ in the other and vice versa.

Table 5.5: Grade 6 students’ ‘PSD

topics I do NOT like the most’*

We grow up and change in how we look 41.3%

I organize my time and how to study 40.9%

I can protect myself from adults and decide which adults I can trust 32.7%

I take care of our environment – that of the school, the village and the country 32.7%

I can listen to others and express myself clearly 29.0%

I get along well with friends and others 25.3%

We can help each other and how we can ask others for their help 23.8%

I can be assertive and make good decisions 14.8%

*Abridged statements

The analysis of gender effects indicated no significant results except for the
topic I can listen to others and express myself clearly with proportionally more boys
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citing it. That is, all of the topics but one were approximately disliked by both
boys and girls in the subsample.

Similarly, with the exception of two topics there were no significant
school sector effects. In the topics where there was an effect (I can listen to others
and express myself clearly and I take care of the environment), more students from
independent schools did not like these topics than those from the state and
Church schools. The latter finding is the converse of the school sector in
relation to liked topics, effect which therefore corroborate each other.

Grade 11

Almost 95 per cent of Grade 11 students declared that they liked PSD. The
analyses investigating gender and school sector effects showed that whereas
the subject is popular among both genders to more or less the same extent, sig-
nificantly more students in state schools like PSD than those in independent
and Church schools. It may well be that this ‘lower’ popularity of the subject
among students from the non-state school sector can be explained by a
perhaps more coherent methodology, proper set-up, and better resources in
the state school sector.

Table 5.6 Reasons* given by Grade 11 students who like PSD

6.2 [a] Reasons in rank order (n=854)

It deals with interesting topics 73.5%

It prepares me for life 71.1%

It helps me understand myself better 61.9%

It is informative 59.6%

There are no tests and exams 58.4%

It deals with topics important to me 56.3%

It helps me understand others 47.5%

There is no homework 40.2%

*Abridged statements

The two top reasons for PSD popularity (Table 5.6) are It deals with interesting
topics and It prepares me for life, both indicated by more than 71 per cent of those
who like PSD. There is no homework ranked the least popular reason (40 per cent
of the students). This is in line with the findings from the Grade 6 study.
The subject most popular with Grade 11 students for the ‘right’ reasons (the
content and conduct of lessons, and self-growth) and least popular for what
may be considered a ‘wrong’ reasons. Further analyses indicated that more
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boys than girls cited the following reasons: There is no homework and It helps me
understand others. This finding is in line with that reported for Grade 6 students.

The analyses of school sector effects revealed four significant results.
There were significantly more Grade 11 students from independent schools
who cited lack of homework than those from the Church and state school
sectors. Moreover, students from the state school sector cited It deals with topics
important to me, It helps me understand myself better, and It prepares me for life signifi-
cantly more often than students from the Church and independent school
sectors. It is perhaps significant that Grade 11 students in Church schools
should emphasize most these formative aspects of the subject.

Respondents were also requested to indicate any other reason they felt was
important. Of the 81 students who answered this open-ended question, 21 per
cent indicated the opportunity to express oneself/debate/share ideas, 19 per
cent indicated that PSD is relaxing, 12 per cent indicated teacher-related
reasons, 7 per cent indicated that PSD is fun, and 5 per cent indicated
understanding self and others.

Table 5.7 sets out in rank order the reasons cited by those 46 students who
indicated that they did not like PSD. The two most ‘popular’ reasons are: It is a
waste of time (75%) and There are more important things to do (just over 59%). It is
clear that PSD’s relevance and usefulness are not appreciated by these students.
For less than a handful of students, lack of homework, repetition of lessons
and too much probing during lessons, were other reasons for not liking the
subject.

Table 5.7: Reasons* given by Grade 11

students who do NOT like PSD

It is a waste of time 75.0%

There are more important things to do 59.1%

It does not really prepare me for life 34.1%

It does not deal with topics that are important to me 29.5%

It deals with embarrassing topics 25.0%

It is not informative enough 18.2%

There are no tests and exams 9.1%

There is no homework 6.8%

*Abridged statements

Grade 11 students were also asked to report whether they actually enjoyed
PSD lessons and their reasons, and 94 per cent responded that they did. While
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this cuts across the two gender groups, significantly more students in state
schools enjoy the subject than those in Church and independent schools.

The three top reasons indicated by the 846 students who enjoyed PSD
(Table 5.8) were: Lessons are in a small group, We students can discuss issues among
ourselves, and I can express my thoughts and feelings openly. It is perhaps significant
that these have to do with how sessions are organized and the opportunity to
express oneself through debates.

Table 5.8: Reasons* given by Grade 11

students who enjoy PSD lessons

Lessons are in a small group 78.4%

We students can discuss issues among ourselves 64.9%

I can express my thoughts and feelings openly 64.4%

I learn new skills 54.7%

It has helped me to strengthen my relationships with friends 49.4%

We students take an active part 47.8%

My views are respected by the PSD teacher 45.4%

I like the PSD teacher 42.5%

I become aware of skills and work on them 42.5%

It is a load of fun 37.6%

I feel that my views are respected by fellow students 31.3%

*Abridged statements

An investigation of gender effects on the reasons for enjoying PSD showed
that there were significantly more boys who indicated I like the PSD teacher, My
views are respected by the PSD teacher, and We students take an active part. On the
other hand, there were more girls who cited It has helped me to strengthen my rela-
tionships with friends.

With regard to school sector effects, that there were significantly more
Grade 11 students in state schools than in the other two sectors who indicated
the following reasons for enjoying the subject: It is a load of fun, I like the PSD
teacher, It has helped me to strengthen my relationships with friends and I learn new skills.
There were more students from independent schools who indicated Lessons are
in a small group, and more from Church schools who cited I become aware of skills
and work on them than students from the remaining two sectors.

Table 5.9 sets out the reasons for not enjoying PSD lessons as indicated by
54 students. The two most cited reasons are: It is boring – I have learned nothing
new and I do not learn any new skill.
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Table 5.9: Reasons* given by Grade 11

students who do not enjoy PSD lessons

It is boring – I have learned nothing new 63.0%

I do not learn any new skill 50.0%

I do not like the PSD teacher 42.6%

It does not really help me to strengthen my relationships with friends 35.2%

I am not confident expressing my thoughts and feelings openly 33.3%

I feel that my views are not respected by fellow students 20.4%

I do not like being the centre of attention 20.4%

I feel embarrassed discussing certain topics 14.8%

My views are not respected by the PSD teacher 13.0%

Lessons are in a small group 13.0%

New skills are introduced but we do not work on them 11.1%

*Abridged statements

Asked to indicate which three topics they found most interesting, the Grade 11
sample indicated: sex education, drug awareness, and relationships. In a sense, the
former and the latter were expected, these being adolescent students. On the
other hand, the three least interesting were: self-development and self-management,
citizenship education, and drug awareness. It is clear that drug awareness splits the
sample in two – those who found it amongst the most interesting and those
who find it amongst the least interesting. It may well be that over-exposing
some of the students to the dangers of drug abuse may be ‘boring’ these
students.

CONCLUSIONS

On the basis of the above findings it is clear that at the end of the primary and
secondary cycles, PSD is overwhelmingly popular among students in Maltese
state schools. This is very much in line with the findings reported by Muscat
(2006). Grade 6 students indicated that it is an interesting, fun subject that
allows discussion, thinking, the sharing of ideas and that helps them under-
stand others. For Grade 11 students, the major reason for its popularity is that
it treats interesting topics and prepares them for life. Notably, these include
both informative and formative reasons. Moreover, among students in the two
age groups, lack of homework figured as the least cited reason for liking the
subject, while the absence of tests and exams figures among the least popular
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reasons. This, together with other findings, strongly suggests that PSD is
popular and enjoyed for the ‘right’ reasons. Assertiveness and decision-
making figure as the two most popular topics in the two age groups, with sex
education topping the list among the older cohort.

Hence, one may conclude that PSD is overwhelming popular irrespective
of gender and school sector, and it is predominantly so for the ‘right’ reasons.
Nevertheless, there is a need to update the topics and consolidate the
methodology and pedagogy so that the subject is strengthened across school
types and sectors.

On the basis of what students themselves have reported, we may argue that
the PSD experiences are indeed facilitating improved personal and
interpersonal skills and general wellbeing in children and young persons. In so
doing, PSD must to some extent be instrumental in promoting social,
emotional and behavioural competence, if not preventing difficulties
altogether. For this and this alone, it should – indeed must – be strengthened
and consolidated.
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PART 2

Mobilising
Peer Support





CHAPTER 6

Peer Support Challenges
School Bullying

Helen Cowie

INTRODUCTION

One of the commonest issues that children and young people raise as a factor
that makes them unhappy at school concerns their peer relationships. Thou-
sands of children ring ChildLine each year asking for advice on bullying and
social exclusion (ChildLine 2005). The UK Children’s Commissioner
describes his role as that of a children’s champion by standing up for children’s
views and interests in order to improve their lives. On the basis of regular talks
with children throughout the UK, he asked children to help him identify the
issues of greatest concern. The theme that attracted the greatest attention was
bullying (Aynsley-Green 2006). In the extensive overview of the nature of
bullying and the range of interventions that exist to counteract it, he especially
selected methods that involved young people themselves within the context of
a whole-school policy as being those with the greatest impact. One of the jus-
tifications that he gave for peer support as a valuable intervention was that it
involves not only the bully and the victim, but also the bystanders who are
potentially in a position to challenge bullying as soon as it occurs. Further-
more, the presence of an effective peer support system in a school is likely to
strengthen the school community as a whole.

Peer support training involves the enhancement of qualities such as active
listening, empathy, a problem-solving stance and the capacity to see things
from different perspectives. This position ties in with research in the field of
emotional intelligence which demonstrates the positive impact that an
emotionally literate environment can have. Harris (2000) showed that children
who score highly on their ability to identify and interpret emotions – skills
that peer supporters learn and practise in the course of their training – are
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better at developing and sustaining interpersonal relationships. Frey et al.,
(2005), Grossman et al., (1997) and Van Schoiack Edstrom et al., (2002) have
shown the positive impact of emotional literacy programmes on the quality of
interpersonal relationships at school. Schools that use these programmes also
report on reductions in aggressive behaviour.

Peer support programmes have become more popular internationally in
schools as interventions that promote the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989) and have the potential to improve pupil safety, to
enhance emotional health and well-being and to combat school violence and
bullying (Cowie et al. 2004). Peer support builds on the willingness of most
young people to act in a co-operative, friendly way towards one another. Peer
support schemes, in a range of forms, build on this natural friendliness and
create structures that facilitate young people’s potential for responsibility,
caring and empathy for others.

Primary school schemes generally involve training certain pupils as buddies
or befrienders. Peer supporters are trained to look out for pupils that appear
lonely, often in the playground, and to offer friendly contact; they also report
serious fights and conflicts to adults. There may be a ‘buddy bench’ where
pupils can go in the playground if they would like peer support. In addition
some primary schools incorporate other activities for peer supporters, such as
leading games activities, supporting learning at a homework club, and
one-to-one work with very young pupils who need support in learning how to
be friends with others. Secondary school peer support schemes usually involve
peer mentors, who may offer support to pupils with difficulties in a ‘drop in’
room, help primary school pupils make the transition to secondary school, do
group work with a tutor group, offer one-to-one contact with a pupil in need
over a period of time, or run a lunchtime club for younger pupils (Andrès
2007; Cowie et al. 2002; Cowie and Wallace 2000; Smith and Watson 2004).
Peer supporters can also be elected by their peers to deal with interpersonal
issues (Andrès 2007). Some secondary school pupils work as mediators to
resolve conflicts through a structured process to resolve disputes (Cremin
2007; Fernandez, Villaoslada and Funes 2002; Stacey and Robinson 2003).

Peer support is not about giving advice. Rather it involves training pupils
to listen to their peers, responding genuinely and authentically to the needs
and feelings of those seeking help and liaising with appropriate adults when
necessary. This is where good communication skills, emotional literacy and a
problem-solving stance are essential. There should also be some form of
supervision and debriefing by adults (usually the co-ordinator of the peer
support system) to allow time for peer supporters to process what they do and
collectively to address the issues that they encounter.
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Most recently, with technological advances, the internet offers new
directions for the development of peer support interventions, including use of
the internet and e-mail support (Cartwright 2005; Cowie and Hutson 2005;
Hutson and Cowie 2007). Peer supporters in the UK have begun to develop
systems that ensure confidentiality by working anonymously through their
school’s intranet (Cartwright 2005; Cowie and Hutson 2005; Hutson and
Cowie 2007). Such systems reach vulnerable young people who might
otherwise stay silent about their distress, and are especially attractive to young
people who might otherwise fear that their issues will not be treated in
confidence. Typically, small groups of peer supporters work together on a rota
system to respond to e-mails during certain time slots so that everyone who
uses the system will receive a reasonably quick response. Cowie and Jennifer
(2007) comment on the potential that cyber peer support has for offering young
people resources and information on useful strategies and help lines and
provide case studies of its use in practice.

HOW EFFECTIVE ARE PEER SUPPORT SYSTEMS?

Cowie and Smith (in press) reviewed three main outcomes of peer support
schemes:

• outcomes for peer supporters

• outcomes for users of peer support systems

• outcomes for the school ethos in general.

Outcomes for peer supporters

Evaluations of peer support schemes have consistently indicated certain
advantages of peer support for those who are trained to implement the
schemes. Benefits reported by peer supporters include: being more confident;
developing a sense of responsibility; valuing people more; feeling gratification
at doing something to help improve the quality of life in their school commu-
nity; satisfaction at learning skills such as conflict resolution (Cowie 1998;
Cowie et al. 2002; Naylor and Cowie 1999). At the same time, some peer sup-
porters report difficulties that include: hostility on the part of peers, with boys
especially vulnerable to taunts about their masculinity; jealousy because of
their role or because of the attention received from the school, the community
or even the media; undervaluing of their skills by some staff (Andrès 2007;
Naylor and Cowie 1999; Smith and Watson 2004). In some very violent
contexts, peer supporters report feeling overwhelmed by the magnitude of the
task that they felt they were expected to do (Cowie and Olafsson 2001).
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Overall, despite the difficulties reported by some peer supporters, on the
basis of this evidence about the impact of peer support systems on peer
helpers, Cowie and Smith (in press) conclude that the practice of peer support
appears to give direction to some young people’s altruistic wishes to address
injustices such as bullying and deliberate social exclusion in their school
community, and that the training enhances their communication and
problem-solving skills and their capacity to feel empathy for peers in distress.
There is also informal evidence that peer supporters’ career goals are clarified
through experiences of helping others and that interview panels regularly
express interest in this aspect of a young person’s CV.

Outcomes for users of peer support systems

A number of studies have interviewed or surveyed pupils who have used peer
support systems and have asked them how satisfied they were with the quality of
the service they received. On the whole, reports are positive for those pupils who
actually use the systems. For example, Naylor and Cowie (1999) found that 82
per cent of users reported that they found peer support ‘useful’ or ‘very useful’;
82 per cent said that they found these helpful in giving them the strength to
cope with bullying; and 80 per cent said that they would recommend the system
to a friend. In the follow-up study two years later, Cowie et al. (2002) confirmed
these findings; overall, 87 per cent of bullied pupils said that the system had
been useful or very useful to them, the most frequent reason given being that it
helps to talk to a peer. Even in the adverse circumstances of the underprivileged
school investigated by Cowie and Olafsson (2001), the majority of users
reported that they valued having a peer to listen to their problems, and found it
helpful to have the protection of a peer supporter’s presence. Similar levels of sat-
isfaction were reported by Smith and Watson (2004) who found that 44 per cent
of primary school users said it helped a lot, 50 per cent said it helped a bit, and
only 6 per cent that it did not help. Cowie and Smith (in press) conclude that the
majority of users report finding the schemes helpful.

Outcomes for school ethos

Teachers frequently report that the school environment becomes safer and
more caring following the introduction of a peer support scheme, and that
peer relationships in general improve (Cowie et al. 2002; Cowie and Sharp
1996; Cremin 2007; Hurst 2001; Mental Health Foundation 2002; Naylor
and Cowie 1999; Smith and Watson 2004). Lane-Garon and Richardson
(2003) studied the impact of a peer mediation scheme on school climate in a
sample of 300 elementary school pupils in the US. Both mediators and

88 PROMOTING EMOTIONAL EDUCATION



non-mediators perceived the school climate to be safer than had been reported
in the year prior to the introduction of the peer mediation scheme. This repre-
sented an increase from 56 per cent (in 1999) to 66 per cent (in 2001) of pupils
who either agreed or strongly agreed that they felt safe on campus. Responses
to the items Other students treat me with respect at school, and I feel like I belong here,
both increased from 47 per cent to 58 per cent over this period. However,
other studies have been less positive in this domain. Naylor and Cowie (1999)
found that peer support systems did not appear to reduce bullying, since its
incidence as measured by an anonymous questionnaire was similar to that
reported in other surveys at that time (e.g. Whitney and Smith 1993). Never-
theless, on the basis of users’ responses to their questionnaire, they argued that
the presence of a peer support system reduced the negative impact of bullying
on victims and made it more acceptable for them to report it, especially as it
was perceived by both users and potential users that peers are able to detect
bullying at a much earlier stage than adults can.

Investigations into pupil reports on experiences and perceptions of safety
at school reveal some challenging findings when similar schools, those with
and those without a peer support system in place, are compared (Cowie and
Oztug 2008). Salmivalli (2001) reported mixed effects of a small-scale
peer-led intervention in a Finnish secondary school, of a general awareness-
raising nature. Seventh- and eight-graders (13–15 years) were assessed. For
seventh-grade girls there were positive outcomes (reduction in self- and
peer-reports of victimization), but these were not found in eighth-grade girls,
or either year group of boys. Girls showed an increase in willingness to
influence bullying problems; but boys actually increased in pro-bullying
attitudes. However, this intervention was very short and there was no control
group comparison. Cowie and Olafsson (2001), in their study of one
secondary school with high levels of violence, administered the Olweus
bullying questionnaire (1996) before the introduction of the peer support
service and 7.5 months after. The high incidence of bullying in the school
showed little change over the period when the peer support service was in
operation. When asked how often teachers, peer supporters and other young
people tried to put a stop to someone being bullied, pupils tended to perceive
all three parties as intervening less in June than in the previous November.
Similarly, Andrès (2007) had mixed results in her comparison of two schools,
one with experimental peer support and one without peer support in place.
She found that rates of physical bullying increased in the experimental school,
as did the incidence of aggressive conflicts. However, she found that social
exclusion decreased in the experimental school, suggesting that peer support
interventions could have a positive impact on psychological forms of bullying.
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Cowie et al. (2008) surveyed around 900 secondary school pupils in total,
and found that the pupils in the peer support schools reported feeling no safer
in the toilets, the playground, corridors and in lessons than their counterparts
in the non-peer support control schools. However, it appeared that a substan-
tial minority of pupils were unaware of the presence of the peer support
systems. When the pupils who were not aware of the peer support system
(NAPS) were compared with pupils who were aware (APS), the researchers
found that the pupils who were not aware of their school’s peer support system
were significantly more likely to worry a lot about being bullied than those
who were aware. The APS felt significantly safer in lessons and were more
likely to view school as friendly place to be. The APS pupils were also signifi-
cantly more likely to tell someone when bad things happened to them, such as
being bullied, and even to confide in someone (usually a member of their
family or a close friend) if they themselves had done something unpleasant to
another person. The authors suggest that the awareness that there are other
pupils in the school to offer help, should they need it, enables pupils to create a
construction of school as a safe place to be. This is confirmed by the finding
that they are prepared to confide in someone when they themselves transgress.
In other words, the APS pupils have internalized the idea that it is helpful to
share worries, anxieties and feelings of guilt with another person.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The most well-established findings concern the benefits of peer support
systems for the peer supporters, which have been nearly universally reported in
the studies reviewed. These benefits probably stem from the quality of training
and supervision received, and the practice of skills in a context generally
valued by other pupils and the school. Users also report benefits, with only a
minority saying that peer support is unhelpful. It is also worth noting that a
proportion of former victims of bullying are consistently present among the
ranks of peer supporters, demonstrating the value of peer support training and
practice in restoring the self-esteem and confidence of vulnerable pupils in the
context of a supportive, well-motivated group.

However, the extent of the impact of peer support systems on the general
climate of school is less clearly documented. There are subjective impressions
that school ethos improves and that rates of bullying decrease, but objective,
unbiased evidence of such improvements is less frequent. The studies that have
carried out direct comparisons between schools with and those without a peer
support system in place indicate that it is not enough to train a cohort of pupils
in peer support methods. It is essential to continue to advertise the service and
promote it to widen potential participation as much as possible. Cowie and
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Oztug (2008) recommend that peer support training should also include some
peer research knowledge and skills so that peer supporters can carry out
regular evaluations of the effectiveness of their schemes. They also suggest that
there should be a greater encouragement to consult with the school population
to identify what their social and emotional needs actually are, as Aynsley-
Green (2006) did on his appointment to the position of Children’s
Commissioner in the UK.

Research into peer support illustrates the on-going difficulty involved in
measuring the processes that take place when people intervene to change
behaviour and attitudes. Too often in this field, evaluation is provided by
practitioners who have established peer support in their own school or by
entrepreneurs who have a vested interest in promoting their own methods of
intervention. Those studies that evaluate peer support using more rigorous
methods tend to measure outcomes, such as reduction in rates of bullying and
incidence of conflicts and increase in pupil perceptions of safety. There is a
need to develop a wider range of studies that explore the processes of change
both in those who participate (whether users or helpers) and in the wider
school population. There is a need for rigorous research that combines
quantitative and qualitative methods to capture the complexity of the changes
that peer support potentially promotes, and to unravel the complex social
processes involved. There is also a need to involve young people themselves,
perhaps as peer researchers, in order to gain richer insights into the ways that
peer supporters might influence relationships in the peer group and the
techniques that have greatest impact (Veale 2005).

Peer support is one of the most rapidly growing forms of intervention in
the struggle against school violence and bullying. The research to date has
indicated some very promising outcomes. However, there is a need for more
meticulous studies of the processes involved through observations of peer
support in action, through peer-led reflections on the experience of peer
support, and other innovative methods.
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CHAPTER 7

Classwide Peer Tutoring
and Students with SEBD

Anastasia Karagiannakis
and Ingrid Sladeczek

INTRODUCTION

Students exhibiting social, emotional and behaviour difficulties (SEBD) are of
great concern to their teachers, parents, peers, and to themselves
(Beebe-Frankenberger et al. 2005; Hollinger 1987; Vidoni, Fleming and
Mintz 1983). Numerous attempts have been undertaken to facilitate the
learning experience for such students who attend special education classes or
schools. However, for students with SEBD attending regular education class-
rooms, the learning process continues to be a cause for concern for teachers
and students themselves. Effective and early interventions that address stu-
dents’ needs in such settings are critical; without such interventions, the
students are susceptible to continued behaviour problems, as their profile is
indicative of continued social, emotional and behavioural difficulties
(Lochman et al. 2006; Stacks 2005) and academic failure (Lopes 2005;
McLeod and Kaiser 2004; Tewhey 2006). One of these interventions is peer
tutoring, and this chapter describes a study which has examined the effective-
ness of classwide peer tutoring in the education of students with social,
emotional and behaviour difficulties.

CLASSWIDE PEER TUTORING

Peer tutoring has been positively correlated with enhanced academic, behav-
ioural and social functioning of students with SEBD, whether in the role of
tutors or tutees (Cohen, Kulik, and Kulik 1982; Durrer and McLaughlin 1995;
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King 2007; Scruggs, Mastropieri and Richter 1985). In particular, classwide
peer tutoring (CWPT) (Greenwood, Delquadri and Carta 1997) is an inter-
vention programme that has been researched over the past 25 years and has
been found to have a positive impact on the academic and socio-emotional
functioning of students both with and without individual educational needs
(e.g. Bell et al. 1990; Hughes and Fredrick 2006; Plumer and Stoner 2005;
Utley et al. 2001). CWPT is an educational programme with behaviour man-
agement components, including reinforcement of correct behaviour, child
recognition and praise, peer-mediated contingencies (i.e. as tutors, children are
trained to award contingent points, to use error correction procedures), and the
use of feedback on individual and group performance. Students have the
opportunity to respond to questions by allowing peers to supervise their
responses, and there are frequent interactions between the tutors and the
tutees, which are necessary conditions for academic achievement (e.g.
Delquadri et al. 1986; Maheady et al. 2004). In this way, the entire classroom is
involved without stigmatising and pointing out children with SEBD.

In a CWPT session, a class is typically divided into two teams that engage
in competitions for a one- to two-week period. Following a structured,
teacher-developed lesson, the students tutor one another on the same material.
The tutor presents an instructional item and the tutee says and writes the
response. The tutor reinforces correct responses and corrects errors. Each pair
accumulates points for their team (which consists of half of the students in the
classroom) by responding correctly during the session. At the end of the one-
to two-week competition, a test is administered to assess the skills learned and
additional points are awarded to the teams accordingly. Each team’s points are
totalled, and the winning team is announced.

The implementation of CWPT results in an immediate and substantial
increase in the weekly test scores and an improvement in the basic academic
skills performance of students with and without individual educational needs
(e.g. Hughes and Fredrick 2006; Plumer and Stoner 2005; Utley et al. 2001).
This intervention is different from traditional classroom instruction as students
have the opportunity to respond to questions by allowing peers to supervise
their interventions, and there are frequent interactions between the tutors and
tutees, which are necessary conditions for academic achievement (Delquadri et
al. 1986; Maheady, Mallette and Harper 2006). CWPT is also dependent on
behaviour analysis principles, including reinforcing clear presentation of
materials and correct responses, recognition and praise of individual
responses, and providing feedback on individual and group performance. It is
a very flexible and adaptable approach, and it fits into the teacher’s current



teaching method, style and educational programme. It is cost-effective, with
no extra materials to purchase; it supplements the texts or materials the teacher
is currently using. The programme is easy to implement. Once a teacher has
taught students the roles of tutors and tutees, the students can then run the
programme on their own. CWPT is also time-efficient; it can be implemented
in 30 to 35-minute blocks. Moreover, as students become more proficient, time
decreases. More importantly, CWPT increases the students’ active exposure to
the content, multiplying the opportunities students have to respond
(Greenwood et al. 1997).

This chapter provides the findings of a study that investigated boys’
academic performance, on-task behaviour, self-concept, and satisfaction,
following a 12-week CWPT programme. The objectives of the study were to
examine:

• the spelling and mathematics achievement of boys who participate or
do not participate in CWPT

• the academic, social, behavioural, and global self-concept of boys
who do or do not participate in CWPT

• the on-task behaviour of boys with and without SEBD who are or are
not participating in CWPT.

METHODOLOGY

The CWPT group, in Montreal, Canada, included 20 boys with SEBD and 20
boys without such difficulties (age 8 to 11 years old). The control group, which
did not receive the CWPT intervention, consisted of 14 boys with SEBD and
19 boys without. Both groups were tested at pre- and post-intervention. A
battery of tests was used to measure whether significant changes in academic
achievement, self-concept, and on-task behaviour occurred following the
12-week intervention.

Participating schools were randomly assigned to either experimental or
control schools. The first school (experimental group, N = 175) included boys
with and without SEBD who participated in the CWPT programme. The
second school (control group, N = 166) included boys with and without
SEBD who did not receive any CWPT. Teachers and students received two
days of training in implementing the CWPT programme. The programme
required approximately 30 minutes of implementation each day and was
implemented on a four-day cycle. On the first day, a pre-test was given to
children on the spelling words or mathematical concepts to be learned during
the week. Teachers introduced the new content and students tutored each
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other three times a week. Students were randomly paired in the classroom for
one week, forming two teams. In each team, students took turns in tutoring
their partner in spelling or mathematics for a total of 20 minutes. Tutors
presented an instructional item and the tutees said and wrote the responses.
The tutors reinforced correct responses and corrected errors.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Spelling and mathematics
Weekly spelling and mathematics performance

Important gains were achieved for boys with SEBD in the CWPT programme,
as their aggregate weekly spelling and mathematics scores significantly
increased by about 50 points in each case from pre- to post-testing (Figures 7.1
and 7.2). This is an important finding because boys made gains in a short
period of time given that the classwide peer tutoring occurred for a total of one
hour per week. It is well established that boys with behaviour problems (BP)
tend to underachieve academically primarily due to disruptive and off-task
behaviours (Gest and Gest 2005). In comparison, boys without SEBD in the
CWPT programme improved their aggregate spelling and mathematics scores
by about 40 points in each case, even though their pre-test scores were higher
than those of the boys with SEBD. In sharp contrast, no significant improve-
ment in these two areas was observed in any of the boys in the control group,
particularly boys with SEBD. In contrast, although an improvement in the
areas of spelling and mathematics was observed for boys with and without
SEBD in the control group, their improvement was not as high as the signifi-
cant improvements observed in the CWPT condition. However, in the SEBD
control group there was a high improvement in the maths scores from pre- to
post-intervention. One possible explanation for this significant improvement
could be the pedagogy used by the teacher. It is possible that the students
responded favourably to this particular approach (e.g. students working in
groups of three or four, maths games) as opposed to the more traditional
teaching methods (e.g. independent work, large group instruction). Neverthe-
less, although there was a significant improvement, the difference was not as
high as that of the CWPT group.

These results strongly support the notion that a peer can take on the role of
a teacher to teach specific concepts in a structured manner. More importantly,
the one-to-one individualized learning time that boys received were
important components in the boys’ successful post-test performance. These
findings extend the positive academic outcomes to a new population of
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children, namely SEBD. Previous researchers have examined the academic
performance of students with and without individual educational needs and
have found positive results following the implementation of CWPT. This was
the first study to examine the spelling and mathematics performance of boys
with SEBD in inclusive classrooms.
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WRAT-3 results

Post-intervention improvements on the Wide Range Achievement Test-3
(Wilkinson 1993), a standardized achievement test measuring reading,
spelling and arithmetic, were observed in the spelling sub-scale (Figure 7.3).
Significant improvements were also observed in the arithmetic sub-scale for
boys with SEBD in the CWPT intervention (Figure 7.4). Unexpected signifi-
cant improvements in the reading sub-scale of the WRAT-3 were also found
for this group (Figure 7.5). This finding may suggest that the CWPT interven-
tion tapped into more than just the repetition of the spelling words or
mathematical steps to solve a problem. Specifically, boys were required to read
the spelling words and the mathematical problem-solving examples to engage
actively and meaningfully in the tutoring experience and produce the signifi-
cant improvements that were achieved. These are important findings as it is
well established that such improvements are usually obtained over one scholas-
tic year period.

Academic, social, behavioural and global self-concept
(Self-perception Profile for Children: Harter 1985)
Academic self-concept

Boys with SEBD in the CWPT intervention group achieved significant gains
in their academic self-concept from pre- to post-intervention (Figure 7.6). In
contrast, boys with SEBD in the control school, reported a higher academic
self-concept at pre-intervention but lower academic self-concept at post-inter-
vention when compared to the boys with SEBD who participated in the
CWPT. Similarly, boys without SEBD who participated in CWPT made sig-
nificant gains in their academic self-concept, compared to their matched
participants.

It is hypothesized that the small decrease in the academic self-concept of
boys in the non-CWPT group can be due to the boys’ perceptions of minimal
improvements on the spelling and mathematics tasks. As there were no rewards
or special activities associated with the tutoring experience in the non-CWPT
group, it is possible that the students’ views of their academic abilities did not
change. Please note: although there is a decrease in academic self-concept
based on the statistical analyses this is not a significant decrease, indicating
that the self-concept was similar at pre- and post-intervention.

These findings provide strong support for the implementation of CWPT
as an academic intervention that can increase the academic self-concept of
boys SEBD. This improvement in self-concept can be directly related to the
boys’ improvements in their weekly and post-intervention spelling and
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mathematics performance. Although there was a slight decrease in the
academic self-concept of students in the control group, the decrease was not
significant, indicating that the academic self-concept of students in this group
was similar at pre- and post-intervention. Thus, the boys’ reports of their
academic self-concept appear to be directly related to the weekly spelling and
mathematics scores and the significant improvements on the standardized
measure in mathematics. This is an important finding that needs to be repli-
cated, as this is the first study to examine the self-concept of boys with SEBD
following the CWPT implementation.

Behavioural and social self-concept

Boys with SEBD reported significant improvements in their behaviour and
social skills following their participation in CWPT (Figures 7.7 and 7.8). This
finding is corroborated by parental and teacher reports of decreased
externalizing and internalizing behaviours, and an observed improvement in
the boys’ social skills. The significant improvements in the boys’ perceptions
of their behavioural and social skills can attest to the efficacy of the CWPT
programme in having an indirect positive impact on the students’ behaviour.
Only recently have secondary gains (i.e. other than academic improvements)
been investigated with children with individual educational needs. In the
non-CWPT group, a decrease in the behavioural self-concept was observed.
The primary objective of CWPT is to enhance the academic performance of
children; secondary gains, such as improvements in behaviour or social skills
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have recently been investigated with children who have special needs. Since
the non-CWPT group were not exposed to the behaviour management com-
ponents of the experimental group, including reinforcement for correct
behaviour, recognition and praise, peer-mediated strategies ( students trained
as tutors awarding points for correct responses) and feedback on individual
and group performance, changes in behaviour were not to be expected. A
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decrease in behavioural self-concept may therefore have resulted from the fact
that the focus of the teaching in the non-CWPT group was not primarily
directed to improving the children’s behaviour.

Global self-concept

All boys who participated in the CWPT intervention, both with and without
SEBD, reported significant improvements in their global self-concept follow-
ing the programme (Figure 7.9). This finding is in line with that of previous
researchers who hypothesized that self-concept is defined in a uni-dimen-
sional manner, in which individuals generally report positive perceptions in
their overall functioning without considering the domain-specific self-percep-
tions. The SEBD boys in the control group reported lower global self-concepts
at pre-intervention in comparison to the SEBD boys who participated in the
CWPT intervention. It is possible that the boys in the non-CWPT group per-
ceived their overall functioning accurately and were more aware of their
difficulties. In contrast, it is also possible that the boys in the CWPT group per-
ceived their overall functioning positively, but they were able to pinpoint their
areas of difficulty in other areas of domain-specific self-concept (for example,
academic, social, behavioural). In addition, at pre-intervention, the global
self-concept of the non-SEBD boys in the control group was higher than that
of their counterparts; however, it did not change significantly, whereas the
global self-concept of non-SEBD boys in the CWPT condition improved sig-
nificantly. This improvement can be attributed to the fact that although these
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students did not have behaviour problems, they appreciated the components of
the CWPT programme and responded to them positively.

The measure employed in the study to investigate domain-specific
self-perceptions was an important strength which could explain the differ-
ences between the experimental and the control groups. As it taps into the
multidimensionality of self-concept, specific domains in which the boys’
self-concepts improved were easily identifiable. It is difficult to change global
self-concept in a short period of time, and, more so, to change domain-specific
self-perceptions. However, when targeting specific self-concept domains,
improvements can be observed. For example, if students improve their behav-
ioural and academic performance, then their behavioural and academic
self-concepts will likely improve as well. In this study, an improvement in the
academic, behavioural, and social self-concepts was targeted for students with
SEBD as a result of their participation in the CWPT. As a result, significant
improvements in particular domains of self-concept for boys with SEBD were
noted, which appears to be associated with a concurrent improvement in their
academic, behavioural, and social skills functioning.

On-task behaviours (Direct Observation Form: Achenback and
Edelbrock 1986)
On-task behaviour

Significant improvements were observed in the on-task behaviours (e.g. fol-
lowing directions, working at one’s desk, working cooperatively) of boys with
SEBD from Time 1 (no CWPT) to Time 2 (mid-point during CWPT). More
importantly, the gains were maintained when their behaviour was observed at
Time 3, two weeks after cessation of CWPT (Figure 7.10). The highest on-task
behaviour occurred during Time 2. There were added opportunities to practise
the spelling and mathematics concepts being tutored, and the information was
presented at a rapid pace so that on-task behaviours could be maintained (e.g.
DuPaul et al. 1998; Greenwood, Maheady and Delquadri 2002). When boys
are actively involved in their own learning, they usually do not exhibit
externalizing difficulties such as aggression and non-compliance simulta-
neously, as they must be focused on the material to be learned. Further, as
CWPT involved reciprocal peer tutoring, boys with SEBD were engaged in
the tutor and tutee roles, thus they were required to be on-task throughout the
20-minute sessions in which they were the ‘teacher’ and the student.
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Active and passive on-task behaviour

On-task behaviour was further divided into two types: active and passive.
Active on-task behaviour includes behaviours that students must be actively
involved in to be on-task, such as writing their responses, reading the words
from the tutoring list, or awarding points to their partner. On the other hand,
passive on-task behaviours include behaviours such as listening to instructions
from the tutor. In both instances, students are demonstrating on-task behav-
iours; some may be active and others passive.

All boys in the CWPT programme showed significant improvements in
their active on-task behaviour from Time 1 to Time 2. The active on-task
behaviour was however, not maintained at Time 3, two weeks following cessa-
tion of CWPT, which can be due to the boys engaging in the learning process
in a passive manner, such as listening to the teacher or peer presentations. In
sharp contrast, all boys in the control group did not show any improvement in
their active on-task behaviour, which was significantly lower across the three
times in comparison to that of the CWPT boys (Figure 7.11).

The passive on-task behaviour for boys participating in the CWPT
intervention was significantly lower than their active on-task behaviour and
the passive behaviour of the control boys across Times 1, 2, and 3. This finding
suggests that as the boys were actively engaged in CWPT, their time was spent
productively teaching and learning the academic content, thus enhancing
their active participation in their own learning, which is a prerequisite to
enhancing their academic performance (Figure 7.12).

Child satisfaction

All the boys reported that they enjoyed the peer tutoring activity, and the great
majority reported that the peer tutor helped them become better students.
They enjoyed receiving points for obtaining the correct responses, would like
to have a peer tutor again, and would tell their friends to have a peer tutor.
Many boys perceived the CWPT experience as a ‘learning game’ because they
learned new spelling words and mathematics in a game format, which was
more engaging for them than simply listening to the teacher explaining the
material. By the third to fourth week of implementation, the boys had
mastered the CWPT principles and were implementing the programme on
their own, while the classroom teacher was observing the process and
awarding bonus points to the boys who were actively participating in the
programme and following the rules of the game.
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Figure 7.10: On-task behaviour of the boys at three time points

Figure 7.11: Active on-task behaviour of the boys at three time points
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Teacher satisfaction

All the teachers reported that the programme was time- and cost-effective.
Many expressed overall satisfaction with the programme and reported that it
was beneficial for the students, contributing to significant changes in their
academic functioning. They continued to employ peer tutoring procedures
with students with SEBD in some form, and recommended it to other main-
stream education teachers.

CONCLUSION

The CWPT programme is an excellent alternative to traditional teaching
methods. It actively involves all students in the classroom, including boys with
SEBD, in the learning process. One of its important strengths is its focus on
including students with SEBD in the tutoring process, whether in the role of a
tutor or tutee. A major component of the intervention is its reliance on behav-
ioural management principles at the individual and classroom levels, whereby
students with SEBD rely on each other’s academic and behavioural perfor-
mance to improve their own academic and behavioural functioning. All
students with SEBD are active participants in their own learning as tutees, but
are also actively engaged in learning how to teach, correct and praise their
peers’ accurate responding to questions. Further, the different weekly incen-
tives and certificates they could obtain at the end of each week had a high
motivational value. This is particularly relevant for students with SEBD, as
they tend to respond favourably to such behaviour management procedures
(Smith et al. 2001; Winzer 1999). As teachers in inclusive education class-
rooms may feel unprepared to meet the needs of students with individual
educational needs, particularly those with SEBD (Pivik, McComas and
LaFlamme 2002), an attractive quality of peer tutoring is that it ‘relies heavily
on a relatively abundant resource (i.e. students) and places comparatively
modest demands on scarcer resources’ (i.e. educators) (Dufrene et al. 2005,
p.75). CWPT enables teachers to involve and include all students in the
learning process. It facilitates the accommodation of the learning and
socio-emotional needs of all students in the inclusive classroom. It helps the
mainstream teachers to promote appropriate social interactions and behaviour.
Students with SEBD feel better about themselves and are more likely to be
accepted by their peers when their social skills improve and their behaviour
problems decrease.

Finally, the positive gains resulting from implementation of CWPT
highlight the importance for regular and special education teachers to become
more informed and proficient in the use of CWPT with boys and girls who
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have SEBD, and to other groups of students as well. Further, teacher-education
programmes should strive to train pre-service and in-service teachers how to
implement this promising practice in inclusive classrooms.
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CHAPTER 8

Students with SEBD
as Peer Helpers

Claire Beaumont

INTRODUCTION

Students presenting social, emotional and behaviour problems (SEBD) are
now starting to attract teachers’ attention at a younger age than ever before.
Researchers have discovered that lack of social skills can considerably influ-
ence children’s affective, cognitive and behavioural development. Amongst
these, prosocial skills are critical in the development of positive social relation-
ships. This type of behaviour reveals sensitivity towards other people’s needs
and is often observed in actions directed towards helping another person
while expecting no personal gain in return. Prosocial behaviour is also an
important indicator of academic success in school and in social adaptation in
general. In an observation study with third grade students (9 years old),
Caprara et al. (2000) have demonstrated that prosocial behaviour was a signifi-
cant indicator of school achievement five years later.

There is little evidence however, that this strategy has been usefully
applied in the case of students with SEBD. Very often finding themselves as
the recipients of support, such students can rarely experience how self-
actualizing the experience of helping others can be, since this task is more
often given to more socially competent peers. Very few researchers have
documented the influence of the development of support skills on the
psychosocial adaptation of students with SEBD (Beaumont et al. 2003). In
most studies dealing with peer support systems, we notice that it is the
peer helpers themselves who benefit most from this support system
(Casella 2000; Corriveau et al. 1998). Indeed by virtue of their role, peer
helpers develop their communicative and empathy skills, a better sense of
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responsibility, better personal problem resolution strategies and improved
self-esteem. The studies found in the literature however, deal with peer
helpers who had been chosen by their friends because they already had good
social skills. We know that lack of social skills and an often negative reputa-
tion of behaviourally challenged students exclude such students from being
chosen to support their peers, both by the adults and the peers themselves
(Bonafé-Schmitt 2000). This is why our research team wanted to know if
students with SEBD would benefit when given the opportunity to act as peer
helpers in school, and how such a role could be used to help improve their
social competence. Before describing our research in this area, it will be
useful first to define what we mean by social competence and the framework
informing our work. While we can find various published works on social
competence, there appears to be an agreement on its definition, namely the
effectiveness of interactions with others from the perspective of oneself as
well as that of others (Krasnor 1997; Segrin 2000). The theoretical model
proposed by Felner, Lease and Phillips (1990) offers an interesting system-
atic conceptualization on which we based this research. Felner and his
colleagues suggest four types of competencies or dominant skills that consti-
tute social competence, namely, cognitive skills and abilities, behavioural
skills, emotional competencies, and skills related to motivation and expec-
tancy sets. Prosocial skills form part of the second group of skills, namely
behaviour skills.

TEN YEARS OF RESEARCH

For the past ten years our research team has been carrying out studies on peer
support systems in special schools for students with severe behaviour difficul-
ties (Beaumont et al. 2003; 2004; 2005). The first study took place in a special
primary school for students aged 9 to 12. An adapted version of the peer medi-
ation programme Vers le Pacifique (Centre Mariebourg 1998a, 1998b) was
introduced and evaluated after one scholastic year. Ten workshops dealing
with themes related to social skills, conflict resolution and peer mediation were
presented to all the students. Once these workshops were completed, 15 medi-
ators were selected by their peers. They participated in additional training in
communication skills and interpersonal conflict resolution. Moreover, every
month the mediators took part in group supervision meetings and were
provided with the services of the progamme’s psychologist when needed.
During the scholastic year, the mediators were on duty in the school yard fol-
lowing the schedule they had established with their supervisor. They had to
wear their identification vest and were responsible for offering their services as
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mediators when asked to by their peers. A total of 134 mediation sessions were
carried out during the scholastic year, and none of the mediators collected dis-
ciplinary tickets when on duty. When we evaluated the results of these
interventions, it appeared that acting as a peer mediator had a positive influ-
ence on the mediator’s behavioural self-control, expression of emotions,
self-esteem and aggression management (Beaumont et al. 2005). Furthermore,
a high level of personal satisfaction was expressed by the mediators. Being
asked to perform mediation, belonging to a particular team, and being sup-
ported by parents and adults at school, were also causes of great satisfaction for
these mediators. The self-actualization aspect of this support work was
expressed by the helpers themselves as well as by their parents and adults at the
school. The teachers expressed their surprise over how children with behav-
iour difficulties were able to help one another effectively in an environment
where previously peer support had not been seen as valuable (Beaumont et al.
2005).

Another study (Beaumont, Paquet and Küpfer 2006) was carried in a
special high school for students with SEBD. Ten out of the 90 students at the
school were selected and trained to act as peer helpers. The process of select-
ing, training and supervising the helpers was facilitated and monitored by the
resident team of school psychologists. The peer helpers formed part of a
Student Counselling Service. To consult a student counsellor, students could
contact the counsellor directly or else request the service through a school psy-
chologist. A meeting was then held to start the helping process. The student
counsellors participated in team supervision meetings twice a month and were
provided support by their supervisors on an individual basis when needed.
Between January and May, 33 individual interviews were held by the student
counsellors, who opined that their work contributed to reducing the level of
violence at the school and that it helped many peers to solve personal
problems. They also expressed their personal satisfaction at being asked to
help fellow students, at being considered worthy of trust by both peers and
adults, and at being shown appreciation by parents and staff. The parents of
the helpers remarked how proud their children were to participate in this
activity, and how this exercise helped to improve their children’s listening and
communication skills, boost their self-esteem, enhance their sense of responsi-
bility, and promote a greater sense of autonomy.

These studies have demonstrated that despite their behaviour problems,
primary and secondary school students were able to develop their social skills
when trained in, and encouraged to practise, peer support. Clearly, children
and young people with SEBD who act as peer helpers become better skilled in
social competence, leading to an improvement in their social interactions.
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In the next study we tried to find out which particular social skills were devel-
oped when these students practised peer support. The following sections
describe this study in more detail.

METHODOLOGY

To analyze the life experience of young persons with SEBD who acted as peer
helpers, we adapted and implemented a peer helping programme in a special
secondary school. The programme was developed from a British model
(Mental Health Foundation 2002) and was aimed at providing additional
support to students with personal problems, such as victims of intimidation, or
those with depression or relationship problems, who found it difficult to
accept professional help. Peer counselling was considered more appropriate in
such cases as it allowed a more confidential rapport to be developed between
the helper and the one needing help (Beaumont et al. 2005).

Data collection was carried out with six students who acted as student coun-
sellors at a special secondary school. These were five boys and one girl, aged
between 14 and 16, five of whom had been practising peer helping for the past
two years. The six students were all identified as having serious behaviour diffi-
culties which had prevented them from continuing to attend mainstream school.
They were elected by their peers to become helpers and participated in a number
of training sessions in peer counselling. Finally, they were assisted and super-
vised by a team of psychologists during the scholastic year.

The participants’ experience as student counsellors was analyzed by
means of the data collected during semi-structured interviews. The interviews
sought the participants’ perceptions and experience of peer helping, and its
contribution to their personal and social development. Content analysis of the
data was carried out through a category-specific system composed of catego-
ries emergent from the interview data and other existent conceptual context
outcomes. This category-specific system was structured around the four
thematic principles proposed by Felner et al.’s (1990) typology, namely the
participants’ emotional competencies, cognitive skills and abilities, behav-
ioural skills, and motivational and expectancy sets. Figure 8.1 shows the
thematic organization that guided the analysis. This category-specific system
was validated by experts in the field who were able to validate the content
according to the chosen conceptual context. The internal consistency was
ensured through the verbatim double coding of one part of the data at two dif-
ferent times (Huberman and Miles 1991). The verbatim contents were
subsequently coded by means of a computerized qualitative application
programme (NVIVO).
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RESULTS

The theoretical model used to describe social competence in the study seems to
correspond well with the findings, since all the participants mentioned each of
the four areas of social competence proposed by Felner et al. (1990), namely (in
order of importance) cognitive skills, behavioural skills, emotional skills and
motivational skills. The opinions reported by the participants seem to corre-
spond to the theoretical model used in this study (Felner et al. 1990) because
each of the four social skills domains were named during the interview.

Cognitive skills and abilities

As shown in Figure 8.2, the analysis of the young persons’ comments reveals
that cognitive skills and abilities are the skills most utilized when students with
SEBD act as peer helpers (49% of the text units revealed and voiced by all peer
helpers). Amongst others, the helpers referred to the use of problem-solving
strategies, the ability to analyze life experience by their clients, the expression
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and identification of emotion by the helpers themselves, and the development
of moral conscientiousness.

Behavioural skills

Behavioural skills are the set of skills most often reported by the helpers fol-
lowing cognitive skills. Three main behavioural skills emerge from the
comments given by the participants, namely the development of empathy,
self-efficacy and self-control. Comments about empathy and the self-efficacy
were expressed by all the participants at different times but only half the group
referred to self-control.

Emotional competencies

All the participants referred to the importance of peer recognition, four out of
the six mentioned parental recognition, while three of them underlined the
social acceptance by peers. Other comments referred to such aspects as leader-
ship and recognition by adults in the school.

Motivational and expectancy sets

All the peer helpers referred to personal motivation as the main force behind
their becoming peer helpers and as maintaining their desire to help their peers.
Frequent comments were made by most of the participants about the learning
context (motivation to go to school and to see peers solving their problems in
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the long run) and perseverance and determination (related to the satisfaction
experienced at being peer helpers).

Finally, the analysis show that nine distinctive aspects related to social compe-
tence could be developed by the students who practised peer support. These
aspects were present in all the comments made by the participants, namely rec-
ognition by peers, awareness of responsibilities, self-actualization, personal
motivation, the development of empathy, the expression of feelings, the identi-
fication of problem-solving strategies, self-efficacy and sense of belonging.

DISCUSSION

In line with the previously described studies, the present study lends support
to the use of peer helpers in the promotion of social skills amongst students
with SEBD attending special schools. Indeed, our studies in primary and sec-
ondary special schools demonstrated the relevance and the popularity of this
approach in particular school environments. In the light of similar studies con-
ducted with peer helpers not presenting anti-social behaviour, our work also
demonstrated the positive impact the practice of peer support has on the social
competence skills of students with SEBD. In addition to the validation of
Felner et al.’s (1990) theoretical model and the contribution of other research-
ers interested in the development of social competence in young persons, this
study provided a better understanding of the motivation underlying young
persons as practising peer helpers and threw light on what helps to improve
certain aspects of their behaviour (self-control, aggressiveness, self-esteem,
expression of emotions, self-efficacy). Thus, peer recognition remains the most
important aspect for these young helpers as it gives them an opportunity to be
respected and valued for their skills and strengths. It enables them to learn how
to recognize their own capacities and develop a feeling of self-efficacy. Indeed,
we know that self-esteem is developed from a set of perceptions children have
of themselves in different aspects of their lives, their relationships with parents
and friends, their academic and athletic life, and perceptions of their own
honesty or reliability (Ayotte 2004).

Furthermore, self-esteem lies in the development of essential diverse facets
of social competence, such as the sense of belonging (Reasoner 1982). A child
is a social being who needs to communicate with others, and the emotional
responses he or she receives will influence his or her social behaviour (Bandura
1986). This need to belong to a group is thus very present in a young person,
helping him or her to develop his or her own personal identity while affirming
his or her similarities to others. The sense of belonging, whether to the group
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of peer helpers or to a group of students at school, appeared to be present in
many of the statements made by the participants in this study. Being engaged
in peer support enables the students to learn about collaboration with their
peers, a necessary collaboration to satisfy the need to belong (Ayotte 2004).
Indeed, by having an acknowledged social role, the young person feels reas-
sured as to the place he or she is given within a group of friends, consequently
gaining recognition by virtue of this role.

For peer helpers, the social group becomes a source of positive interac-
tions, creating a feeling of being unique and appreciated. We know that
motivation is developed by the reactions produced by our behaviour towards
others and the satisfaction we gain from them. Consequently, the perceived
positive behaviours on the part of the teachers, the peers and the parents seem
to reinforce the young person’s desire to practise peer support. The satisfaction
of having helped a friend and the acknowledged appreciation of the client
impact the helper’s desire to pursue his or her role, even in times when motiva-
tion is at its weakest. The helpers met various obstacles in the exercise of their
duties, such as feeling powerless in given situations, having other activities
while on duty, or the refusal of some clients to collaborate. It appears, however,
that this perseverance to practise peer support gave them the strength to
remain attached to their role. Four of the six peer helpers retained their role till
the end of the scholastic year, but two had to leave for family reasons. This
finding resonates with other studies with primary school students where the
mediators completed the whole year as planned.

Cognitive skills are the most in demand by peer helpers, particularly when
they have to listen and analyze reported situations by their ‘clients’, when they
have to reformulate these feelings, or when they have to propose possible solu-
tions to problems. The use of these cognitive activities leads us to believe that
when exercising the role of a helper, students will connect to some of their own
behaviours when they hear them being formulated by the students they are
helping. Indeed, when faced with the same kind of problem met during the
helping sessions, the helper is forced to step back and to be able to accompany
his or her client in the search of constructive solutions. Having to concentrate
on the behaviour of others and assume responsibility as a peacemaker can
hardly be compatible with the helper’s own inappropriate behaviours. It is par-
adoxical for the mediator to become angry while he or she is urging clients to
stay calm in order to solve their conflict. The student helpers can experience
the same emotions as their clients but they have to control themselves. This is
illustrated by one student counsellor’s comments concerning his own obliga-
tion to control himself given the expectations of others towards him. By
reformulating in writing, after each consultation, the reported problem situa-
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tions by the clients and associating to them the feelings expressed, the student
counsellors can develop a better emotional vocabulary as well as a larger
capacity to understand and relate to situations they themselves could be
confronted with.

CONCLUSION

Our research demonstrates that it is beneficial to allow students with SEBD to
practise peer support. Previous research has already demonstrated the positive
effects on the adaptive behaviour of these students when acting as peer
helpers, including expression of emotions, self-esteem, aggression manage-
ment, behavioural self-control and self-efficacy. The present study has shed
light on the type of cognitive, emotional, behavioural and motivational skills
developed by peer helpers with SEBD. Peer recognition, responsibility,
self-actualization, personal motivation, development of empathy, expression
of feelings, identification of problem-solving strategies, self-efficacy, and sense
of belonging are the nine aspects which our young peer helpers referred to the
most in the interviews. The results support our first hypothesis that the practice
of peer support can improve the social competence of young persons with
SEBD.

When introducing peer support systems for young persons with SEBD,
either in primary or secondary schools, schools have to take into account
certain conditions for success that are linked to this type of intervention. Thus,
in the eyes of the peer helpers, the teachers’ and parents’ support is extremely
important. Adult guidance is critical to the success of the programme, since
these young persons have accumulated many negative experiences in their
social interactions. Therefore, it is important to provide regular and adequate
supervision, which enables the expression of feelings of helplessness, rejection
or incompetence the helpers might have to deal with. Without the adults’
support, they risk having to experience an additional social failure with the
consequent sense of frustration resulting in a marked increase in SEBD.

REFERENCES
Ayotte, V. (2004) ‘Texte sur l’estime de soi.’ In Agir en couleur pour une école en santé. Québec: Gouvernement

du Québec, 2.
Bandura, A. (1986) ‘Social Cognitive Theory.’ In R. Vasta (ed.) Annals of Child Development, Vol. 6.

Greenwich: JAI Press.
Beaumont, C., Royer, E., Bertrand, R. and Bowen, F. (2004) ‘L’adaptation psychosociale des élèves en

trouble de comportement agissant comme médiateurs.’ Revue des Sciences de l’Éducation 30, 3, 555–579.
Beaumont, C., Royer E., Bertrand, R. and Bowen, F. (2005) ‘Les effets d’un programme de médiation par les

pairs adapté aux élèves en trouble de comportement.’ Revue Canadienne des Sciences du Comportement 37, 3,
198–210.

STUDENTS WITH SEBD AS PEER HELPERS 117



Beaumont, C., Royer E., Bower, F. and Bertrand, R. (2003) ‘La médiation par les pairs et les élèves en
trouble de comportement.’ Revue de Psychoéducation 32, 1, 79–103.

Beaumont, C., Paquet, A. and Küpfer, C. (2006) Le développement des habiletés à l’entraide chez des adolescents en
difficulté: expérimentation d’un système d’élèves-confidents en milieu scolaire adapté. Rapport de recherche
présenté au Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport (MELS); Programme de soutien à la
recherche et au développement en adaptation scolaire.

Bonafé-Schmitt, J.P. (2000) La médiation scolaire par les élèves. Issy-les-Moulineaux, France: ESF.
Caprara, G.V., Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, C., Bandura, A. and Zimbardo, P.G. (2000) ‘Prosocial foundations

of children’s academic achievement.’ Psychological Science 11, 302–306.
Casella, R. (2000) ‘The benefits of peer mediation in the context of urban conflict and program status.’

Urban Education 35, 3, 324–355.
Centre Mariebourg (1998a) La résolution de conflits au primaire: Guide d’animation, Programme Vers le pacifique.

Montreal, Chenelière/McGraw-Hill.
Centre Mariebourg (1998b) La médiation par les pairs au primaire: Guide d’animation, Programme Vers le pacifique.

Montreal, Chenelière/McGraw-Hill.
Corriveau, D., Bowen, F., Rondeau, N. and Bélanger, J. (1998) ‘Faits et questionnements sur l’adaptation

psychosociale des enfants médiateurs: Une étude préliminaire.’ Science et Comportement 26, 3, 171–180.
Felner, R.D., Lease, A.M. and Phillips, R.S.C. (1990) ‘Social Competence and the Language of Adequacy as

a Subject Matter for Psychology: A Quadripartite Tri-level Framework.’ In T.P. Gullotta, G.R. Adams
and R. Montemayor (eds) The Development of Social Competence in Adolescence. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Huberman, M. and Miles, M.B. (1991) Analyse des données qualitatives: recueil de nouvelles méthodes. Brussels:
De Boeck University.

Krasnor, L. (1997) ‘The nature of social competence: A theoretical review.’ Social Development 6, 111–135.
Mental Health Foundation (2002) Peer Support Someone to Turn To. Evaluation report for the Mental Health

Foundation Peer Support Program. London: Mental Health Foundation.
Reasoner, R. (1982) Building Self-esteem: Elementary Education. Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologists Press.
Segrin, C. (2000) ‘Social skills deficits associated with depression.’ Clinical Psychology Review 20, 379–403.

118 PROMOTING EMOTIONAL EDUCATION



CHAPTER 9

Circle Time and
Socio-emotional

Competence in Children
and Young People

Jenny Mosley

INTRODUCTION

‘Socio-emotional competence’ is a complex term relating to various emotional
literacy and social skills. Our preferred definition for ‘socio-emotional effec-
tiveness’ describes the skills associated with socio-emotional competence as
follows:

A combination of emotional intellect, social effectiveness, and, perhaps,
emotional intelligence itself might be represented by the term
socio-emotional effectiveness – ‘an individual’s capacity to navigate the
social world in an effective manner, accomplishing his or her goals as
needed’. (Mayer and Ciarrochi 2006, p.265)

It is now widely acknowledged that, in order to succeed at school and beyond,
not only do children need to become academic learners, but also their
whole-person development depends upon their abilities to deal flexibly with
personal and interpersonal challenges. In one recent study, three secondary
schools who had made promising developments in emotional literacy also
reported improvements in areas like learning, academic standards, attendance,
behaviour, relationships and improved staff well-being and retention (Lee
2006). In a recent review of studies on socio-emotional competence, the
development of children’s social, emotional and behavioural skills have been
linked to greater educational success, improvements in behaviour, increased
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inclusion, improved learning, greater social cohesion, and improvements in
mental health (Weare and Gray 2003).

CIRCLE TIME

Due to the early pioneering work of a passionate few, circle time is now a
commonly used approach, across UK primary schools in particular, for
children to practise social and emotional competencies. Though the idea of
holding meetings in community circles is almost as old as civilisation itself, in
more recent times there have been several pioneers in the field. Ballard and
Zimmerman from the USA expanded the idea of circle time in the 1970s and
1980s. White (1999), an exponent on self-esteem and circle time, is well-pub-
lished in this area, while Robinson and Maines have published various books
on areas of emotional literacy including circle time (Bliss, Robinson and
Maines 1995; Robinson and Maines 1998).

Circle time is a child-friendly approach encouraging the practice of
socio-emotional skills in an inclusive, caring and democratic climate. A
variable number of individuals can participate in a circle, which helps everyone
to be of equal status and encourages all to participate. It lends itself efficiently
to practising skills such as speaking, listening, turn-taking, problem-solving,
and enjoying and appreciating each other’s company. Some of these skills are
key elements of socio-emotional effectiveness. By planning structured and
appropriate circle time sessions within a safe and supportive setting, children
can participate in stage-appropriate tasks, games and discussions to help
develop their self-esteem, self-confidence, emotional literacy and social skills,
thereby impacting upon their overall level of socio-emotional competence.

The support given by timetabled weekly circle time sessions and other tra-
ditional classroom management systems is sufficient to gain a positive
response from the majority of children. For children who are not able readily
to access these systems, and whose behaviour is challenging or of concern in
some other way, small, focused groupwork sessions are sometimes made avail-
able. There are a number of examples of these systems in classrooms today,
together with a long history of support groups focusing on anger manage-
ment, self-esteem and many other areas. Nurture groups (Bennathan and
Boxall 1998) are an effective small-group intervention, providing a place and
time within school for children to grow socially and emotionally. Usually
taking place for part of the school day and in a separate and homely space,
groups of up to 12 children undertake an enjoyable and nurturing programme
of activities assisted by two adults.
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The ‘circle of friends’ approach (Newton and Wilson 1999; Taylor 1996,
1997) offers a structured intervention based on the belief that a person’s
judgements about their behaviour and that of others can be influenced by the
social situation. The intervention uses small-group sessions to give one specific
child positive attention to help them interpret and respond to their environ-
ment and social situations with understanding.

The theoretical underpinnings for the many and varied traditional circle
time sessions and small-group approaches are far-reaching and may well cite
links to a person-centred counselling approach (Mead 1934; Rogers 1961,
1970); social learning theory (Bandura 1977); the circle of friends interven-
tion approach (Newton and Wilson 1999; Taylor 1996, 1997); emotional
literacy programmes (Morris and Casey 2005; Morris and Morris 2002);
behavioural approaches (Cooper, Smith and Upton 1994); and the eco-
systemic approach (Mosley 1993, 1996, 1998). This chapter focuses on two
approaches I have developed to promote socio-emotional competencies
amongst children, namely Quality Circle Time and the smaller circles of
support, and the following sections describe how these two approaches may
be used in schools for the promotion of healthy social and emotional develop-
ment in children.

QUALITY CIRCLE TIME AND CIRCLES OF SUPPORT

Inspired particularly by the groupwork and social dynamics theories of
researchers such as Moreno (1934, 1946), Mead (1934), Rogers (1951,
1961), Glasser (1990) and Burns (1979, 1982), I have been developing my
own Quality Circle Time model over the last 20 years, and have widely pub-
lished on all aspects of this circle time model (Mosley 1988, 1989, 1993,
1996, 1998, 2006; Mosley and Tew 1998a, 1998b). Quality Circle Time
(QCT) is a generic term for my ecosystemic model, alternatively called the
Whole School Quality Circle Time model (see Figure 9.1). The model refers to
a whole range of strategies throughout the school that impact positively chil-
dren’s self-esteem and behaviour. It is theoretically underpinned by the
approaches listed under the traditional circle time and circles of support
approaches described above, and it promotes two types of circle time sessions,
namely the mainstream QCT sessions (Mosley 1996, 1998) and circles of
support for children with additional emotional or behavioural needs (Mosley
and Niwano 2007b).

QCT sessions are a resource for the whole class. They are dynamic and
focused sessions that follow a carefully structured five-step model on a regular
weekly basis. The sessions are built around the five skills of listening, speaking,
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Figure 9.1: The Whole School Quality Circle Time model
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looking, thinking and concentrating. On the other hand, circles of support
within the QCT model are a smaller, short-term, carefully planned and specifi-
cally structured intervention for small groups of children who find it difficult
to access class QCT systems and to adhere to agreed behavioural guidelines.
Whilst some children (and adults) possess or develop relationship skills natu-
rally, it is possible to teach them to everyone to some degree. Self-esteem
theory teaches us that if a person is treated with respect and warmth, ‘the indi-
vidual will see himself as having the characteristics and values that others
attribute to him’ (Rogers 1961). QCT sessions provide an ideal opportunity
for all our intelligences to be stretched and challenged. Children are not only
specifically taught the skills they need for personal and social development,
but they also learn self-awareness and how to recognise and monitor their own
feelings. In addition, they are taught strategies to handle their and others’
feelings in a respectful and sensitive way. QCT places great importance on the
need for empathy, for understanding another’s world, and helps the children to
explore and discover successful ways of interacting with others.

Both QCT sessions and circles of support have been used in hundreds of
schools for many years in the UK and other countries. In 2005 the Department
for Education and Skills (DfES) in England released the Social and Emotional
Aspects of Learning (SEAL) toolkit for schools (DfES 2005), highlighting the
QCT model as a highly effective approach for the delivery of SEAL in schools:

Circle time is likely to be most effective when embedded within a
whole-school approach, such as the Whole School Quality Circle Time
model developed by Jenny Mosley. This describes a democratic and
practical school management system which addresses social, emotional
and behavioural issues through a systemic approach. Its features reflect
closely the philosophy, guidance and practice embodied in the SEAL
curriculum resource. This model helps schools create the ethos advo-
cated in the resource, by supporting them to create an environment in
which social, emotional and behavioural skills can be developed. (DfES
2005, p.54)

Organising a Quality Circle Time session

QCT sessions are designed to provide a safe and effective vehicle for increas-
ing children’s communication skills, developing their socio-emotional
competences and providing a forum for the class to discuss salient issues. The
flexibility of circle time means that the session can also be used to enhance the
teaching of language skills and other academic subjects. The sessions are
always designed with the following in mind:
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• Structure – sessions are a timetabled, weekly activity with a five-step
plan. Each stage has a specific structure and leads into the next step
(see below).

• Solution-focused – the atmosphere of safety is reinforced by the
requirements of preventing put-downs and negative attitudes,
teaching positive behaviours and attitudes, and raising self-esteem.

• Variety – a wide range of teaching strategies is available to circle time
practitioners, including directed discussion, teaching of thinking and
problem-solving skills, and other active methods. Children know that
every circle time meeting is different.

QCT meetings progress through five distinct steps, each having a particular
purpose. The theme of the meeting will be apparent in each step but will be
handled differently at each stage.

1. Meeting up – playing a game. Sessions begin with an enjoyable game
to help children relax, release tension and feel the joy of being in
a group. Games often involve mixing the children up, providing
opportunities for new friendships, creating a supportive
atmosphere.

2. Warming up – breaking the silence. Many children need to ‘warm up’
to speaking and this is achieved through a speaking and listening
‘round’ made as straightforward as possible, reducing threat or
embarrassment. The teacher introduces a sentence stem, such as
‘My favourite animal is…’ The facilitator passes a ‘speaking
object’ to the child next to them who repeats the stem, adding
their favourite animal, and so on. Any child who does not want to
speak may say ‘Pass’ and pass the object on.

3. Opening up – exploring issues. This step is more challenging, an
opportunity for important issues to be discussed, such as
exploring problems, concerns, hopes and fears, encouraging
children to develop a belief in their ability to make responsible
choices and decisions. Raising their hands to take turns, children
practise specific skills, such as listening or speaking in turn and
problem-solving. Children can be encouraged to ask the group for
help with something. Members can suggest ‘Would it help if…?’
Also, Step 3 utilises ‘metaphor’ through stories, role play, puppets
and drama. Through metaphor children can open up about their
feelings without having the spotlight put on them.

124 PROMOTING EMOTIONAL EDUCATION



4. Cheering up – celebrating the positive. It can be difficult to ‘switch
off ’ from issues of concern, so it is important that children are
provided with closing activities that ensure everyone leaves the
meeting feeling calm and refreshed. This step celebrates the
group’s successes and strengths and gives children the opportunity
to praise one another or cheer everyone up by giving individual
children the chance to teach everyone new skills and games to
help everyone feel more competent, happy and positive.

5. Calming down – bridging. This is to ‘bridge’ the session to make a
calm transition to the next activity. It may involve a calm game, a
song or a guided visualisation. The children learn through this
that they can have quiet times safely and calm down, even when
they are in a group.

Guidelines are introduced gradually throughout the circle time sessions which
are then negotiated and agreed by the children and adults. However the key
ground-rule, from the outset, is that no person may mention another in a
negative way. They need to say ‘Someone is calling me nasty names… Some
people are ganging up on me…’ Consequently, children learn to stick to the
issue and refrain from becoming too personal. A further one-to-one listening
system is advocated in schools where children have access to listening so that
they can speak openly to a responsible adult about personal issues. It is useful
to discuss with the children what should happen if someone breaks a rule and
what incentives can be used for keeping the rules.

Organising a QCT circle of support session

Many aspects of running circles of support are similar to class circle time, but
the former consist of four to six children who need further support ‘beyond’
the usual support systems (Mosley and Niwano 2007b). The children chosen
will be those finding it difficult to access the main class systems of support and
behaviour management. Up to another four children are chosen to join the
circle, children who could benefit from attending and who have good social
skills. Two facilitators run the sessions so that they can plan activities, liaise
with all concerned and share the running of the sessions. Regular reviews take
place between the facilitators, children and class teachers to discuss progress.
Sessions last from 45 minutes to one hour, although shorter sessions may be
used at first. A series of sessions usually lasts a term, although some children
may need a longer programme. At the end of the programme, children are care-
fully ‘bridged’ back into the mainstream circle time, accompanied by one of
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the facilitators during circle time to facilitate the transition from one
programme to the other. If children are not seen to be improving, professional
support will be sought.

Some practitioners feel the outcomes of circle time and circles of support
are difficult to measure, but others choose to use a measurement tool to assess
their work. Teachers can use forms of formative assessment, including various
‘I can’ statements completed by children, and allowing them to assess
themselves against these in order to celebrate successes and identify the next
targets. In seeking to establish more objective evaluation of outcomes,
practitioners may make use of checklists, tests and other standardised measures
of socio-emotional competence at pre- and post-interventions.

RESEARCH EVIDENCE

Measuring the qualities associated with socio-emotional effectiveness is
complex, with socio-emotional benefits often being subtle, ‘soft’ and difficult
to quantify. Much early research on the effects of QCT programmes was not
robust enough for rigorous scientific examination, although the results of such
programmes can be seen in action now as schools are openly functioning
effectively with these systems in place. The following section discusses various
studies on the impact of QCT and circles on socio-emotional competence
amongst children and young persons. Some of the research referred to has
been published in peer-reviewed journals, while some are taken from unpub-
lished dissertations and reports.

In a survey on the use of circle time in primary schools in Wiltshire and
Swindon by Dawson and McNess (1997), 88 per cent of the headteachers
stated that they used circle time in their schools, 71 per cent said that it raises
self-esteem, 79 per cent said that it increases social skills, 85 per cent stated
that it improves communication, and 69 per cent stated that it helps children to
take responsibility for their own actions. In another study with primary
schools in the UK, Tew (1999) reported that headteachers identified circle
time as a powerful system for improving the school ethos, raising self-esteem
and promoting the spiritual, cultural, moral, social and personal development
of children. Early results from the circle time research by the ‘Campaign for
Learning’ showed that circle time programmes benefited children in many
ways, including having more time to reflect up on their feelings, increased
readiness to learn, improved resilience and less inappropriate behaviour
(Higgins, Wall, Baumfield et al. 2006; Higgins, Wall, Falzon et al. 2005). And
results from another study on early-years pupils showed that, alongside an
approach to classroom organisation promoting active independent learning, a
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classroom management approach that centres upon circle time significantly
contributes to the personal, social and health education early learning goals
(Wood 2001).

In a study on the use of circle time in secondary school (Tew 1998), a
difference was found between two Year 7 groups, one being taught PSE
(personal and social education) within circle time sessions and the other taught
PSE in a normal class setting. After a series of PSE sessions, the circle time
group was more familiar with personal information about pupils in the group
and was easily able to make positive comments about other people in their
group. Teachers involved in the programme at the school also made positive
comments relating to pupils’ self-confidence, attitude and learning about each
other.

In a current large-scale, but still unpublished, study in 16 primary schools
in Dublin, Ireland, over three hundred mixed primary-age children completed
an evaluation of their experience of circle time. This is an interesting study
giving a voice to what the students themselves had to say about their own
experience of this approach. The evaluations have been qualitatively examined
and the students’ responses have been grouped into a number of broad
categories, most of which are specific to socio-emotional literacy (Mosley and
Niwano 2007a).

• Promotes motivation

‘I love it, absolutely love it.’

‘Feel good because circle time is all about listening, and learning, and having
fun.’

• Helps concentration

‘I feel great, the circle time helped me listen and concentrate.’

‘By doing concentration in a fun way.’

• Helps with listening to each other

‘The way everybody settles down and listens to each other.’

‘Everyone was very respectful and they listened and we all had a great time.’

• Promotes teamwork

‘I think it helped because we worked together.’

‘It helped the class work together. We learned to co-operate.’

• Promotes communication

‘We were able to talk without shouting at each other.’

‘I really like it when all the class is sitting down, and we’re listening to each other.
It is very nice.’



• Helps with making new friends, getting to know other people

‘It helps me learn about other people.’

‘I liked talking about how to make good friends and to work harder.’

• Facilitates expression of feelings, to speak out in class

‘It helps you to spread your feelings.’

‘It helped me to get things off my chest.’

• Promotes self-confidence and sense of belonging

‘I think my class has been helped because it’s helped to get us to be confident.’

‘It helped us to know that if something has happened we were not the only ones.’

• Encourages good behaviour, being kind and helpful behaviour

‘We learned to help each other and didn’t laugh when people made a try.’

‘I don’t think there will be any more bullying.’

As early as 1988 (Mosley 1988) the potential of circle-based support
programmes (circles of support) was becoming evident, and small group work
was explored into the 1990s successfully, using active experiential activities
such as role play, improvisation and games to support pupils who were experi-
encing social, emotional and behavioural difficulties. In 1991, a school
establishing peer support groups in response to the Elton Report (1989, a UK
government report on ‘Discipline in Schools’) found they helped Year 9 and 10
pupils with behavioural and adjustment problems (Shaw 1991). Another
study saw young women, referred for low levels of self-esteem, perceiving
themselves as being more competent and confident as a result of circle work
(Morris 1998). Working in a circle of support with eight Year 6 boys with
emotional and behavioural disorders, Franks (2001) reported that the boys
became more skilled in expressing their emotions, with indications of
improvement in their behaviour. Another study found that Year 7 pupils exhib-
ited increased perception of their own social acceptance after ten weeks of
circles of support (Liberman 2003). Circles of support were also used success-
fully in the Compass for Life project in Stirling (Alcorn 2004), where trainers,
working with people aged between 14 and 25 years, used a multi-agency
approach focusing upon employability through participative learning
programmes. After a three-month programme, it was reported that the circle of
support had helped the participants understand themselves and others better
and to appreciate more what they had to say, and stopped the use of put-downs
in their social interactions.
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CONCLUSION

Circle time and circles of support are widely used in schools in the UK and
abroad by various practitioners. The experiences and opportunities offered
during such sessions are designed to support children in developing their
social, communication, emotional, problem-solving and learning skills. The
evidence suggests that both circle time and circles of support contribute to the
social and emotional effectiveness of those taking part in the programmes.
Moreover, the many reports from educational practitioners and children them-
selves, as well as the unending popularity of circle time in schools and other
contexts, also suggest that circle time and circles of support are found to be
helpful and useful by many in the promotion of social and emotional compe-
tences in children and young people. Circle times and circles of support
continue to be used successfully by enthusiastic practitioners in many different
settings. The indications are that circle time and circles of support work and
help to make a difference in the social and emotional development of children
and young persons. However, more research is urgently needed to examine the
impact of circle time and circles of support more thoroughly, extensively and
rigorously and to determine the ways this approach works most effectively for
children and young persons’ socio-emotional competence.
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PART 3

Working with
Students’ Emotions





CHAPTER 10

Nurture Groups:
An Evaluation

of the Evidence
Paul Cooper

INTRODUCTION

Nurture groups are small classes in infant, primary and secondary schools for
students with social, emotional, behavioural and learning problems.

A classic nurture group reflects the following principles (Bennathan and
Boxall 2000):

• They are located on the site of a mainstream primary or infant school,
but can be located in a secondary school.

• They cater for 10–12 children who are already on the roll of the host
school.

• They are staffed by two adults: a teacher and a full-time teaching
assistant.

• They operate for nine out of ten half-day sessions in the school week.

• Nurture group pupils remain on the roll of a mainstream class; register
with this class daily, and spend curriculum time in this class when not
attending the nurture group.

• Full-time placement in a mainstream class is the main object of nurture
group placement.

• The nurture group provides a holistic curriculum, incorporating the
UK National Curriculum with a curriculum designed to address
social, emotional and behavioural factors underpinning academic
learning.
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A central aim of nurture groups is therefore to provide students with a secure
and safe environment that provides the conditions necessary for them to
develop emotionally, socially and cognitively (Boxall 2002). In classic nurture
groups, the lessons are highly structured and the nurture group staff ensure a
slow-moving and routinised learning environment, within which pupils’
experiences are carefully managed.

Nurture groups are temporary separated transitional settings that prepares
students to cope better with the demands of mainstream schooling. Nurture
group candidates often present social, emotional and behavioural difficulties
that prevent them (and sometimes their peers) from engaging with the school-
ing experience constructively. Nurture groups are specifically designed to
remove or reduce these barriers and, therefore, prevent these children from dis-
engaging with the education system, ideally in the early stages of their
educational history. In addition, nurture groups can have profound and
positive effects on whole schools, as well as on relationships within families,
such as between parents and children or between siblings (Cooper and
Whitebread 2007).

THE DEVELOPMENT OF NURTURE GROUPS

Nurture groups are not a new form of educational provision. They were
devised by Marjorie Boxall, an educational psychologist, who set up the first
groups in the Inner London Education Authority in the early 1970s
(Bennathan and Boxall 2000) in the UK. Having gone through an initial
period of popularity, which lasted for the best part of a decade, nurture groups
dwindled in numbers, with many of the original groups being closed down
(Bennathan and Boxall 2000). In 1998, a national survey found less than 50
groups in the UK (Cooper, Arnold and Boyd 1998). Current (unpublished)
evidence identifies over 400 groups throughout the UK. This figure reflects
only those groups that have registered with the Nurture Group Network. Even
at 400, this represents an 800 per cent increase over five years. Informed esti-
mates, however, suggest that there may well be 1000 NGs in the UK, many of
which are not registered with the NGN.

The possible reasons for this dramatic increase in numbers are complex.
Over the decade of the 1990s the overall rate of permanent pupil exclusions
from school increased by approximately 400 per cent, with the highest rates of
increase being found in the primary schools (Castle and Parsons 1998). More
recent findings suggest that National Curriculum testing leads to increased
stress levels among Year 6 pupils (Connor 2001, 2003). Other evidence
suggests that the 1990s is marked by increasing levels of stress and insecurity
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in schools, reflected in perceptions of rising levels of emotional and behav-
ioural difficulties among pupils and work overload among teachers, leading to
severe problems in recruiting and retaining teaching staff in schools (Johnson
and Hallgarten 2002). The more recent evidence suggests that wider cultural
changes and the growing dominance of individualism in Western culture is a
major threat to the social and emotional wellbeing of young people (James
2007, 2008; Layard and Dunn 2009) (see Chapter 14).

STUDENTS IN NURTURE GROUPS

Specific, targeted attention

It is generally believed that the children who will benefit most from nurture
groups are those who, for whatever reason, have a need for a classroom set-up
that allows more individual attention than is often available in the mainstream
classroom. For this reason there are usually between 10 and 12 students in a
nurture group, and the group will be staffed by two adults, usually a teacher
and a teaching assistant (paid assistants who support pupils in a variety of ways
in schools; referred to as ‘paraprofessionals’ and ‘paraeducators’ in the US).
This means that the students each have many opportunities to speak to adults
and to get help with their schoolwork. It also means that the adults get to
know each student really well. These factors combine to help the adults and
the students work together in ways that enable each student to get access to
experiences that will help them develop and improve their learning skills as
well as the abilities to understand and manage their feelings and get along with
other children.

Some of the children in the nurture group, when they first start attending
the group, will be very quiet and withdrawn, whilst others may have a
tendency to be excitable and disruptive. Because the members of staff are able
to give such close attention to each student, they are able to work hard at
getting the quiet students to ‘come out of themselves’ by engaging them in
conversation and designing activities that will gradually help them to feel
more comfortable with interacting with other children. They are also able to
help students to deal with anger problems, and, by observing children
carefully, spot the situations that normally lead to disruptive behaviour for
specific students. Staff can then prevent disruption from happening. For
example, they can do this by teaching the child specific skills for dealing with
problem situations (e.g. how to deal with other pupils wanting to borrow
equipment); by distracting students from the negative situations (e.g. engaging
pupils in an alternative activity whilst the teacher deals with the request to
borrow the equipment), and so on. This is not to say that nurture group staff
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are always successful in preventing pupils in the nurture group from
misbehaving. It would be a very unusual pupil who did not misbehave, some-
times. When pupils in the nurture group misbehave the staff will respond,
dealing with the behaviour in ways that are designed to encourage pupils to
learn that the best way of getting what they want is to behave in ways that are
considerate of other people’s feelings.

Links between learning, feelings and behaviour

Obviously, the main purpose of schooling is to promote students’ learning.
However, it is increasingly apparent that the kind of learning that is supposed
to go on in schools is often undermined by feelings of emotional insecurity
that prevent students from concentrating and participating with others. In fact,
nurture groups are built on the principle that the foundations of learning are
emotional and social.

A very important feature of the nurture group approach is an
understanding of the ways in which the kinds of learning that children are
expected to do in schools is closely linked to how they feel about themselves,
and how well they are able to get along with other children. It is argued that
learning problems, such as difficulties in learning how to read, or problems
with understanding numbers, can sometimes be the result of a child’s feelings
of fear and anxiety acting as a barrier to the child’s engagement with the
learning task. This reminds us just how stressful the whole business of learning
can be.

Every time a teacher asks a student to try to carry out a learning activity,
there is always the possibility that the student will not perform the activity as
well as he or she might, or as well as the teacher expects, or as well as other
children in the same classroom. We have all been in this situation as children,
and we continue to experience similar situations in our adult lives. Although
learning new skills can be fun, it can also be very threatening. When we
succeed at learning something new it makes us feel good about ourselves. Do
you remember when you passed your driving test, or the first time you
successfully decorated a room, or when you did anything for the first time that
you thought you might not be able to do? Success breeds success. Once you
have succeeded in overcoming one challenge, you have a little more
confidence the next time you are confronted with a similar challenge.

Students who benefit most from being in nurture groups are those who
seem to have particular difficulty in engaging with classroom learning and
getting along with other students in their age group, and who become anxious
or angry when in learning situations. The nurture group provides a comfort-
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able and caring environment in which opportunities are given to students that
allow them to engage in activities according to their particular level of need.
This means that children who have had difficulty in learning how to play will
be given the chance to engage in play, at first with an adult, and later with other
children and on their own. It is through these experiences that students
develop the skills necessary to operate in a classroom group.

In order for students to feel confident about play and work it is important
that they feel safe and secure. Nurture group staff work hard to encourage
these feelings in their students through the ways in which they talk to the
children, and by providing activities that help the children develop a sense of
belonging to the group. The nurture group room is also specially designed to
help students feel comfortable and safe. This is achieved by having all of the
features of a normal classroom (e.g. books, desks, whiteboard, computers)
along with items that would normally be found in a comfortable home setting
(e.g. carpets, soft furnishings, dining table, cooking facilities).

All of these features of the nurture group are directed at helping students
feel secure, feel good about themselves, and feel able to work on formal
National Curriculum topics and, therefore, make educational progress. In
short, the nurture group sets out to help students develop a positive feeling
towards school, that is based on: feelings of safety in the school setting; the
experience of being cared for by the nurture group staff; the experience of
success in getting along with other students, and the experience of achieve-
ment in learning activities. All of the time that students are in the nurture
group, they are also keeping in close contact with their mainstream class. This
prevents nurture group students from developing feelings of exclusion from
their mainstream peers. After a relatively short period of time (usually from
three to four school terms) they are generally able to return to the mainstream
on a full-time basis.

EVIDENCE FROM RESEARCH

In a study by Iszatt and Wasilewska (1997), of 308 children placed in nurture
groups between 1984 and 1996, 87 per cent were able to return to the main-
stream after a placement duration of less than one year. In 1995 this group was
revisited, and it was found that 83 per cent of the original cohort were still in
mainstream placements with only 4 per cent requiring special educational
needs support beyond the schools’ standard ranges of provision. Of the
original cohort, 13 per cent were granted Statements of Special Educational
Need, and 11 per cent were referred to special school provision. This finding
was contrasted with data on a non-matched group of 20 mainstream pupils
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who had been designated as requiring nurture group placement but for whom
places had not been found. Of these, 35 per cent were placed in special schools
and only 55 per cent were found, by 1995, to be coping in mainstream class-
rooms without additional support.

In the absence of adequate matching measures, it is difficult to interpret
the significance of differences in outcomes for the two groups. However, the
positive performance of the majority of nurture group cohort was consistent
with studies of staff perceptions of the effects of nurture group placement
assessed in other studies that point to improvements in pupils’ self-manage-
ment behaviours, social skills, self-awareness and confidence, skills for
learning and approaches to learning (Boorn 2002; Cooper and Lovey 1999;
Doyle 2001). O’Connor and Colwell (2003) assessed the performance of 68
five-year-old children placed in three nurture groups for a mean period of 3.1
terms. They found statistically significant mean improvements in terms of cog-
nitive and emotional development, social engagement and behaviours
indicative of secure attachment. Boxall data was also reported on an opportu-
nity sample (n = 12) of the original cohort after two years. Findings suggest
that many of the improvements had been maintained, though there was
evidence of relapse in some areas of emotional and social functioning.

A national longitudinal study over two years (Cooper, Arnold and Boyd
2001) investigated the effectiveness of nurture groups within 25 schools, in
eight local education authority areas. In this study, the effectiveness of nurture
groups was judged by comparing pupils with two different control groups:
one consisting of pupils matched according to age, gender, educational attain-
ment and level of social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD) in
mainstream classrooms; the other of pupils matched for age and gender with
the nurture group children but without emotional and behavioural problems.
On the basis of variations amongst different nurture groups in the sample, the
authors did not report any statistically different outcomes, however positive
perceptions towards to nurture groups were noted. In particular, mainstream
teacher interviews reported a strong positive impact of nurture groups in terms
of children’s progress in their educational attainment as well as the develop-
ment of a ‘nurturing’ environment in many aspects of school life.

A subsequent comprehensive paper (Cooper and Whitebread 2007)
explored the effects of nurture groups over two years on a large cohort of
children (n = 546), including a significant number of children who were
attending nurture groups (n = 356). Quantitative evidence was gathered that
indicated greater significant improvements for the nurture group children’s
social, emotional and behavioural functioning. Of particular interest was the
fact that students with SEBD who were not placed in nurture groups, but were

138 PROMOTING EMOTIONAL EDUCATION



in mainstream classes in a school housing a nurture group, achieved signifi-
cantly better outcomes than pupils with SEBD who attended schools that did
not have nurture groups. This indicated a significant whole-school effect of the
nurture group intervention. This study also suggested that the groups that had
been in existence for two years or more were more effective than those that had
been in existence for less than two years. This finding was interpreted as indi-
cating the importance of cumulative experience in promoting the effectiveness
of the provision.

In line with other studies, the parents of nurture group pupils reported
positive perceptions of nurture groups. A further, extremely interesting and
unexpected finding was the claim made by some parents that an indirect effect
of nurture group placement had been an improvement in the quality of
parent–child relationships in the home setting. It should be stressed that this
finding was elicited from telephone interviews carried out with fewer than
100 parents/carers. This is a weak method for exploring issues as complex as
parent–child relationships. The finding is, however, worthy of further and
more rigorous investigation.

Hitherto unpublished findings from this study are also of interest. In
particular it was found that there were systematic differences in the
generalisation of effects of nurture groups on students presenting with
different characteristics. The quantitative evidence from this study suggests
that children with a very wide range of social, emotional and behavioural
difficulties, showed dramatic improvements in their social and emotional
functioning when they are placed in nurture groups. Students who have
previous presented with serious conduct problems, peer-related problems,
emotional problems and hyperactivity were shown to perform significantly
better when they are when placed in nurture groups than matched students
who weren’t. However, when those same students were observed in
mainstream classrooms, those with primarily conduct and social problems
appeared to sustain the improvements attributed to nurture group placement,
while students whose difficulties were characterised as primarily relating to
hyperactivity or emotional symptoms were statistically not likely to generalise
the improvements to the mainstream classes. These findings can be interpreted
in a number of ways, the most persuasive of which appears to be that serious
emotional disturbance and chronic hyperactivity may well have stronger
individualised, within-child causes than other SEBDs, making it particularly
difficult for individuals with the problems to adapt to the mainstream
classroom. An extension to this argument is that if mainstream classrooms are
to become capable of including children with such difficulties, then they must
do more to target the specific needs of these groups.
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Among other smaller-scale studies, those of Bishop and Swain (2000a,
2000b) explored the effectiveness in an inner-city area of severe deprivation of
a nurture group consisting of children in Years 1 to 3. The researchers also
reported a parent–school partnership model and explained this in consider-
ation of a ‘transplant model’, which implies that the skills and expertise of
teachers are passed to parents through their engagement to the nurture group
(Cunningham and Davis 1985; Dale, cited in Bishop and Swain 2000b).
Howes, Emanuel and Farrell (2003) question the potential of nurture groups
in facilitating inclusive practice. Having reviewed three varying case studies,
the authors identified the size of group, the age of children and the mixture of
emotional and behavioural difficulties that they exhibit as critical in relation to
effective running of the nurture group, they also questioned the opportunity
cost of the nurture group, asking what those children lose when they separated
from their peer groups in the mainstream settings.

Doyle (2003) reported that setting up a nurture group in her school,
however, had the result of spreading nurturing practices into the whole school,
a finding consistent with that of Binnie and Allen (2008), and consistent with
the whole-school effect of nurture groups identified by Cooper and
Whitebread (2007) (see above).

Recently, an important study was carried out with 179 pupils aged
between five and seven years with SEBDs attending schools in Glasgow
(Reynolds and Kearney 2007). Approximately half of the group were
attending nurture groups in 16 schools, and approximately half were
attending 16 schools without nurture group provision. It was found that the
nurture group pupils had made significant improvements in self-esteem,
self-image, emotional maturity and attainment in literacy when compared to
the group of pupils attending the schools without nurture group provision.
These studies point towards distinctive effects of nurture group placement on
pupil progress, and suggest that positive progress in key areas of development
targeted by nurture groups takes place during placement in a nurture group.

Questions remain about the extent to which the nurture group approach
can be changed and adapted without compromising the effectiveness of the
approach. Cooper and Whitebread (2007) found no significant differences
between full- and part-time groups. This finding is confirmed in a small-scale
study by Scott and Lee (2009).

A WORD OF CAUTION

Whilst it is clearly the case that the existing research evidence on nurture
groups is highly positive, there remain some concerns about this form of provi-
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sion that warn against the dangers of accepting this or any other form of
educational intervention uncritically. In interviews with nurture group and
mainstream staff, Cooper and Tiknaz (2005) enquired about areas where staff
working with effective nurture groups felt there was room for improvement in
nurture group provision.

Communication

A particular area of concern was the issue of communication between main-
stream and nurture group staff. Nurture group students depend heavily on the
quality of this channel of communication to maximise the all important conti-
nuity of the educational experience they receive as they move between nurture
group and mainstream provision. Both nurture group and mainstream staff
spoke of difficulties they encountered when communication was poor. Some
interviewees indicated that there may sometimes be an over-reliance on the
personalities of the staff to promote communication, suggesting that this
aspect of nurture group provision should be programmed into whole-school
management of nurture groups.

Opportunity Cost

Some mainstream staff expressed concern about the decline in educational
performance that they observed in some children who were placed in nurture
groups. This was sometimes expressed in terms of a tendency among some
students to exhibit apparent reductions in their levels of motivation when
placed among students performing at lower levels than their mainstream
classmates. It should be stressed that this is anecdotal and unsupported
evidence. However, it reflects a genuine concern that needs to be considered by
nurture group and mainstream staff.

Exclusion

Perhaps the single most important challenge that nurture groups face, is the
perception that nurture groups may be used as a means of excluding trouble-
some students from mainstream classrooms as a social control measure.
Evidence from several of the studies reported on already in this chapter tend to
challenge this perception forcefully, by indicating that nurture groups both
protect students from exclusion from school and have been shown to make a
major contribution to promoting the social and educational engagement of
students into mainstream classrooms. The crucial point here, of course, is that
these positive effects are entirely dependent on the integrity of the provision.
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This means that schools that take on nurture groups must ensure that they
adhere to the established principles of nurture group provision. The dangers of
failing to do this are considerable. After all, a nurture group that does not
conform to the principles expounded by Bennathan and Boxall (1998) is not a
nurture group at all. As nurture groups become increasingly widespread the
danger of such bastardisation becomes increasingly likely.

CONCLUSION

The existing published evidence on the effects of nurture groups is supportive
of the intervention. It is important, however, to note that the research base
relies on naturalistic studies. One of the advantages of these studies is that they
have helped to define the nature of nurture groups. There is still a need,
however, for more controlled studies of this form of provision.
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CHAPTER 11

Nurture Groups: Early
Relationships

and Mental Health
Marion Bennathan

INTRODUCTION

Most of us who work with young people in difficulty, believe that without
early effective help they are in danger of ending up with wasted lives, perhaps
with mental health problems, perhaps as criminals. This adds urgency to our
work, putting it in a different time frame. But what do we know about what
really works for such young people? And do people in positions of influence
agree with us? This chapter draws on recent developments in neuroscience and
pharmacology to throw light on the relationship between early relationships
in childhood and mental health in adulthood, underlining the role of nurture
groups in providing for healthy early relationships amongst children who may
be at risk in their socio-emotional development.

When I was helping to set up Young Minds in the UK in 1991, a colleague
and I went to discuss funding with the senior civil servant whose job was to
allocate resources for child mental health. He told us that he had just been
informing himself about mental health problems by spending time working in
a large psychiatric hospital. He had been surprised, reading through the
patients’ records, to find how many of them had had very unhappy
childhoods. He wondered whether there was a connection. We had no
hesitation in giving him an answer. In 1996, a question was asked in the
British Parliament about the shortage of services for children and young
people with mental health problems, and the implication of such shortage for
their future. The Minister replied that there was no scientific research that
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showed a clear connection between childhood problems and adult outcomes.
Though we cannot really be precise about this relationship, the current
developments in neuroscience and pharmacology have a direct bearing on this
question and provide useful insights in our discussion on the connection
between early negative relationships and later mental health problems.

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM NEUROSCIENCE

In 1953 Watson and Crick published their DNA research, which revealed the
bio-chemical basis of life, of brain function, of how genes are transmitted from
one generation to the next. This has led to rapid and exciting developments in
understanding ever more precisely how our genetic make-up is inherited, to
identifying diseases more exactly so that cures become possible. Developments
in neuroscience and in appropriate pharmacology are reshaping the under-
standing of mental health problems and their treatment. We now have the
ability to scan the nervous system and understand much better the functioning
of the human brain.

There are obvious problems in fundamental research on children, but since
we share 98.9 per cent of our genetic make-up with other mammals, Michael
Meaney’s mice experiments become quite relevant. Professor of Medicine at
McGill University in Canada, his interests are in ‘early environmental regula-
tion of gene expression’; that is, the way early experience exerts an influence
on brain development. Lecturing at an American Psychiatric Association
Meeting in Toronto in 2006, Meaney decribed how he took two groups of
mice with new born ‘pups’. He separated the mothers into the ‘good’, as
measured by the amount of feeding, grooming and nuzzling they gave their
babies, and the ‘bad’ mothers. He measured the brain development of the two
groups of pups. Those with good mothers had healthy development, those
with bad mothers had poor development. He then switched the babies over.
Later measurements showed that the development of the two groups had
evened out.

Such research is clearly not possible in humans. But occasionally a situa-
tion arises where similar research into child development is possible. The
English and Romanian Adoptees Project is a long-running research project
under the auspices of Michael Rutter (Rutter et al. 2007). Two groups of
children adopted by British families were studied, one from conditions of
extreme deprivation in Romanian orphanages and the other from stable family
backgrounds in England. Not surprisingly, the younger the age at adoption of
the Romanian children, the less the difference in development was reported.
Rutter and his colleagues reported greater cognitive catching-up than might
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have been predicted even in Romanian children adopted at an older age. On
the other hand, the social development, including that of the early adopted
(0–6 months) Romanian children, showed significant deficits. Also a surpris-
ingly high number of children (6%) exhibited autistic or quasi-autistic
behavioural patterns at the previous assessments. The suggestion that social
deprivation is associated with autistic-like behaviours is particularly interest-
ing because it challenges our current understanding of the disorder. Problems
in attention and hyperactivity were also noted in a significant number of
children, and this, too, was positively associated with the duration of
deprivation.

Schizophrenia is one of the mental health conditions generally considered
to have a strong genetic element. At a Royal College of Psychiatry conference
in 2005, a young scientist presented a highly scientific and enthusiastic
description of the part of the genome that mediates schizophrenia. I listened
somewhat dismayed as he seemed to imply that the condition simply unrolled.
Just one sentence, his last, indicated that environment might matter: ‘Unto-
ward life circumstances may have an influence.’ He was immediately followed
by Robin Murray, Head of the Institute of Psychiatry in London, who
compared the incidence of schizophrenia in young men of Jamaican descent
born in London and those brought up in Jamaica. The first was much higher.
This links with a telling phrase used by Micheal Meaney in his lecture, ‘the
nurture of nature’. We have our genes but they are not all-powerful; their
development will partly depend on the circumstances of our life. The question
then arises for us working with children who may or may not be at risk geneti-
cally: How do we provide the nurture that will help them to flourish even if
their genes are less than ideal? We know that if early damage is left unad-
dressed it becomes worse, but a secure, safe and caring upbringing helps them
to thrive.

The Nobel Prize-winning biologist Eric Kandel, started his life as a psy-
chiatrist, greatly interested in psychoanalysis, but as he became disenchanted
with its unscientific, untestable claims, he turned to studying brain function.
He recently edited an important book, Psychiatry, Psychoanalysis, and the New
Biology of Mind (Kandel 2005), where he underlines that while we inherit our
genes from our species and our family, at any given time many of the genes that
potentially affect brain activity may be dormant. ‘Epigenetics’ is the process by
which genes can be turned off or on to produce or ‘express’ protein products.
Among the factors that regulate gene expression are environment and experi-
ence; this includes psychotherapy, which changes gene expression and alters
neural connections.
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ATTACHMENT: THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF
NURTURE GROUPS

If we are to work successfully with children experiencing social, emotional
and behaviour difficulties, we strongly need to have in our minds a clear theo-
retical framework for understanding the behaviour and the underlying
emotional states. I have spent the last 15 years of my life promoting nurture
groups, and it is this experience I shall now draw on to show how we can inter-
vene effectively in children’s lives. Nurture groups draw heavily on ideas of
attachment, on the way in which the child from birth on relates to its carers and
internalises a view of the world. This then shapes the child’s reaction to other
relationships and also influences the response he or she elicits from those
around him or her.

Attachment theory is based on the work of John Bowlby (1988) who,
working with children from severely disrupted backgrounds, found that his
training in classical psychoanalysis, namely that emotional development is
largely the result of libidinal drives within the nuclear family, was quite
inadequate to explain or to devise treatment for his patients. He turned to
parenting behaviour in other mammals, and stressed the biological need of all
young mammals to attach in order to survive.

The interaction between child and carer is intense. From birth on, the child
is building up, to quote Bowlby, an ‘internalised working model’, which we
now know will be reflected in their brain development. Children who are
neglected, abused, or subject to frequent changes of carer, will feel that the
world is a dangerous place, perhaps that they themselves are worthless, that
adults are not to be trusted. Once adults understand unacceptable behaviour
from that perspective, it is then seen as the child’s attempt to have some control
over a frightening world. The danger, otherwise, is that what they do can so
easily evoke the response they most fear, one that confirms that they are bad,
worthless, unlikeable. When the adult carer/teacher learns by empathetic
observation to see what lies behind the behaviour, they then seek to give the
child a better experience of adults and so begin to change his/her damaging
perceptions of self and others. Staff, teachers and assistants, trained in
attachment theory, which is central to nurture group work, give warm
acceptance, set standards of desirable conduct, and teach in ways accessible to
the child at the developmental stage reached. Nurture groups have
well-researched success in raising attainments, attendance, self-esteem,
improving relationships between children and their parents, and affecting the
ethos of the whole school (Cooper and Whitebread 2007).
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LOOKING BEHIND THE BEHAVIOUR

A diagnostic scheme that helps people to understand what lies behind the
behaviour of children and young people with SEBD has proved immensely
popular. It is the Boxall Profile (Bennathan and Boxall 1998), developed by
Marjorie Boxall, the founder of nurture groups, in response to teachers’ request
for a more precise way of assessing need, planning intervention and measuring
progress. Its use, together with the understanding of the developmental princi-
ples on which nurture group work is based, deepens teachers’ understanding
of the child’s difficulties. As one teacher said: ‘Confronted with a child whose
anxiety-provoking behaviour makes no sense, the Profile is where you start. It
gives you insights and suggests points of entry into the child’s world’
(Bennathan and Boxall 1998, p.50).

The profile is divided in two sections. The first, Developmental Strands,
looks at the child’s current stage of learning under various aspects of early
development. The second, the Diagnostic Profile, shows behaviours and
attitudes that get in the way of the child’s learning and relating. This is the part
which induces the WOW factor in users. ‘Now I understand!’. The Diagnostic
Profile is divided into three clusters. The first is Self-limiting Features, which
reveal the lack of a normal thrust for growth. The second is Undeveloped
Behaviour, where the child’s upbringing has not given them the inner
resources to enable them to relate well to others and to engage with learning
appropriately for their age; this group responds well to help given appropriate
to their developmental stage and mostly make rapid progress. The third is
Unsupported Development, which indicates whether the child has suffered a
profound lack of early nurturing care. These are the children who seem most at
risk of developing antisocial behaviour and mental health difficulties in
adulthood. Insecurity and fear give way to a thrust for survival. As a protection
against hurt and to maintain self-regard, increasingly alienated and negative
behaviour appears. Children showing marked features of negativism towards
others are motivated by anger, sometimes by rage, as they make their own way;
their antisocial behaviour may become an increasingly well-organised,
internalised pattern that brings them power and satisfaction and is thus
self-perpetuating and motivating (Bennathan and Boxall 1998). It must be
obvious that children showing such signs of unhappiness are, unless given
skilled help, heading for wasted lives, damaging to themselves and to others.

THE POWER OF ATTACHMENT THEORY

Clearly the concept of attachment is crucial in seeking to understand and
support children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties and help
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them to grow into healthy adults. It is a very important psychological construct
and should form part of the professional armoury of all teachers and carers.
There are many schools and units where therapeutic and therefore
life-changing care is given. The following example from a nurture group inter-
vention illustrates its therapeutic impact on the life of children in difficulty.

A drug-dependent mother came to school to collect her five-year-old
Stephen. When she saw him she excitedly denied that she knew him
and that he was her child; she said she would be accused of taking
somebody else’s child, and would not take him home. He pleaded in
great distress that he really was Stephen. The nurture group teacher pro-
tected the child as best she could, calmed the mother down and called
the family’s social worker who took them home. Two days later the boy
returned to school; after the nurture group was settled, he took his
teacher firmly by the hand, led her to the mirror, undressed himself
completely, inspected his reflection carefully, went to the dressing-up
box, dressed himself in costume, inspected himself again, took off the
costume, put his clothes back on. All this was deadly serious, no smiles,
this was not play, not a word was spoken. He then went back to the work
table, and got on with his work. His teacher understood by empathy that
she was to say nothing, just be there. This is providing therapy of the
highest order. Later he was placed in a loving foster home and began to
make steady progress.

The following quotations are excerpts received by the author from two girls
and three boys aged 13 to 14 attending a nurture group in a secondary school:

Haley: I came to nurture group because I was miserable and not proud
of myself. I was also hiding for a very long time that I couldn’t see and it
was slowing down my writing and I never got it finished. I have gotten
better since then because Sir and Miss always find a way to make me
laugh and be happy so I am not miserable and I’m proud of myself. I can
now see because I went and got my classes.

Katie: I go to Nurture lessons because I needed to learn about myself
and my behaviour, I felt unhappy and I felt ugly. Now I have learnt
about myself, behaviour improved a lot – I feel really happy and now I
have a modelling job!

Barnaby: Before I came into Nurture, I was always in trouble. Sir and
Miss have taught me to control my anger. We have done lots of fun
things, food tasting, breakfast club, lunch club and learned lots of new
games. If it was not for Mr W— and Mrs S— I would still be in trouble.
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John: Before I joined Nurture I had no real friends and nobody knew
me for what I am now. I had a past where I was beaten up every day in
my primary and secondary schools. When I moved here I was teased,
bullied, pushed about and had low self-esteem. I used to walk the corri-
dors alone and acted the class fool to try and get people to like me. Then
I joined Nurture. Nurture has been the best highlight of my life. I have
learned lots of new and interesting stuff and I no longer care for bullies.
You couldn’t even imagine what you have done for me. Nurture has
rebuilt my life.

Allan: A year ago before I came to Nurture, it wasn’t very pleasant being
me because I felt unwanted and abandoned. My behaviour was provok-
ing my Mum but I did not realise it until now. Nurture is for me one of
the most memorable things I have done and since I have been here I have
learnt to find myself. I found out what I could do, things I couldn’t do
like cook and play an instrument. In my cooking the most exciting thing
was well…cooking. In my music it was the sound of me playing it and
thinking to myself…

CONCLUSION

There is wide concern throughout our society today about the number of
students who leave school with very little in the way of qualifications and at
risk of being socially excluded one way or another. So much of this could be
prevented if all schools were well informed about the emotional reality of life
for many pupils. School is such a formative experience in all our lives that it is
our duty as people who know the realities of life for our group of vulnerable
children to make clear to the wider society that early neglect of children’s emo-
tional needs can prove very costly to society in the long run.
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CHAPTER 12

Kangaroo Classes:
An Adaptation

of Nurture Groups
Caroline Couture

INTRODUCTION

Many primary school students with social, emotional and behaviour difficul-
ties (SEBD) in Quebec, Canada, believe that academic success is a difficult goal
to achieve. Over the past 15 years, the number of students with such difficul-
ties has constantly increased even though many educational, administrative
and financial measures have been put in place by the education authorities to
address the needs of these children (Conseil supérieur de l’éducation 2001). A
report from the Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport (MELS 2006)
underlines the importance of organizing educational services based on an
individualized approach according to the specific needs of the individual
student. Furthermore, the Special Education Policy currently in place
(Ministère de l’Éducation 1999) strongly recommends to school boards that
they make sure that student services are offered in the most natural context
possible.

In spite of these and similar efforts for children with behaviour problems,
inclusion in mainstream education classrooms may not be the most effective
option. Their type of difficulty often requires a highly structured and predict-
able environment, which may be hard for schools to provide in a mainstream
classroom. In fact, such children often have not developed the level of skills in
following the rules and routines of the ordinary classroom shown by their
non-SEBD peers, and are easily overwhelmed by the complexity of classroom
management systems. This may be partly explained by the fact that emotional
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and behavioural difficulties are frequently accompanied by learning difficul-
ties, which may interfere with their ability to absorb and follow rules (Fortin et
al. 1996). Such children are also often socially isolated (Conseil supérieur de
l’éducation 2001) or live in families facing various difficulties. These problems
may exacerbate difficulties that they have in integrating with their peers. Fur-
thermore, aggression and violence, exhibited by many of these students, may
pose threats to the safety and wellbeing of the other students (Ministère de
l’Éducation 1999). This makes it necessary to plan for a combination of spe-
cialized provision where these students can receive education adapted to their
needs while aiming at successful integration in the future. The latest available
figures in Quebec show that approximately a quarter of the students identified
as having social, emotional and behaviour difficulties by the school were
taught outside the mainstream class setting (Conseil supérieur de l’éducation
2001; Déry, Toupin et al. 2005). According to the Special Education Policy,
special classes in mainstream schools are the preferred choice when placement
in a mainstream classroom is considered not appropriate, since it allows the
student to receive specialized services while still allowing opportunities for
students to remain in social contact with their mainstream peers for parts of the
day, such as during break and lunch times.

NURTURE GROUPS

Two school boards in Montreal recently adopted an innovative type of special
class inspired by a model that has been used in England for the past 30 years to
support students with SEBD (Bennathan and Boxall 2000). Nurture groups
are an educational provision that is defined as a place of learning specifically
organized for students whose problems at school are explained by a need for
social and individual experiences resulting from unattended needs during the
first years of life (Cooper 2004). The main idea behind this type of provision is
greatly influenced by Bowlby’s theory of attachment (Bennathan and Boxall
2000). Following the disintegration of the family environment and fragmen-
tation of the care and support received, some children find it very difficult to
develop the emotional resources and skills necessary for engagement in recip-
rocal and pro-social relationships with others (i.e. both adults and peers).
According to Boxall (2002), it is directly owing to these difficulties that such
children experience difficulty in their behaviour at school. As a result, such
children benefit from being given experiences in school that help them to
develop the skills that many of their mainstream peers already possess
(Bennathan and Boxall 2000). In a nurture group, two adults (a teacher and a
learning support assistant) try to recreate the educational and caring experi-
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ence that the children missed in their first years of life. These adults’ behaviour
is partly modelled on the relationship that normally exists between a mother
and a child, offering care and continuous support, within a protective environ-
ment which is carefully controlled (Boxall 2002).

A two-year evaluation study of nurture group conducted by Paul Cooper
and colleagues at the University of Leicester indicate that students who
attended a nurture group showed more improvement in social, emotional and
behaviour skills after four school terms (ie. 1.3 years), than students with
similar problems who attended mainstream classrooms in the same schools.
The results also indicate that 76 per cent of students attending nurture group
are able to apply what they have learnt in the mainstream classroom. Finally,
this study shows that nurture groups in operation for at least two years have
more impact on the children’s behaviour than groups that are in their first or
second year of service (Cooper 2004; Cooper and Whitebread 2007).

Kangaroo Classes

Inspired by the nurture group experience, the Marie-Victorin and
Vallée-des-Tisserands school boards in Montreal decided to join forces in an
action research project to adapt the English model to the Quebec context. This
initiative led to the creation of five classes named ‘ Kangaroo Classes’ during
the 2005/6 scholastic year. The team chose the term ‘kangaroo’ to name these
classes to refer to the emotional proximity that is developed in them between
adults and children. The Quebec Kangaroo Classes (KCs) form part of a main-
stream primary school and consist of a group of about ten students with
behaviour problems led by a teacher and a learning support assistant. KCs
function on the same principles as those that guide the nurture group approach
(Bennathan and Boxall 2000).

KCs are, however, different from nurture groups in various ways. First,
even though students targeted by nurture groups are children who show signs
of early childhood neglect, have experienced severed relationships with key
attachment figures (ie. parents or carers), and are unable to learn due to
isolation or extreme behaviour problems, students enrolled in KCs were
already attending a special class for behaviour problems. Thus, the Quebec
model has a more curative and less preventative approach than the British one.
Furthermore, students enrolled in KCs come from many different schools
within the school board, and for some students the classroom is located
geographically far away from their neighbourhood school. These factors
made it impossible to preserve a nurture group characteristic that prefers
nurture group students to remain in close association with the mainstream
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classrooms from which they are originally referred. However, a special effort is
made in Quebec made to enable KC students to experience inclusion in the
mainstream classrooms of the host school, or at least be in frequent contact
with students from these classrooms during structured activities. The physical
organization, the fact that adults work together with about a dozen children,
the presence of routine and a reassuring structure, and the interventions suited
to the needs of the students, are however, nurture group characteristics that are
preserved in KCs.

It is important to stress that inclusion is a very important principle that
differentiates KCs from other types of special classrooms for students with
SEBD. The effort put into offering every student the opportunity to experience
inclusion allows him or her to maintain an accurate image of the behaviour
expected in a mainstream classroom. These experiences also allow him or her
to experience success in these classrooms and thereby perceive them as an
educational setting that could eventually be within his or her reach.
Maintaining contact with mainstream classrooms also allows a gradual
transition towards inclusion when the student’s developmental progress could
possibly allow him or her to learn in that setting. Finally, the presence of a
student with difficulties in the mainstream classroom allows both other
students and mainstream teachers to understand better the difficulties that
these children go through and to learn to regard them as normal human
beings.

METHODOLOGY

This chapter describes the findings of a study aimed at evaluating the effective-
ness of KCs in relation to the behaviour of children who have attended the
classroom in its first year (2005/6). The study is based on standardized
measures that evaluated the children’s behaviour problems (externalized and
internalized) and their emotional and behaviour development. KC students
were compared with students receiving their education in mainstream schools.
The teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of the effectiveness of KCs in improv-
ing the behaviour of students were taken into consideration. Finally, the
amount of time KC students spent in mainstream classrooms was also
documented.

The study was carried out with two groups of children between the ages of
6 and 13. The experimental group was made up of all the children enrolled in
the five KCs (two from the Marie-Victorin school board and three from the
Vallée-des-Tisserands school board) at the beginning of the 2005/6
scholastic year. These children were already enrolled in special classrooms for
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behaviour problems following the recommendations of an ad hoc committee.
Since KCs replaced the existing special classrooms, there was no need to select
students for the study. The experimental group comprises 41 children (35 boys
and 6 girls) divided amongst the five KC groups.

The control group consisted of students who were identified as having
behaviour problems from both the Marie-Victorin and Hautes-Rivières school
boards. To avoid any risks of contamination, the students in the control group
could not attend schools where KC was implemented. Twenty-six students (25
boys and 1 girl) identified as having behaviour problems were recruited to
form the control group, 16 of whom attended special classrooms for behaviour
problems and five were included in mainstream classrooms. Both the control
and experimental groups were similar with regard to the students’ age and
socio-economic status (cf. Toupin 1993).

The first wave of testing was carried out in October 2005 when teachers
and parents completed various instruments described below. The mainstream
class teachers (control group) and the KC teachers and learning support assis-
tants shared the task of assessing the children in their classroom. The two
groups of parents received the questionnaires in a sealed envelope. The second
wave of testing was carried out in May 2006 in the same manner while making
sure that the same adult at school (teacher or learning support assistant) com-
pleted the same questionnaires at both assessments. The following aspects
were evaluated:

• behaviour (Child Behavior Checklist and the Teacher Report Form
Achenbach and Rescorla 2001)

• social and emotional development. (Boxall Profile Bennathan and
Boxall 1998)

• perception of impact (parent questionnaire Cooper 2005).

Results

Factor analysis with repeated measures was carried out with time 1 and time 2
assessments of the continuous variables (CBCL and TRF internalized and
externalized problems and the sub-scales of Developmental Strands and Diag-
nostic Profile of the Boxall Profile). These analyses indicated whether the
students’ problems differed according to the type of services received if the
behaviour change between time 1 and time 2 was significant and also if the
two groups evolved in a similar or different fashion between both assessments.
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Change according to the group

Results concerning internalized and externalized behaviour problems suggest
that the two groups changed very little between the two assessments. However,
KC students show less internalized problems according to the teacher than
students receiving traditional services (control group) at both waves of testing.
Furthermore, results of the Developmental Strand section of the Boxall Profile
suggest a considerable improvement in most areas in the KC students showing
that changes over time were different in both groups. The development of
children in KC improves more than the development of children receiving the
traditional services, which seems to deteriorate or to remain stable. Specifically,
the KC students developed a better attention span, a better ability to establish
links between experiences, better interactions and more constructive answers,
better understanding of limit setting, and were more secure and cooperative.
The ability to adapt to others is the only improvement noticed amongst the
control group students, and is also observed amongst the KC students. One
must keep in mind, however, that despite these improvements, the behaviour
of the students was still below that expected at their age. Finally, results of the
Diagnostic Profile section of the Boxall Profile suggest no significant change,
except that students from both groups improved their attachment skills during
the year.

Parent and teacher perception of the effectiveness of Kangaroo
Classes

When asked about the effectiveness of KC, more than 80 per cent of the
parents thought that they had a positive or very positive effect on their child’s
education, behaviour at school, and feelings towards self and school. Further-
more, 78.6 per cent believed that they also had a positive effect on their child’s
behaviour at home while 71.4 per cent believed that KC helped to improve
their relationship with their child. Finally, very few parents believed that KC
could have had a negative effect on their child.

Similarly the teachers believed that the KC had a positive or very positive
influence on more than 85 per cent of the students on the following variables:
behaviour at school, feelings about oneself, attitude towards school, the
relationship between the teacher and the student and collaboration between
parents and school. Furthermore, 77.8 per cent of the teachers said that KC
had a positive effect on the students’ education. The teachers believed that KC
had a negative effect only in the education of one student and in the behaviour
of another.
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Time spent in mainstream classrooms

Of the 35 KC students involved at time 2, 77.1 per cent spent some time in a
mainstream classroom. On average, the students spent 6.85 hours per week
included with their peers in the mainstream, which is more than one school
day. Of the 27 students, 29.4 per cent spent less than 3 hours in mainstream
education, 53 per cent spent between 3 and 5 hours, while 17.7 per cent spent
between 22 and 25 hours.

Discussion

The results obtained from the standardized questionnaires suggest that gener-
ally very little improvement occurred in the behaviour of the students taking
part in the study, either in KC or in mainstream schools. It was evident that the
behaviour of both the children in KCs and those attending other types of pro-
vision did not change over time. At first glance, these results may not seem very
encouraging, but we must nonetheless note that the behaviour of students
attending KCs, at least, did not deteriorate. Based on the results of the control
group, other types of services offered to students with similar behaviour
profiles did not have better results either.

It is important to keep in mind, however, that the small number of children
in each group might not have favoured the detection of significant differences
between groups and over time. Moreover, it frequently occurs that the impact
of an intervention may not be observed on standardized tests, especially when
these are filled by people close to the child. The results of Cooper and
Whitebread (2007) indicated that nurture groups implemented for two years
and over were more effective in improving the behaviour of the students. This
implies that evaluation of KCs would have to take place over a longer period of
time than that in the present study in order to assess their effectiveness on
student behaviour. It would probably be necessary for many students in our
sample to participate in KCs for over a year to observe an improvement in their
behaviour, especially if we consider that many of them have had a long history
of problems at school.

Furthermore, the results of the Boxall Profile that tend to support the
effectiveness of KC, seem to support this type of interpretation since many
effects were found in the Developmental Strand of the Boxall Profile, a section
measuring expected behaviour of students in school. Therefore, it seems that
students in KC have made more progress on many developmental tasks that
allowed them to function better at school than students enrolled in other types
of provision. These results support the intervention hypothesis that when
children enact typical experiences of the first years of life in a secure and
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predictable environment, they are able to continue their developmental stages
that they were unable to accomplish successfully during their early years. KCs
seem to be a setting that is more favourable for this type of development than
other services for children with behaviour problems.

The fact that none of the sub-scales of the Diagnostic Profile, describing
behaviour that blocks or interferes with a student’s satisfactory engagement in
school, show improvement over time, suggest that children must first develop
their ability to interact with others and understand the world that surrounds
them before any noticeable change in behaviour can take place. Within such a
perspective, problem behaviour may thus be seen as a way to defend oneself
against the world in which one lives (Bennathan and Boxall 1998). It is there-
fore indicative that for the children who attend KC for over a year, the results
on the Diagnostic Profile sub-scales could eventually decrease significantly.

Even though the results of the standardized tests do not show any impact
on the KC students, the perceptions of parents and teachers are much more
positive; both parents and teachers believe that KC had a positive effect on the
students. These results suggest that, despite the lack of apparent positive
change according to the standardized tests, adults who regularly interact with
children in KCs observed notable changes at academic, behaviour, emotional
and interpersonal levels. We do not exclude a similar conclusion for the
students in the control group, and it is possible that the results were positive for
them as well. We can nonetheless conclude that KCs are perceived as a useful
and effective provision for students with SEBD according to both parents and
teachers.

A distinctive characteristic of KC is the importance given to the inclusion
of the students in mainstream classrooms. The great majority of students were
given this opportunity, with more than 70 per cent of the children spending
more than three hours per week in mainstream classrooms. Inclusion is clearly
a distinctive characteristic of KCs, which place this type of provision in accor-
dance with the Special Education Policy (Ministère de l’Éducation 1999) that
recommends education in the most natural environment possible. If full inclu-
sion could not yet be achieved for most KC students because of the severity of
their behaviour problems, at least the KC allowed these students as much as
possible the opportunity to have the same academic and social experiences as
mainstream students. It is important to mention that the integration periods
were carefully organized to allow the students to succeed by including them in
activities where they could make the most out of their strengths. Furthermore,
on those rare occasions where a student manifested behaviour difficulties in
the mainstream classroom, he or she was rapidly accompanied back to the
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safety base at the KC and the episode was discussed in order to help him or her
succeed next time.

CONCLUSION

The results presented in this chapter must be considered in the light of certain
methodological limitations. First, it was not possible randomly to divide the
participants between the two groups, and recruiting was done through conve-
nience rather than random sampling. However, this limitation is considered
justified when evaluating any service already in existence in an educational
organization. It must also be borne in mind that this was the first year of the
KCs and thus the professionals who worked in the KCs became more knowl-
edgeable and skilled with time and consequently their practice was set to
improve. It is one of the reasons that we hypothesized that the effects of KC on
the students’ behaviour would be greater in the following years.

We believe that the results shown here place KCs amongst the promising
educational provision for students with SEBD. As the Special Education Policy
mentions for students with difficulties, it may sometimes be necessary to
accept that success can be interpreted in different ways depending on the
needs and the abilities of the students. For some, it may mean taking a certain
amount of time to help them acquire the skills and behaviours necessary to
prepare them to face the academic world. The strict pathway that keeps them
restricted to a system that is not suited to their needs and where they lack the
necessary skills to cope academically and socially, can simply mean placing
them in a situation of continual failure, emphasizing their difficulties instead
of their strengths and abilities that are just waiting to be developed given the
appropriate educational context.
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CHAPTER 13

Aggression Replacement
Training: Decreasing

Behaviour Problems by
Increasing Social

Competence
Knut Gundersen

and Frode Svartdal

INTRODUCTION

Research evidence suggests a causal connection between lack of social and
emotional competence and difficulties such as loneliness (Jones, Hobbs, and
Hockenbury 1982), depression (Tse and Bond 2004), bullying and aggression
(DeRosier 2004) as well as drug and alcohol abuse (Gaffney et al. 1998). A
causal relationship has also been identified between children’s ability to
develop friendships and the degree of life-long mental health problems (Hay,
Payne, and Chadwick 2004). Lack of social skills has also been found to con-
tribute to behaviour problems in persons with autism (Njardvik, Matson and
Cherry 1999) and mental disability (Patel 2004). The strong correlation
between positive changes in socio-emotional competence and decrease in
behaviour difficulties (Najaka, Gottfredson and Wilson 2001) also indicates
that training in emotional competence should be one of the key strategies for
dealing with social, emotional and behaviour difficulties. In this respect, the
growing emphasis on training programmes in this area in both schools and
institutions has positive implications.

Gottfredson (1997) concluded that the most effective programmes that
address behaviour problems are those that include ‘a range of social



competency skills e.g. developing self control, stress management, responsible
decision making, social problem solving, and communication skills’ (p.55).
Further, Sørlie (2000) found that the most promising intervention for behav-
iour problems is the training in a broad spectrum of social skills in relation to
peers and adults, combined with the correction of the behaviour problems (see
Gundersen and Svartdal 2006).

AGGRESSION REPLACEMENT TRAINING

Aggression replacement training (ART) (Goldstein, Glick and Gibbs 1998) is
one of the interventions that are gaining momentum in Norway as well as in
other European and trans-Atlantic countries. ART is a programme developed
over a 15-year period by Arnold Goldstein and his colleagues at the Center for
Aggression Research, Syracuse University, USA. The programme has gradu-
ally been developed and adapted to different age groups and specific problem
areas, including parents who have abused children (Goldstein et al. 1985) and
drug addicts (Goldstein et al. 1990). It has its roots in operant theory, behav-
iour modification and behaviour therapy, social learning theory, cognitive
therapy and cognitive behavioral analysis. Most social competence training
programmes are rooted within such a framework and are often denoted as cog-
nitive behavioural and cognitive approaches (Andreassen 2005; Hollin 2004).

ART is one of the best-validated programmes in its field (Barnoski and
Aos 2004; Gundersen and Svartdal 2006; Nugent and Bruley 1998; Nugent,
Bruley and Winimaki 1999) and has been used both as a primary prevention
measure and as an intervention for persons with severe behavioral disorders.
The conclusion from a research-based evaluation of current programmes for
behaviour problems in Norway (Nordahl et al. 2006) has been that ‘the
program has been evaluated as belonging to category 3: Programs with docu-
mented effects. The research group recommends ART in lower secondary
schools for those groups which have developed, or are in danger of develop-
ing, behavior problems’ (p.17). ART is also recommended for children and
adolescents with behaviour problems living in residential homes (Andreassen
2005) and currently the Norwegian Ministry for Children and Equality has
built six new research institutions which include ART as one of their main
components.

Rationale and components of programme

The rationale behind the development of ART is to help participants in estab-
lishing new prosocial behaviours to replace previous problematic behaviour
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patterns, particularly verbal or physical aggression and withdrawal. Anger is a
natural emotion that may be regarded as a defence mechanism to protect
oneself when feeling threatened. It is not until it reaches a level where it
prevents one from making rational assessments of the actual situation, result-
ing in inappropriate aggression, that it becomes dysfunctional. ART seeks to
help the individual control the negative impact of anger and use its energy in
positive ways. It focuses on the emotional, cognitive and behavioural processes
involved in controlling anger and replacing with more adaptive behaviour.

Aggression replacement training is a multimodal programme and consists of
three components, namely anger control, prosocial skills training and moral rea-
soning. Anger control training (the affective or emotional component) entails
young people being trained to recognize their external and internal triggers for
aggression and to control anger using various techniques. Social skills training
(the action component) focuses on training various structured skills, ranging
from simple (e.g. listening to someone else, starting a conversation) to more
complex ones (e.g. avoiding disruption, handling group pressure). Generally,
research shows that individuals with behaviour difficulties score poorly on
social skills tests, and that training in such skills leads to enhanced social per-
ception, social cognition and social performance which in turn lead to an
improvement in prosocial behaviour (Robinson and Porporino 2001).

In moral reasoning training (the thought and values component), partici-
pants are given training in dealing with challenging ethical and moral
dilemmas, and in handling situations in their own lives in line with their moral
and ethical values. Through cognitive restructuring strategies, the participants
are helped to identify irrational thought patterns, such as cognitive distortions
or self-centred thinking like blaming others, minimizing/mislabeling and
assuming the worst in a situation, and replace them with a more rational
understanding and assessment of the situation. The individual is encouraged
to develop alternative thought patterns or self-instructions that help both
reduce the conflict and create ‘mental distance’ from the anger triggers
(Feindler and Baker 2004).

Even if the three components are trained separately, elements of each are
partly integrated in the others (e.g. social skills as part of anger control training).
Training takes place in groups of five to eight participants. Groups are matched
in terms of age, similarity of behaviour challenges and friendship between par-
ticipants. Elliot and Gresham (1991) also recommend the inclusion of group
members with a higher level of social competence as positive role models. Two
trainers conduct ART sessions. Rules and consequences for behaviour infrac-
tions are clearly defined. Participation is voluntary, and the use of positive
reinforcement and small non-competitive games, are highly recommended to
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secure the motivation of participants. There is a firm structure in the programme,
including defining the theme of the session, demonstration, role-playing, ques-
tioning where and when to use the skill, feedback/evaluation and homework.
Goldstein et al. (1998) recommend that the three components of the programme
are scheduled for training at least once a week over a period of ten weeks. In
order to transfer and maintain skills, it is important to establish contact with
important individuals (family members, teachers, club leaders) in the partici-
pants’ social environments (Gundersen and Svartdal 2006).

EFFECTIVENESS OF ART TRAINING IN NORWAY

In Norway, ART has been making continuous inroads in the past five years and
has been used in preschool centres (Dolmen 2005), primary schools (Dolmen
and Solid 2005), junior secondary schools (Onsager 2005), and child welfare
institutions (Hellerdal 2005; Olsen and Boutera 2005). A slightly modified
ART programme has also been used with young persons with Asperger’s
syndrome (Husby and Sagstad 2005) and autism (Moynahan 2003).

The ART Centre at Diakonhjemmet University College in Oslo has
developed a postgraduate programme in Training in Social Competencies
with ART as the main subject. The ART Centre offers also a short training
course in ART for teachers, seminars in Family ART for children and their
family, and courses in Junior ART-trainers, which involves training young
people with former behaviour problems to become trainers for peers (Olsen
and Boutera 2005; Finne, Olsen and Gundersen 2008).

As a part of its postgraduate training course in Social Competence at
Diakonhjemmet University College, the students undertake a 30-session ART
training programme for children and adolescents with behaviour problems.
Two studies have been carried out to evaluate the effectiveness of the
programme. In the first study, (Gundersen and Svartdal 2006), 11 groups of
students performed a 24-session ART intervention programme as part of their
studies. The participants included 65 children and young persons with varying
degrees of behaviour problems. Forty-seven participants received the ART
programme, whereas 18 received standard social and educational services and
served as control subjects. Social problems and skills were assessed before and
after the ART intervention using multi-informant instruments, namely the
Social Skills Rating System (Gresham and Elliot 1990), the Child and Adoles-
cent Disruptive Behaviour Inventory (Burns, Taylor and Rusby 2001), the
How I Think Questionnaire (Barriga et al. 2001) and the Achenbach System of
Empirically Based Assessment (Achenbach and Rescorla 2001).
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Post-intervention, the ART group showed significant improvement on
nine of the eleven outcome measures following the intervention, both in terms
of increased social skills and reduced behaviour problems. Generally the
parents reported more improvement in behaviour problems than the teachers,
while improvements in social skills were equally perceived by both teachers
and parents. There were also significant positive changes in the self-report
scales for problem behaviour, but not on the measure of social skills. On the
other hand, with two exceptions, there was little improvement in behaviour
amongst the participants in the control group. The results from the self-report
scales were less clear. One of the reasons was that the young people had
problems in filling out the questionnaires.

Results from the second study (Gundersen and Svartdal 2008) indicate
similar conclusions. This study was carried out by the same authors and
involved 140 children and young persons. The preliminary findings were
quite similar to those of the first study, with significant changes in the
predicted direction in 13 of 19 measures, while the control group participants
obtained significant changes in the same direction as in the ART groups in
only two of the 19 measures.

The conclusions from these two studies confirm that ART has been found to
be effective in reducing behaviour problems and increasing socio-emotional
skills in children and young persons with behaviour difficulties. However, the
positive changes in the control group went contrary to prediction, and three
hypotheses have been suggested to explain this finding, namely test-retest effect
(repeated administration of same tests); diffusion of intervention (ART interven-
tions directed at the ART groups also affected control subjects); and model
effects (behaviour changes in models in the ART groups affected subjects in the
control groups). After eliminating the test-retest hypothesis by testing for
changes without intervention, diffusion of treatment and model effects are
probably the most likely explanations. If true, effects (especially the model
effect) in the control groups should be most pronounced in projects with pro-
nounced effects in the ART group. The correlation between change indices in
the ART and control groups was quite high (r = .58), indicating that partici-
pants in the control group were affected in a positive direction to a larger extent
if the change in the ART group was significant.

Our findings also indicate that programmes like ART could be carried out
with young people with various levels of socio-emotional competence. This
heterogeneity of competence makes it easier to establish a positive climate in
the group and is likely to lead to more positive behaviour amongst young
people with behaviour problems though role-modeling. More research,
however, needs to be undertaken to establish the impact of such role-modeling
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on behaviour change. This also includes the effect of using ‘junior ART-train-
ers’; that is, young persons with previous behaviour problems, as role-models
for younger peers during ART sessions.

CONCLUSION

ART is spreading very quickly both in Norway and other European countries.
Even if there is a need of more studies to measure its effect in larger-scale
studies, the two studies described above and the more anecdotal evidence,
suggest that ART works. The research group appointed by the Norwegian
Ministry for Children and Equality (Nordahl et al. 2006) and the research
programme in the Norwegian services for residential homes for children, both
agreed that ART is useful and effective in supporting the behaviour change of
children and young people with behaviour difficulties. The programme has
now been translated into Polish, Dutch, Norwegian, Swedish, English, Icelan-
dic and Russian. There are also plans to include other components in the
programme, such as situational perception training and problem-solving. Even
if it is promising, more effort should be made to ensure more rigorous and
faithful implementation of the programme. This includes adequate training,
with at least eight days training for teachers, and supervision and monitoring
of trainers. More effort should also be made to facilitate the generalization of
the programme skills to applied contexts in real life.
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CHAPTER 14

From the Needs of
Children to the Need for
Children: Contemporary

Values and Their
Implications for the Social
and Emotional Wellbeing

of Children
Paul Cooper and Carmel Cefai

INTRODUCTION

The preceding chapters have dealt with the needs that children and young
people have in relation to the development of social and emotional compe-
tence. Core themes of the book have been:

• the importance of empirically based approaches for dealing with
social, emotional and behaviour difficulties

• the importance of diversity of provision

• the fundamental significance of the voices of disengaged youngsters

• the importance of emotion-based approaches to education.

Appropriately, the contributors to this book have focused on these issues in
relation to primarily educational settings. In this final chapter we broaden the
discussion by giving consideration to the wider cultural context that surrounds
education. In this way we emphasise the point that educational provision does
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not exist within a vacuum. Professionals who work with children exist within
the same cultural landscape occupied by the children they work with and their
parents. Whilst this landscape is diverse, it contains certain dominant features
that influence government policy and professional practice in subtle ways, as
well as influencing the values and orientations of individuals. We will argue
that there is a need for greater awareness of these influences as well as a strong
commitment among policy makers and professionals to help limit the negative
effects certain cultural trends have on the social and emotional development of
children and young people.

THE ‘CHILDREN PROBLEM’

Historical developments

As Cunningham (2006) points out, in his social history of childhood since the
middle-ages: ‘[there] is a constant refrain in the history of childhood: children
behaved better in previous generations and remained children for much
longer’ (p.36). He offers numerous examples from contemporaneous docu-
ments to illustrate the preoccupation with childhood indiscipline throughout
the ages, and highlights the relationship between this concern and the use of
coercive approaches to child rearing and behaviour management. The adage:
‘spare the rod and spoil the child’ appears to have been a consistent and
dominant philosophy in the history of child rearing.

Cunningham is also keen to remind us, however, that there have long been
powerful voices arguing against this coercive approach. He illustrates this
point with reference to a dialogue between St Anselm (the mediaeval
Archbishop of Canterbury) and an abbot, who was expressing concern that the
boys in his charge remained unruly ‘brutes’, in spite of the constant beatings
that he and his colleagues administered to them. St Anselm’s response will
have contemporary resonance for readers of this book for its use of the
metaphor of horticultural nurturing (see Chapters 10, 11 and 12):

[St Anselm:] Now tell me, my lord abbot, if you plant a tree shoot in your
garden, and straightway shut it in on every side so that it has no space to
put out its branches, what kind of tree will you have in after years when
you let it out of its confinement?

[the abbot:] A useless one, certainly, with its branches all twisted and
knotted.

[St Anselm:] And whose fault would this be, except for your own for
shutting it in so unnaturally? Without doubt this is what you do with
your boys. …you so terrify them and hem them in on all sides with
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treats and blows that they are utterly deprived of their liberty. And being
thus so injudicially oppressed, they harbour and welcome and nurse
within themselves evil and crooked thoughts like thorns, and cherish
those thoughts so passionately that they doggedly reject everything
which could minister to their correction. Hence, feeling no love or pity,
goodwill or tenderness in your attitude towards them, they have future
no faith in your goodness but believe that all your actions proceed from
hatred and malice against them.

(Quoted in Cunningham 2006, p.29)

This view of the child’s moral character being shaped by the social environ-
ment and the importance of caring and nurturing in producing honest and
well-adjusted people is reflected in the philosophical deliberations of
Rousseau (Aries 1973) and the pioneering work of reformers who worked
with deprived and delinquent children in the 19th century, such as Mary Car-
penter and Dr Barnardo (Bridgeland 1971). The 20th century saw a
continuance of this tradition in the seminal work of Sigmund Freud and his
followers in the psychodynamic school, and in the work of inspirational
people in the fields of education and child care, such as A.S. Neile (see Neill
1968) and David Wills. The title of one of Wills’ many inspirational books,
based on his extensive professional experience of setting up and running com-
munities for deprived, disturbing and often delinquent children and young
people, sums up succinctly a key tenet of education and child care that can be
traced directly back to St Anselm (via Sigmund Freud): Throw Away Thy Rod
(Wills 1963).

By the 1970s there was growing body of social and psychological
research evidence which was found to be in accord with what might be termed
this ‘therapeutic’ or ‘nurturing’ tradition. The UK’s massive longitudinal
National Child Development Study, which was begun in the late 1950s, was
the basis for Pringle’s (1975) theory of the four basic needs of children, which
emphasised the relationship between healthy social and psychological devel-
opment and the need for the following conditions to be met during early
childhood:

• love and security

• encouragement and rewards for positive achievement

• new experiences

• to be trusted and to be given responsibilities.
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Numerous other needs theories have been developed before and since
Pringle’s work in this area (see Olsen and Cooper 2001), the unifying feature
of which is summed in St Anselm’s plea for ‘good will and tenderness’ as a cor-
nerstone to effective intervention with children, whether it be in the context of
parenting, education or rehabilitation. It is also important to note that contem-
porary theory suggests that ‘good will and tenderness’ are most effective in
contributing to psychological health and prosocial behaviour when they are
combined with clear behavioural boundaries (Olsen and Cooper 2001). Or, as
St Anselm might have put it, when young people believe that the adults who
seek to influence their behaviour hold predominantly positive feelings
towards them, they are more likely to accept their guidance and to allow their
thinking and behaviour to be influenced.

There has never been, of course, (and probably never will be) a simple
relationship between well-wrought ideas, borne out of rational and sensitive
reflection, and what passes for ‘common sense’. Policy and practice in the area
of child care and education remains greatly influenced by commonsense
thinking rooted in experience that is interpreted through, at best, folk wisdom
(e.g. ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’). This may account for the fact that 900
years elapsed before St Anselm’s enlightened view of child management was
reflected in the abolition of corporal punishment in UK schools in 1982
(Cunningham 2006). Though, to this day, the physical chastisement of
children in the UK and other countries in Europe amongst others, remains
permissible under law.

The contemporary picture

Perhaps the most pernicious contemporary legacy of the coercive ‘spare the
rod’ philosophy is the active use of what is variously referred to as ‘suspension’,
‘expulsion’ or ‘exclusion’ as a legally sanctioned punitive response to challeng-
ing behaviour in schools. This practice is common throughout the world.
Whilst it can be argued that social exclusion can be employed as an appropriate
and effective intervention, as in the use of ‘time out’ (Embry and Biglan 2008),
any behavioural intervention that relies upon the withdrawal of positive atten-
tion depends for its effectiveness on the prior availability of caring and positive
attention, the suspension of which gives ‘time out’ its therapeutic power.
Unfortunately, there is reason to believe that the social exclusion of school
students who are disruptive is not driven by therapeutic concerns, but is more
often an expression of primitive adult reactions rooted in complex and ambiva-
lent, often tacit and unacknowledged, feelings about the nature and value of
childhood.
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Some readers may find this assertion difficult to accept, and it must be
acknowledged that there is no empirical evidence to support this point, in the
strictest sense. Indirect support for this argument, however, can be drawn from
the fact that published empirical sources focusing on disruptive, acting-out
behaviour among school students, far outweigh sources dealing with ‘acting
in’ problems. This is demonstrated in a recent review of research by Schoenfeld
and Janney (2008), who identified only eight empirical articles published over
the previous 20 years that dealt with the academic effects of anxiety disorders.
The serious academic effects associated with anxiety disorders cited in this
paper include:

• academic impairment and relatively low levels of achievement among
anxious children compared with children in the general population

• teacher perceptions of academic difficulties among anxious students
on a par with those of children with externalising difficulties

• difficulties reported by anxious students in performing school-based
tasks, including giving oral reports, concentration and completing
homework tasks

• anxious students being more likely to opt out of schooling owing to
feelings of anxiety.

This points to the conclusion that students with internalising problems are of
less concern than those who are disruptive, even though, from an educational
perspective, these two groups are in equal need of intervention.

An inescapable inference is that the concerns that adults often express
about the behaviour of children and young people reflect a reaction against the
negative impact of children’s behaviour on adults, rather than a concern for the
child. The ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’ rhetoric suggests that children should
be beaten, primarily, for their own good. If this were the genuine motivation
for such punitive approaches, however, then we would expect to see an equal
level of concern over the problems experienced by the withdrawn, acting-in
children, and a well-developed and widespread set of strategies designed to
deal with these issues. This is evidently not the case. It seems, therefore, that
the coercion and control of children remain key objectives shared by some
adults. Sadly, coercive approaches to the management of children tend to lead
to the development of coercive social styles in children, an observation made
already by St Anselm as well as by contemporary researchers (e.g. Patterson,
Reid and Dishion 1992).

It would be completely inaccurate, however, if we were to conclude that
attitudes to children have not changed considerably in the last 900 years. This
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book is in itself a testimony to modern (current?) preoccupations with the
welfare and care of children. The concept of ‘child protection’ is enshrined in
the constitutions of civilised societies and communities, and in the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child (1989). The view that the legal construct of
‘human rights’ should embrace specific ‘children’s rights’ is acknowledged by
governments throughout the world (Layard and Dunn 2009). In this respect,
the philosophical inheritance of St Anselm, Freud and the pioneers of
enlightened approaches to care and education of children and young people,
have clearly made their mark.

However, as Layard and Dunn (2009) argue, on the basis of international
research literature:

…there…is widespread unease about our children’s experience – about
the commercial pressures they face, the violence they are exposed to, the
stresses at school, and the increased emotional distress. Some of this
unease is exaggerated and reflects unwarranted angst about the greater
freedom children now enjoy. But some of it reflects a greater fear on
behalf of our children – that somehow their lives are becoming more
difficult, and more difficult than they ought to be. (pp.1–2)

These authors cite UNICEF research evidence that 21st-century children in
two of the richest countries in the world (the UK and USA) exhibit rising levels
of emotional stress and behavioural disturbance that appear to coincide with
increasing problems in the family, peer group and school settings. Further-
more, it is shown that children’s physical health is declining, particularly in
relation to obesity, and the poverty-gap is widening, with the numbers of
children living in economically deprived households being higher in the USA
and UK than in other Western countries. Other sources support Layard and
Dunn’s contention that increasing national prosperity seems, in some cultures
at least, to equate with a decline in social and emotional wellbeing of children
and young people (Gibson-Cline 1996; James 2007, 2008; Rutter and Smith
1995).

Today children are not subject to the same degree of physical coercion as
might once have been the case. They exist, however, in a world that exposes
them to pressures and stressors they are ill-equipped to deal with.

WHY ARE CHILDREN IN THIS SITUATION?

In the foregoing section we underlined two main issues. First, children and
young people have always been and continue to be subject to coercive efforts by
adults to control their behaviour. Second, more enlightened views of the needs
of children that stress children’s need for caring relationships and nurturing
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experiences seem to coincide with an increase in the very problems that they
seek to address. Explanations for this state of affairs tend to highlight cultural
factors. The shift away from collectivist values, which emphasise social responsi-
bility and the role of the individual within the group, and the move towards
individualism, which locates self-actualisation as the pinnacle of human achieve-
ment, have led to serious problems for children and young people. Layard and
Dunn (2009) cite the ‘the individual pursuit of private interest and success’ as
major causes of problems that contribute to the social, emotional and behav-
ioural difficulties manifested by children, such as: ‘high [levels of] family break
up, teenage unkindness, unprincipled advertising, too much competition in edu-
cation and…our acceptance of income inequality.’ (p.6).

The popular psychologist Oliver James (2007, 2008) refers to this
excessive individualism among adults as ‘affluenza’, which he equates to a
disease characterised by an obsessive, but hopeless pursuit of fulfilment
through rampant materialism and the urge to economic consumption and
display. He argues that ‘affluenza’ distorts values to the extent that human
qualities such as empathy, kindness and love for others become sidelined. In
their place is an unhealthy concern with the superficial and the ephemeral. He
argues that there is a direct relationship between this distortion of basic human
needs and the rising tide of mental health problems throughout the developed
world. James, Layard and Dunn agree that children and young people are prey
to the forces of rampant consumerism. In particular they are victims of the
insidious features of a culture that works by undermining the individual’s
self-confidence and encouraging a sense of competition and ‘one-upmanship’
between people. In practical terms this can lead to peer-group problems and
bullying, as well as anxiety and depression (Layard and Dunn 2009).

Ironically, some of the problems that children and young persons face
appear, superficially at least, to reflect the greater freedoms that they enjoy
today compared with earlier generations. As cultures become economically
richer, people experience increased freedom from reliance on the collective for
financial support, enjoying greater privacy in their living circumstances. This
extends to children, who, in rich countries, are more likely to occupy individ-
ual bedrooms, and have their own entertainment and communication facilities,
such as TVs, computers and mobile phones (Layard and Dunn 2009). These
material developments also relate to symbolic factors. Children may not only
occupy different physical spaces from their parents, but they also occupy a dis-
tinctive and separate subculture. This is dominated by the peer group and what
was once referred to as ‘youth culture’, though in the modern world the
non-adult cultural world has many subdivisions within it and is entered well
before the dawning of the teenage years.
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Layard and Dunn (2009) refer to evidence showing the widening gap
between adults and children in terms of the amount of time that children spend
with adults as opposed to with their peers. They show how by the age of 11 or
12, children are spending, on average, approximately 5 per cent of their leisure
time in adult company and over 50 per cent of this time with peers. As a result,
parents and carers are likely to have far less influence on the lives of children
than was the case in earlier generations. Whilst there are positive aspects to
this, such as rendering children less available to negative influence of adults
(e.g. abuse), it may also mean that children and young people have less access
to sources of advice and guidance based on experience (Rutter and Smith
1995).

The relative isolation of children and young people from adults has been a
source of concern for some time. Rutter and Smith (1995) highlight this
phenomenon as a possible cause of the increased incidence of a range of psycho-
social disorders in young people since the Second World War, such as
delinquency, acting-out and acting-in disorders. The levels of increase seem to
be most marked in the more individualistic societies of the world. In an investi-
gation of adolescents’ stress management and coping strategies, Gibson-Cline
(1996) drew on data from a multi-national study that surveyed the views of over
5000 young people drawn from 13 countries in North America, South America,
northern, eastern and southern Europe, Asia, the Middle East and Australasia.
Chief among the concerns expressed by young people were worries about their
progress in school as well as social and interpersonal difficulties. These concerns
were only outweighed by economic concerns in the responses from adolescents
living in deprived circumstances. Most striking, however, was the universal
finding that ‘family institutions [were] … in crisis and increasingly ill equipped
to provide children [with] needed support’ (Gibson-Cline 1996, p.268). As a
result, adolescents in this study were thrown back to their own limited resources,
tending to keep their worries to themselves, or turning to their equally
ill-equipped peers for support. The image presented in this study is that of wide-
spread social and emotional upset among adolescents coupled with a lack of
personal and social resources for tackling the problems they were facing. Along-
side this image of the teenager adrift in a sea of anxiety, is that of the parent,
portrayed by Layard and Dunn (2009) and James (2007, 2008), as being far too
preoccupied with their own perceived needs and desires.

VOICES FROM POPULAR CULTURE

If readers are sceptical about the argument that there is problem with the way
in which children are viewed in certain cultures, then they would do well to
read a recent issue of Observer: Woman magazine. It contains articles critical of
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motherhood written by Cooke (2009) and Vernon (2009), followed by a piece
entitled: ‘Twenty other reasons not to have a baby’ (2009). Both authors
complain about the ‘smugness’ of mothers who are preoccupied with their
children, and state their own reasons for not wanting to be mothers them-
selves:

…my refusal to have children is…connected to the sense of horror and
fear I feel when I encounter a certain kind of mother. What kind of
mother is this? She is the kind of mother I talked to at a party the other
night, who told me – with no word of prompting from me – about her
antenatal classes, in detail, for approximately eight minutes. (Cooke
2009, pp.21–22)

I really don’t like what parenthood does to grown-ups… That pamper-
ing cult of Bugaboo-wielding. Mumsnet bothering dullness. (Vernon
2009, p.23)

Both writers indicate that they consider their own lifestyles to be superior to
those of the mothers they encounter because of the opportunities created by
their child-free state to invest in their careers and leisure pursuits. Vernon in
particular seems to sum up the vacuity of a lifestyle infected with what James’s
calls ‘affluenza’:

I like my lifestyle, my career, my body, my capacity to run off to New
York at short notice if the opportunity arises. I like that my money is my
own to squander. I like that my weekends can be slept away, or read
away; that I am not sleep deprived… I like how last minute my life is,
how disorganised, how guilt free. I really, really like how certain I am
about this. (Vernon 2009, p.23)

A sample from the ‘Twenty other reasons not to have a baby’ include the fol-
lowing:

• Childless couples dine out twice as often as those with children.

• Working mothers spend more time servicing their personal needs
than non-working mothers.

• The frequency with which couples have sex reduces dramatically in
the year following the birth of a baby.

• It costs, on average, £140,00, to raise a child and adults with children
are more likely to go bankrupt than childless adults.

• Adults without children are able to save a lot of money by taking
holidays outside of school vacations.
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• Childless women earn, on average almost twice as much as men,
whilst women with children earn three quarters of the average male
salary.

The apparent message from these three sources is that having children places
limitations on the freedom of parents to dispose of their time and income as
they might choose. Having babies interferes with adults’ pursuit of pleasures
of one kind or another. Those adults who take pleasure from having babies, on
the other hand, are labelled as ‘boring’ and leading a ‘boring life’. Cooke
(2009, p.22) reinforces this line of thinking when she refers to certain children
she ‘especially like[s]’, because they are ‘particularly funny and clever’, sug-
gesting that children are valued by the extent to which they are entertaining.
This resonates with the kind of comments one might expect to see quoted on
the billboard outside a theatre or on the cover of a comic novel. It is disturbing
that such journalism, whilst employing irony as a rhetorical device, argues that
the pursuit of individualism – and, therefore, self-actualisation – is both in
competition with and superior to parenting or, as the journalists portray it,
motherhood.

The reader may wonder why so much space in the closing chapter of a
book rooted in academic scholarship is being devoted to journalistic trivia. We
believe that this kind of ‘life-style journalism’ plays a key role in the process of
cultural reproduction. The writers above appear to promote the idea that
women who do not bear children are somehow stigmatised by their
child-bearing peers, and that there is a new generation of dedicated mothers
producing a cohort of ‘spoilt’, over-indulged children. Whilst it may be argued
that there has always been, and probably always will be, a tendency among a
proportion of parents to stifle, hot-house and ‘spoil’ their children, this is, in
itself, a reflection of the very self-oriented culture that underlines the kind of
journalism discussed here. The evidence we have reviewed in this chapter
would suggest an increasing cause for concern in view of the growing number
of parents and carers who are insufficiently interested in or engaged with their
children as the latter are preventing the former from reaching their goals and
leading a fulfilling life.

CONCLUSION: WHY WE NEED CHILDREN

The challenge for the adult in today’s society following from the foregoing
analysis, is to promote ideas that for some may be challenging and even
counterintuitive. We would argue that these ideas are central to the highest
aspirations of humankind. After all, it is self-evident that the children of the
human race are the future of the human race.
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Clearly there is a need to review our cultural values, and the first step
would be an acknowledgement of the need for socio-cultural change. The
fallacious and misleading nature of what may pass for self-actualisation
through materialism and selfishness is one of major targets for intervention.
There is no better source to draw on here than the words of Abraham Maslow,
who is most closely associated with the concept of self-actualisation:

Self actualizing people are, without one single exception, involved in a
cause outside their own skin, in something outside themselves. They are
devoted, working at something, something that is very precious to them
– some calling or vocation in the old sense, the priestly sense. They are
working at something which fate has called them to somehow, and
which they work at and love, so that the work–joy dichotomy in them
disappears. (Maslow 1971, p.42)

Self-actualisation as defined above is the antithesis of ‘affluenza’. It is con-
cerned with finding deep personal satisfaction in doing good in and to the
world. It transcends fashion and petty competition in pursuit of more
profound, enduring and intrinsic values. Maslow argues that the pursuit of
these values, which include ‘truth and beauty and goodness of the ancients and
perfection, simplicity [and] comprehensiveness’ (p.42), exist as higher level
human needs (‘meta needs’) that when absent lead to what he calls pathologies
(or ‘sickness of soul’), ‘which come from, for example, living among liars all
the time and not trusting anyone’ (Maslow 1971, p.43).

This resonates strongly with Layard and Dunn’s (2009) citation of
evidence showing the marked decline in the extent to which people in
countries such as Britain believe that their fellow citizens can be trusted,
decreasing from 56 per cent in 1959 to 29 per cent in 1999. Not only is the
current trend for selfish individualism a distortion of what it means to
self-actualise, it also produces social pathologies that prevent individuals from
achieving genuine self-actualisation.

Far from being an obstacle to adult self-actualisation, children may thus
well be one of the most (if not the most) direct routes to adult self-actualisation.
Whether we are the parents of children or child-free adults, we all influence the
social and material world in which children are born and grow up. The ways in
which children think, feel and behave towards us and each other reflect the
values and attitudes of the adult world in which children develop. If as adults
we wish to be genuine self-actualisers then we need work towards the creation
of a world in which our children develop as well-balanced, emotionally secure
and socially engaged citizens. This requires the wider adult world to become
more constructively engaged with children and their needs. All adults thus
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need to become more committed to making our communities safer and more
socially cohesive. Parents, communities and schools need to pay more
attention to the promotion of the emotional and social wellbeing of children
than to the control of children’s behaviour. In seeking to achieve these goals,
the adult world would need to make itself more open and available to children
and their voices. The more adults open up the channels of communication with
children and young people, and listen to their perspectives and opinions, the
more opportunity there will be for dialogue. Out of dialogue will come the
sharing of perspectives and the possibility of a better present and future world
for all society, both adults and children.
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