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[bookmark: _Toc165885590]Abstract:

The critical literature review analyses the current and post literature relating to the practises that secondary schools within the United Kingdom are using to keep young people aged 11-16 who are enrolled and engaged in compulsory education.  The critical literature review examines the terminology used in relation to engagement within secondary schools and highlights the challenges and tensions within this area of education.  The critical literature review looks in-depth at student engagement, curriculum reform, behaviour management and school exclusions.  The aim of this paper is to make links to the voice of young people and their experiences of engagement within education.  The predominant theme of the critical literature review highlights the lack of young people’s voices within literature in relation to student engagement within secondary education and that further action research is needed within this area of education.

[bookmark: _Toc165885591]Introduction:

Education can be the key to unlocking opportunities and empowering individuals to reach their full potential (Zaldy, 2024)  Education serves as the foundation for personal growth, social development, and economic progress (Zaldy, 2024).  This critical literature review will critically examine the various ways secondary schools engage their learners within compulsory education throughout the United Kingdom (UK) with a primary focus on Wales.  While education aims to provide knowledge and skills to young people to prepare them for the world of work, education is not without its flaws and challenges (Steele, Lasonen, 2006)Within this critical literature review the researcher aims to explore both the strengths and weaknesses in relation to the strategies used within secondary schools to engage their learners in compulsory education.



[bookmark: _Toc165885592]Aim of my research:

The aim of my research is to investigate how secondary schools within the UK with a primary focus on Wales are working with young people aged 11-16 in compulsory education to foster and maintain student engagement.  I am interested in this specific area of research due to the school of which I work in as a school-based youth worker, often tasked with working with those perceived to be disengaged students within education.  This area of research is important to the researcher as they believe that this may be a hidden common theme across secondary schools within Wales and the UK.  I believe Estyn, Head teachers, Secondary schools and policy makers would be interested in this area of research.  This area of research will hopefully generate more opportunities and areas for learning to be developed to improve education not only for the minority of young people but hopefully for all young people. 

[bookmark: _Toc165885593]Research questions and Key Terms: 

This critical literature review will investigate the following two research questions, in order to evidence the need for further action research into this area of education.

1. How are secondary schools within Wales responding to keep students engaged within education?

2. How are secondary schools within Wales working with young people to manage challenging behaviours displayed by young people who are perceived to be disengaged with education?


This critical literature review will also aim to critically examine the key concepts discussed within the literature review, including a definition on student engagement within the UK, alongside the challenges presented when defining student engagement.   The researcher will also provide a section on my own positionality within the research, making references to the potential of my own bias within the research.  The researcher  will then conclude the critical literature review by summarising the key themes within the literature review and summarise any significant gaps of research within current literature.

This critical literature review focuses on investigating how secondary schools are engaging with students ages 11-16 in compulsory education.  The literature that is going to be examined has predominantly been established from 2017 onwards.  The researcher has chosen this time frame for the literature to consider the Covid-19 pandemic, which witnessed the closure of secondary schools across the UK and move to online learning for all secondary school students.  The literature that has been chosen to examine has explored the UK frame of reference and if available correlated to the Welsh context.  All of the literature obtained through searches has focused on students within compulsory education aged between 11-16 in secondary schools within the UK. 

The key search terms that I used for this critical literature review were:
Young People; UK secondary schools; Student engagement; School exclusion.

The researcher excluded the terms of “Students” and “Engagement” as stand-alone key search terms.  This is because these terms on their own gathered extensive research from outside of the research field.  The term “Student” gathered a lot of research relating to university students who are aged 18 and older.  The term “Engagement” produced a wide array of research relating to all forms of engagement not relevant to my research inquiry, therefor removed as stand-alone search terms for the purpose of this critical literature review.

The databases that were used for my critical literature review were University of Wales Trinity St. David online Library (EBSCO and associated peer reviewed journal articles).  I also specifically searched Taylor and Francis online journal articles and used Academic Search Premier.  Where necessary grey literature has been used such as the BBC, to support my assertions.

[bookmark: _Toc165885594]Positionality:
 
As a researcher it is critical that I make my positionality clear within any and all research which I undertake.  The term positionality is often used to refer to a researchers view of the research topic and the stance of which they take within the research (Foote & Bartell, 2011; Savin-Boden & Major; 2013 and Rowe 2014).  My role as a researcher is not only to declare my positionality within the research, but to also develop reflexivity and hold myself accountable and acknowledge any influence that I may have over my research project (Berger,2015). 

I am approaching my critical literature review from a realistic, school-based youth worker lens.  I am a school-based youth worker, working in a high deprivation area of Southwest Wales.  Within my role, I work with young people aged 11-16 on their emotional health and wellbeing.  I am also tasked to work with young people who are perceived to be disengaged within education.  I work with the perceived to be disengaged by delivering an alternative curriculum.  I deliver the Princes Trust Achieve qualification, which is an accredited qualification which has young people complete six modules and gain two GCSE grade B qualifications, which will help them transition into further education (FE). 

[bookmark: _Toc165885595]Critical Literature Review:
[bookmark: _Toc165885596]Student Engagement:

Student engagement can be seen as a complex term that is often linked to both the governance of student representation and institutional engagement and that of pedagogy of learning, teaching, assessment, and curriculum (Buckley,2014).Student engagement is talked about often and has been written about in various academic papers and journals, there a multitude of arguments in the respect of how student engagement should be defined (Barkley,Major,2020). The Glossary of Education Reforms (2016) definition on student engagement is; 

“In education, student engagement refers to the degree of attention, curiosity, interest, optimism, and passion that students show when they are learning or being taught, which extends to the level of motivation they have to learn and progress their education.  Generally speaking, the concept of “student engagement” is predicted on the belief that learning improves when students are inquisitive, interested, or inspired, and that learning tends to suffer when students are bored, dispassionate, disaffected, or otherwise “disengaged”.”                                                                                                                     (Sabbot 2016,P1)

 Kuh (2009) however, spoke of student engagement as “The time and effort students devote to activities that empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what institutions do to induce students to participate in these activities” (Kuh,2009).  However, I believe this to be a flawed and outdated definition because it is very broad and only related to students within a college setting.  With the lack of robust underpinning and a clear, agreed definition, many educators have adopted their own definition on what student engagement means to them, based on their own critical lens (Headleand,2021).  Hagel et al. (2012) suggested that student engagement is “multidimensional and consists of behavioural, emotional and cognitive constructs” (Hagel, Carr, and Devlin,2012). 

Taken together (and for the purposes of this critical literature review),I  (Davies, 2024) have chosen to define student engagement as “an action, either positive or negative, underpinned by behavioural emotional or cognitive elements, which allows a student to take part in education”.  I came up with this definition, from reading a wide array of journal articles and research, which all focused on the multidimensional construct of student engagement, however many missed the opportunity to acknowledge that young people may choose to engage within education through positive or negative actions.

Student engagement through a multidimensional lens, is often associated with student engagement underpinned by action (Christenson et al.,2012; Kahu, 2013; Lawson and Lawson, 2013)  The following section is going to focus on the multidimensional lens.
[bookmark: _Toc165885597]Behavioural Engagement:

The behavioural dimension of the multidimensional lens of student engagement acknowledges the need of student engagement through participation within hands on learning opportunities, while still having the student follow the societal norms of the education rules (Ainley, 2012; Ciric & Jovanovic, 2016; Fredricks et al., 2004;Gibbs & Poskitt, 2010).  This is also evidenced by Dyment (2019), through their longitudinal study into behavioural engagement in England focused on behaviour in schools,  which explains that student engagement through the behavioural lens of the multidimension construct of student engagement refers to the student’s active participation in the learning process and demonstrate positive behaviours within the classroom.  Dyments study found that if there were positive relationships between students and educational staff and a supportive school environment, with clear consistent expectations on behaviour, it enhanced the factors in promoting positive behaviour and engagement in schools.  Furthermore, to this, the behavioural dimension should enable educators to determine the level of student engagement through student participation and lay the foundation for the educator on if they believe their student is behaviourally engaged within the learning activity.

A characteristic of behavioural engagement that must not be overlooked, is student motivation.  What makes a student want to be interested in education?  When a student is motivated and invested in their own academic learning, they're more likely to actively engage in the classroom activities, ask questions, and participate in discussions relating to the subject of which they are studying and therefor perform better and achieve greater results  (Saeed, Zyngier 2012).  However, it is important to recognise that student motivation can be influenced by various factors such as the curriculum and if the curriculum entices the student to learn, teaching methods which work with students, the teacher in general and the overall learning environment which can make a student feel welcomed or not (UNESCO,2019). 

For a student to want to be motivated we as educators need to make the environment and curriculum as enticing as possible and listen to the voice of students.  An education blog released by Welsh government, confirmed this and young people stated that they “Would like a curriculum that identifies my talents and let me develop confidence” and also stated that “if you think your teacher doesn’t like you, you don’t want to be there even if you love the subject” (Education Wales,2018).  This suggests that it is important that my study accesses and listens to students’ voices about engagement.

 In my experience, when we are able to incorporate real life examples, using hands on activities and opportunities, behavioural engagement is more likely to be positive.  This is because it allows a sense of educational ownership and excitement not only for students but for educators in the learning process.  An example of this would be through my work, of which I deliver the Princes Trust Achieve qualification (Princes Trust 2024).  Students are aware that they have six booklets to complete with me, but they can work with me to come up with a plan for the year on how we are going to complete their booklets and what activities they would like to do, to gather evidence.  For example, the physical wellbeing module, we will go paddleboarding, for healthy eating we will do cooking, for digital skills, we use the virtual reality headset and so on.  Not only does this keep students engaged but their behavioural engagement is much better when compared to different classes. 

Another important factor in behavioural engagement is the role of teachers.  According to  (Keengwe 2022), effective teaching practises, such as creating a positive and inclusive classroom environment, providing clear expectations, and using varied instructional strategies, can greatly impact upon student engagement. 

Teachers who establish positive relationships with their students and show genuine care and interests in the students and the subject, can create a supportive learning environment that encourages active participation and behavioural engagement (Dyment 2019).  This means, by providing clear and consistent boundaries and expectations, student behavioural engagement should increase positively, and students will be aware of the boundaries and limitations of the classroom environment and what is expected of them.  However, it is important to note for this to work effectively it will require all educational staff to set the same boundaries and limitations, so there is no confusion on what is expected of students (Dyment 2019). 

It is also important to acknowledge that behavioural engagement can be influenced by external factors as well.  For instance, social economic status, cultural background, and individual student needs can impact engagement levels both inside and outside of the classroom  (Cornwell, Seltz et al. 2014).  It's important for schools to recognise and address these factors to ensure that all students have equal opportunities to engage in the learning environment.  This means, that if we as educators are aware of a student facing financial hardship outside of school, we must ensure we are doing what we can, to ensure their needs are being met in school, so they can take part in an inclusive education.  The difficulty with this is, that education faces financial cuts and financial strains, and are placed under financial pressures, so sometimes these opportunities may go a miss (Ofsted 2020). 

Furthermore, it's crucial to consider the role of school leadership and promoting behavioural engagement.  Schools that prioritise student well-being, create a sense of belonging and provide a safe and supportive environment can greatly enhance student engagement  (Long, M. 2011).  By implementing proactive strategies that address behaviour issues early on, schools in Wales can create a positive environment that promotes behaviour, engagement, and academic success, which in turn can help create a safe and nurturing community.

[bookmark: _Toc165885598]Emotional Engagement: 

Emotional engagement through the multidimensional lens of student engagement, refers to the extent to which a student can connect on an emotional level in relation to their learning experiences and feel a sense of belonging, and well-being within their school environment as noted by Fredricks et al. (2006, 2016).

Understanding and addressing emotional engagement is critical because it directly impacts students’ overall health and well-being, academic achievement and long-term success after their compulsory education has ended (Li, Lerner,2013).  When a student does not feel emotionally engaged within their education, they are less likely to be motivated, engaged or develop positive relationships with educators and their peers and have negative behavioural engagement (Cents-Boonstra et al. 2021).  A positive and supportive education environment fosters the sense of belonging and allows room for students to have a safe emotional safety net, that allows for educational risk taking, and involves creating an environment where students feel respected, valued, and supported in expressing their emotions and opinions (Wehmeyer,2021). 

Educators who develop and maintain positive relationships with their students, and can show empathy, and create a welcoming inclusive classroom environment can greatly impact students’ emotional engagement  (Saeed and Zyngier 2012).  By recognising and validating students’ emotions, and providing a safe space for expression, and often support where needed, educators can help students emotionally connect to their learning experiences and push their academia further afield  (Mahmoud, Subramainan et al. 2021).  Another important aspect of emotional engagement is the incorporation of social emotional learning into the curriculum.  Social emotional Learning focuses on developing student self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and in turn, making students become responsible citizens for the community of which they live in  (Pietarinen, Soini et al. 2014).This is something the Curriculum for Wales hopes to achieve, which will be discussed further on.  By integrating social emotional learning into daily lessons and activities, schools can help students develop emotional intelligence, resilience, and the ability to navigate and regulate their emotions effectively and prepare them for not only education but life after education.

Emotional engagement can also be influenced by external factors such as social economic status, cultural backgrounds, and individual student need (Gutman, Schoon, 2018).  What this means is that it is crucial for schools to recognise and address these factors where they can and to ensure that all students have equal opportunities to develop their emotional engagement and receive support when needed (Welsh Government, 202,1 P14-17).  Another way education can increase the emotional engagement of students is by involving their parents and carers within the student educational journey as mentioned by Huw Lewis, Welsh minister for Education and Skills (Belford, Foreman 2021) Engaging parents and carers in the student’s education and creating opportunities for them to be involved in the school community can positively impact students’ emotional engagement and create a well-rounded support system for the student and their education (Gutman, Schoon, 2018). Weiss (2009) said that;

“One of the most powerful but neglected supports for children’s learning and development is family involvement both in and out of school” (Weiss et al, 2009). 
[bookmark: _Toc165885599]Cognitive Engagement: 

Cognitive engagement links in with both behavioural and emotional engagement which has been discussed above.  Cognitive engagement refers to the active involvement of students within their learning, when they are motivated, attentive, and actively processing information to deepen their understanding within academia (Halverson, L. R., & Graham, C.R., 2019).  Cognitive engagement is crucial because it directly impacts students learning outcomes and academic achievements  (Sesmiyanti 2018).  This means that when students are cognitively engaged, they are more likely to develop critical thinking skills, retain information, and apply their knowledge in real world situations.  However, it is important to note that educators may struggle to assess if a student is cognitively engaged as students can be rather good at masking their emotions, thus masking if they are cognitively engaged within education (Renninger, Hidi 2019). 

Another aspect of cognitive engagement is being able to adapt the curriculum to students lives and interests which the Curriculum for Wales hopes to achieve.  When students can connect their learning to real world situations and personal experiences for example, from my own experience, learning about first aid, they are more likely to be motivated and actively engaged.  Educational settings can achieve this by integrating practical lessons, real life examples, and student-centred projects into the curriculum, as advocated by the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).  This means for us as educators that the classroom setting / space we create plays an important role in cognitive engagement from students.  As educators if we can create a supportive and inclusive classroom setting where students feel safe to put themselves into their challenge zone. 

The challenge zone concept is based on the work Vygotsky a child psychologist who calls the frame the zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky,1978).  Vygotsky talks about how the ZPD is a conceptual model based on individual need, the ZPD allows individuals to move from their comfort zone, where they are comfortable in performing tasks, to the challenge zone where they are stretching their boundaries to create challenge and room for improvement which allows for a safe space to learn new skills and techniques but are able to move between the zones of challenge and comfort until they have acquired the skills of their personal challenge zone to where they then sit in their comfort zone (Hopwood,2016). This can be seen in education an example would be a student struggling with long division, placing them self in the challenge zone to try new skills to develop their mathematic skills and that skill after a few lessons will be in their comfort zone as they have developed the skills and are now comfortable with long division.

 Allowing students to take educational and academia risks and express their ideas, will not only greatly improve cognitive engagement, but will enhance students’ abilities to take part, engage in conversations and get the best out of their education.  However, by doing this, could also cause students distress and anxiety and push them further away from academia if they are not ready in themselves to take the next step and challenge themselves. 
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Welsh government also argue that educational engagement is tied into attendance.  Recently the BBC (2024) has reported that one in six secondary school aged pupils 11-16 living and attending compulsory education within Wales are persistently absent from education.  Welsh government data suggests that 16.3% of compulsory school aged pupils feel into this category during 2022 to 2023.  This is three times higher than pre-pandemic levels (BBC,2024).

According to the Welsh government report, pupils who are eligible for free school meals (FSM) were shown to be more than twice as high than students not receiving FSM when it came to absence’s, this figure equated to 35.7% of absenteeism (Lewis,2023).  Estyn stated in their January 2024 report, that to improve school attendance, it will require a multiagency and cross service approach with support from the Welsh government (Estyn,2024).

This leads me as a researcher to question, if these figures mean that educational settings are finding that they are struggling to keep young people engaged in a positive and informative way to learning, which is causing young people to miss education, or is there a societal issue that Wales is facing when it comes to education?  The Association for Child and Adolescent Mental Health stated that one of the main reasons young people were missing education was down to anxiety, and there is a clear correlation between anxiety and poor school attendance (Finning,2023). 

In summary this means that young people are missing more education than ever before with no clear explanation to why. It is imperative to work with young people through the multidimensional lens of emotional, behaviour and cognitive engagement, to work with young people and bring them back into a welcoming, supportive environment where they feel ready and excited to learn.  However, to do this the curriculum needs to be looked at, which the next chapter will discuss.

[bookmark: _Toc165885601]Curriculum Reform:
[bookmark: _Toc165885602]Curriculum for Wales:

The curriculum for Wales has been debated fiercely since it was introduced in 2015, by parents and educators (Education is Changing, 2023).  The curriculum for Wales replaces the national curriculum which was designed and introduced in 1988 (Education is Changing, 2023).  The curriculum for Wales understands that the modern world is changing and there needs to be a curriculum designed and implemented that not only changes with society but to support the next generation to develop the skills needed to make the most out of life in the ever-changing society in which we live in (Education is Changing, 2023).

The Welsh Government is striving to make sure that the curriculum for Wales is balanced and allows for hands on learning experiences for all learners (Welsh Government, 2021).  The Welsh Government aims to deliver this the Curriculum for Wales through four purposes.

[bookmark: _Toc165885603]The First aim:

The first purpose is Ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives (Welsh Government 2020) which is focused on engaging students into education through an ambitious new curriculum.  This means that the curriculum for Wales sets out to ambitiously achieve the aim that young people will believe in themselves, encourage young people to want to engage in learning and do better, while equipping them with the skills of which they need to learn (Gately,2020).  A difficulty, however, will be ensuring that this first main purpose is addressed equally across Wales.  This leads the critical literature review into another topic which is widely debated and that is the need of addressing the poverty gap across Wales, through the Curriculum for Wales.  Welsh Government stated in their statistics for Wellbeing of Wales report (2023), that 27% of children and young peoples across Wales were living below the poverty line after their housing costs were deducted from the household income (Welsh Government,2023).  Furthermore, to this 51% of pupils living in poverty achieved lower GCSE results compared to their peers living above the poverty line (Cardim-Dias et al.,2022).  Therefore, it is of utmost importance that for the Welsh curriculum to work, poverty needs to be addressed equally across Wales, and the Welsh curriculum must find a way of closing the poverty gap and all young people are given equal chances to succeed with the Welsh Curriculum.  Power, Newton and Taylor (2020) conducted a study on the Curriculum for Wales and discovered that Welsh government through the Curriculum for Wales has plenty of opportunities to bridge the poverty gap, however, there are indeed challenges to addressing the inequalities and one that was identified was resources in relation to digital technology and the resources and funding of which schools had to deliver the new Welsh curriculum thus highlighting inequality within the curriculum (Power et al.,2020).  Linking this back to the research question, it highlights the need to address poverty amongst the curriculum to engage students into learning with all the resources available to them for them to be able to and want to succeed.

[bookmark: _Toc165885604]The Second Aim 

The second aim of the Curriculum for Wales is to create enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work (Welsh Government, 2022).  The aims set out to encourage young people to be creative and given the ability to think outside of the box to generate new ideas to solve problems and be allowed to use this within their own academic work (Welsh Government,2022), The curriculum for Wales since its infancy has carefully considered changes in relation to assessment within education throughout Wales.  The curriculum for Wales has made it clear that the purpose of the assessment within the new curriculum is to support each individual learner to progress at an appropriate pace and stage relevant to their age, ensuring they are supported and challenged accordingly from the age of 3 – 16 years.  (Welsh Government,2023).  In order for the curriculum for Wales to effectively measure the progression of students and achievements it first must find a way to accurately identify, capture and reflect on the progression of learners (Welsh Government, 2023).  This has been argued by Evans (2021) as he has highlighted that this may pose a challenge and a frustration for educators to achieve due to their being no examples of what progression looks like within the curriculum for Wales.  This the researcher to question on if we are then short-changing young people on the outcomes of their efforts, if we as educators are not sure on how to assess their progression and could lead to young people missing out on future employment or academic opportunities due to ourselves as educators being unsure on how to assess and award young people for their progression.

Furthermore, how can we as educators encourage young people to think creatively and innovatively and achieve the second aim when education has not caught up with the new curriculum and still making young people complete standardised tests.  To truly achieve this aim we need to also rethink how we qualify young people in certain subjects and move away from standardised testing.  Another difficulty of this aim is that creativity is such a broad term that encompasses any contacts which young people are engaged in within learning and education.

[bookmark: _Toc165885605]The Third Aim

The third aim is ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world (Welsh Government, 2022).  This aim is to encourage inform and educate young people on their right as an individual, and they understand their responsibilities of being ethical citizens, such as obeying the law, caring for the world, and caring for the people around them and the community of which they live in (Welsh Government, 2020).  This shows that there is more of an emphasis on educational settings to encourage young people to be ethical citizens and to be made aware of their rights.  However, it is important that educational settings are self-aware, in the aspect of only being able to do so much with the funding and resources that they have available., and at this a must also be met by external organisations such as Children's and Young people's Right Teams, Youth Services and their own families and peers, and helping develop young people to be ethical citizens.
[bookmark: _Toc165885606]The Fourth Aim:

The fourth and final aim are to be healthy, confident Individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives, does value members of society (Welsh Government, 2022).  This aim is to encourage young people to have a healthy body and mind, feel good within themselves on what they believe in (A young person’s guide to the new curriculum for Wales,2020).  A difficulty of this aim is that having a healthy body and mind is so personal and on an individual scale, that this aim is not easily measured.  There is no way to quantify or justify this aim, as what could be deemed as a healthy body and mind for one young person, may not be for the next young person.  For example, one young person could be healthy and confident with everything happening in life, whereas another young person may be facing medical difficulties, struggling mentally with their medical conditions, were stolen from positive on the outside.



[bookmark: _Toc165885607]Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021

Young people with additional learning needs within education have recently been given more support and equality through policy reform from Welsh Government.  The additional learning needs (Wales) Act and Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code 2021 is replacing all current existing legislation and guidance on additional learning needs (Cymru,2023).

The main changes within this reform and legislation will seize all existing system across Wales and coincide all systems into one single user-friendly system for individuals with additional learning needs.  Will also be led by the young person, will be centred around the young person (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2023).  The acts will also provide learners the same rights and entitlements, no matter whether.  Educational setting gears including electively home educated, The Act also aims to develop and improve the transition between educational establishments such as primary to secondary education, provider, Welsh Language provision for all and aims to be fair and transparent system for all (Snap Cymru, 2023).  This act also ties nicely into the world curriculum as allows learners with additional learning needs to receive an education at this stage that is appropriate for them and not the age of which they are, which will allow some students to really benefit from the learning taking place with their developmental stage, not age.

 This means that individuals within education will get the support they need at an earlier stage of the educational journey, and for possibly longer., Young people will be able to be more involved in the decision-making process by being at the centre of all decisions of the education and the support they feel they need.  Resources and information will be more accessible than ever before, individuals will be supported if they disagree with decisions and be able to appeal decisions if they wish to., with a pathway to appeal to the Educational Tribunal Panel on the chart below, in Wales alone that in the latest report from 2021-2022, the number of appeals received and discharged has dropped compared to the previous year.  Do these figures mean that when the ALN code was introduced, young people and their families felt supported to not want to appeal, or are the figures low, due to young people aged 16-25 not knowing the steps to appeal, now that they have the power to make their own decisions?
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(Walker,2022)

There are some useful steps, however, in my belief, there are also some flaws.  The new legislation states that a child means any individual age under compulsory school age, which is 16 years of age.  Whereas a young person is an individual aged 17 and above.  Only those aged 17 and above will be allowed to be the main person who is able to make.  Decisions about their education and their support (Snap Cymru,2023).  However, there are some young people aged under 17 who are very knowledgeable when their needs and wishes, and I believe that this legislation should consider basic decision making around the mental capacity of each individual.  There are limited discussions at present within this field of research and therefore the literature is limited in relation to this.



[bookmark: _Toc165885608]Behaviour Management:

When it comes to managing behaviour, it is all about creating a positive and supportive environment where students can thrive and be individuals.  Within this chapter we will be discussing the different strategies used within education to manage behaviour within secondary education within Wales will explore strategies and approaches that help create and promote positive behaviour, create an encouraging learning environment, the well-being of all students within education.  This section of the Critical Literature Review will focus on the use of nurture groups and a  whole school approach to managing behaviour within education. 

I have chosen to discuss Nurture groups and a whole school approach, as I believe to really engage a learner in education, we must meet the learner where they are, and not where we expect them to be.  Nurture groups are pivotal in this to allow a learner a safe environment to engage in education and a whole school approach allows us as educators to work with the young person and understand why they may be displaying certain behavioural challenges and will allow ourselves to adapt our practises to ensure they are also receiving an opportunity to engage in education.

[bookmark: _Toc165885609]Nurture Groups:

Nurture groups in recent years have gained recognition for their potential to provide additional support to students within education, particularly in terms of social and emotional development.  These groups create a safe and nurturing environment where students can build positive relationships, develop, self-esteem, and enhance overall wellbeing  (Department of Education 2023).  Nurture groups that operate in schools usually consist of small classroom sizes of no more than 12 young people and can range in a mix of year groups and were initially set up and founded in the late 1960’s by Boxall to address the social, emotional, and behavioural problems initially evidenced in primary schools (Sloan et al. 2020).

However, in recent years, these nurture groups have been adopted and used within secondary schools to address the same issues  (Kibble Kevin, Coleman Marrianne et al. 2015) By focusing on the emotional needs of students rather than academic needs, nurture groups aim to address the underlying factors that may hinder their academic progress.  One of the key strengths of nurture groups is the ability to provide targeted support to students who may be experiencing difficulties in mainstream classrooms, and are not Behaviourally, Emotionally or Cognitively engaged  (Colley 2009).  These groups offer a more personalised approach, allowing for individualised attention and tailored interventions.  By creating smaller and more supportive settings, Nurture groups can help students develop the necessary skills to thrive academically and socially  (Colley 2009).

Additionally, nurture groups can contribute to the overall inclusivity of schools.  They promote a sense of belonging and acceptance for students who may feel marginalised or struggle with behavioural challenges  (Grantham, Primrose 2017).  Nurture groups can help students develop a positive self-identity and create a sense of empathy and understanding among their peers and build positive relationships.  However, it is important to acknowledge that the effectiveness of nurture groups can vary depending on various factors and the limitations of each educational setting.  Those factors include the availability of trained staff, adequate resources, and ongoing professional development.  All of these factors are crucial for the successful implementation of nurture groups within secondary schools.  Working with Socially, Emotionally, and academically disengaged students can often put an overwhelming sense of stress and emotional burn out on educational staff, so there is an importance to also ensure staff well-being is upheld and treated just as importantly as young people’s mental health (Rae, Cowell et al. 2017). 

In conclusion, nurture groups have great potential to be an efficiently effective support system in supporting students’ development within the education system and re-engage them back into learning by providing a nurturing and inclusive environment.  These groups can help students overcome barriers to learning and academia and achieve their full potential within education and equip them with resilience and skills for life after education.  However, it is important to recognise the need for ongoing support, resources, and collaboration to ensure the sustained success of nurture groups and the well-being of all students and staff alike.

[bookmark: _Toc165885610]A Whole School Approach:

Whole school approaches are thorough and complex strategies that include the entire school community in creating a positive and supportive environment for students and staff (Ruttledge 2022).  One of the key strengths of a whole school approach is the focus on prevention rather than reactive measures.  This type of approach will prioritise creating a positive school culture and environment that promotes respectful behaviour and positive relationships which encompasses restorative practises within education  (Short, Case et al. 2018). 

A whole school approach is best created when there is involvement from all members of the education community, including teachers, staff, students, parents/carers, and the wider community.  When everyone is on board and working together, it creates a cohesive and uniformed approach to behaviour management and creates a sense of community (Freud,2023). Whole school approaches also highlight the importance of consistency in behaviour management practises.  When there is a consistent approach across the education setting, students understand what is expected of them and feel a sense of fairness (Ruttledge,2022).  This form of consistency will create a safe, predictable environment, which is a necessity for students to thrive academically and socially and also coincides with the need to reintegrate disengaged students back into learning.  However, I believe this can also hinder students’ social progression, if they are kept within the safe confinements of nurture groups for too long and protected in a sense from societal norms within education, thus making transitions further in education difficult.



A head teacher of Ysgol St. David’s stated:
“I’m more along the lines of trying to tell my staff if you make the lessons interesting and engaging and differentiated so the children can access things: a) they’re going to want to turn up, so attendance levels will rise, and b) the low-level disruption will be minimal because they are doing something that they find interesting as well”  (Power, Taylor 2020 P1).
However, it’s important to critically examine whole school approaches and ensure they are inclusive and accountable.  Different students may require different strategies and interventions, as we are all aware not all students are the same.  It is crucial to consider factors such as special educational needs, and trauma informed practises to ensure that behaviour management strategies are effective and supportive for all students and not just the minority (Grantham, Primrose 2017).  Restorative practises have a strong emphasis on repairing harm, building relationships, and teaching students the skills they need to make better choices and can work with educational staff alongside the students on repairing relationships with students after challenging behaviour is displayed.  By promoting restorative practises, it showcases empathy, understanding, and personal responsibility, restorative approaches can create a positive and inclusive school community for staff and students alike (College National 2024).

Whole school approaches to managing student behaviour have numerous benefits, including prevention, collaboration, consistency, and inclusivity.  By creating a positive school culture and involving all parties involved within the educational journey, schools can establish a supportive environment where students can thrive.  It is important to critically evaluate and adapt these approaches to meet the diverse needs of students and prioritise restorative practises over punitive practises.


[bookmark: _Toc156756894][bookmark: _Toc165885611]School Exclusions:
Managed Moves and other techniques are often used to hide the true figure of exclusion rates within Wales(Power & Taylor et al. 2023).  The following chapter of the critical Literature Review will be discussing the different types of school exclusions that are currently in place within Welsh secondary schools, and critically analysing the effectiveness of these exclusions in relation to student engagement within education.

[bookmark: _Toc156756895][bookmark: _Toc165885612]Pastoral Support Plans (PSP’s)
A Pastoral Support Plan, otherwise known as a PSP, can be a useful tool and technique for school-based interventions when other interventions have not worked.  PSP’s, are designed to support young people who are displaying challenging behaviour, disengaged from learning, and truanting or for medical reasons back into education through an intervention that places the student at the centre of the intervention  (KELSI 2022).  Neath Port Talbot Council states that it is a “time limited intervention for students who have not responded well to any previous interventions” put in place by their educational setting with the aim to combat disengagement  (Port Talbot Council 2022).

A PSP allows students to be kept enrolled within their current educational provision, with the flexibilities for a reduced timetable students can engage in lessons which benefit them and work for them, placing the student at the centre of the intervention  (Port Talbot Council 2022).  However, from personal professional experience I am aware that sometimes PSPs are used to manage behaviour of challenging students and although are not designed to be used as long-term measures, are often used for that reason so they can send students home as and when they deem appropriate, due to challenging behaviour or disengagement from lessons.  PSP’s, in this instance, do not help Local Authorities in reporting exclusions, as a student on a Pastoral Support Plan, can be sent home when in education for behaviour, which is classed as a half a day exclusion, but this is not reported as an exclusion due to the young person being on the Pastoral Support Plan and to all extent and purposes is an illegal exclusion.

 A further difficulty with this, is that the education setting need to be ensuring that they are implementing a range of interventions to help with the behaviour and not jump straight to a PSP and evidence everything that they have tried to do, and if mainstream school is not suitable for that young person then It needs to be investigated and looked at, to see if an alternative placement is best for the young person, or if the school requires some additional support to deal with the challenging behaviour of which they are being presented with. The issue of which this presents is that there is an inaccuracy of reporting, this is partly down to not all secondary schools following the same guidance as some Local Authorities have different variants of reporting.

[bookmark: _Toc156756896][bookmark: _Toc165885613]Fixed Term Exclusions:
A fixed term exclusion is a punitive measure which means that a student has been excluded from their educational setting for a specific period of time for not conforming with rules or displaying challenging behaviour.  This means that the young person will not be allowed to return to school or school grounds throughout the duration of the time of exclusion (Snap Cymru,2022).  The length of a fixed term exclusion can vary depending on the consequence to the action, and a student can receive a minimum of half a day exclusion all the way up to 45 days’ worth of exclusions within one academic year: September through to July (Snap Cymru,2022).  However, an exclusion must not exceed more than 45 days in one individual school year even if the young person has moved schools, the number of days on exclusion will follow them and be monitored by the Local Authority if they have been recorded (Welsh Government, 2022).

Samaritans Cymru within their report – Exclusion from School in Wales: The hidden cost (2023) , make clear that Welsh Government states that a fixed term exclusion from education, should only happen if a “student breaches the schools behaviour policy and or if allowing the student to remain within the educational setting would seriously harm the educational welfare of the students or others in the school”  (Samaritans Cymru 2018, P5). However, the Children's Commissioner for Wales has recently published a report stating that some educational settings have been excluding young people from education, in relation to the uniform and not wearing the correct uniform, and or having the incorrect hairstyle / haircut to attend school.  Which contradicts the Welsh government guidelines on exclusion relating to behaviour and welfare of the student and others  (Children's commissioner for Wales 2023).  Furthermore, to this, Welsh Government has on the 2nd of May 2023 stated that they “do not consider in normal circumstances, exclusion to be an appropriate response to breaches of school uniform or appearance policies”  (Welsh Government 2023,P1) . This means that any school which is excluding students, sending them home to get changed, or doing punitive punishments through internal exclusions such as internal isolation rooms, are going against Welsh government policy.  This one example now heightens the need for more guidance and stricter oversight from local authorities of fixed term exclusions.  This will also allow local authorities to see if education practises are following guidance or handing out hidden exclusions which generates opportunities for research to be undertaken in relation to behaviour management strategies used to effectively manage challenging behaviours within secondary schools, alongside the strategies used to engage the perceived to be disengaged.

[bookmark: _Toc156756897][bookmark: _Toc165885614]Hidden Exclusions
Hidden exclusions are the exclusions that happen within education, often not being officially recorded, or acknowledged and passed onto the Local Authority.  Hidden exclusions can take place by encouraging families to off roll and home educate their child, placing students into alternative provisions and sending students home to calm down and return when they are ready to learn, which manipulates attendance records, thus not allowing true transparency in recording and reporting exclusions to Estyn and the Local Authorities (Samaritans Cymru,2022).  Hidden exclusions are a pressing and concerning issue, they can negatively impact vulnerable and disadvantaged students, in the first chapter, the critical literature review talked about the lack of student attendance, but it would be interesting from a research point of view, how many of the absences were due to hidden forms of exclusions?

As a response to these growing concerns there have been calls for stronger policies and regulations to address hidden exclusions happening throughout Wales.  The Welsh Government aims to tackle this by taking steps to tackle the grey area of exclusions by introducing measures to improve collection, monitoring, and reporting of exclusions from state run schools from both primary and secondary schools (Tselios, Taylor et al. ).

In order to truly address and assess the growing concerns of hidden exclusions within Wales, it will take a committed group from multiple agencies and organisations working together with schools, parents, communities, and policy makers to really make a difference and ensure that hidden exclusions are no longer a grey area in reporting.  It will hold educational settings accountable and give students and families a sense of reassurance that they are entitled to an education.  Hidden Exclusions in Wales present a risk and there is much to scrutinise from hidden exclusions ranging from the United Nations rights of a child, to safeguarding practises and policies. 
[bookmark: _Toc156756898][bookmark: _Toc165885615]Conclusion:
To conclude the literature Review, I have critically reviewed key themes in the debate around student engagement within secondary schools within Wales, and how schools are re engaging young people back into education.  I have identified key gaps in literature, such as, the exclusion policies relating to attendance, the use of PSPs, and their effectiveness, and reporting accountability to the local authority.  I have identified gaps with the new Curriculum for Wales in terms of assessment and how we could assess young people undertaking the new curriculum for Wales when we are still using standardised testing.  Which places barriers to using the knowledge they have gained through the curriculum of Wales, in particular to creativity in answering questions, this is an area that I would like to look further into.  I have identified gaps, within the nurture group provisions within secondary schools and the resources alongside professional development needed to run such groups in secondary schools, and the limitations of resources and trauma informed schools.  This allows for further research opportunities to ask the questions of How are secondary schools within Wales responding to keep students engaged within education?  Alongside How are secondary schools within Wales working with young people to manage challenging behaviours displayed by young people in education?
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Chart 2.2 SEN Appeals received and discharged in 2021-22, compared with 2020-21
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