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Research Questions

1. Gender
2. Age
3. How long have you been out of school education?
4. What were the reasons for not attending school?
5. How would you describe your overall well-being whilst not attending school.
6. Have you experienced any worries, stress or anxiety relating to not being in school?
7. What opportunities do you have to spend time with other young people?
8. Do you feel isolated?
9. How does your family / guardians support your learning?
10. How do you feel about your future education, training or employment opportunities?
11. What support would help you feel more confident about your future?

Wellbeing questionnaire 
5-point Likert scale
1-stongly Disagree
2-Disagree
3-Neither Agree nor Disagree
4-Agree
5-Strongly Agree

Statement
I feel happy most days  
I feel confident in myself
I have someone I can talk to when I need support
I feel connected to other people my age
I often feel lonely
I feel hopeful about my future
I feel worried or anxious most of the time
I enjoy taking part in activities that interest me
I feel accepted by the people around me
I cope well when things can be difficult/

Questions
What helps you feel happy or supported?

Is there anything that would improve your wellbeing?
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ACRONYM 
SEN – Special Educational Needs
ALN – Additional Learning Needs

INTRODUCTION
Youth work practice is grounded in the promotion of young people’s social, emotional and personal development, particularly for those experiencing disadvantage, exclusion or barriers to participation (Youthlink Scotland, 2023). Increasingly, youth practitioners are encountering young people who are educated outside mainstream school settings or who are missing from education entirely. Many of these young people present with challenges relating to anxiety, social isolation, emotional regulation, confidence and uncertainty about future progression (Department for Education, 2024).  At the same time, some young people report that leaving mainstream education has improved their emotional wellbeing, reduced stress and enabled them to learn in ways that better suit their individual needs (Children’s commissioner for England, 2022). This study explores how the absence of formal schooling impacts the social and emotional wellbeing of young people, with a particular focus on the lived experiences of those educated outside mainstream education. Through a youth work perspective, these experiences highlight the importance of person-centred approaches that recognise young people’s individual learning needs, promote their well-being and empower them to engage in education and personal development in ways that are meaningful to them (Ord, 2016).  The research aims to understand how relationships, participation, autonomy and social opportunities influence young people’s wellbeing when they are outside formal educational environments.
The topic has become increasingly relevant within both youth work and wider educational practice. Rates of emotionally based school avoidance, school refusal and persistent absence have risen significantly in recent years, particularly following the COVID-19 pandemic (Department for Education, 2024). Alongside this, there has been a notable increase in the number of families choosing elective home education and alternative educational pathways (Department for Education, 2023). Youth workers are often among the professionals supporting these young people, particularly where disengagement from school is linked to poor mental health, bullying, unmet SEN needs or experiences of exclusion. As a result, youth services are increasingly required to respond to complex emotional and social needs that may previously have been addressed within school environments.
Within current professional practice, there has been a significant increase in referrals involving young people with little or no formal educational engagement who experience difficulties engaging with services, forming peer relationships or planning for post-school progression. These experiences have highlighted concerns surrounding young people’s social confidence, emotional wellbeing and sense of belonging. From a youth work perspective, this is particularly important because informal education and relational practice are central to supporting young people’s identity, development resilience and participation in society (Jeffs and Smith, 2010). Where young people are absent from formal schooling, there may be reduced opportunities for social interaction, structured support and participation in wider community life. However, mainstream education environments may also contribute to distress for some young people, particularly those experiencing bullying, anxiety or unmet additional needs. This creates an important area for exploration within youth work research and practice. (Kearney, 2008)
Existing literature presents mixed findings regarding the impact of being outside mainstream education. Research suggests that some young people benefit from greater autonomy, flexible learning environments and stronger family relationships when educated outside formal school settings (Thomas and Pattison, 2007). For some, leaving school can reduce anxiety and improve emotional wellbeing by removing pressures associated with attendance, academic expectations or negative peer experiences. Conversely, other studies suggest that absence from school may contribute to loneliness, social isolation, reduced peer interaction and difficulties with future transitions into employment or further education (Children’s Commissioner, 2022). Educational settings also play a significant role in young people’s socialisation and identity formation, meaning prolonged absence from these environments may affect opportunities to develop social skills, confidence and social capital (Bourdieu, 1986).
Despite growing discussion around alternative education and school non-attendance, there remains limited research focusing specifically on young people’s own perspectives of how the absence of formal schooling affects their social and emotional wellbeing. While existing literature has examined educational attainment, safeguarding and parental motivations for home education, less attention has been paid to how young people themselves experience being educated outside mainstream school settings and the implications for their social and emotional development (Kunzman and Gaither, 2020).
The primary aim of this research is to investigate how the absence of formal schooling affects the social and emotional wellbeing of young people. The study seeks to develop a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of young people who are educated outside mainstream education or who are missing from education entirely. Specific objectives include exploring how being outside formal schooling influences emotional wellbeing, social development, peer relationships and self-esteem, while also examining how factors such as family involvement, autonomy and access to social opportunities shape these experiences. The research will also consider how youth work approaches and informal education practices may support young people who are disengaged from mainstream schooling.
This study is informed by professional experience within youth work practice, where increasing numbers of referrals involve young people with limited engagement in education and associated emotional or social difficulties. These experiences have highlighted recurring themes of anxiety, low confidence, reduced social interaction and uncertainty regarding future aspirations. However, professional experience also presents potential challenges in relation to researcher bias.  Pre-existing assumptions regarding the impact of non-school attendance may influence the interpretation of participants' experiences.  To minimise this, the study adopts a reflexive approach throughout the research process, ensuring that participants voices remain central and that both positive and negative experiences are explored openly (Braun and Clarke, 2022)
A qualitative methodology will be used to enable rich exploration of young peoples lived experiences. Semi-structured interviews are considered appropriate because they align with youth work values of participation, voice and relationship-building while allowing flexibility for participants to discuss experiences important to them (Ritchie and Lewis, 2014). The research will take place over several weeks, beginning with a literature review, followed by participant recruitment, interviews, thematic analysis and interpretation of findings. Ethical considerations will remain central throughout the study due to the sensitive nature of exploring young people’s emotional wellbeing and educational experiences.
There are several limitations associated with the study. The sample size is likely to be relatively small, limiting generalisability. Experiences may also differ significantly depending on individual circumstances, length of time outside education and levels of support available. Additionally, the study relies on self-reported experiefinniFnces, which may be influenced by participants interpretation of events, potentially affecting the accuracy or completeness of the data (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Despite these limitations, the research aims to contribute valuable insight into an under-researched area relevant to both youth work and education. By foregrounding young people’s voices, the study hopes to inform future youth work practice, support services and policy development for young people outside mainstream education.
[bookmark: _Toc193355361]
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Understanding how the absence of formal schooling affects social and emotional wellbeing requires engagement with competing bodies of literature. Deficit-oriented research positions school absence as inherently damaging, associating it with isolation, poor mental health, and long-term social disadvantage. However, emerging home education research complicates this narrative, suggesting that wellbeing outcomes depend less on school attendance itself and more on access to supportive relationships, belonging, and meaningful participation. This review critically examines both positions, drawing on exclusion research, mental health literature, and home education studies, alongside relevant Welsh Government policy, to identify what is currently understood and where gaps remain.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory provides a useful framework for understanding why schools are considered central to young people’s development. By positioning schools within the microsystem. The immediate environment most directly shaping a child’s development, the theory suggests that schools are primary sites for identity formation, peer relationships, and emotional regulation. This theoretical framing underpins much of the exclusion and attendance literature, which tends to treat school absence as synonymous with developmental risk.
Ford et al. (2017) offer compelling evidence of the link between exclusion and mental health, finding through secondary analysis of national survey data that excluded young people were disproportionately likely to meet clinical thresholds for psychiatric disorders including anxiety, depression, and conduct difficulties. This is significant because it suggests many young people are not simply struggling academically following exclusion but are experiencing genuine mental health needs. Finning et al. (2019) similarly highlighted a cyclical relationship between anxiety and poor attendance, in which each reinforces and intensifies the other over time. Together, these studies suggest that absence from school is rarely a straightforward or neutral experience for young people.
Welsh Government policy reflects these findings. Guidance on school exclusion describes permanent exclusion as a “last resort” and explicitly links it to poorer mental health, reduced educational outcomes, and long-term social disadvantage (Welsh Government, 2019). Exclusion data further reveals that young people with additional ALN or SEN are disproportionately excluded, suggesting that those with pre-existing emotional or developmental difficulties face the greatest risk of losing the support structures that school provides (Welsh Government, 2022). This policy context is significant because it indicates institutional recognition that removal from formal education carries serious wellbeing consequences, particularly for already-vulnerable groups.
However, the causal relationship between school absence and poor wellbeing is more complex than a straightforward deficit model suggests. Cornaglia, Crivellaro and McNally (2015) argue persuasively that mental health difficulties actively shape educational decisions and participation, rather than merely resulting from them. Their analysis suggests that emotional distress contributes to disengagement, lower attendance, and early withdrawal from educational pathways. This positions the relationship as reciprocal, poor wellbeing can lead to absence, while absence may further deteriorate wellbeing. These cyclical dynamic challenges the assumption that school attendance alone protects young people and raises questions about whether enforced attendance, without addressing underlying emotional needs meaningfully improves outcomes. A trauma-informed perspective reinforces this point, arguing that behavioural difficulties and disengagement often reflect unmet emotional needs rather than deliberate defiance (Bath, 2008). Consequently, severe exclusion practices risk increasing harm rather than resolving it.
Despite these concerns, the dominant literature implicitly assumes that schools are the primary, if not exclusive, sites of social development and belonging. School belonging theory proposes that peer acceptance, connectedness, and participation within school positively influence emotional wellbeing (Goodenow, 1993). Yet this assumption is directly challenged by research into elective home education. De Carvalho (2020), in a thematic analysis of the social lives of home educated adolescents in the UK, found that participants maintained active and varied social lives through youth groups, community activities, sports, and online networks. Participants explicitly rejected stereotypes of isolation, describing rich social identities developed outside school settings. These findings are significant because they demonstrate that belonging and social development are not exclusively school-dependent phenomena.
This aligns theoretically with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) broader ecological model, which recognises that development occurs across multiple systems simultaneously, including family, community, and peer networks beyond institutional settings. De Carvalho’s (2020) findings suggest that for some young people, these alternative systems may be sufficient to support healthy social and emotional development. However, a critical limitation of this research is the likely self-selecting nature of the sample. Participants were electively home educated, typically with motivated parental involvement and intentional alternative provision. This may not be representative of young people absent from school due to exclusion, anxiety, or socioeconomic adversity, where comparable support structures are often absent. 
Moir (2021) extends this analysis by exploring how home educated young people transition to work and adulthood outside traditional educational pathways. Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1986) concepts of social and cultural capital, Moir found that participants developed autonomy, confidence, and professional networks through community participation, volunteering, and work-related experience. Schools traditionally confer institutional capital through qualifications and recognised achievement; Moir’s findings suggest that alternative forms of capital can develop through non-school environments. This challenges the assumption that formal schooling is the sole or superior route to adult social competence. Nevertheless, similar methodological caution applies. Moir’s participants appear to have benefited from stable, supportive home environments and proactive parental advocacy, circumstances that cannot be assumed for all young people outside formal education.
Taken together, de Carvalho (2020) and Moir (2021) make an important contribution by demonstrating that school absence does not automatically produce poor social or emotional outcomes. What appears to matter is not attendance per se, but access to supportive relationships, opportunities for belonging, and environments that nurture emotional security. Attachment theory supports this interpretation, suggesting that stable relationships with trusted adults underpin emotional regulation and resilience regardless of setting (Bowlby, 1969). Schools can provide such relationships through teachers and pastoral staff, but families, mentors, and community networks may serve equivalent functions for some young people.
This distinction between elective home education with strong parental support and involuntary absence driven by exclusion or adversity is critical and often obscured in the literature. Welsh Government exclusion reviews document increasing behavioural challenges in schools alongside diminishing resources for supporting vulnerable pupils (Welsh Government, 2019). Young people whose absence stems from exclusion, trauma or poverty, the picture looks considerably different.  Unlike the electively home educated young people described by de Carvalho (2020) and Moir (2021), those removed from school due to ALN/SEN or social disadvantage are unlikely to have access to structured, well supported alternatives.  In many cases, school may represent the most stable and consistent environment in their lives, providing adult relationships and routine that cannot be assumed to exist anywhere else.  Removal from this, therefore, carries a very different meaning than the chosen departure form schooling described in home education literature.
Welsh Government policy has begun to reflect a more detailed understanding of inclusion and wellbeing. Frameworks such as Belonging, Engaging and Participating and Rights, Respect, Equality emphasise relational practice, participation, and preventative approaches rather than solely punitive responses to absence and behaviour (Welsh Government, 2017; Welsh Government, 2019). This shift aligns with literature emphasising emotional security and inclusive environments as protective factors and reflects a growing recognition that young people’s wellbeing is closely tied to the quality of their relational experiences with and beyond educational settings (Masten, 2014).
Taken as a whole, the literature suggests that school absence carries real risks for social and emotional wellbeing, but that these risks are not inevitable or uniform. The evidence points toward supportive relationships, a sense of belonging, and access to opportunity as the factors that matter most, regardless of whether these are found within or outside a school setting. What remains less clear is how young people themselves particularly those whose absence is not chosen experience and make sense of these circumstances. Much of the existing research focuses on measurable outcomes or the perspectives of electively home educated young people with strong parental support, leaving the voices of those excluded due to ALN/SEN, trauma, or poverty largely unheard. A deficit framing alone cannot adequately capture this complexity. Further research that centres the lived experiences of young people across a range of circumstances would help to address this gap and deepen understanding of what absence from formal schooling means for those living it.
Youth work theory offers a further lens through which to understand how supportive relationships might substitute for the developmental functions typically attributed to schools. Jeffs and Smith (2005) argue that the defining strength of youth work lies in its voluntary and relational nature young people choose to engage, and relationships with youth workers are built on trust rather than institutional authority. This distinction matters when considering young people who have disengaged from formal schooling, since compulsory attendance and hierarchical staff-pupil relationships may themselves be sources of distress for some, particularly those with prior experiences of exclusion or trauma. Where school relationships are structured around compliance, youth work relationships are structured around consent, potentially making them more accessible to young people who have come to associate formal institutions with failure or rejection.
Davies (2005) similarly emphasises the developmental, rather than corrective purpose of youth work, positioning it as concerned with young people’s holistic growth rather than the achievement of externally set outcomes. This framing resonates with de Carvalho’s (2020) and Moir’s (2021) findings regarding home educated young people, suggesting that non-formal spaces, whether family-led or youth work-based, can offer alternative routes to confidence, identity, and social competence. Batsleer (2008) extends this further, arguing that informal educational encounters often occur in the “in-between” moments of conversation and shared activity rather than through structured curricula, allowing relationships to develop organically and at a pace suited to the young person.
This literature is particularly relevant to young people whose absence from school is not chosen. If, as Bath (2008) and Cornaglia, Crivellaro and McNally (2015) suggest, disengagement often reflects unmet emotional need rather than defiance, the environments offering voluntary, low-pressure relational contact may be better placed to meet that need than environments requiring compliance. Ord (2016) supports this, contending that youth work’s informal curriculum, built around dialogue, activity, and negotiated relationships, can rebuild trust and engagement in young people who have disengaged from formalised settings. However, the evidence base here remains largely theoretical or small-scale, and there is limited empirical research specifically examining youth work’s role with young people absent from school due to exclusion, anxiety, or additional learning needs, as opposed to universal youth service users.
While home education research (de Carvalho, 2020; Moir, 2021) demonstrates that alternative relational environments can support wellbeing, and youth work theory (Jeffs and Smith, 2005; Davies, 2005) provides a rationale for why voluntary, trust-based relationships might be effective, few studies bring these strands together to examine youth work specifically as a protective factor for young people absent from mainstream education involuntarily. This represents a clear space for further inquiry, and one this dissertation seeks to address by centring the perspectives of young people themselves in relation to informal, trust-based support.
Having established that supportive, trust-based relationships may serve as a key protective factor for young people absent from formal education, but that empirical research directly exploring this from young people’s own perspective remains limited, this study seeks to address that gap through qualitative inquiry.  The following chapter outlines the methodological approach taken to explore these experiences directly with young people themselves.

[bookmark: _Toc193355362]METHODOLOGY/METHODS 
This study adopts a qualitative-led, youth-centred research design to explore the impact of not engaging in formal education on the social and emotional wellbeing of young people aged 16–19. The young people in this study have all left mainstream compulsory education because of mental health or behaviour difficulties, but have not been formally home educated, meaning they exist outside both, compulsory schooling system and recognised alternative education provision. The methodology is grounded within youth work values of participation, empowerment and the promotion of young people’s voices (National Youth Agency (NYA), 2019). A qualitative approach is considered most appropriate because the research seeks to understand lived experiences, perceptions, emotions, and relationships rather than measure outcomes statistically (Creswell and Poth, 2018).
The research is informed by an interpretivist paradigm, which recognises that reality is socially constructed and shaped through individual experience (Bryman, 2016). This perspective is particularly relevant when exploring wellbeing and experiences of educational exclusion, as young people’s meanings, identities, and social interactions are central to understanding their experiences. The study therefore prioritises participants’ own narratives and interpretations of their educational journeys and emotional wellbeing.
Research Design
A qualitative-led design has been selected because it enables the exploration of complex and sensitive issues in a flexible and person-centred manner. Youth-centred research emphasises collaboration, participation, and the reduction of power imbalances between researcher and participant (Hart, 1992). This approach aligns closely with youth work principles, where relationships, trust, and informal education are fundamental aspects of practice.
The study will utilise semi-structured interviews as the primary method of data collection. Semi-structured interviewing provides a balance between structure and flexibility, allowing key topics to be explored while also enabling participants to guide discussion towards issues that are personally significant to them (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). This method is particularly suitable for research involving young people because it supports conversational engagement and facilitates rapport building.
An interview guide will be developed using accessible and age-appropriate language. Questions will be open-ended and designed to encourage reflection on participants’ experiences of not attending formal education. Areas explored will include emotional wellbeing, self-esteem, confidence, social relationships, identity, belonging, support systems, and aspirations for future progression. Open-ended questioning allows participants to express their experiences in their own words and reduces the risk of restricting responses through predetermined categories (Patton, 2015).
Participatory Approaches
In keeping with youth work practice, participatory techniques may also be incorporated within interviews to support engagement and expression. Participatory methods are widely recognised as valuable when conducting research with young people because they encourage inclusion and empowerment while reducing anxiety associated with formal interviewing (Punch, 2002).
Methods such as emotion cards, visual prompts, and personal timelines may be used to help participants communicate experiences that may otherwise be difficult to articulate verbally. Clark and Moss (2001) argue that creative and participatory approaches can provide more meaningful insight into lived experience, particularly when discussing emotional wellbeing. Similarly, Hart’s (1992) Ladder of Participation offers a useful framework for evaluating the degree of genuine involvement young people have in research process, ranging from non-participation (manipulation, decoration, tokenism) through to increased authentic forms of participation, culminating in child-
initiated, shared decisions with adults.  Applying this framework critically to the current study, the research design sits most closely ay the “assigned but informed” rung, whereby the researcher determined the topics, questions, and overall structure of the study in advance, but participants were fully informed of the research’s purposes, understood their role within it, and consented voluntarily to take part.  While this falls short of the higher rungs of the ladder, where young people would co-design the research questions or direct the focus of inquiry themselves, it nonetheless represents a meaningful attempt to avoid tokenistic engagement by ensuring transparency and genuine understanding on the part of participants, rather than treating them merely as passive source of data. 
These approaches also reflect strengths-based youth work practice by valuing young people as experts in their own lives. By allowing participants to choose how they communicate aspects of their experiences, the research seeks to create a more inclusive and supportive environment.
Wellbeing Questionnaire
Participants will additionally be invited to complete a brief optional wellbeing questionnaire to provide contextual information regarding social and emotional wellbeing. A research-designed questionnaire was developed specifically for this study to complement the semi-structured interviews. The questionnaire was designed to explore key aspects of social and emotional wellbeing that were directly relevant to the research aims, including happiness, self-confidence, social connectedness, emotional support, loneliness, anxiety, resilience, participation in activities and hope for the future.  These areas were selected following a review of literature on young people’s wellbeing and school absence and reflected themes emerging from previous research.  A simple five-point Likert scale was used to enable participants to respond quickly and easily, while the inclusion of two open-ended questions provided an opportunity for participants to expand on factors that supported or challenged their wellbeing. (Wellbeing questionnaire can be found in appendix 2).
The questionnaire is not intended to function as a diagnostic tool but rather to complement the qualitative findings and support methodological triangulation. Triangulation can strengthen credibility by enabling different forms of data to contribute to a fuller understanding of the research topic (Denzin, 1978).
The inclusion of a short wellbeing measure may also assist in identifying broader patterns across participants while maintaining the primary qualitative focus of the study. However, the emphasis will remain on participants’ subjective experiences and narratives rather than numerical outcomes.
Sampling and Participants
Participants will be recruited through purposive sampling. Purposive sampling is commonly used in qualitative research because it enables the selection of participants who possess direct experience relevant to the research aims (Bryman, 2016). The study will include two participant cohorts:
1. Young people aged 16–19 who are currently not engaged in formal education.
1. Young people aged 16–19 who have not engaged in formal education within the past two years.
The inclusion of these two cohorts aims to capture both current experiences and retrospective reflections on educational disengagement. This may provide insight into how experiences of non-attendance influence wellbeing over time, including transitions into employment, training, or other forms of progression.
Participants will be recruited through Carmarthenshire County Council Youth Service, as it provides access to young people with experience of education outside mainstream school settings.  Recruitment information with be shared by youth workers who have existing relationships with potential participants, allowing young people to consider participation in an informed and voluntary manner.  Consistent with youth work principles of voluntary engagement and empowerment, young people will be given significant time to consider their involvement and will be able to withdraw from the study at any stage without consequences. (National Youth Agency, 2024).  Recruitment materials will be written in accessible language to ensure clarity and inclusivity.
Although the primary analysis will examine themes across all participants collectively, some comparisons may be drawn between the two cohorts to explore differences in experiences or support needs. 

Data Collection
Interviews will take place in safe, familiar, and safeguarding-approved environments, such as youth centres, community settings, or secure online platforms. Providing familiar and accessible spaces can reduce power imbalances and support participant comfort (Liamputtong, 2007). Interviews are expected to last between 30 and 60 minutes and will be audio-recorded with participant consent.
Youth work communication skills, including empathy, active listening, and non-judgemental practice, will underpin the interview process. The relational nature of youth work is widely recognised as central to effective practice, particularly when engaging young people experiencing exclusion, isolation and emotional distress, where trust-based relationships provide the foundation for meaningful support and change (Ord, 2016).
Participants will be reminded that they do not need to answer any question they find uncomfortable and may withdraw from the research at any time without consequence. This reflects ethical principles of voluntary participation and informed consent (British Educational Research Association (BERA), 2024).
Data Analysis
Interview recordings will be transcribed verbatim and analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six-phase framework. Reflexive thematic analysis is considered appropriate because it allows for the identification and interpretation of recurring patterns, meanings, and themes within qualitative data while acknowledging the active role of the researcher in knowledge production.
The stages of analysis will include familiarisation with the data, generating themes, reviewing themes, defining themes, and producing the final analysis. Themes are expected to relate to emotional wellbeing, identity, social relationships, belonging, challenges, resilience, and protective factors.
A reflexive journal will also be maintained throughout the research process. Reflexivity is considered essential within qualitative research because researchers inevitably influence the interpretation of data through their own professional experiences, assumptions, and values (Finlay, 2002). As the researcher has a youth work background, reflective practice will support awareness of potential bias and help maintain ethical and analytical transparency.

Ethical Considerations
Ethical practice is central to this study due to the involvement of young people and the sensitive nature of discussing wellbeing and educational experiences. Ethical approval will be obtained from the relevant institutional ethics committee before data collection begins.
Informed consent will be obtained from all participants. For participants aged 16–17, parental or guardian consent will also be sought alongside the young person’s own consent. Participants will receive age-appropriate information sheets outlining the purpose of the research, confidentiality, data usage, and their right to withdraw.
Confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained throughout the study. Pseudonyms will be used within transcripts and final reporting, and any identifying information will be removed. All data will be stored securely in accordance with data protection.
Safeguarding and emotional wellbeing will remain a priority throughout the research process. Given the potential for discussions to trigger distress or disclose safeguarding concerns, a clear distress protocol will be implemented. Participants will be signposted to relevant support services where appropriate. While confidentiality will be respected, participants will also be informed that safeguarding disclosures indicating risk of harm may need to be shared in line with safeguarding responsibilities, in accordance with the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice.
Overall, the methodology aims to create a respectful, participatory, and ethically informed research process that aligns with core youth work values while generating meaningful insight into the wellbeing experiences of young people outside formal education.

Presentation of Data
This chapter presents findings from semi-structured interviews conducted with nine young people aged 16–17 who had experienced prolonged absence from mainstream education. Participants comprised six girls and three boys, recruited through the Carmarthenshire County Council Youth Service. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis framework. The chapter is organised thematically and, where relevant, findings are considered alongside existing literature. The research question guiding this study was How does the absence of formal schooling affect the social and emotional wellbeing of young people?
(Questions used can be found in appendices 2)
Reasons for Non-Attendance
Participants reported a range of factors contributing to their disengagement from mainstream education. A clear pattern emerged between female and male participants. All six female participants identified anxiety as a primary factor, with several also describing experiences of bullying and feeling unsafe within the school environment. One participant stated: “The bullying got worse as I got older and eventually, I just couldn’t face going in anymore.” The three male participants primarily attributed their absence to behavioural difficulties, exclusion and conflict with school staff. One described feeling that staff anticipated negative behaviour “I was always getting into trouble, and it felt like the teachers expected me to mess up.” These findings were consistent with wider research linking school non-attendance to anxiety, bullying and exclusion (Finning et al., 2019; Hammond Price and Bond, 2026).

Overall Wellbeing Whilst Not Attending School
Participants described varied experiences of wellbeing during their absence from mainstream education. Five of the nine reported improved emotional wellbeing, describing feeling less stressed and better able to manage daily life. One participant noted: “I felt calmer at home because I wasn’t worrying about school all the time.” However, four participants described more negative experiences over time. Although absence initially brought relief, these participants reported boredom, disrupted routines and reduced motivation. One stated: “I stayed up all night gaming and slept most of the day. I got stuck in a routine that wasn’t very healthy.” These findings suggested that the impact of non-attendance on wellbeing was shaped by individual circumstances, with some participants benefiting from reduced pressure whilst others struggled without structure or meaningful activity.

Worries and Anxiety Relating to the Future
Four participants described experiencing anxiety regarding the long-term implications of their non-attendance. Concerns centred on qualifications, future employment and the ability to access further education. One participant reflected: “I worry that my anxiety will stop me from going to college like it stopped me going to school.” In contrast, five participants reported few concerns, expressing confidence that alternative pathways remained available and that family support would help them navigate future transitions. One stated: “There are different ways to get qualifications, so I think things will work out.” These findings suggested that participants’ perceptions of future opportunity and the strength of available family support influenced the degree of anxiety experienced during non-attendance (Viner, Pearce and Hope, 2026).

Social Interaction and Feelings of Isolation
Eight of the nine participants reported regular opportunities for social interaction despite not attending school, maintaining friendships through sports, youth groups and community activities. One participant explained: “Most of my friends aren’t from school anyway. I see them through sports and other activities.” One participant reported significant social isolation, spending most of their time at home and socialising only with family members. This participant noted: “I don’t really see anyone my age anymore.” Overall, findings suggested that non-attendance did not result in social isolation for most participants. Social outcomes appeared dependent on access to alternative networks and community-based activities rather than school attendance alone. This reflects Hammond Price and Bond’s (2026) assertion that the social experiences of young people outside mainstream education are complex and cannot be uniformly characterised.

Family Support for Learning
Participants reported varied levels of family involvement in their education following departure from School.  Two participants received little to no support and engaged in minimal education activity.  Four received moderate support, with parents encouraging participation in online learning in core subjects.  Three participants described high levels of parental involvement, including the arrangement of private tutors and structured weekly study schedules.  Notably, five participants reported that their parents had independently funded GCSE examinations, which participants viewed as an important means of maintaining access to qualifications.  One stated “My parents have paid or me to sit my GCSE’s because they didn’t want me to miss out”.  These findings indicate that family support played a significant role in shaping education experiences outside of school, with greater parental involvement associated with more structured learning and clearer pathways to qualification.

Perceptions of future Education, Training and Employment 
Participants expressed a range of views regarding their future prospects.  Four expressed general confidence that opportunities would become available, whilst two described feeling positive and excited about moving on to college or employment following negative school experiences.  One participant reflected “I’m looking forward to college because it feels like a chance to start again”.  Three participants reported that they had given little consideration to future plans, describing a focus on present circumstances.  Notably, none of the participants expressed and entirely negative view of their future prospects, suggesting a degree of resilience despite disrupted educational history.
Support Needed to Build Confidence
All nine participants identified continued support form Youth Services as important in helping them feel confident about the future.  Youth workers were described as trusted adults who provided guidance, encouragement and practical assistance.  Five participants also expressed a desire for additional emotional support, particularly in relation to anxiety and confidence building, which they believe would better prepare them for transition into education or employment. Two participants identified a need for greater involvement in planning for the future.
Summary
The findings presented in this chapter illustrated that the effects of school non-attendance on social and emotional wellbeing were varied and shaped by individual circumstances.  Whilst some participants experienced improved wellbeing in the absence of school-related pressures, others described negative consequences including disrupted routines, future-oriented anxiety and in one case, significant social isolation.  Family support emerged as a key factor in determining educational engagement outside of school, and youth services were universally identified as an important source of practical and emotional support.  The following chapter analyses these findings, in relation to the existing literature.  Exploring the factor’s that shaped participants experiences and considering the implications for practice and policy.  
[bookmark: _Toc193355364]These findings further demonstrated that participants experiences did not conform to a single uniform narrative.  Rather than falling neatly into categories of positive or negative outcomes, most accounts contained elements of both, suggesting that wellbeing following school non-attendance was rarely static and often shifted over time in response to changing circumstances.  For example, participants who described initial relief at leaving a stressful school environment also spoke of new pressures emerging later particularly around uncertainty regarding qualifications, employment and social comparison with peers still in mainstream education.  Similarly, while family support was consistently described as valuable, its form varied considerably.  This ranged from practical help and structuring daily routines to emotional reassurance during periods of low confidence.  Carmarthenshire Youth Service were distinct in being the one form of support mentioned positively by every participant, regardless of their broader circumstances.  This suggested a particular value attached to relationships that were voluntary, consistent and separate from family life.  Taken together, these findings suggest that wellbeing outcomes were shaped less by school non-attendance itself and more by the presence, quality and consistency of relational support available to each young person during that time.

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 
This study set out to explore how the absence of formal schooling affects the social and emotional wellbeing of young people. The findings resist a singular or deficit-based narrative. Although several participants described anxiety, disrupted routines and reduced opportunity, others reported improved wellbeing, reduced stress and the continuation of meaningful relationships. Read together, these findings suggest that wellbeing outcomes were shaped less by school attendance itself than by the quality of relationships, support structures and opportunities available to young people once outside the formal education system. This discussion considers these findings in relation to existing literature, beginning with the role of youth work, before turning to emotional wellbeing, social connectedness, structure and routine, family resources, and future orientation.
The Covid-19 pandemic significantly accelerated the number of young people absent from formal education, with consequences that have proved difficult to reverse.  In Wales persistent absence more than doubled between 2019/19 and 2023/24, rising to 37.1% (Welsh Government, 2023).  According to Senedd research the impact was particularly acute for disadvantaged young people.  Secondary school pupils eligible for free school meals were absent for over 20% of classes, with persistent absence rates exceeding 50% in some year groups. Crucially, Welsh Government research identified anxiety, mental health difficulties and disengagement as key post-pandemic drivers of non-attendance, with many young people experiencing profound difficulty reintegrating following prolong periods of disruption.  

The protective role of youth work and trusted relationships
The most consistent finding across the dataset concerned the value participants placed on youth work support. All nine participants identified youth workers as significant sources of help, frequently describing them as trusted adults who offered emotional support, practical guidance and non-judgemental encouragement. This was not incidental.  Participants repeatedly distinguished youth work relationships from those they associated with formal education, valuing their voluntary and relational basis. This distinction reflects long-standing principles within youth work literature, where voluntary engagement and relationship-based practice are positioned as central to effective support (Jeffs and Smith, 2010; Davies, 2015; Ord, 2016).
This finding extends existing literature by situating youth work specifically as a protective factor for young people experiencing prolonged educational disengagement. Where formal education had, for some participants, become a source of distress, youth work appeared to function as an alternative relational anchor, supporting confidence, belonging and emotional regulation. Participants’ requests for additional emotional support, however, also points to an expanding and increasingly complex role for youth workers, who may now be addressing needs that would previously have fallen within the remit of school-based pastoral systems. This raises important implications for how youth services are resourced and trained to respond to young people whose primary source of stability lies outside formal education.

Emotional wellbeing
Existing literature has tended to frame school absence as inherently detrimental to emotional wellbeing, with anxiety frequently identified as both a cause and consequence of non-attendance (Kearney, 2008; Finning et al., 2019). The present findings partially support this.  All six female participants described significant anxiety linked to bullying or feeling unsafe at school, consistent with Finning et al.’s (2019) argument that anxiety and absence can become mutually reinforcing over time.
However, the findings also complicate this picture considerably. Five of the nine participants reported that being out of school had improved their emotional wellbeing, describing feeling calmer, safer and less stressed than they had within the school environment. This finding challenges deficit-oriented accounts of school absence (Thomson and Pennacchia, 2016) and instead supports an emerging body of literature on emotionally based school avoidance, which argues that wellbeing depends less on attendance per se and more on whether a young person’s emotional and social needs are being met within their environment (Thomas and Pattison, 2008; Kunzman and Gaither, 2020). For several participants, school itself appeared to be the source of distress rather than its absence, suggesting that removal from that environment served a protective rather than disruptive function.

Social connectedness and the risk of isolation
A related assumption within the literature is that school absence inevitably leads to social exclusion and loneliness (Kearney, 2008; Children’s Commissioner for England, 2022). This was not generally reflected in the data, eight of the nine participants reported maintaining friendships and participating in social activities, including sport, youth provision and informal peer networks, and did not consider themselves socially isolated. This supports resilience and youth work literature emphasising that belonging and social connectedness need not be contingent on formal educational settings (Masten, 2014; Allen, Vella-Brodrick and Waters, 2018).
This finding should not be read as evidence that school absence carries no social risk. The experience of the single participant who described significant isolation illustrates that, in the absence of alternative social opportunities, prolonged non-attendance can leave young people genuinely disconnected. Taken together, these findings suggest that social outcomes are contingent not on attendance itself but on access to alternative spaces of belonging,  a distinction with direct implications for how support is targeted.

Structure and Routine
Where structure and meaningful activity were absent, however, participants were more likely to describe difficulty. Four participants reported becoming drawn into unhealthy routines characterised by excessive gaming, disrupted sleep and a lack of daily structure. This aligns with literature identifying routine and meaningful participation as central to adolescent wellbeing (Masten, 2014), and indicates that the protective effects observed elsewhere in the data were not automatic. Rather, they appeared contingent on the presence of structured alternatives to school.  Without which, the same absence that protected some participants left others without direction.

Family resources and educational inequity
Considerable variation was also evident in the level of family support participants received. While some described minimal parental engagement with learning following school departure, others had access to highly structured arrangements, including online learning, private tutoring and independently funded examination entry. Five participants had GCSEs arranged and funded by parents. This variation supports existing literature on the role of parental capacity and resource in shaping educational outcomes outside mainstream schooling (Kunzman and Gaither, 2020), suggests that the wellbeing benefits associated with school absence in this study may not be equally accessible to all young people. Where families lacked the resources or confidence to provide structured support, the risks associated with non-attendance appeared more pronounced. This raises questions of educational equity that extend beyond the scope of individual wellbeing and into broader policy considerations around support for young people outside formal education.

Future orientation and Resilience
Finally, participants’ outlook on their futures was markedly more optimistic than existing literature on school absence might predict, much of which links non-attendance to poor long-term outcomes (Department for Education, 2024). Most participants expressed confidence that opportunities would emerge, with several describing genuine excitement about future education or employment. This optimism may reflect the protective influence of family support and trusted adult relationships in fostering resilience (Masten, 2014), suggesting that young people outside mainstream education may conceptualise pathways into employment and qualification differently from traditional models, rather than necessarily holding diminished aspirations.

Taken together, these findings resist a singular account of how school absence affects wellbeing. Rather, the data point to a highly individualised picture, shaped by the interaction of trusted relationships, family resource, routine and access to alternative social spaces, with youth work emerging as a particularly significant protective factor throughout. This suggests that attendance alone is an insufficient indicator of wellbeing, and that practitioners and researchers would benefit from a more relational framework one that considers the quality of support and connection available to young people both within and beyond formal education.
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study explores “How the absence of formal schooling affects the social and emotional wellbeing of young people” and the factors shaping their experiences outside mainstream education.  Interviews with nine participants aged 16 and 17 examined the impact of non-attendance on emotional wellbeing, social relationships, educational engagement and perceptions of future opportunity. 
The findings show that these experiences are complex and cannot be understood through a solely deficit-based lens.  While anxiety, bullying and behavioural difficulties were significant contributors to absence, many participants reported improved emotional wellbeing after leaving mainstream education, describing greater safety, reduced stress and increased emotional stability.  This challenges the assumption that non-attendance is inherently harmful.
Social isolation was also not widely experienced.  Most participants sustained friendships, engaged in social activities and accessed support through family and youth services, suggesting that connectedness and wellbeing depend less on school attendance itself than on the quality of relationships and opportunities for participation available to young people.  However, participants lacking family support or structured learning opportunities faced heightened vulnerability, underscoring the risks that can accompany educational absence.
The most significant finding was the protective role of relational support, particularly through youth services.  Consistent with youth work literature, trusted relationships, emotional support and voluntary engagement emerged as key factors shaping participants wellbeing and confidence about the future.  
Overall, the study suggests that understanding young people’s experiences outside of mainstream education requires a nuanced, relationship approach that recognises both the challenges and opportunities associated with education absence.
More broadly, this study suggests that school attendance alone is an insufficient measure of a young person's wellbeing or prospects.  What emerges most strongly is that relational continually, rather than educational setting, underpins positive outcomes for young people outside mainstream schooling.  This has clear implications for practice and policy.  Services supporting young people who are absent from school should prioritise relationship based, voluntary working over compliance driven interventions.  The youth work approach, characterised by trust, informal education and young people’s voluntary participation (Jeffs and Smith, 2005), appears particularly well suited to support the cohort, and its principles could usefully inform wider educational and welfare responses to non-attendance.
In relation to the research question, the study has answered it substantially, demonstrating that the impact of educational absence on wellbeing is neither uniform nor inevitable, but shaped by the presence or absence of protective relationships.  However, the small sample of nine participants drawn from a single geographical area, limits the generalisability of these findings, and the study cannot fully capture the diversity of experiences among young people outside mainstream education nationally.
Further research involving larger and more geographically diverse samples is needed to test whether these patterns hold across different context and longitudinal research would help clarify whether the emotional improvements reported here are sustained over time.  Such work would strengthen the evidence based for relational, youth work informed approach to supporting young people beyond mainstream education.
Based on these findings, several practical recommendations emerge for working with young people outside mainstream education.
1. Prioritise relationship-based support – Given that trusted relationships and voluntary engagement emerged as the strongest protective factor, youth services and alternative providers should embed relational continuity, such as consistent core workers, as a core element of practice rather than an add-on (Jeffs and Smith, 2005).
1. Challenge deficit-based assumptions – Findings indicate that non-attendance is not inherently harmful.  Practitioners and policy makers should therefore look beyond attendance figures alone and give greater weight to young people’s emotional wellbeing and existing support networks when assessing their needs.
1. Strengthen family engagement – Since participants without family support appeared more vulnerable, early low intensity family support could be offered alongside youth work provisions, without requiring formal referral thresholds.
1. Build structured but flexible learning opportunities – Access to informal or part-time learning, rather than full reintegration into mainstream schooling, may better support emotional stability and future confidence.
These recommendations are intentionally modest in scope, reflecting the study’s small sample size, and are best understood as areas warranting further attention rather than definitive prescriptions for practice.
Reflecting on this research process, undertaking a qualitive study of this kind has deepened my understanding of the value of relational, youth work informed approaches, and highlighted the importance of listening to young people’s own accounts rather that relying solely on institutional data when evaluating their wellbeing.
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