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Summary

Summary

The Northern Ireland Drug Information and Research Strategy highlighted 

school exclusion as an area in urgent need of research. It would appear, 

however, that despite a concern about the impact of school exclusion and 

increased concern about links to substance using behaviours, relatively 

little research has been completed within this field. This deficit in 

knowledge is particularly apparent in Northern Ireland. The overall aim of 

the present study was, therefore, to examine the substance using 

behaviours of young people aged 14 to 15 who have been excluded from 

school.

The data were collected using a semi-structured interview, allowing 
participants to express views and ideas, alongside capturing specific 

information on substance misuse. Data collected from the interviews were 
supplemented by information obtained from questionnaires completed by 

key-workers associated with the young people. The initial sample 

contained 64 young people aged 14 to 15 (43 males and 21 females). 
Following a gap of approximately one year, 25 young people (14 males 
and 11 females) were re-interviewed to examine how their lives had 

changed over the final year of compulsory schooling.

Results from this study found that there were high levels of engagement in 

substance using behaviours compared to young people within mainstream 

school. The most popular substances of ever use were cigarettes, alcohol, 

cannabis and solvents. Other drugs such as ecstasy, amphetamines and 

LSD were also used but to a lesser extent. Poly-substance use was also 

found within the sample. For some, substance using behaviours began 

prior to exclusion from school. The young people self-reported, however, 

that these behaviours escalated post exclusion. Exploration of the 

reasons behind substance use highlighted the complex nature of these 

relationships and implications for how they are tackled.
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Summary

Individual experiences of school exclusion were also varied, both in terms 

of the reason for exclusion and the educational provision available 

thereafter. Raising concerns about the consistency of approach used to 

educate these young people and the impact it will have on their 

development.
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Introduction

Introduction

The Department for Education and Employment (1999a) stated that even 

at its peak in 1996-1997, fewer than two in every thousand children 

experienced permanent school exclusion. Equally, figures on the 

prevalence of official school exclusion in Northern Ireland indicate that a 

small minority of approximately 0.02% of the school-aged population were 

excluded for those academic years 1996-1997 and 2000-2010. Although 

affecting relatively few school children, the issue of school exclusion has 

generated a large degree of social and political significance and therefore 

demands the attention of researchers and policy makers (Berridge et. al. 

2001).

Reasons for increased interest in those who have been excluded from 
school have been attributed to concerns surrounding the all-encompassing 

problem of social exclusion, with experts such as Daniels and Cole (2010) 
identifying school exclusion as a ‘possible precursor to exclusion from 

society’. In addition, links to problem substance using behaviours have 
heightened concerns about the impact of school exclusion on the lives of 

young people (Scaife et al., 2009). Several large scale studies, conducted 

by Flood-Page (2000), and McCrystal et al. (2007) have noted that school 
excludees have a significantly higher level of substance use compared to 

school attendees and provide support for both concerns and the need for 
further work in this area.

Despite concern surrounding substance use in Northern Ireland, little is 

known about the extent and nature of the problem in relation to vulnerable 

groups such as school excludees (McCrystal, 2009). Most research to 

date has been conducted in England and Wales and many of the policy 

initiatives in place to help such young people are therefore based on 

research conducted outside Northern Ireland.

Even our knowledge of general issues in relation to school excludees in 

Northern Ireland is limited. Some research, for example Barr and Kilpatrick
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Introduction

(1998), has attempted to address this imbalance. This research examined 

both the rates and official reasons for exclusion and has been extremely 

influential in both the generation of policy and practice in Northern Ireland 

in the last 10 years. The Northern Ireland Drug Information and Research 

Strategy: A Consultative Paper, (2006) has also highlighted school 

exclusion as an area for consideration within its Information and Research 

programme. This makes the topic an important one within contemporary 

social work, particularly in relation to the facilities available to those young 

people not attending mainstream school and their value to supporting 

development through to adulthood.

The current piece of research will, therefore, attempt to increase the 

knowledge base about school excludees through an examination of the 

experiences of school exclusion and the substance using behaviours of 

such young people within Northern Ireland.

The methodological approach to be used in this study will employ both 

qualitative and quantitative research techniques. Reasons for using this 
duel approach are outlined in Chapter Four, which discusses in greater 

depth the methodological approach used in this study.

Aims and Objectives of Research

• Aim
The main aim of this research is to examine the substance using 

behaviours of young people aged 14 to 15 who have been excluded from 

school.

• Objectives

This study has a number of key objectives

1. To examine the experience of school exclusion from the young 

person’s perspective.

4
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2. To examine past and present substance using of a sample of young 

people excluded from school. An overall history of substance use 

and anti-social behaviours will be obtained. By using a test re-test 

schedule the study will measure how these behaviours change 

during the last two years of compulsory education.

3. To assess the application of the research findings to policy and 

practice. This will be done by identifying risk factors that have a 

particular impact on the development and progress of substance 

use and anti-social behaviours and their value to interventions 

targeted at reducing substance use and anti-social behaviours.

• Research Questions
This study will attempt to answer the following research questions.

1. What are the experiences of school exclusion from the young person’s 
perspective?

2. What are the substance using behaviours of the young people 
excluded from school?

3. How do these substance using behaviours change or develop between 

the ages of fourteen and sixteen?

4. What implications do the results have for current policy and practice?

Thesis Structure
Chapter One: School Exclusion: Policy and Practice
This chapter begins by defining school exclusion and then continues with 

an examination of current policy and practice in relation to school 

exclusion. It then goes on to examine existing literature pertaining to 

school exclusion, highlighting the prevalence, and official reasons for 

school exclusion.

Chapter Two: The Impact of School Exclusion
This chapter explores current literature on School exclusion examining 

both risk factors for and impact of school exclusion. This chapter will also

5
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begin the discussion on substance use among young people excluded 

from school that will be fully examined in chapter three.

Chapter Three: A discussion of Substance Misuse among Young 

People
This chapter opens with a definition of substance use, including both an 

examination of the policy and legal framework through which such 

behaviours are dealt with. It then goes on to examine current literature 

that examines the aetiology of such behaviours among young people 

within society and in particular young people excluded from school.

Chapter Four: Methodology
This chapter outlines the methodological approach utilised in this study to 

address the aims and objectives stated above. This includes details of the 

sample and how they were accessed, the procedure, including details of 
the pilot, and the interview schedules. This chapter also contains details of 

ethical issues of particular significance to the study and how they were 
addressed and a discussion of the theoretical underpinnings of the study

Chapter Five: Findings
This chapter is divided into four main sections; detailing the key findings of 

the current study. The first section provides an examination of the young 

people’s substance using behaviours. This is followed by a review of key 

reasons for non-use, onset and continued use, and cessation of substance 

use. The third section begins the examination of experience of school 

exclusion leading to a discussion of the links between exclusion and 

substance use. Finally other factors that were found to be linked to 

substance use are described.

Chapter Six: Conclusion
This final chapter draws together the results found in the present study 

and examines them in relation to existing literature. This chapter also 

draws attention to how this research can be used to aid both policy and 

practice in relation to school excludees. It also highlights the limitations of

6
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this research, how it could have been improved and identifies areas for 

future research.
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Chapter One

Chapter One: School Exclusion: Policy and Practice

1.1 Introduction
Within any organisation there is a need to establish both rules and 

sanctions in order to maintain a safe and productive working environment. 

Schools are no different, and as the education system formally established 

itself within legislation, so too did the boundaries of sanctions available for 

dealing with problematic behaviour. To date school exclusion remains the 

most serious reprimand available to a school principal and is generally 

only used as a last resort or in response to extreme behaviour. Before 

examining the impact of this sanction it is important to have a clear 
understanding of what school exclusion means and the legislation 

surrounding it. This chapter will therefore focus on providing a definition of 

school exclusion, examine relevant legislation and provide a statistical 

summary of the current numbers in relation to school exclusion.

1.2 Definition of School Exclusion
It is first essential to define what it means for a young person to be 

excluded from school and differences in terminology that may cause 
confusion when examining literature. Most notably, in Northern Ireland 

fixed term exclusion is referred to as ‘suspension’ and permanent 

exclusion is referred to as ‘expulsion’. For the purpose of consistency the 

terms ‘fixed term’ and ‘permanent exclusion’ will be used in this study, as 

they are the terms utilised in the majority of published literature.

When defining ‘school exclusion’ Kilpatrick and Barr (2004) refer to the 

legal processes that govern it. This is possibly the simplest approach and 

directs the researcher to only those who have been officially excluded from 

school. Alternatively, school exclusion can be defined by those who are 

subject to it. Melrose (2000) states that when examining school exclusion 

it is essential to be much more flexible in the definition used, pointing to 

Collison (1996) who states that any definition of school exclusion must 

include those who could be described as self-excluded, such as truants 

and those with school phobia. Melrose (2000) also concludes that the

8



Chapter One

term school exclusion must include those who are permanently excluded 

and those who are temporarily excluded from school. Hayden and Dunne 

(2001) provide support for this view stating that it is essential to look at all 

young people who are not currently attending mainstream school and not 

just those who have been removed from school through official legislation. 

In this study young people will therefore be categorised as being excluded 

from school if they are considered to be 'out of school' i.e. no longer 

attending mainstream schooling. Eastwood (2000) provides a useful list of 

four categories of individuals who can be considered for participation in 

this study;

1. Young people excluded from school (i.e. those who have been 

removed from the school's register and will not be re-admitted).

2. Young people suspended from school awaiting placement in a 

Guidance Centre or other supportive provision (i.e. those who are 
retained on the school's register with the aim that they will be re

integrated back into mainstream schooling following therapeutic 

guidance).

3. Students who truant (i.e. a voluntary decision by students to stop 
attending school).

4. Young people who have school-phobia (i.e. those with a difficulty in 

attending school due to a separation/school anxiety problem).

Categories one and two are self explanatory but categories three and four 

require further explanation. Truanting means absence from school without 

permission from either the young person’s parents or school. This often 

involves the young person missing whole days at school or specific 

lessons that they particularly dislike. Often they simply roam the streets 

and town centres or go to someone’s house. Levels of truanting can vary 

from the odd day to a virtually constant absence from school. Kilpatrick et 

al. (1999) states that, ironically, punishment for truancy often involves 

being excluded from school on a fixed or permanent basis. This means 

that young people who have problems with attending school are given an 

official pardon not to attend rather than dealing with the underlying issues.

9
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O’Keefe, (1994) states that as school attendance is compulsory by law, 

failure to comply is in general treated with disapproval rather than with an 

open mind in an attempt to understand the problem.

Another form of truanting is called unofficial exclusion and occurs when a 

young person’s absence from school, although known and often 

encouraged by both parents and the school, is not officially recorded. 

These absences could also therefore be described as “condoned 

absences”, (Osier, et al. 1991). Parental consent for condoned absences 

can be given for a number of reasons;

• The parent/s may not place any importance in formal education and 

therefore do not encourage attending behaviour in the young person.

• The parent/s may have a disability and the young person acts as their 
carer.

• The young person might also act as the carer for younger brothers and 

sisters.

• The parent/s may also allow absence from school when, for example, a 
young person is being bullied or following a period of bullying in an 

attempt to help the young person.

• The young person may also be part of a minority group such as the 
Travelling community whose cultural beliefs and lifestyle make it 

difficult for the young person to attend and maintain a consistent 

schooling pattern.

Although more generally found in very young children, school phobia has 

also been recognised and diagnosed in older children. Here the young 

person has a genuine pathological fear of going to school or some aspect 

of the school environment and refuses to go even under inducement from 

parents, doctors and social services. School refusers, on the other hand, 

exhibit the same determined attitude not to attend school but with fewer of 

the anxiety and fear characteristics (Whitney, 1994).

10
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As the definition of exclusion provided by Eastwood (2000) clearly 

demonstrates, those out of school are made up of more than those who 

have been officially excluded from school. The Belfast Youth and 

Development Study, conducted by the Institute of Child Care Research 

Queen’s University Belfast, is a longitudinal study and provides 

comparative findings to use in the current study (McCrystal et al., 2002, 

2005, 2007). Within their ‘Booster’ sample of young people outside of 

mainstream education they interviewed young people attending voluntary 

projects, ‘Education other than at School’ (EOTAS) and Educational and 

Behavioural Units in the Greater Belfast area. These facilities provide 

educational support for many of the young people highlighted by Eastwood 

as excluded from school.

The legislation in relation to school exclusion discussed in this chapter 

only concerns those who are officially excluded from school. However, the 
post exclusion policy and managing all young people classed as ‘out of 

school’ is similar. As will be discussed later, the eclectic nature of the 

individuals that make up school excludees creates problems for assessing 
the scale of the problem and the management of school excludees. It also 
makes it very difficult to investigate such young people in a representative 

and meaningful manner. Every attempt was made within the current study 

to gain access to such a representative sample. The problems faced in 

gaining access to such young people and the approach taken within this 

study are discussed within the methodology in Chapter Four.

1.3: School Exclusion Legislation
The following section examines education legislation, policy and practice 

in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. Legislation pertaining 

to all four regions will be discussed as all have evolved from the same 

early beginnings and set in context later discussions on the prevalence of 

school exclusion in each region.

11
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1.3.1 Education Legislation in the United Kingdom: The Beginnings
The Forster Education Act (1870) made education compulsory for all 

young people aged 5-12. The introduction of compulsory schooling at this 

time was in direct response to the emerging industrial revolution of the 

later half of the nineteenth century, bringing with it a need for educated 

workers (Aries, 1973). This Act firmly established the link between the 

government and their commitment to educating the young for economic 

purposes. As Whitney stated:

“From the beginning education has been as much about the needs of 

society as a whole as for the benefit of the individual concerned”

(Whitney, 1994: 16)

Through the Education Act (1944) the Conservative Government of the 

time headed by Winston Churchill recognised the importance of a 

compulsory education system for all young people for the economic and 

social well being of the country. The Act can be regarded as setting the 
foundations for the present day tri-partite education system, introducing 
the structure of primary, secondary and further education that we 

recognise today. This Act also brought in a selection process, whereby 

young people aged 11-15 were streamed into secondary schools based on 

their abilities and aptitudes by means of an objective examination. This, 

therefore, largely abolished the old system of payment for places. This 

system still existed in Northern Ireland until 2002 when it was announced 

by the then Minister for Education, Caitn'ona Ruane, that the system was 

to be abolished. Final 11+ examinations were taken in 2009. With no 

agreed position on the way forward and fierce opposition to a proposed 

comprehensive system, grammar schools banded together into two 

consortia, the Association for Quality Education (AQE) and the Post 

Primary Transfer Consortium. Transfer tests for both consortia have been 

administered since 2009 and together keep the grammar school system 

very much alive within Northern Ireland. A grammar school system still 

exists in England, Wales and Scotland but to a lesser extent with only a 

handful of schools operating a selection test for new students. The Act

12
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also tapped into the social welfare of young people and made it the 

obligation of local education authorities to provide school meals, free milk 

and health inspections for all young people. This is no longer the case as 

local education authorities no longer provide free milk and school meal 

provision is now means tested. The Education Act (1972) further 

highlighted the Governments commitment to education by extending 

compulsory education to age 16.

Although early legislation was primarily concerned with creating a 

compulsory education system, it was not long before the use of school 

exclusion as a punishment was also legalised in the Education Act (1944). 

As a term “School Exclusion” was officially introduced into the statute 

books by the Education Act (1986). This Act also outlined three types of 

exclusion: ‘permanent’, ‘fixed-term’, and ‘indefinite’. Permanent exclusion 

is categorised as the removal of a student from a school registry, fixed- 
term is where a young person is banned from attending school for a 

certain period of time and indefinite exclusion refers to the process 
whereby a young person is excluded from school with no statement of 

duration but still remains on the school’s register. Schedule Three of this 
Act also laid out the procedure through which parents can appeal against 

a decision to exclude. The value of this provision will be discussed later.

1.3.2 Legislation in England
Mounting concern about the policy of school exclusion encouraged the 

government to develop a number of policy initiatives. The Elton Committee 

report “Disciplines in Schools” (1989) was published, providing a series of 

recommendations aimed at managing problem behaviour within schools. 

Based on this and other reports the Education Act of 1993 made 

substantial changes to the practice of school exclusion, in particular it 

removed the option of “indefinite exclusion”, as it was deemed useless by 

those who tried to enforce it and redefined fixed-term and permanent 

exclusion. Fixed-term exclusion was described as exclusion from school 

for a period of no more than five consecutive days and a maximum of 15 in 

any one term, and permanent exclusion was defined as a young person’s

13
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permanent removal from a school or educational facility. The 1993 

Education Act was subsequently modified by the Education Act (1997) and 

the School Standards and Framework Act (1998). These Acts primarily 

extended the period of fixed term exclusion to 45 days across the school 

year.

The 1993 Act also established the legal status of Pupil Referral Units 

(PRU) and their role in providing an adequate education to those who are 

“out of school”. The Education Act of 1996 further defined the legal 

obligations of PRUs and states that they are legal both as a type of school 

and as Education Other Than at School (EOTAS) project. The primary 

action of the PRU is to provide educational provision for those who are out 

of school, for whatever reason, until such time as they can be reintegrated 

back into mainstream education. As such they are subject to many of the 

regulations that govern mainstream schools, for example health and safety 
and school exclusion procedures. However, as they invariably have 

different needs, due to their smaller group size and the needs of the young 

people who attend them, they also require separate legislation. Section 19 
(two) and Schedule One of the Education Act (1996) contains the majority 
of the legislation that governs PRUs.

To reinforce these legislative changes, the Department for Education (DfE) 

issued a series of circulars beginning in 1994 which provided information 

on the management of discipline in schools. Circular 10/94 provided 

information in relation to the exclusion process; in particular the circular 

outlined the responsibilities of the schools and education authorities within 

the exclusion process. The circular highlighted the underlying principle of 

government legislation stating that exclusion, as a school sanction, should 

be used only under extreme circumstances such as serious breaches of 

school discipline or involvement in criminal activities. The circular also 

stated that unless suitable alternative education arrangements can be 

made then the young person should remain within the school. To aid the 

process of dealing with behavioural problems within the school system, the

14
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circular also provided a list of options to deal with behaviour other than 

exclusion, such as support centres.

Even though the government endeavoured to reduce the number of 

exclusions, it was still thought necessary for them to include guidance on 

post exclusion policies in the form of Circulars 10/99 and 11/99 (DfEE, 

1999b). Here a set of principles was inscribed in an attempt to ensure that 

a young person has the right to fair hearing and appeal. Furthermore, if 

the exclusion is to take place after the hearing, that the young person 

should receive appropriate alternative education. Further amendments 

have been made in the 2002 and 2005 Education Acts placing the onus on 

the Local Education Authority to provide education for those not registered 

at a school. The 2009 Steer Report, ‘Learning Behaviour, Lessons 

Learnt’, recommends the continued use of independent appeals panels to 

exclusion and places a responsibility on the Department of Children, 
Schools and Family to support rather than add pressure to schools with 

high levels of exclusion. These recommendations are as yet to be 
enacted. In 2007 the ‘Children’s Plan’ was also announced, dedicating 

£26.5 million to address the variability of educational provision for those 
excluded from school.

1.3.3 Legislation in Wales
The School Standards and Framework Act (1998) provides the main basis 

for educational legislation in Wales and in particular school exclusion. 

Subsequent amendments have come in the form of the Education Act 

2002 and the Education (Pupil Exclusions and Appeals) (Maintained 

Schools) (Wales) Regulations 2003. In general, however, the actual 

process of exclusion remains similar to those of England and Scotland.

The amendments to the legislation emphasise that schools should only 

use exclusion as a final resort and particularly when dealing with those 

who have special educational needs. Although it does not address the 

issue of unofficial exclusions which will be discussed later it does, 

however, provide a framework for the discussion with LEAs of managed
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transfers. In addition all exclusions must be reported to the Local 

Education Authority. The legislation also takes a step backward removing 

the need for an automatic meeting of the governing body to consider 

cases where a pupil has been officially excluded for 6-15 days. These 

meetings will only take place at the request of the parent and raises 

concerns about parental interest, knowledge or ability to make 

representation on behalf of their child.

1.3.4 Legislation in Scotland
The Scottish Education System differs greatly from those of the rest of the 

UK in terms of legislative framework, curriculum and qualifications system. 

The basic framework of which is a series of Education (Scotland) Acts 

stemming from the Education (Scotland) Act 1980 as amended in 1981 
including:

• The School Boards (Scotland) Act (1988)

• The Self-Governing Schools Act (Scotland) (1989)

• The Education (Scotland) Act (1996)

• Scotland Act (1998)

• Education Act (Scotland) 2000

• Education (Additional Support for Learning (Scotland)) Act (2004)

Under the Scotland Act (1998) the Scottish Parliament took responsibility 

for the entire education system. One of the first acts of the Scottish Office 

Education and Industry Department was to issue ‘Guidance on Issues 

Concerning Exclusion from School’, Circular 2/98 (SOEID, 1998). In an 

attempt to gain greater insight into the problem, the Scottish Parliament 

has also introduced a process of collecting and reporting data on 

exclusions on an annual basis. These statistics are reported in relation to 

a number of demographic and social factors including gender, stage of 

schooling, poverty indicators (free school meals), care provision and 

special education needs (existence of record of needs), and emphasises 

the traditional links between education and social welfare. In general,
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however, the Scottish procedure for exclusion is fairly similar to that of 

England and Wales. No pre exclusion meeting occurs, but there remains a 

right to appeal post exclusion which was further defined in the Education 

Act (2000). The Education Act (2004) also clearly states that the 

Education Authority should consider when excluded the need to provide 

‘adequate and efficient’ educational provision post exclusion.

1.3.5 Legislation in Northern Ireland
Northern Ireland has a similar but separate education system to that of the 

rest of the UK, and has therefore implemented legislation specific to this 

region in relation to school exclusion and school policy. Like Scotland, a 
series of Education (Northern Ireland) Orders have shaped its education 

system and, with particular relevance to this study, the exclusion process 

in Northern Ireland. These orders include the following:

• Education (Nl) Order 1984

• Education and Libraries (Nl) Order 1986

• Education and Libraries (Nl) Order 1993

• Schools (Expulsion of Pupils) (Appeals Tribunals) Regulations (Nl) 
1994

• Schools (Suspensions and Expulsion of Pupils) Regulations (Nl) 1995 

(amended 1998)

• Education and Library Board (Northern Ireland) Order 1996

• Education (Nl) Order 2006

The ethos of legislation implemented in England has heavily influenced 

legislation in Northern Ireland. In particular, the Northern Ireland legislative 

framework for suspension and exclusion, the Education and Libraries 

Order (1993), mirrors legislation for England, making parallel adjustments 

when required. Sections 64 and 65 of the School Standards and 

Framework (England and Wales) Act (1998) have been influential in the 

revised 1998 Schools (Suspension and Expulsion of Pupils) Regulations 

(Nl). Important sections of this legislation have also been copied directly
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into Northern Ireland legislation (Lundy, 1998). For example, Article Three 

of the Education (Nl) Order (1998) is identical to Section (S) 61 of the 

School Standards and Framework Act (1998). Article Three of this 

legislation states that each school is required to have a policy statement in 

relation to school exclusion. The different governing bodies responsible 

for managing schools in Northern Ireland take responsibility for the 

creation and enforcement of such documents. The Education and Library 

Boards (ELB’s) are responsible for drawing policy documents on fixed 

term and permanent exclusions for the controlled schools within their 

areas. The Council for Catholic Maintained School (CCMS) has a similar 

responsibility for the Catholic Maintained Schools. The board of 

Governors, in conjunction with the Head Teacher, are responsible for 

drawing up the legislation for Voluntary schools, Grant-Maintained 

Integrated Schools and Irish-Medium Schools.

Barr et al. (2000) points to three main areas in which the Northern Ireland 

exclusion process differs to that of England, Wales and Scotland.

• The identity of the Excluding Authority

• The requirement in Northern Ireland to have a pre-exclusion meeting

• The procedures for challenging decisions to exclude.

In Northern Ireland there are various excluding authorities, largely due to 

the variation in types of school. There are four different types of secondary 

education facility; controlled schools, maintained schools, voluntary 

grammar schools and integrated schools. Controlled schools are managed 

by local Education and Library Boards, which are the equivalent of Local 

Education Authorities in England and Wales. Maintained and voluntary 

grammar schools have not transferred ownership to the state and the 

Catholic Church maintains the majority of these schools through its 

management body, the Council for Catholic Maintained School (CCMS) 

established in 1989. Grant-maintained integrated schools are run by the 

state with no interference from the dominant churches in Northern Ireland
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and fall under the auspices of the Education and Library Boards. As the 

schools have different controlling bodies the excluding authority is also 

different. However, for all types of school in Northern Ireland, the school 

principal or their representative, with the young person’s parents and 

relevant education authority being informed in writing can issue fixed term 

exclusion. Permanent exclusion can only be issued with approval from the 

relevant Education Controlling Authority.

For a young person to be permanently excluded he/she must already be 
on fixed term exclusion. There then follows a pre-expulsion meeting 

where representatives from the Board of Governors, Education and Library 

Board or the Council for Catholic Maintained School (CCMS) meet with the 

parents and young person. This meeting occurs prior to the child being 

excluded and provides an opportunity for the school, parents, child and 

representatives of the ELB or CCMS to discuss the young person’s 
behaviour and their future, either within the school or outside of it. In 

some instances the young person will be offered an alternative placement 
at another school, which if accepted by the parents, will negate the use of 
exclusion. In general, the existence of pre-exclusion meetings has been 

highly acclaimed due to their impact on resolving problems and thus 

avoiding the need for exclusion, (Parsons, 1999). However, some issues 
with the process have been documented including a lack of legislative 

regulation of the structure of the meeting or general oversight. There are 

also no official statistics indicating how often these meetings occur or how 

many of them result in the withdrawal of the petition for exclusion, 

(Kilpatrick, et al. 1999). To date no publications have been released by the 

Department of Education regarding this information.

In Northern Ireland, as with the rest of the UK, the right to appeal any 

decision to exclude a child from school is set out in legislation. Legislation 

in Northern Ireland has introduced parents’ rights to appeal against 

exclusion (Schools Expulsion of Pupils (Appeals Tribunals) Regulations 

(Nl), 1994). It is the responsibility of the Education and Library Board to 

provide all parents or guardians of excluded young people with information
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about the appeals process. This right of appeal appears, however, to be 

seldom used, for example Kilpatrick et al. (1999) state that of the 76 pupils 

permanently excluded in the academic year 1996/1997 only seven 

appeals were lodged. More recently, figures have been published for the 

academic year 2002/2003, which suggest that only 18 appeals were 

launched against the 75 exclusions made in that year. Of the 18, four were 

withdrawn and nine were unsuccessful. This means that in only five cases 

was it found that the young person was excluded from school without due 

cause, (Department of Education, (Nl) 2004).

The introduction of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (1948), the European Convention on Human Rights (1950) and the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) all provide a 

legal precedent for the right to an education for all young people. In the 

United Kingdom, this right to an education has manifested itself in the 
provision of mandatory free education up to the age of 16. However, 

although signing up to Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (1989), aspects of which have been reiterated in the 

Children Order (Nl) 1995, stating that a young person has a right to have 
their opinion heard and taken into consideration in any matter or procedure 

affecting them; in relation to appealing a decision of exclusion the young 

person cannot appeal on their own behalf. They therefore must rely on 

others to enforce their legal right to an education.

In March 2004, the Department of Education (Northern Ireland) published 

a consultation report entitled: Suspension and Expulsion Procedures 

Proposal for Change. This report was written after concerns that the 

education legislation in relation to school exclusion was outdated having 

received little attention or change since 1995. This included the need to 

include reference to human rights legislation that indirectly impacted on 

the processes governing the education system. The consultation report 

highlights two pieces of legislation with reference to school exclusion. 

Firstly, the Human Rights Act (1998) has been included in domestic law 

and enforces the right to a fair hearing and an education for all young
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people. Secondly, Section 75 of the Northern Ireland (1998) Act, which 

places an obligation on public authorities to encourage social inclusion and 

no-discriminatory practice for those considered ‘at risk’.

Other changes proposed in this paper include a single exclusion 

procedure for all schools, guidance to be issued on the correct use of 

exclusion within school and the encouragement of parental involvement in 

the exclusion process. The paper also noted that detailed information 

needs to be gathered about young people who are excluded from school. 

This would bring Northern Ireland in line with the new Scottish directive 

discussed earlier, which calls for the collection of more information about 

young people excluded from school on an organised regional basis.

This new initiative has been slow to implement. Those requiring legislative 

change have been introduced in the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 
(2006), but commencement orders have not as yet been implemented in 

relation to sections regarding exclusion. The legislation as it stands 

provides little change from previous arrangements but does importantly 
provide more clarification on the process of school exclusion and those 
who should be included in that process.

1.3.6 Northern Ireland Policy Post School Exclusion
Lloyd-Smith (1993) stated that the post exclusion period was a “policy 

vacuum”, with no evident support systems available to parents and 

excluded young people in relation to advice and alternatives to 

mainstream education. Barr and Kilpatrick (2000) also stated that the 

legislation surrounding school exclusion has focused on the procedures 

that must be followed in order to have a child excluded from school, and 

says little about procedures and responsibilities to the child post exclusion. 

In response to this lack of guidance the Department for Education and 

Employment (1999a) issued guidance on practice and procedures in 

England in relation to school exclusion in an attempt to bring legislation 

and law closer together. The Department of Education (2004) also 

criticises the current exclusion procedure in Northern Ireland, indicating
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that it is underdeveloped, unclear and ignores the human rights of the 

young person involved. This “policy vacuum” has led theorists and 

researchers to voice concerns about the impact that a failure to 

appropriately deal with exclusion can have. In particular Parsons 

(Commission Racial Equality, 1997) stated that it is possible that the 

process of exclusion can bring about feelings of rejection from society that 

contributes to the development of an unemployed, alienated underclass.

More recently, steps have been taken within legislation in Northern Ireland 

to improve this situation. The Education (Northern Ireland) Order (2006) 

firmly places responsibility on Board of Governors to provide appropriate 

education for a young person who has been excluded from school in 

relation to their age, ability and needs. Additionally, the Children (Nl) 

Order (1995), and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child also provide a legal impetus for supporting children in this post 
exclusion period. Specifically to Northern Ireland the Children (Nl) Order 

(1995) establishes a legal foundation for acting in the best interest of the 
child through its paramountcy of the child ethos. In addition Article 17 of 

this Order provides a definition of “children in need” and in doing so 

attempts to identify those young people who are most at risk of 
developmental problems. Article 17 of the Children Order (Nl) 1995 

defined a young person as being 'in need1 if he or she:

(a) Is unlikely to achieve or maintain, or have the opportunity of 

achieving or maintaining, a reasonable standard of health or development 

without the provision for him/her of services by a Board;

(b) His/her health or development is likely to be significantly impaired, or 

further impaired, without the provision for him/her of such services;

(c) He/she is disabled.

This definition identifies “Children in Need” as those who have problems in 

all areas of development including physical, intellectual, emotional, social 

and behavioural. In doing so this article identifies young people who are 

likely to require intervention to ensure that their rights are upheld and their
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needs met. Young people who are excluded from school are likely to meet 

the criteria of being “children in need” as they may not receive all of the 

opportunities available to other young people who remain within the school 

system, for full intellectual, emotional, social or behavioural development 

to take place. However, even though the Children (Nl) Order (1995) owes 

much to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in 

relation to education legislation, there has been no direct reference made 

to acting in the “best interest of the child” or “listening to the child”. The 

UN committee have criticised UK legislation as a whole, particularly in 

relation to failure to provide an opportunity for young people to respond to, 

or appeal against exclusion, (UNCRC, 1998).

In response to such criticism the position of a Children’s Commissioner 

has been created within the Northern Ireland Executive. The role of the 

commissioner is to promote the rights of young people, and to ensure that 
these rights are taken into consideration by all other Ministers in the 

Northern Ireland Assembly, local authorities, other public bodies and 
voluntary and private organisations. The office of the commissioner 

provides help for young people to challenge any of the above institutions if 
they neglect the rights of the child. It is possible that through this 

commission a young person may be allowed to become an active member 

in decisions made about their educational future, something still currently 

denied through legislation.

In general, the official policy towards those who have been excluded from 

school is to provide them with an education that will meet both their human 

rights and educational needs. For those who cannot find a placement 

within a mainstream school, alternative facilities must be found. In 

Northern Ireland this usually means home or group tuition provided by 

initiatives such as Education Other Than at School (EOTAS), Special 

Support Programmes for Peace and Reconciliation (SSPPR), the Juvenile 

Justice Agency and voluntary organisations. Kilpatrick et al. (1999) notes 

that a number of young people excluded had not been placed within 

initiatives such as these. This included young people waiting for a place in
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a special school, such as an education and behavioural unit, and older 

adolescents who were disaffected with school and/or were posing 

behaviour management problems to staff in their placement.

1.3.7 Summary of Legislation
Education systems in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland all 
originate from the same legislation dating back to the late 19th Century. 

Changes in the governance and characteristics of each of these regions 

has however resulted in their education systems and associated legislation 

evolving to be region specific. This section has attempted to provide an 

overview of this legislation and the developments in each region. In doing 

so research discussed in this thesis completed in the different regions can 

be contextualised. Although similar subtle differences such as the need for 

pre exclusion meetings and differences in excluding authorities in Northern 

Ireland compared to the rest of the UK emphasise the importance of 
conducting regional based research into young people who have been 

excluded from school.

1.4 The Prevalence of School Exclusion
Existing literature indicates that there was a worrying increase in the 

prevalence of school exclusion during the 1990’s adding to the need for 

educational reform to tackle this problem (Collins et al., 2002; Education 

and Training Expectorate, 2000; Kilpatrick et al., 1999). Parsons (1999) 

reports that the rise in the rates of school exclusion in the UK can be 

directly linked to government policy. In particular, the 1988 Education 

Reform Act introduced what could be described as a business-like 

approach to the management of schools, encouraging competition 

between schools in areas such as academic achievement and behaviour 

management in order to gain parental choice for their children to attend 

the schools. This competition is further fuelled by the publication of 

performance league tables and media “naming and shaming” campaigns 

drawing attention to schools with poor educational attainment and 

behaviour problems (David, 1999). In the face of the negative effects of 

‘bad press’, Parsons suggests that schools are being inadvertently
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encouraged to remove troublesome students. This argument is supported 

by Wright et al. (2000), who directly links the rise in exclusion from school, 

both temporary and permanent, to the excessive instructions and changes 

in the National Curriculum, league tables based on the academic 

performance of schools, changes in Office for Standards in Education 

(OFSTED) inspections, and a reduction in the support services offered by 

LEA’s and their contribution to the encouragement of a school ethos of 

removing difficult young people from schools.

The Department for Education has monitored the prevalence of school 

exclusion in England since the early 1990s. However, until recently no 

such annual statistics were available for Northern Ireland (Eastwood, 

2000), Wales or Scotland. Information from all jurisdictions supports a 

general decline in official rates of school exclusion in recent years. Tables 

1a and b show comparable numbers and rates of school exclusion across 
England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

Table la: Number of Permanent School Exclusions1

Dates England Wales Scotland Northern
Ireland

2004/2005 9570 465 271 63
2005/2006 9330 438 264 54
2006/2007 8680 291 248 45
2007/2008 8130 241 164 25
2008/2009 6550 213 87 36
2009/2010 5740 185 67 22

Table 1b: Rates of Permanent School Exclusions (Percent per 1000
pupils)
Dates England Wales2 Scotland Northern

Ireland
2004/2005 0.013 0.4 0.02
2005/2006 0.012 0.4 0.02
2006/2007 0.012 0.4 0.02
2007/2008 0.011 0.5 0.2 0.01
2008/2009 0.01 0.4 0.1 0.01
2009/2010 0.01 0.5 0.1 0.01

1 All Information obtained from individual Department of Education websites.
2 Rates were not available for Wales for the year 2004/05 to 2006/07
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Overall, when compared to the actual school age population rates, the 

proportion of school exclusions in Northern Ireland is relatively smaller 

than Scotland and Wales but similar to England. However, even though 

there are undoubtedly similarities between legislation in Northern Ireland 

and the rest of the United Kingdom, Parsons (1999) states that the legal 

procedures in Northern Ireland in relation to school exclusion are less 

severe and more realistic than those set out in other areas within the 

United Kingdom, such as the inclusion of pre-excluding meetings that 

discuss the behaviour and future of the young person prior to considering 

any decision to exclude. This makes excluding a child in Northern Ireland 

more difficult. Barr and Kilpatrick, (2000) states that this difference in 

attitude towards exclusion in Northern Ireland may account for the 

difference in the levels of exclusion rather than a reflection of actual higher 

rates of problematic behaviour in other regions compared to Northern 

Ireland.

Collins et al. (2002) states that whilst exclusion figures in Northern Ireland 

are relatively lower to those for England, considerably lower numbers of 
excluded young people in Northern Ireland return to mainstream 
education. Kilpatrick et al. (1999) found that of those excluded in the 

academic year 1996-1997 only 6.6% (five individuals out of 76) returned to 

mainstream education, a figure much lower than the 40% proposed by the 

SEU (1998) for reintegration rates in England in the same academic year. 

McCrystal et al. (2007) also found that once excluded few return to 

mainstream education in Northern Ireland.

In addition, official school exclusion figures are thought to be a gross 

underestimation of the actual problem due to the contentious issue of 

unofficial exclusions, (Stirling, 1992; Department for Education and 

Employment, 1994b; Social Exclusion Unit, 1998; Berridge et al., 2001). 

Through this process schools discourage young people from continuing 

within the school environment or parents are asked to remove their child 

from school under threat of official exclusion.
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Vulliamy (2001) goes further stating that the official statistics on exclusion 

rates are in effect social constructions and, as such, lack both reliability 

and validity. Eastwood (2000) demonstrates this by highlighting both the 

social process involved in exclusion and the variations in the reporting 

methods between various schools and Local Education Authorities. Some 

researchers have gone as far as to suggest that the apparent drop in rates 

of exclusion in England and Wales during 1997-2000 could be explained 

by schools adopting the practice of unofficial exclusion and managed 

transfers, (Munn et al., 2000; and Osier et al., 2001). More recently, in a 

review of school exclusion in Northern Ireland the Department of 

Education also reported that schools sometimes used school exclusion as 

a threat in order that parents would remove their child from the school, 

(Dept Ed, 2004).

Guidelines clearly and repeatedly have stated that these practices are 
unacceptable; in particular Circular 10/94 strongly discouraged the use of 

unofficial exclusions throughout the UK. However, it would appear that 
unofficial exclusions are still a flourishing practice (Department of 
Education (Northern Ireland, 2004). The Childs Commission for Wales 

published an investigation of this practice in Wales in 2007, stemming from 

complaints made by one parent whose child was unofficially excluded. 
This report highlighted both the gaps in legislation and the pressures on 

schools leading to such practices. With no change in the legislation the 

report states that there is little support for schools to stop engaging in such 

behaviours. Similarly, in England in 2008 and again in 2011 the 

Government issued guidance to schools clearly stating that unofficial 

exclusions were illegal and should be challenged, (Department of 

Education, 2011).

The level of unofficial exclusions is however difficult to determine. Stirling 

(1992) states that probably only 10% of exclusions both fixed term and 

permanent are actually recorded in the official rates. This means that the 

actual rate of school exclusion could be as much as 10 times as great as 

official figures would suggest. Although avoiding such issues as
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stigmatisation the needs of some young people, both educationally and 

emotionally, are not being met (Stirling 1992, Brodie 1999). This is in 

contradiction to both Human Rights Legislation (UNCRC, 1998) and the 

Children (Nl) Order (1995) discussed earlier.

Parsons (1999) states that this manipulation of the figures makes it difficult 

to compare both the rates and experiences of exclusion between 

countries, even those within the UK itself. Current information is based 

solely on official statistics and would indicate a decline in the use of school 

exclusion as a sanction. However, the on-going concern about the impact 

of school exclusion coupled with the unknown factor of unofficial or 

unreported exclusions provides support for continued research in this 

area.

1.5 Reasons for School Exclusion
A lack of consistent documentation and classification of the reasons for 
school exclusion makes it difficult to obtain an unequivocal understanding 

of what has led young people to become excluded from school. Neither 
circular 10/94 (DFE, 1994) nor circular 10/99 (DfEE, 1999a) called for the 
naming of specific reasons for permanent exclusion. However, in a recent 

publication the Department of Education for the first time produced 

statistics on school exclusion including the official reasons for such actions 

(DfE, 2011). In Northern Ireland however for the 2003/2004 academic 

year onwards, in line with recommendations made in the Department of 

Education Report Suspension and Procedures Proposals for Change 

(2004), reasons for official permanent exclusions have been reported. 

According to the latest information published for 2009/10 commonly 

reported reasons include persistence infringement of school rules, physical 

and verbal abuse and substance misuse. Although developments in the 

official recording of reasons for exclusion are a welcome step forward; 

Berridge et al. (2001) warn that reducing the reasons for school exclusion 

to broad categories, such as bad behaviour, is an oversimplification, which 

fuels media outcries of a rise in problematic behaviour and ever widening 

social decay.

28



Chapter One

Smith (1998) also argues that simply examining official reasons for school 

exclusion will serve little in the quest for understanding and managing the 

problem. Such official reasons, Smith claims, merely categorise certain 

behaviours and provide little explanation of the context for the behaviour or 

its seriousness. For example providing the reason of “disruptive 

behaviour” tells little about what actually occurred. Official reasons are 

also often criticised for being vague and dramatising, for example the 

reason “theft” includes everything from stealing another child’s lunch box 

to house breaking. It is therefore clear that, just as looking at the official 

statistics is limited in identifying the scale of the problem, looking at official 

reasons for exclusions tells us little about the nature of the problem. Steer 

(2009) states that there has also been a failure to stop the practice of 

unofficial exclusion thus making the national data incomplete in relation to 
both rates and reasons for school exclusion.

Adding to concerns about official statistics in relation to school exclusion, 

Vulliamy and Webb (2001) found that there were often discrepancies 
between the actual reasons for exclusion and the recorded reason. 

Daniels et al. (2003), in their study of ten Local Education Authorities 
(LEAs) in England and Wales, found that LEA’s used different descriptors 

when listing the reason for the exclusion. There was also no systematic 

manner to record this information across the LEAs. This suggests that 

data gathered in relation to the reasons behind school exclusion are 

subjective, making them difficult to compare and gain a true national 

picture.

Official information on reasons for school exclusion, even though 

potentially flawed, provide a useful step forward in reviewing school 

exclusion and add to our understanding when complimented by more in- 

depth findings from qualitative and quantitative research. Such studies 

include Hayden et al. (1998) and Daniels et al. (2003) which highlight the 

extent of physical aggression as a reason for exclusion; finding a variety of 

behaviours included in this category such as fighting, bullying and 

threatening behaviours. In contrast Berridge et al. (2001) points to
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disruptive or difficult behaviour in the classroom as the main reason for 

both fixed and permanent exclusion. Duncan and McCrystal (2002) 

produced a composite list of reasons given by schools for excluding pupils 

based on the existing literature in this field. These documented behaviours 

range from relatively minor breaches of school policy, such as smoking 

and not doing homework, to much more serious acts, such as aggressive 

behaviour and physical violence. This would suggest that the documented 

reason for exclusion is often the final act of defiance and, also, that there 

is variation between schools as to their use of school exclusion as a 

sanction.

Osier et al. (2001) suggested that there is often more than one reason for 

school exclusion and that poor relationships with the school often 

exacerbate a young person’s problems and brings about an increased 

likelihood of exclusion. This is highlighted by research conducted by 
Hayden and Dunne (2001) who found that parents believed that 

personality clashes between the young person and teachers was an 

underlying reason for exclusion in 60% of the 80 families sampled. This 
research also found that 78% of the parents believed that other influencing 

factors in their child’s exclusion included the schools concern about their 

public image, performance league tables, making examples to other pupils 
and other parents complaining about their child. They also state that 

parents felt that schools did not take into consideration problem 

behaviours resulting from difficulties at home.

Eastwood (2000), Kilpatrick et al. (1999) and the Social Exclusion Unit 

(1998) all state that school exclusion is often the result of repeated minor 

offences, which appear quite insignificant when viewed in isolation. 

OFSTED (1996) also reported that it is not sufficient to view exclusion 

simply in terms of the act that brought it about, stating that exclusion is 

often the result of a series of behaviours that culminate in the exclusion, 

(the final straw), and that the young persons behavioural history must also 

be taken into consideration. In particular, attention should be given to low 

attendance, volatility and periodic aggression, strained relationships with
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adults, and alcohol and substance use, as such behaviours are thought to 

be endemic with wider problems such as social exclusion.

1.6 Summary
This chapter has provided an overview of contemporary legislation, policy 

and prevalence of exclusion from school. The initial education legislation 

established a system of education for all young people in England, Wales, 

Scotland and Northern Ireland. However changes in political governance 

have resulted in changes to the system of education provided within each 

of these areas. A general trend running through all legislation is the 

discouragement of the use of exclusion in general as a punishment.

The problems assessing the global impact of school exclusion lie heavily 
in a failure to accurately record both the rate of exclusion and the 

circumstances behind it. Official reasons for school exclusion are illusive, 
vague and prone to interpretational problems. Independent research 
sheds some light, detailing the complex nature of school exclusion and 

highlighting that it is often the culmination of multiple behavioural problems 
and episodes that result in exclusion rather than one single action.

There is also a failure to record important information such as the social 
circumstances of the young person excluded from school and the extent of 

any educational and behavioural problems. Without appropriate regional 

information about young people excluded from school it is difficult to 

compare exclusion on a national basis. Appropriate documentation would 

allow for comparisons to be drawn between regions and can therefore 

more appropriately influence national and local policy and practice.
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Chapter Two: The Impact of School Exclusion

2.1 Introduction
Chapter One provided an introduction to school exclusion through policy 

and official statistics. The following chapter will look at literature examining 

who is vulnerable to becoming excluded from school and the impact it has 

on them.

2.2 Groups Vulnerable to School Exclusion
Research into the attributes of young people excluded from school has 

identified certain groups of young people who appear to be over
represented amongst the school excludee population. Being a member of 

one or more of these groups may have a cumulative impact on individuals, 
and increase their risk of exclusion from school. Hayden (1997), however, 

also states that the influence of these factors can also be exacerbated, 
particularly within the school environment, when accompanied by school 

and educational authorities under pressure and teachers with 
unmanageable workloads. The following section looks in turn at some of 

the main groups identified by research as over-represented among school 

excludees.

2.2.1 The Gender Imbalance
Research has consistently identified a gender imbalance, with males being 

over represented in the school exclusion population (OFSTED, 1996; 

SEU, 1998b; Hayden and Dunne, 2001; DfES 2002a, DfE 2011). This 

inequality can also be seen in the figures reported for Northern Ireland. 

Kilpatrick et al. (1999) found that in the academic year 1996/1997 males 

were four times more likely to be excluded from school than females. 

Figures for the academic year 2009/10 by the Department of Education 

Northern Ireland indicate that the majority of young people officially 

excluded from school were male; a trend identified in all previous years 

since recording began in 2003/04. Researchers would suggest that this is 

because of behavioural differences between males and females, pointing 

to research such as Keenan and Shaw (1997) who found that males
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exhibit greater physical aggression and more externalising behaviour 

problems than girls. These behaviours are more likely to result in 

exclusion.

2.2.2 Ethnic Minorities
An imbalance has also been noted in the rates of ethnic minorities present 

within those who are excluded from school. Although the majority of young 

people excluded in the UK are white males, young black people, especially 

African-Caribbean boys, make up a disproportionate percentage of school 

excludees in relation to the overall population, (Grant and Brooks, 1998; 

Audit Commission, 1996; DfEE, 1999a; Harris et al., 2000; SEU, 1998b; 

Osier and Hill, 1999; Osier et al., 2001). OFSTED (1996) inspections for 

the 1993/1994 academic year found that African-Caribbean students were 

excluded at approximately six times the rate of white students.

Some research has shown a direct link between a young person’s ethnicity 
and the decision to exclude them, (Bourne et al., 1994; Sewell 1997). 

Directly stating that the over-representation of ethnic minorities is due to 
the impact of racism on teaching, at both an individual and institutional 

level. Researchers, such as Blair (2001), found that groups of young black 

people believed that, in their personal experience, a number of teachers 
were racist. Sewell (1997) and Wright et al. (2000) state that 

misinterpretation of cultural differences can often lead to 

misunderstandings causing calls of racism. These cultural differences can 

be as subtle as body language, such as an imposing stance, and 

personality traits to differences in cultural dress (Blythe and Milner, 1996; 

Gillborn, 1999; Klein, 1999; Majors et al., 2001; Osier and Hill, 1999; 

Sewell, 1997). These authors, however, also state that as well as genuine 

misinterpretations due to cultural differences some teachers do express 

negative racial stereotypes of ethnic minority groups.

Racism within communities is a national concern and has impacted on 

new education initiatives. Following the MacPherson Report (1999) into 

the murder of Stephen Lawrence, the Scottish Executive implemented a
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procedure whereby more details, including ethnicity, are recorded about 

young people excluded from school (SEED, 1999).

More recent figures from the Department of Education (2011) again report 

a continued over-representation of young people form the Black Caribbean 

community among those excluded from school. They also draw attention 

to the high levels of other ethnic minorities, in particular Travellers of Irish 

Heritage and those of Gypsy/Roma decent.

2.2.3 Religion
Until recent years in Northern Ireland our societal divide was religion rather 

than ethnicity and our education system, either by fault or design, has also 

been considered to be divided by religion. It is difficult to estimate whether 
this divide in our society has any impact on the rate of exclusion. 

However, the Department for Education (Northern Ireland) (DENI) (2004) 

did report that more young people were excluded from Catholic Maintained 

Schools than any other type of school in Northern Ireland and thus 
suggests that Roman Catholics are more likely to be excluded from school 
than those from other faiths in Northern Ireland, particularly those from the 

Protestant community. However, the report also highlights the vast 

differences in the scheme of acceptable behaviours used by different 
schools as a guide to exclusion. This makes it unclear as to whether there 

is a religious inequality in Northern Ireland or simply differences in dealing 

with problematic behaviour among our different types of schools.

2.2.4 Socially Disadvantaged Groups
Although racism by teaching staff is often cited as the reason for high rates 

of ethnic minorities amongst school excludees, what must also be taken 
into consideration is the over-representation of members of ethnic 

minorities amongst the socially disadvantaged.

Among those excluded from school, there has been an over

representation of young people from disadvantaged groups, raising 

concerns about the wider issue of social exclusion (Wright et al. 2005,
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Harris et al., 2000). The Social Exclusion Unit (1998) states that although 

rates of exclusion vary from year to year, they tend to be higher in areas of 

social deprivation. Shuttleworth (1995) state that entitlement to free school 

meals is an effective means of measuring deprivation. Using this method 

OFSTED (1995) reported that there was a higher proportion of young 

people entitled to free school meals excluded from school than those with 

no such entitlement. This method was also used by Kilpatrick et al. (1999) 

who found that of the 76 young people excluded in Northern Ireland in the 

academic year 1997/96, 61% were entitled to free school meals at the time 

of their exclusion. Gazeley (2010) and Munn and Lloyd (2005) also point 

to the over representation of those entitled to free school meals among 

those excluded from school. Berridge et al. (2001) states that the 

characteristics commonly found when examining young people who have 
been excluded from school are extreme social and educational 

disadvantage. They examined 343 young people permanently excluded 

from school and found that the majority had experienced pervasive social 

disadvantage. Government Policy has now also drawn attention to higher 
rates of disciplinary exclusion amongst pupils in receipt of Free School 

Meals (DCFS 2009a).

OFSTED (1996) and Sparkes (1999) both state that social background 

has a significant but not determined effect on school performance with 

factors such as spending per student, class size and quality of teaching 

acting as intervening factors. They, therefore, indicate that the detrimental 

effects of social disadvantage can be alleviated by a high quality 

education.

2.2.5 Chaotic Home Life
Social disadvantage, however, is often coupled with stress and problems 

within families. Changes in family circumstances and some family 

difficulties have also been identified as dominant characteristics of young 

people excluded from school. Young people who come from reconstituted 

families (those with step-parents) and single parent families, have also 

been shown to be over-represented among young people excluded from
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school (Ashford, 1994; Hayden, 1997). As these types of families are not 

uncommon, then other factors related to these types of families must also 

be taken into consideration. Parsons (1994) characterised the homes of 

some individuals who have been excluded from school as “chaotic”. He 

stated that in his study of 11 young people excluded during primary 

school, six of the young people had contact with social services and the 

family lives of eight of the young people were unstable and problematic. 

Hayden (1997) also found that in relation to primary school children, there 

was extensive evidence of child protection concerns, family disruption and 

contact with social services, police and education welfare among a high 

percentage of excluded young people.

Cohen et al. (1994), Hayden (1997) and Hayden et al. (2001) found that 

there was a greater incidence of unemployment, or insecure or low paid 

work within the families of young people excluded from school adding to 

family stress and concerns about low socio-economic status and links to 
school exclusion. This ties in with the OFSTED (1996) report which found 

that young people who come from families who are experiencing financial 
and emotional stress often engage in behaviours that lead to exclusion. 

Hayden and Dunne (2001) stated that the history of many of these 
individuals was a “grim catalogue of misery”, including sexual and physical 

abuse, unemployment, racism, poverty, and strained family relations. 

Farmer and Pollock (1998) also found that abuse has a negative effect on 

the behaviour and attainment of the child and thus proposed that those 

suffering from abuse within their families were more likely to be excluded 

from school. In general, the literature would appear to indicate that it is not 

the structure of the family that is the problem but the level of conflict, 

stress, instability and parental attitudes to school that impacts on both 

behaviour and school attendance and exclusion.
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2.2.6 Looked After Children

Given that a difficult family situation can place a young person at risk of 

school exclusion it is not surprising that there is a high representation of 

young people in care within the school excludee group, (Gazeley, 2010). 

The Social Exclusion Unit (1998) stated that young people in a care 

situation were ten times more likely to be excluded from school. Smith 

(1998) also highlights that two thirds of young people excluded from 

school at primary level were “looked after”. Although the likes of Morgan 

(1999) and Firth (1996) can provide examples of good educational support 

for those in care, others have found that being in care has done little to 

help the educational career of these young people (Berridge and Brodie, 

1998: Department of Health, 1998; Borland et al., 1998). A report by 

OFSTED and the Social Services Inspectorate (1995) also found that 25% 

of young people, who were looked after by social services during their key 

stage four years, were experiencing difficulties at school. These young 
people were often reported for non-attendance, many were actually 

excluded from school and some had no school placement due to changes 
in care arrangements. The DfES (2006a) reports that there is a continued 

high level of young people within the care system also excluded from 
school. Brodie (2000) states that aspects of care, placement change, and 

types of placement may influence chances of exclusion and that being in 

care must be seen as an added complication that can affect the exclusion 

processes.

In contrast Sinclair and Gibbs (1998) found in their study that 40% of the 

young people had been excluded from school prior to entering the 

residential care system; indicating that school exclusion might not 

necessarily be a problem caused by being in care but of their life 

circumstances. For these individuals being excluded from school and 

associated problems could be seen to have led the young person to be 

placed in care.
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2.2.7 Special Education Needs
Berridge et al. (2001), states that there is a danger of too much emphasis 

being placed on bad/difficult behaviour at the expense of focusing on the 

social and educational problems of the child. The Audit Commission 

(2002) would agree and state that special educational need in relation to 

school excludees is a very important issue and requires further 

investigation.

High proportions of young people excluded from school have special 

educational needs, often related to emotional and behavioural difficulties. 

Berrigde et al. (2001) states that, in general, young people with statements 

of education and behavioural needs are over represented in exclusion 

cases. They state that the proportion of these young people in the school 
exclusion population is over six times their proportion in the general school 

population. This, they comment, is thought to be an under-estimation of 

the actual problem. Hayden (1997) found that 32 out of 34 excludees in 
their study had various special educational needs ranging from minor to 

severe learning difficulties. Kilpatrick et al. (1999) found that of the 
Northern Ireland exclusions in the academic year 1996/1997, one in five 

had a statement of special educational needs. The DfEE (1999a) and 
Osier et al. (2001) again reiterates that there is an over-representation of 

young people with emotional and behavioural problems among those 

excluded from school. More recently, Warnock (2006) and Gazeley (2010) 

also stated that young people with special educational needs were more 

likely to be excluded from school. The DfE (2011) in relation to the 

2009/10 academic year also found that those with Statements of 

Educational Need were more than eight times as likely to be excluded than 

those without such a statement.

2.3 The Impact of School Exclusion
The Audit Commission (1996) claims that school exclusion has a negative 

impact on educational achievement, family life, mental health, involvement 

in criminal behaviours and is linked to the wider problem of social

38



Chapter Two

exclusion. This section examines the impact that being excluded from 

school may have on a young person and their current and future life.

2.3.1 Entrenching Social Exclusion
One of the greatest concerns about young people excluded from school is 

increased risk to the overarching problem of social exclusion, (Berridge, et 

al., 2001). We owe much to both the discussion and use of social 

exclusion in the UK to the French Socialist government of the 1980’s who 

used it to describe people marginalized from society and with little access 

to social welfare, (Room, 1995; Jordan, 1997; Burchardt et al., 1999). 

Social exclusion, as a term, was then adopted into the European 

Community and was used to describe the lack of both social and economic 

success, (Percy-Smith, 2003). This term has now been incorporated into 

many aspects of social policy within the UK. The Government set up the 

“Social Exclusion Unit” in 1997 to report on and make recommendations 
on issues related to social exclusion within our society. One of the SEU’s 

first reports examined truancy and school exclusion, highlighting, the 
proposed link between school exclusion and direct exclusion from society 

in general (SEU, 1998). Social exclusion is therefore a risk factor for 
becoming excluded from school and can be entrenched or developed as 

an impact of exclusion.

Social exclusion is a label given to individuals or areas that suffer from 

multiple social problems such as unemployment and/or poor employment 

opportunities or skills, unstable families or family breakdown, poor 

housing, high crime, and bad health (SEU, 1998). Hobcraft (2002) states 

that this definition has been left deliberately flexible in order to encompass 

both economic and social problems. The Social Exclusion Unit (2001) has 

stated that young people excluded from school are at risk of social 

exclusion as they are often exposed to multiple forms of extreme 

disadvantage.

A Department of Education paper entitled ‘Attitudes to Socially 

Disadvantaged towards Education in Northern Ireland’ (March 2006)
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stated that there was a clear link between school exclusion and social 

disadvantage in Northern Ireland studies. This is similar to findings found 

elsewhere to UK. Quoting research such as Blithe and Milner (1996) the 

paper states that disaffection with and exclusion from school are 

precursors to exclusion from society. Morris et al. (1999) expands, stating 

that removal from the school system impacts on an individual’s chance to 

become an effective adult contributing to society and represents a 

‘substantial loss of potential’ to society and individual lives. Harris (2000) 

agrees, stating permanent exclusion has serious costs for young people 

themselves and for society as a whole.

Daniels and Cole (2010) identify exclusion from school as a possible 

precursor to exclusion from society and highlight it as being of primary 

public concern. Prevention of social exclusion (Levitas et al. 2007) and 

reduction of associated costs (Scott et al. 2001) are also major policy 

concerns; never more so than in an era of economic uncertainty. A 
Research Briefing by the Department of Education (RB3/2002 - March 
2002) stated that the main focus of the Social Exclusion Unit (UK 

Government initiative) has been to find ways to reduce disaffection from 
school and potential social exclusion. In addition there are also concerns 

about the impact of social exclusion and on social cohesion (Putman 

2004). It is important to note at this point that official figures do not reveal 

the extent to which unofficial exclusions and fixed term exclusions are 

being used as alternative means of managing situations that might have 

invoked permanent exclusion in the past, increasing concerns about the 

development of an inaccessible, disadvantaged group.

2.3.2 Educational Disadvantage
Research has frequently indicated that exclusion from school can have a 

devastating effect on an individual’s education, particularly when re

integration into mainstream schooling or appropriate alternative education 

is delayed, (Harris et al., 2000; Kinder et al., 2000; Parsons, 1999). A 

school education is largely taken for granted in Western society and most 

people feel that it is a right rather than a privilege to have a funded
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education. As such it has become an expected part of today’s society and 

has been linked by research as a vital component to human development 

in the Western World.

The Department of Education and Employment (1995), Commission for 

Racial Equality (1997), and Social Exclusion Units (1998) have expressed 

concern for the educational careers of young people excluded from school. 

Parsons (1999) study indicated that the educational needs of those 

permanently excluded from school have been largely neglected. Smith 

(1998) stated that although young people excluded from school remain 

entitled to a free education until the age of 16, the education they receive 

often does not cover the full curriculum and in general they receive limited 

educational assistance. This is evident in research conducted by Kilpatrick 

et al. (1999), who found that on average a young person excluded from 

school in Northern Ireland receives only 10% of the educational 

opportunities available to those in full time education.

Parsons (1999) also states that even though Local Education Authorities in 
England and Wales have an obligation to provide an education to these 

young people, this often amounts to no more than five hours a week home 

tuition. To tackle this the Government targets require all LEA’s to provide 
full time and appropriate education for young people who are excluded 

from school for three weeks or more by 2002 (Berridge et al. 2001). This 
is clearly not happening, and in 2007 the UK Government dedicated £26.5 

million to enhance the education provision of those excluded from school 

(DCSF, 2007).

As the school system has become a tightly controlled and structured 

environment, with success measured by academic outcomes (Alderson, 

1999, James & James 2001), it has been suggested that young people 

who fall behind, like those who have been excluded from school, are given 

few opportunities to make up their educational loss and often fall further 

behind or give up, (Mortimer et al., 1988). Harris (2000) states that 

several studies have found that young people are often out of school for
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over a hundred days and some for over a year before a definite decision is 

made about the future shape of their education. These findings are 

reiterated by Berridge et al. (2001) and Kilpatrick et al. (1999).

Brodie and Berridge (1996) found that although most young people 

excluded from school had a desire to return to mainstream education, only 

a minority actually achieve this. Hayden (1997), however, reports that for 

those excluded from Year Nine (Year Ten in Northern Ireland) onwards, 

the likelihood is that the PRU will be the last education facility that an 

individual will attend prior to reaching the end of compulsory schooling. 

The need for alternative education facilities resulted in the development of 

Pupil Referral Units, however, Circular 10/99 stated that PRU should not 

be made an alternative to mainstream education.

Parsons and Hewlett (2000), however, state that experience has shown 

that re-integrating permanently excluded pupils is a complicated and often 
unsuccessful task. Difficulties on re-integration include reluctance on the 
part of schools to accept young people with known behavioural problems 

(Cole and Visser, 2000). Young people with known behavioural problems 
therefore find it difficult to get a fresh start (Kinder et al. 2000). McCrystal 

et al. (2007) also stated that once excluded it was unlikely that young 

people would be returned to mainstream education; making the alternative 

educational placement the young people attended their only source of 

education.

Kilpatrick et al. (1999) also states that, for the few who do return to 

mainstream school, there is often a considerable time delay between 

exclusion and reintegration; making the transition more difficult and less 

likely to be successful.

Once excluded it would therefore appear that young people are unlikely to 

return to mainstream education and the education provision they receive is 

limited. In possible recognition of this, financial investment by the UK 

Government has been set aside to improve the educational provision for
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young people excluded from school (DCFS, 2007).

2.3.3 Future employment
Problems associated with education failure, such as lack of qualifications, 

have been partly highlighted by research indicating the long-term 

beneficial effect of a successful school career. This success has been 

linked to an individual’s future employment, with studies such as Spakes 

and Glennerster (2002) directly linking qualifications achieved at aged 16 

with future career development. Other studies such as Farrington (1980) 

and Gray et al. (1980) all show a direct link between educational success 

and job status, job stability, long term earnings, and promotion 

opportunities. With greater concerns about social exclusion and its links to 

financial stability, it is clear that a successful educational career can to 
some extent buffer against the wider problem of social exclusion. Carleen 

et al. (1992) and O’Keefe (1993) state that the school system also 
provides an environment for social skills training, instilling moral values, 

encouraging the economic stability of a country or state by regulation of 
the curriculum and to this end social control and regulation of a countries 

interests.

For those excluded from school the opportunity for both gaining 
qualifications and social development are therefore greatly reduced. The 

Educational and Training Inspectorate (2000) stated that young people 

excluded from school often suffer psychological problems such as low self

esteem and have little ambition, resulting in an increased likelihood of 

being unemployed as adults. Personal belief that they are capable of 

obtaining jobs may also be eroded with young people excluded from 

school expressing limited goals for future employment (Daniels 2009, 

McCrystal et al. 2007). McVicar (2000) states that at the age of eighteen 

these young people enter “Status Zero”; entering the employment market 

without training or qualifications and further reinforce problems associated 

with social exclusion. What Parsons (1997) would describe as an 

‘unemployable underclass’. These concerns are supported by research 

such as Kaplan and McArdle (2004) who found that those excluded from
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school are more likely to be unemployed in later life.

Bynner and Parsons (2002) discuss low education and its association with 

employment failure in later life. They highlight the importance of what 

Cote (1996) describes as “identity capital”, which consists of education, 

social and psychological resources, as being influential for a successful 

transition and progression through the labour market. For those excluded 

from school the opportunity or desire to continue with education is often 

absent. This increases the likelihood that they will leave full time 

compulsory education without any qualifications and therefore have 

difficulty in establishing themselves in the labour market, (Bynner and 

Parsons, 2002). The Social Exclusion Unit (1999b) also states that young 

people excluded from school are approximately two and a half times more 

likely not to continue their education or training between the ages of 16 

and 18, the years following the end of compulsory schooling. Bynner et al. 
(1997) and Coles (2000) indicate that these young people, therefore, often 

find themselves on the margins of the labour market, moving between 
unskilled jobs and unemployment. Negative attitudes and experiences of 

school have also been linked to lower income at age 20 re-enforcing 
concerns of deprivation (Ellikson et al. 2004)

Spakes and Glennerster (2002) propose that there is a causal relationship 

between education failure and social exclusion. They state that this 

relationship can be reversed if educational achievement is improved; 

however, they also warn that this is a long and difficult process. Hobcraft 

(2002) also states that poor educational test scores are one of the most 

powerful predictors of negative adult life experiences, such as social 

exclusion. This would again support the view that those who leave school 

with poor educational achievement, such as school excludees, are at risk 

of social exclusion in later life and associated problems.

2.3.4 Emotional Development
Ridge (2002) states that, through research, attention has been given to the 

economic influence of social exclusion at the expense of examining social
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aspects such as family life and mental health. Educational and economic 

disadvantage are only two of the disadvantages attached to being 

excluded from school, with research indicating deficits in the emotional 

development of young people excluded from school.

Research appears to indicate that young people excluded from school do 

indeed appear to have psychological problems. The Education and 

Training Expectorate (2000) found that young people excluded from 

school often suffer low self-esteem and lack ambition, leading to lack of 

confidence and drive in later life, thus affecting employment status. Brodie 

(1999) and Berridge et al. (2001) state that young people who have had 

long absences from school may not develop necessary social skills to deal 

with teachers and the school environment when or if they return. This 

deficit in social skills may have detrimental effects with all other 

relationships encountered by the individual throughout their lives, such as 
in the work environment. Rutter and Smith (1995) state that the increase 

in exclusion figures parallel an increase in suffering of psychosocial 
problems by the young, such as low self-esteem, depression and anxiety. 

UNICEF (2007) and Maughan (2004) both highlight the high prevalence of 
mental health problems among young people excluded from school.

Research carried out by Cole and Visser (2000) found that 50% of their 

sample of young people excluded, attending pupil referral units and tutorial 

centres, had some involvement with Child and Adolescent Mental Health 

Services (CAMHS). Cole et al. (1999, 2002) also reports links between 

disaffected young people and ignored mental health problems, indicating 

that mental health problems have been noted post exclusion but may have 

been present pre-exclusion. Mental health problems therefore could be 

seen as both a risk factor to exclusion and as impact of exclusion.

2.3.5 Stress on the Family
The family history of those excluded from school is often turbulent and 

intervention from social services and periods in a care situation are 

common amongst this group of young people. Most of what is known
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about young people and their families’ experiences of school exclusion 

come from a small range of studies, (Cohen et al., 1994; Parsons et al., 

1994, Hayden, 1997; Fletcher-Campbell, 1997; Hayden et al., 2000, 

Kinder et al., 2000). All indicate that having a child who is excluded from 

school puts added pressure on a family, who may already be experiencing 

difficulties. This can often lead to extended intervention from social 

services and spells in care for the young person, breaking the family unit 

for either the benefit of the parent or the young person.

Cohen et al. (1994) and Parsons (1994) also found that school exclusion 

could have an economic effect on the family. Where young people are 

excluded for long periods of time, adequate day care must be found for 

them. This often resulted in one care-giver leaving work, therefore adding 

financial stress to the family and increased risk of social exclusion. 

Therefore, the family unit as a whole can suffer as a result of exclusion, 

not just the young person themselves. In short they can suffer from 

increased emotional stress within the family, economic pressure, social 
isolation and involvement from social services (Berrigde et al., 2001). 
School exclusion undoubtedly forces a change in family life and structure 

as they are forced to cope with a new regime.

2.3.6 Homelessness
German (2003) found that young people excluded from school were 90 

times more likely to become homeless than those who attend school and 

gain qualifications. Please et al. (2008) and Quilgars et al. (2008) also 

reported that those excluded from school are more likely to become 

homeless in later life. This may be linked to poor employment prospects, 

mental health and a range of other factors associated with school 

exclusion.

2.3.7 Substance Misuse
The March 2002 Research Briefing by the Department of Education 

stated that personal and social risk factors to school exclusion have been 

identified. In particular they indicate that there is a clear link between
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those who had used drugs, and involvement in a range of other risk 

behaviours, such as drinking and truancy, and subsequent school 

exclusion. More recently, Scaife et al. (2009) also draw a link between 

school exclusion and substance use. This link will be discussed in Chapter 

Three.

2.4 The Inequality Debate
Wilkinson and Pickett (2010), in their book ‘the Spirit Level’, propose that 

economic growth and increases in average incomes have, for the richest 

countries in the world, ceased to be an indicator of overall wellbeing 

pointing instead to the inequality gap between the rich and poor within a 

society. Providing a range of evidence they highlight that problems 

traditionally associated with individuals classed among the lower rungs of 

the social ladder are more prevalent within unequal societies. Such 

problems include those found in social relations, physical and mental 
health, life expectancy, violence, crime and punishment, substance use, 

social mobility and educational performance. Many of these factors have 
been discussed above as prevalent among those excluded from school or 

associated impacts of exclusion. The UK along with the USA has one of 
the largest inequality gaps in western society.

But what does this mean for those excluded from school? As previously 

stated, those with chaotic family lifestyles are over represented among 

those excluded from school. Wilkinson and Pickett would propose that it is 

the inequality within society that has a detrimental impact on the family. 

Pointing to characteristics of an unequal society, such as domestic conflict, 

parental mental illness, poverty of time and resources as impacting on 

developmental opportunities for a young person making them more likely 

perform less well at school.

Research has also shown that a person’s perception of their position 

within the social hierarchy created by an unequal society can also impact 

on an individual’s performance. Hoff and Pandy (2004) found that 

performance and behaviour in educational tasks can be severely affected
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by our own perceptions of how we are viewed by others. Feelings of 

inferiority were linked to diminished performance. For those excluded 

from school, feelings of inferiority and low self-esteem have been noted 

which may impact on their ability to perform both whilst at school and once 

excluded.

In addition, Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) state that inequality impacts on 

the aspirations, norms and values of people lower down the hierarchical 

chain, with some literature providing evidence for a lack of importance 

placed on education among this group (Evans 2006). In contrast, 

however, other literature would suggest that employment aspirations of 

young people can be high, in particular among those in unequal societies 

where job prospects may be seen as a way to improve their position in life. 

Social mobility or equality of opportunity is a characteristic of every 

modern democracy and refers to the ability of any person to be able to 
achieve a better social or economic position for themselves based on their 

own merit. Educational attainment is viewed as critical for this process. 

For those excluded from school, as previously discussed, the possibility of 
educational attainment is greatly reduced as to will their ability for social 
mobility. Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) would however point to evidence 

suggesting that where there is greater inequality within a society there is a 

decrease in social mobility. Mishel et al. (2007) found that those at the top 

of the social ladder could maintain this position, but those at the bottom 

found it difficult to move up the social ladder. For those excluded from 

school were educational opportunity has largely been removed, social 

mobility would therefore be virtually impossible.

More positively Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) would propose that a 

reduction in inequality within a society can ameliorate many of the 

problems identified above.

2.5 Summary
In terms of a risk factor for and the impact of school exclusion, social 

exclusion is of primary concern. Those within socially disadvantaged
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groups are more likely to become excluded from school and once 

excluded, are more likely to suffer from the impacts of social exclusion. 

What is clear is that exclusion from school can have a long term 

detrimental effect on an individual’s life, emotionally, financially and 

socially.
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Chapter Three: Substance Use Among Young People

3.1 Introduction
The Social Exclusion Unit (1998) stated that research findings have found 

a greater propensity for involvement in substance using behaviours by 

young people excluded from school. The exact nature of this relationship 

is, however, complicated and is difficult to fully explain. Ten years on, the 

European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA, 

2008) still identified school excludees as a vulnerable group at risk of 

developing substance using behaviours. This chapter will, therefore, 

explore the substance using behaviours of young people by defining such 

behaviours and exploring available research in this area.

3.2 Defining Substance Use
Dally (1999) reports that the debate surrounding a definition of what 
‘substances’ should be of concern to policy makers and included in 

research has been hampered by inappropriately and/or confusing 
terminology. Tyler (1995) stated that definitions of substances of misuse 

vary due to the different connotations that individuals place on them. 
Therefore, personal perceptions and attitudes add heavily to the confusion 

surrounding terminology and need to be considered in light of any 

research findings. Parascandola (1998) goes further and states that the 

concept of what is and isn’t a “drug” or “substance” of misuse is historically 

based and therefore alters with changing patterns of morality and politics, 

pointing to the inauspicious beginnings of coffee within our society as an 

example of a changing pattern of acceptability. This can also be seen in 

changing attitudes towards the use of tranquillisers. Their introduction 

during the late 1950’s as a prescribed medication was heralded as a major 

breakthrough in the treatment of several psychological disorders, such as 

depression and anxiety, but, as Tyler (1995) reports, by the 1980’s it was 

estimated that there were between 0.25 and 1.25 million people addicted 

to prescribed tranquillisers. By the 1990’s tighter controls on the 

prescription, distribution and use of these prescribed substances were 

matched with an increase in the illegal use of tranquillisers, (Tyler, 1995).
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In this case the positive attitude towards such medications changed and 

their use as a medication is now much more tightly monitored.

South (1999) states that if our definition is too general then everyday items 

such as coffee, tea and medicines could also fall into this category. 

General definitions, therefore, lack discriminative power and do not 

distinguish between normal and deviant behaviours as defined by society.

The illegal nature of certain substances means that their supply, 

possession and preparation are illegal and punishable by law (Misuse of 

Drugs Act 1971). Several authors, for example Melrose (2000) and Kroll 

and Taylor (2003), therefore state that the illegal status of a substance is 

often used to define substances of misuse for investigation in research. By 

using the legal status of a substance as a definition, a differentiation is 

made between “harmful substances” and everyday items. In the UK 
certain substances are regulated under the Misuse of Drugs Act (1971) 

and subsequent modifications. This Act classifies substances into three 
groups dependant on the dangerousness of the substance. Dangerous is 

assessed by how likely the substance is to induce physical or mental harm 
to users, and also indicates the extent of punishment that can be given to 
those caught in possession, possession with the intent to supply or 

supplying a specific substance. Class A drugs are those which are 

thought to be most dangerous and bring with them the most severe 

punishment, followed by Class B and then Class C drugs.

The illegal status of each substance to be examined in this study as 

defined by the Misuse of Drugs Act (1971) is detailed in Appendix I. 

Melrose (2000) and Murphy et al. (2002) also state that the misuse of 

prescription substances should also be examined. These are not illegal 

substances in themselves, although they are illegal to buy and sell. Like 

other substances they are being used for their effect rather than for a 

medicinal purpose and without a prescription or supervision from a doctor.
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In addition, the social acceptability of smoking cigarettes has also begun to 

wane in recent years; evidence for this can be found in the recent bans 

placed on smoking cigarettes in public places in Northern Ireland and 

across the rest of the UK, the Republic of Ireland and certain states in the 

USA. This change in attitudes has largely been attributed to a greater 

awareness of the health implications of smoking cigarettes and passive 

smoking.

A range of such substances defined by their legal status and/or waning 

social acceptability have also been investigated in contemporary research, 

for example the Belfast Youth and Development Study (McCrystal et al. 

2002, 2003 and 2007) and National Surveys completed in Northern Ireland 

and England. The current study has, therefore, based the selection of 

substances to be investigated on the legal status of the substances and 

previous literature, thus allowing for comparison. Substances under 
investigation therefore include alcohol, amphetamines, cocaine, cannabis, 

ecstasy, heroin, LSD, magic mushrooms, alkyl nitrate, solvents, and 
tobacco.

3.3 Substance Use: The Historical Context
Substance use and possession are in themselves criminal offences and 

punishable by law. However, the illegal status of a substance does not 

appear to act as a deterrent for a number of people within our society, 

particularly young people. In general, research within the UK, mainly 

conducted within England and Wales, appeared to suggest that since the 

1980’s there had been an increase in substance using behaviours 

particularly by young people within our society. Allen and Jekel (1987) 

stated that research indicated an increase in the substance using 

behaviours of young people and Balding (1993) reiterated these findings, 

and again confirmed that existing literature did indeed support a rise in the 

use of substances by young people at this time. The Institute for the Study 

of Drug Dependency (ISDD, 1994) added to these findings and suggested 

that, as well as an increase in the numbers of young people trying illicit
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substances, there was also an increase in the range of illicit substances 

being made available and being used by young people.

During this time substance use in Northern Ireland, however, was 

considered to be much lower than levels found in the rest of the UK, 

(Loretto 1994; Harbison and Haire, 1982; Office of Population Census and 

Surveys, 1986; Craig, 1989; Policy and Planning Research Unit, 1989). In 

1995, the European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs 

(ESPAD, 1995) reported that the lowest level of illicit substance use by 

young people in the UK was in Northern Ireland at 18%.

However, research within Northern Ireland was beginning to identify a 

growing problem. One of the first studies examining the substance using 

behaviours of young people in Northern Ireland was conducted by 

McQuoid and Lockhart (1994). They found that 25% of young people 
surveyed in the Belfast area, self-reported the use of illicit substances, 

ranging from experimentation to more problematic substance use. Craig 
(1996) commented on self-report data collected by the Southern Health 

and Social Services Board (1993), and stated that at that time substance 
use and misuse was widespread throughout Northern Ireland.

Miller and Plant (1996) in a survey of young people in Northern Ireland, 

found high rates of cannabis use among 15-16 year olds and subsequent 

reports by the Health Promotion Agency for Northern Ireland (1998) allude 

to the growth in the Northern Ireland substance using culture at this time.

The Northern Ireland Affairs Committee (1996), therefore, concluded that 

from existing survey evidence, there appeared to be a substance use 

problem growing in size in Northern Ireland. They also stated that such 

studies identified changes in patterns, and concluded that Northern Ireland 

could no longer be considered to be a low-substance use zone. Due to 

this and, also, because of its impacts to health and social well-being, 

tackling substance use became the focus of many health and political 

campaigns. In May 1995, the first strategic response to substance use was
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proposed, entitled “Tackling Drugs Together”, and primarily focused on 

substance use in England. Wales and Scotland have developed their own 

strategies to tackle drug misuse. This was superseded by the Labour 

Governments new strategy in 1998 entitled Tackling Drugs to Build a 

Better Britain: The Government’s Ten-year Strategy for Tackling Drug 

Misuse’. This strategy has four main aims to reduce the uptake of 

substance use, protect communities from drug related crime, help those 

with substance using behaviours to stop and reduce the availability of illicit 

substances on the street.

Northern Ireland’s own strategy entitled “Drug Misuse in Northern Ireland” 
was issued for consultation in March 1995 and provided a statement of 

responsibilities linked to various agencies and organisations within 

Northern Ireland attempting to address substance misuse. In June 1995, 

the Central Coordinating Group for Action Against Drugs was created by 
the Government and brought together senior representatives from the 

Northern Ireland Government Departments and associated agencies and 
was headed by the Minister of State for Northern Ireland. Their key 

objectives were education and prevention, treatment and rehabilitation, 
law enforcement and information (including a major publicity campaign), 
research, monitoring and evaluation.

In the following year, 1996, it was officially recognised that Northern 

Ireland was not unique from the rest of the world and that it too had a 

growing substance using culture and problem. In 1996, the Northern 

Ireland Affairs Committee in its session on substance misuse proposed 

that:

“The significant growth in the use of “recreational drugs” is a grave 

concern.” (p.xvii)
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They then go on to state that:

“The evidence is clear: Northern Ireland no longer has the relatively 

low illicit drug use it once seemed to have; illicit drugs- particularly 

“party drugs”- are readily available to potential users, including 

school children, all over Northern Ireland.” (pp.xiii,xxvii).

Several official testimonies and memorandums also appear to indicate that 

politicians and academics began to take substance using behaviours in 

Northern Ireland seriously. Diana Patterson who chaired the Northern 

Ireland Committee on Drug Misuse (p.66) stated that, in the five years 
prior to her testimony there had been a considerable increase in the levels 

of substance use in Northern Ireland (Northern Ireland affairs Committee, 

1996). The Research Group on Chemical Dependence (1996) also 
submitted a memorandum indicating that through their research they had 

found that substances were more accessible and in more varieties than 

ever before in Northern Ireland, (p.111).

This increase in political interest was matched with an increase in research 
into substance using behaviours within Northern Ireland and across the 

United Kingdom. Flood-Page et al. (2000) stated that since the early 

1990’s there was an increase in national and local surveys examining the 

substance using behaviours of young people. However, a ‘number 

crunching’ approach to research resulted in information about the rates of 

substance use but little understanding of the behaviours behind it (Parker 

et al., 1998).

In order to fill this gap, Higgins and McElrath (2000) proposed that 

research completed elsewhere in the UK could provide valuable insights 

for the investigation of substance use among young people within 

Northern Ireland. Ellison (2001) found that the reported recreational 

substance using behaviours of 1,000 15-16 year olds in Northern Ireland, 

showed similar trends to those reported in the rest of the UK, and thus
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indicated the possibility of generalising results found in the rest of the UK 

to Northern Ireland.

Research in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s appeared to support concern 

about a growing trend in the use of illicit substances. Research by Hibell et 

al. (1997) and Measham et al. (1998) indicated that the availability and use 

of illicit substances in the UK was expanding at an alarming rate requiring 

further investigation. Parker et al. (1998) stated that young people at this 

time were experimenting with a wider range of substances and from an 

earlier age, assimilating them into a regular part of their recreational 

activities.

Miller and Plant (2001) specifically reported a rise in substance using 

behaviours amongst young people in Northern Ireland to rates similar to 
those found in the rest of the UK. Higgins and McElrath (2000) and 

McElrath (2002) also report the emergence of the use of different 
substances within Northern Ireland. Other research conducted by Ellison 

(2001) also alluded to changing patterns of substance use in Northern 
Ireland and states that, although Cannabis remained the most popular 

illicit substance of use, the use of psychoactive substances was prevalent 

throughout all social classes and socio-economic categories. Research 
conducted by RADICAL (Responses to Alcohol & Drugs in Communities & 

Lives), (2002), which examined the substance using behaviours of people 
living in North Belfast found the onset of substance using behaviours in 

people as young as seven years old, and that a small but worrying 

percentage of 13% of their sample both obtained and used substances in 

school. Although there are methodological issues with this study, using 

self-report techniques and focusing on one specific area within Northern 

Ireland, the research itself highlights the increasing concern within 

Northern Ireland of substance using behaviours.

Once the increase in use was accepted attentions shifted to identifying 

reasons for such an increase. Measham et al. (2001) stated that the rise in 

the recreational use of substances was a social construct largely attributed
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to the growing popularity of the dance and rave scene and the association 

to substances such as Ecstasy. This increase in the use of so called 

‘dance drugs’ was noted throughout the UK and Europe and linked to the 

commercialisation and popularity of the dance scene as a recreational 

activity for young people.

South (1997) found that increasing levels of substance use among young 

people challenge the traditional ideas that substances are associated with 

a deviant subculture. The ‘normalisation’ of substance use was 

subsequently suggested by Parker et al. (1998) and states that 

‘normalisation’ is a plausible explanation of increased substance use. 
Shiner and Newburn (1999), although agreeing with the documented 

increase in substance use within society, have, however, criticised the 

normalisation thesis. They point to the public condemnation of celebrities 

caught using substances and the high numbers of people who actually 
abstain from such behaviours as evidence that substance use has not 

become a norm within society.

Increased availability of substances because of both physical access and 

a decrease in cost were also linked to the surge in use. Flood-Page et al. 
(2000) and Young (2002) found that the availability of and access to a 

wider range of substances was increasing rapidly throughout the UK.

Higgins and McElrath (2000) however cautioned that it was unwise to 

make strong assumptions about the growth of substance using behaviours 

in Northern Ireland at that time due to the limited information available and 

suggested that much more research is needed to fill the gaps in the then 

current knowledge. However, all information sources tend to agree that 

there was a worrying rise in substance using behaviours among young 

people in Northern Ireland by the year 2000.

3.4 The Current Picture
Over the last 10 years there has been an increase on both officially 

recorded information and research into substance using behaviours.
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Although still limited, such information has provided useful insight into the 

substance using behaviours of people in Northern Ireland, particularly 

young people.

3.4.1 Official Information
Sources of official information about substance using patterns in Northern 

Ireland are primary Public Health Indicators and PSNI statistics regarding 

arrests relating to and seizures of illicit substances.

3.4.1.1 Public Health Indicators
Physicians are required by law to report in writing to the Chief Medical 

Officer of the Northern Ireland Department of Health, Social Services and 

Public Safety if they attend a patient whom they have reasonable grounds 
to suspect is addicted to any of 14 controlled substances (13 opoids and 

cocaine). Until 1997 this information from Northern Ireland was fed into 

the National Home Office Register of Drug Addicts to provide a UK wide 
database. This register was superseded by the Regional Drug Misuse 

Database (RDMDs) operation of which began in Northern Ireland on the 1 
April 2000. In addition, the Department of Health and Social Services in 

Northern Ireland also keep a registration of addicts ‘the Addicts Index’. In 
relation to both these systems, service providers interpretation of an 

individual’s condition make rates of referral subjective and, some argue 

that not everyone strictly follows the reporting guidelines and thus 

generates inconsistencies in reporting figures (Mott, 1993). Information 

should therefore be treated with caution.

Using information from the Addicts Index, O’Mahony (2000) states that 

throughout the 1990’s there was a sharp increase in the number of 

notifications made in relation to problem drug users. Changes in recording 

mechanisms make it difficult to compare historical trends with more recent 

information. However, recent publications by the DHSSPS show an erratic 

pattern of new registrations to the Addicts Index, stabilising between 2009 

and 2010 with 60 registrations each per annum. The overall number of 

people registered has increased consistently from 259 in 2003 to 315 by
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2010, with many people staying on the register for extended periods of 

time. This index, not surprisingly, reports heroin as the most common drug 

of misuse by the people on the register, highlighting that this index reflects 

the most serious form of substance misuse within our society.

The Drug Misuse Database (DMD) records information on all those who 

seek medical treatment for drug using related problems. Although the 

numbers of people seeking treatment are reported, personal information is 

only recoded on the database with the individuals consent. Any 

organisation in Northern Ireland who provides such a service is required to 

feed into the DMD and an annual report is published providing general 

information on new registrations to the database. In the 2010/11 report, 

33 services, both statutory and non-statutory, fed into the database and 
4% withheld consent for their information to be included. Yearly reports 

highlight consistent trends in substance use, most notably the dominance 

of males and an increase in the use of cannabis. This system also 
allowed the tracking of emerging problem behaviours in relation to cocaine 

and benzodiazepine. Steady growth in registrations to the Drug Misuse 
Database was reported yearly reaching 1,907 registrations in 2004/2005, 

following which there was a period of decline in registrations. Although 
registrations began to increase again by 2009/10 reaching 2,102 in this 

year it was deemed necessary to hold a compliance exercise. Following 

this exercise, registrations reached 2,781 during the 2010/11 recording 

period. This would indicate that, as Mott suggested, the usefulness of the 

information on the database is limited by the variability in consistent 

referral practices.

The Department of Health in Northern Ireland also completes a census of 

use of drug and alcohol treatment provision and records information in 

relation to the use of the Northern Ireland Needle and Syringe Exchange 

Scheme, adding some contextual information to the findings of both 

registers. An increase in the use of the Needle and Syringe Exchange 

Scheme was noted with 13,389 recorded visits in 2008/09 compared to
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15,828 visits in 2009/10 and an increase in people using drug and alcohol 

treatment services from 5,064 in 2005 to 5,846 in 2010.

Although this information is useful in identifying trends in problematic 

substance misuse, the publications themselves warn that caution should 

be taken when interpreting this information, clearly stating that they do not 

provide an estimate of the overall size or nature of substance misuse 

within Northern Ireland. What they do in fact indicate is an increase in 

those seeking treatment for substance misuse related problems rather 

than an increase in substance using behaviours within Northern Ireland. 

The Institute for the Study of Drug Dependency (1989) also warns that 
identifying only those individuals who seek help or who have been so 

seriously harmed by a substance as to warrant medical attention, does not 
help in our understanding of recreational use. However, taking 

consideration of these criticisms and when used in conjunction with ad hoc 
research and surveys, they can add to our understanding of substance 

use and misuse in Northern Ireland.

3.4.1.2 PSNI Statistics
As the use of many substances is prohibited by law, crime statistics in 

Northern Ireland can add to our understanding of the drug culture within 
Northern Ireland. Latest figures published by the PSNI Statistics and 

Research Branch indicate that there has been a consistent rise in the 
number of both arrests for drug offences and drugs seizures, (PSNI, 2003, 

2011). Trend information reports an increase from 1,296 arrests in 2002/3 

to 2,435 arrests in 2010/11. This is mirrored by a rise in the number of 

seizures from 1,781 in 2002/03 to 3,564 in 2010/11. The latest report also 

indicates an increase in the number of seizures for Class B drugs such as 

cannabis and a decrease in seizures for Class A drugs such as cocaine 

which may indicate changing demands for such drugs. Again caution 

should be taken in attributing increases to seizures and arrests to an 

increase in use within Northern Ireland. Such results may be the result of 

the reallocation of police resources or improved intelligence information 

leading to enhanced detection rates by police. The ages of those arrested
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are not provided and therefore police statistics are limited to a discussion 

about general patterns of substance use within Northern Ireland rather 

than adding information to the discussion pertaining to young people.

3.4.2 Research
The Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency complete the ‘Young 

People’s Behaviour and Attitudes Survey’, which is a school based survey 

conducted among 11-16 year old post-primary pupils in Northern Ireland. 

The survey examines a range of lifestyle factors, including substance use 

and to date has been completed on three occasions in 2000, 2003 and 

then again 2007, (NISRA, 2000, 2003, 2007) . The 2000 sweep found that 

over a third, (37%), smoke cigarettes and over half, (57%), had drank 

alcohol. In relation to ever use of illicit substance, 18% stated that they 

had tried various substances, in particular cannabis. By 2003 trends in 

cigarette use appear to be declining with the percentage of smokers 
dropping to 30%. The use of alcohol and illicit substances had increased 

to (59.9% and 23% respectively). However, findings from the 2007 
survey (NISRA 2009), report a decline in all substance using behaviours 

with illicit substance use declining to 18.9%, alcohol use to 55.1% and 
cigarette use to 24.2%. Although these studies tell us nothing about the 

reason behind substance use or the social context of substance using 

behaviours, they do serve to highlight that a large proportion of young 

people within our society are engaging in such behaviours but that these 

behaviours appear to be on the decline. Again a degree of caution must be 

taken when interpreting these results as they use self-report information 

and focus on those individuals within the school environment, thus 

ignoring those not in attendance through exclusion or illness.

The ‘Drug use in Ireland and Northern Ireland Study’ reports on results 

from a drug prevalence survey completed in 2005/2006 (National Advisory 

Committee on Drugs (NACD) & Public Health Information and Research 

Branch (PHIRB) December 2008). The report examines, current 

substance use (within the last month), use within the last year and lifetime 

use of a representative sample of 15-64 year olds living in Ireland and
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Northern Ireland. The findings of this report indicate a decline in current 

use, although lifetime and last year use had increased. These mixed 

results are confusing, supporting neither an increase nor decrease in 

substance using behaviours. Being survey based and a sensitive topic 

results may also be impacted by under-reporting. Any such findings 

therefore need to be treated with caution.

A more recent study by the NHS in England (2010) would however support 

the decline in substance using behaviours in recent years. Reporting a 

decline in lifetime smoking behaviours (53% in 1982 to 27% in 2010) and 

alcohol use (51% 2003 to 25% in 2010). Illicit substance use had dropped 

to 18% (DHSSPS 2011)

With the apparent decline in substance using behaviour, why then is it 

important to continue to investigate such behaviours? Firstly, although 
such behaviours appear to be on the decline, research would tell us that 

there are still high levels of substance use among young people. In 
addition, other influential research over this time such as the Belfast Youth 

and Development study, through its use of a longitudinal design, has been 
influential in enhancing our understanding of changing patterns of 

substance using behaviours within Northern Ireland and trends in 

behaviours among those excluded from school, (McCrystal et al. 2002, 

2005 and 2009). In addition McCrystal, Mayock and Hannaford (2010) 

also reported that the use of Cocaine in Northern Ireland was on the 

increase. Such changing patterns may have implications for current 

government strategies designed to target substance using behaviours.

In 2008 the EMCDDA reported concerns about the growing number of 

young people within vulnerable groups using illicit substances and called 

for the continued monitoring of and research into the lives of these young 

people. One such group are those disaffected form school such as truants 

and those excluded from school. The following section looks at this group 

of young people and their substance using behaviours more closely.
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3.5 School Exclusion and Substance Use
Research has identified certain factors that may make a young person 

more vulnerable or at risk of involvement in substance using behaviours 

(Graham and Bowling, 1995; Health Advisory Service, 1996; Lloyd and 

Griffith, 1998, DHSSPS, 2006). These factors include;

■ being in Care

■ being homeless or leaving State Care

■ having existing links to the criminal justice agency

■ having parents who engage in such behaviours

■ being excluded or disaffected from school

■ having problematic family lives

Hawkins et al. (1992, 1997) provide a useful list of risk factors associated 

with the onset of substance using behaviours. These include all of the 

above and other factors such as availability of drugs, peer rejection, and 
social and economic deprivation. The Advisory Council (1998) also states 

that living in a socially deprived area is a risk factor for involvement in 
substance using behaviours. Goulden and Sondhi (2001) would add to 

this list age and gender, with females more likely to become involved in 
substance using behaviours.

The following section will concentrate on an examination of available 

research investigating the link between substance use and school 

exclusion. Nearly 25 years ago Mensch and Kandel (1988) found that USA 

high school drop outs were more likely to engage in substance using 

behaviours than those that continued in school, with the age of dropouts 

being negatively related to more problematic substance use. It was 

considered appropriate to compare those who opted out of school early as 

they have shown signs of disaffection from school and have similar 

problems such as no or limited qualifications like school excludees. 

Hawkins et al. (1992) also found that school failure in the USA was a 

strong risk factor for substance use. Wisely et al. (1997) found that in a 

sample of heroin users, 80% had experienced some form of exclusion 

from school prior to their heroin use. In Sweden, Holmberg (1985) found
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that those who were registered for substance abuse were more likely to 

have dropped out of school at an earlier stage. Hayden and Martin (1998) 

found that school excludees are also more likely to engage in all areas of 

substance using behaviours, ranging from substance use to distribution. 

All these studies have shown that there is an association between school 

exclusion or disaffection and engaging in substance using behaviours. 

Just as Devlin (1996) found when investigating school exclusion and anti

social behaviours, these studies also propose a long-term effect between 

school exclusion and substance use, and suggest that the impact of 

school exclusion stretches into adulthood.

However, even with a limited knowledge base within the UK, it has been 

recognised that exclusion from school is a strong predictor of problem 
substance use (Lloyd, 1998; Miller and Plant, 1999). The Health Advisory 

Service (1996) referred to these young people as a vulnerable group. 

Furthermore, the Government’s anti-drug strategy suggests that during 
adolescence there appears to be a strong association between substance 

use and school exclusion, (UKADCU, 1998). The Social Exclusion Unit 
(1998) suggests that young people excluded from school are at greater 
risk of becoming involved in substance using and other anti-social 

behaviours. Chezez et al. (1994) also found that school excludees tend to 

have high rates of substance using behaviours.

One UK study conducted by Miller and Plant (1999) investigated a sub

sample of 15 to 16 year old school children, who also took part in the 

School Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs (ESPAD). Results indicate that 

truancy rates, perceived school performance, family structure, lack of 

constructive hobbies, presence of psychiatric symptoms, and an 

aggressive outgoing anti-social lifestyle are predictors of a tendency to 

truant and have poor school relations and achievement. Truancy has also 

therefore been associated with multiple problems including use of illegal 

substances and supports other research identifying disaffection with 

school as being linked to substance misuse (Henry & Huizinga, 2007). 

Those who fall out of mainstream schooling entirely are thought to be at
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greater risk of engaging in such behaviours than school attending 

counterparts (McCrystal et al. 2007). Mounteney et al. (2010) in a study of 

young people in Bergen Norway also found that those who regularly truant 

from school reported earlier alcohol debut and higher levels of alcohol use, 

and significantly higher levels of binge drinking. Girls also reported higher 

levels of problems in relation to their drinking.

Lloyd (1998) also reports that research consistently highlights an 

association between substance using behaviours and school exclusion 

and those who truant. For example Flood-Page et al. (2000) state that 

their analysis of the 1998/1999 Youth Lifestyles Study shows that school 

truants report significantly higher levels of substance use compared to 

school attendees. Results from this study also indicated that young 

people who are excluded from school tend to report higher levels of 

substance use compared to those who have no such school experiences. 
All of the young people who took part in this study who were also excluded 

from school had tried at least one substance compared to only 25% of 
non-excluded individuals. The rates of use of Class A substances, such as 

ecstasy, was also higher for young people excluded from school compared 
to those who were not excluded. Levels of multiple substance use or poly

substance use was also found to be high amongst the sample of school 

excludees, with combinations of substances such as cannabis, solvents 

and amphetamines being among the most popular. Results also indicated 

that rates of substance use among female excludees were nearly double 

that of male excludees, stating that females reported greater access to 

substances. This is particularly significant as females comprise nearly one 

fifth (17%) of permanent exclusions from school in England and Wales 

(Osier et al., 2002)

Goulden and Sondhi (2001) report that results obtained on a sub-group of 

young people aged 12-16 from the Youth Lifestyles Study indicate, that 

those who truant or who are excluded from school, report higher rates of 

substance use compared to school attendees. This highlights the 

importance of conducting research that is not solely reliant on school
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based survey methods, which may fail to include those not attending 

school because of exclusion, truanting or illness. Results indicate that 

approximately 50% of those who truant or are excluded had used an illicit 

substance at some time in their lives compared to only 13% of those who 

attended mainstream school. Although, reported use of substances was 

similar for both groups during the year previous to the survey, young 

people excluded from school had a higher percentage of experience of 

Class A drugs (7%), compared to only a small fraction of truants and none 

of the school attendees within the same time frame. They also call for 

research to investigate young people excluded from school and truants to 

identify their substance using behaviours, and assess what intervention 

strategies could prove useful in deterring young people from using 

substances.

In a large scale study Bryant and Zimmerman (2002) examined 3,056, 11 

to 16 year olds and found, that of all factors under their investigation, 
negative school experiences influenced cigarette use. Other substance 

use has also been consistently linked by research to negative school 
behaviours such as school exclusion, failure at school and inappropriate 

behaviour at school, (Hawkins et al. 1992, Petraitis et al. 1995). Diem, 
McKay and Jamieson (1994) also report that of all factors, including 

demographic, school-related and psychosocial variables, truanting and 

exclusion are the strongest predictors of cigarette use amongst young 

people. Other research has identified that young people who truant are 

much more likely to smoke cigarettes and use other substances, have a 

number of suspensions and have disciplinary problems within school, 

(Shannon et al., 1993; Welte & Barnes, 1987).

More recently McCrystal et al. (2006) through the Belfast Youth and 

Development Study surveyed a number of young people not attending 

mainstream school as a booster sample to their large longitudinal school 

based survey. They report that there is a deficit in the knowledge base of 

young people excluded from school and their experience with drugs and 

other anti-social behaviours compared to those who attend mainstream
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school. Findings of this study would suggest that school excludees in 

Northern Ireland are developing lifestyles within which illicit substance use 

has become normalised. They also found that the young people were 

engaged in advanced substance using behaviours, having both the 

financial means and awareness to obtain substances themselves. This 

has implications for prevention measures that may be too little and too late 

for these young people.

Explanations of the links between school exclusion and substance use 

have focused on both practical and social factors. One explanation of the 

association between substance use and vulnerable groups such as school 
excludees is their exposure to existing substance-using groups, (Lloyd, 

1998). Just as with other anti-social behaviours, in general, it is presumed 

that being excluded from school gives the young person more time to 

engage in such behaviours.

Research has also shown that as well as engaging in substance use 
young people who truant have fewer life aspirations, (Schulenberg et al. 

1994; Swaim, 1991). This has been suggested as a possible influencing 
factor in the onset of substance using behaviours and its association with 

school disaffection. Young people, who have given little attention or 

thought to the future, may not have given much thought to the future 

consequences of their actions, or see the possible impact of failing at 

school on their future life. Eastwood (2000) states that school exclusion 

often results in the young person seeking some form of social 

acknowledgement and/or gratification in sub-cultural groups whose values 

are deviant and different from the norm.

Research into social exclusion has also indirectly identified links between 

school exclusion, substance use and anti-social behaviours. The Social 

Exclusion Unit (2001) stated that school exclusion was one of the most 

severe forms of exclusion found in our society. Mohibur et al. (2001) also 

included school exclusion as one of fifty indicators of social exclusion, and 

Parkinson (1998) identified secondary symptoms of social exclusion as
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youth alienation, anti-social behaviour and substance abuse, factors also 

associated with school exclusion. This is supported by Young (2002) who 

claims that in the war on substance use the "key issue is not the 

availability of substances, but rather the problematic substance use 

caused by social exclusion". These reports are particularly important given 

the increased risk of social exclusion for young people excluded from 

school. Other research by Buchanan and Young (2000a, 2000b) and 

O'Gorman (2000) also would strongly support that substance use amongst 

young people who are excluded from school is a problem related to the 

wider issue of social exclusion. Buchanan (2005) claims that many 

problem substance users have limited ability to make life choices being 

restricted by severe disadvantage and social exclusion. Buchanan links 

disruptive childhoods and those who have struggled within formal 
education with the onset of problem substance using behaviours and 

therefore calls for the increase in understanding to be obtained about 
these vulnerable groups of young people.

There has been some recognition by the UK government of this problem, 
for example the report published by the United Kingdom Anti-Drugs Co

ordination Unit (UKADCU, 1998). This report details the Governments key 
objectives in dealing with the problem of young people taking substances, 

indicating that their key strategy is the reduction in the availability of 

substances on the streets and access by young people. Furthermore, the 

Government’s anti-drugs strategy suggests that “for early to mid

teenagers, there are strong links between substance use problems, 

exclusion or truancy from school, break-up of the family and initiation into 

criminal activity” (UKADCU, 1998: 14).

Research, such as Schulenberg et al. (1994), has also shown that a 

successful school career can act as a protective factor against 

involvement in substance behaviours and states that young people who 

achieve in school are less inclined to use substances later in life. Scaife et 

al. (2009) also identify school excludees as a vulnerable group of young 

people for problematic drug use. They however point out that young
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people within this and other vulnerable groups are not homogenous and 

some will not go on to develop such behaviours. Quoting findings from 

McCrystal et al. (2005) Scaife provides evidence of drug refusal by some 

such young people and suggests that there are protective factors at work. 

McCrystal et al. (2005) propose that a qualitative approach to investigating 

such young people is important to understand the aetiology of drug using 

behaviours and also non-drug using behaviours.

Problems with the quantity and quality of research into the substance 

using behaviours of young people only serve to highlight the even greater 

problems in finding appropriate research investigating such behaviours in 

vulnerable groups such as young people excluded from school, (Lloyd, 

1998, Miller and Plant, 1999). Snow et al. (2001) states that current 

studies of young people tend to only examine those who are in 

mainstream school at the expense of investigating young people who have 
been excluded from school. Others also support this view and state that 

research into young people has traditionally used a classroom based 

survey method (e.g. Balding, 2000; Goddard and Higgins, 1999 & 2000; 
Gilvarry, 2000; Wright and Pearl, 2000, Monteney & Leirvag, 2004). The 
Northern Ireland ‘Young People’s Behaviour and Attitude Survey’ 

discussed earlier is a prime example of this. As a result Goulden and 

Sondi (2001) stated that there was a lack of research undertaken in the 

UK that examines patterns or trends of substance use among young 

people excluded from school. However, existing research and research 

conducted in other countries suggests that there is a strong link between 

school exclusion and substance use.

3.6 Summary
This chapter has provided a definition of illicit substances based on their 

illegal status in accordance with the Misuse of Drugs Act (1971) and 

subsequent modifications. Although the level of substance use by young 

people in Northern Ireland has not been fully identified, research would 

appear to indicate that substance using behaviours amongst young people 

has declined after its initial peak at the turn of the century.
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The DHSS (1996) states that there is no single cause which triggers an 

individual to begin to use/misuse substances, and that numerous 

explanations, such as personality, sensation seeking, peer pressure, 

escapism and availability, have been offered with equal plausibility. 

Detailed lists of risk factors however only provide us with basic knowledge 

and do not help us in our understanding of the complexities or the 

development of such behaviours (Scaife et al., 2009). In order to address 

this problem there needs to be an investigation of the relationship between 

substance use and associated risk factors (Kemshall, 2002). Many factors 

have been identified as important or influential in the onset and 

continuation of substance using behaviours, (Scaife et al. 2009). By 

investigating young people exposed to such risk factors, like young people 

excluded from school, we may gain a deeper understanding of the reasons 

behind such behaviours. An enhanced knowledge base may help us to 

develop context-specific approaches and educational programmes to 
prevent substance misuse in the future.
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Chapter Four: Methodology

4.1 Introduction
The previous chapters have provided background information on school 

exclusion and evidence to support the importance of conducting a study 

into the lifestyles of young people who have been excluded from school. 

This chapter will describe the theoretical orientation and the 

methodological approach used in this study, and the ethical issues directly 

affecting this research.

4.2 Theoretical Orientation
Petraitis et al. (1995) produced a pivotal piece of literature providing a brief 

critique of 14 of the main theories of substance use by young people. In 

this article they propose four main criticisms of these theories including an 

over-reliance on measurable factors, the failure to see adolescent 
substance use as a complex phenomenon, conflicting research, and 

reliance on the concept of risk and protective factors. Table 4.1 (Appendix 
II) describes some of the traditional developmental theories that have been 

generated throughout the latter half of the twentieth century. In this paper 
the authors then propose the merging of different theoretical principles into 

one succinct framework explaining substance using behaviours among 

young people. This paper issued a challenge for empirical research to 

build on the ideas presented and develop analytical models and theories 

that incorporate ideas of multiple factors and complex interactions, leaving 

behind the global theories and ideas of unipolar and the cumulative 

influence of risk factors (Buscema et al. 1998).

Getting et al. (1998) proposed Primary Socialisation Theory, documenting 

its relevance to the understanding of substance using behaviours amongst 

young people in a series of articles published in the journal “Substance 

Use and Misuse”. Although adopting many ideas from contemporary 

social learning theories and sociological principles, it marked the beginning 

of theories attempting to examine substance using in a holistic way, and
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addressed many of the theoretical problems outlined by Petraitis et al. 

(1995).

The basis of this theory is that all behaviours, both normative and deviant, 

are essentially learned social behaviours. Substance using behaviours 

are therefore learned via communication between the individual and three 

primary sources of socialisation, the family, school and peers. Other 

factors, such as the environment and personal characteristics, influence 

behaviour indirectly through their impact on the path of communication 

between the individual and the three primary sources. Getting et al. 

(1998) highlight evidence supporting the importance of these primary 

sources and the developmental process.

4.2.1 School

Most studies appear to concentrate on the negative outcomes of failure 
within the school system rather than asserting the benefits that a positive 

school career can afford. Existing literature does, however, support the 
notion that classroom structure, pedagogy (creating an environment that 

encourages self-learning), rules, methods of discipline, standards and 

expectations all play a role in shaping individuals. Other factors 
associated with the young people themselves include school achievement, 

personal aspirations, commitment to learning by both the child and their 

family, a positive bond with teachers and viewing teachers as role models. 

All these factors have been identified as important in encouraging positive 

development and a reduction in the likelihood of engagement in negative 

behaviours such as substance use and anti-social behaviours, (Masten et 

al., 1990; Werner, 1984 and Feinstein and Symons, 1997). More 

specifically, Birch et al. (1998) point to the quality of the relationship 

between the young person and the teacher and state that it can influence 

several outcomes, with good relationships being associated with liking 

school and good academic competence. These factors have, in turn, been 

associated with positive developmental outcomes. Hundleby and Mercer 

(1987) found that positive school performance was associated with a 

reduction in the likelihood of substance using behaviours. Schulenberg et
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al. (1994) found that school success was linked with a decreased 

likelihood of substance taking behaviours.

Jessor and Jessor (1977) stated that existing literature found an 

association between truancy and poor academic performance and general 

anti-social behaviours. Smith and Fogg (1978) in their research found that 

the frequency and type of substance using behaviours could be predicted 

from an individual’s school career, with negative school performance being 

linked to an increased likelihood of substance using behaviours. Barnes 

and Welte, (1986) and Kandel, (1982) also found in their research that 

problems within the school environment, such as general misbehaviour, 

are linked with an increased likelihood of substance misuse. Holmberg 

(1985) again supports these findings with the results of his longitudinal 

study and states that truancy, segregation in a special class, and being an 

early school leaver are all factors that can be used to predict later 
substance using behaviours.

Literature has also highlighted commitment to school as an important 

factor in the success or failure of an individual’s school career and the 
development of behavioural problems. Johnston et al. (1985) found that 

the use of hallucinogens, cocaine, heroin, stimulants, sedatives, or non- 

medically prescribed tranquillisers was significantly lower in participants 

who had aspirations to engage in higher education than those who did not. 

Kelly and Balch, (1971) also found that lower levels of commitment to 

school, indicated by levels of liking school, time spent on coursework and 

ability to understand the relevance of work was related to substance using 

behaviours.

Research into school excludees and their behaviours has also supported 

the association of failure within the school system. Hawkins et al. (1992) 

found that school failure was a strong risk factor for substance use. This 

research was supported by earlier research conducted by Mensch and 

Kandel (1988) who found that high school drop outs were more likely to 

engage in substance using behaviours than those who continued in
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school, with the age of dropouts being negatively related to more 

problematic substance use, i.e. the earlier you leave school the increased 

likelihood of problematic substance use.

The link between school exclusion and substance use has been included 

in many theories of adolescent development. Henry and Slater (2007) in 

particular point to theories from the social control perspective such as 

Hirschi’s Social Bonding Theory (Hirschi, 1969) and developmental 

theories of problem behaviour, such as Catalano and Hawkins (1996) and 

Thornberry and Krohn (2005) as models that stress the importance of 

school in development. All these theories stress the importance of pro

social bonds that can be provided within the school environment as 

protective factors against the onset of substance use.

4.2.2 Family
Research has consistently highlighted the importance of the family in 

successful development throughout adolescents, (Conger and Peterson, 
1984, and Maccoby; 1992). Shaffer (1996) would also support the idea of 
the family being a primary source of socialisation, stating that the family is 

a fundamental institution in an individual’s life, and is the first socialisation 

agent that we encounter. It is this dominance during early childhood when 

malleability is extremely high that has made the family a particular topic of 

importance for researchers and theorists, and has resulted in many of the 

main developmental theories, such as Bowlby’s Attachment Theory 

(1969), focusing on the family. These theories tend to focus on areas 

such as family attachments, family roles and structures and family 

interactions.

Rutter et al. (1998) also states that broken homes are often cited in 

research as being associated with anti-social behaviours.

According to Primary Socialisation Theory family socialisation contains two 

components that impact on a young person’s risk for engaging in 

substance using behaviours the strength of the family bond, and the use of
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those bonds to transmit pro-social norms. Dysfunctional families may 

either alienate their children and/or provide deviant normative information 

for them. The family bond of concern in these cases is not just a matter of 

support or love, it is more specifically limited to the level to which an 

individual is willing to accept and adopt values and norms from the family, 

and thus to behave accordingly, (Getting et al. 1998). The existing 

literature would appear to support this idea by highlighting the importance 

of the quality of interaction and bonding that exist within a family and the 

levels of communication, as being important factors when examining the 

onset of substance using behaviours amongst young people, (Rutter et al., 

1998).

4.2.3 Peers
Getting et al. (1998) propose that peer groups make up the third primary 

source of socialisation. Research has consistently documented the 

importance of peer relationships throughout life but particularly during 
adolescence, (Corsaro & Elder, 1990). Levitt et al., (1993) suggest that 

this dominance of peer groups throughout adolescence is because of an 
increased tendency to search for influential figures outside the family 
structure. Geldard and Geldard (1999) refer to this process as 

individuation. Through this process the young person reduces their 

dependency on their parents, weakening the bonds between the young 

person and their parents, and increases their capacity to act as a self- 
sufficient adult in society, (Archer, 1992).

Research has indicated that there are strong influencing internal and 

external factors associated with the selection of peers. External factors 

include, age, gender, ethnicity, classroom seating and membership of local 

neighbourhood, (Maccoby, 1990). It is thought that these factors restrict 

the pool of individuals from which we then draw our peer groups. Internal 

factors important in peer selection include similarity of attitudes, social 

skills, interest and abilities, (Burleson et al., 1992).
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Studies of resilience factors to substance using behaviours have pointed 

to the positive benefits of pro-social peer groups (Rutter, 1985, Rutter and 

Giller, 1983).

The provision of emotional support is of the utmost importance throughout 

the adolescent developmental period. Werner and Smith (1982) found 

that individuals were less likely to engage in substance using behaviours, 

if they were well liked and had close associations with their peer group. 

Acceptance and support can be found within both positive and deviant 

peer groups. What is important in Primary Socialisation Theory is the 

strength of the association between the individual and their peer group 

and, therefore, their ability to transmit the norms of that group.

Studies into the influence of peer groups and deviant behaviours have 

been ongoing for many years. As early as 1947, Sutherland proposed a 
theory known as ‘Differential Association Theory’, which attempted to 

explain the process whereby interactions between interpersonal groups 
brings about the opportunity for exposure to positive and negative social 

messages. Associations between peer relationships and substance use 
and anti-social behaviours, such as substance use, have been consistently 

supported in research. Becker in 1953 reported that individuals who used 

marijuana also tended to have substance-using peers. Subsequent 

research, including studies conducted by Getting et al. (1989), Getting and 

Beauvais (1987), Brook et al. (1990), Ary et al. (1993), lannotti and Bush, 

(1992), Clapper et al., (1994), Duncan et al., (1995), Lopez et al., (2001), 

all report similar findings, suggesting that peer relations can exert a 

negative influence and encourage such behaviours.

Peer rejection and poor peer bonding have also been linked with 

association with deviant peer groups. Brook et al. (1986) found that 

adolescent traits associated with peer rejection included social inhibition, 

isolation from peers, and aggression against peers. Dishion et al. (1995) 

found that individuals who found it difficult to form peer bonds still sought 

associations with peer clusters and, unfortunately, as Egeland et al. (1993)
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states, this drive to form peer relations can result in the rejected individual 

seeking acceptance within other rejected and, often, deviant peer groups. 

This is a view also supported by research conducted by Giordano et al., 

(1986), Hawkins et al. (1987) and Krohn and Thornberry, (1993). Low 

acceptance by peers has also been associated with the knock on effect of 

poor school relations, which, as shown earlier, has also been associated 

with the development of substance use and anti-social behaviours, (Coie, 

1990).

In relation to Primary Socialisation Theory, Getting et al. (1998) define 

peer clusters as best friend dyads (friendship groups made up of two 

individuals, best friends) and small groups of close friends. As with the 

other primary socialisation sources the influence of this relationship on 
behaviour depends directly on peer bonding and the transmission of 

norms. Getting et al. (1998) also states that individuals tend to have 

multiple peer clusters, all of whom transmit various negative and positive 

norms to varying degrees.

4.2.4 Primary Socialisation Theory
Primary Socialisation Theory in relative terms is a new theory. As such, in 

itself, it has not been extensively researched and much of the support for 
the theory comes from the gaps found in others. The production of Primary 

Socialisation Theory through the integration of supported ideas and 

concepts from other theories, however, adds to the validity and reliability of 

the theory and also makes its applicability extremely wide. Nevertheless 

the research that has been conducted does provide support for both the 

hypothesis and principles proposed in the theory. Two examples of such 

research would be Lopez et al. (2001) and Nurco and Lerner (1999). 

Lopez et al. (2001), using Primary Socialisation Theory as a guide to 

explore the psychosocial conditioning factors associated with substance 

taking behaviours in their study of 650 young people aged 15-29 in the 

Madrid Region, found that their research supported the principles behind 

Primary Socialisation Theory and the benefits of its use as a coherent 

framework for the investigation of complex behaviours. Nurco and Lerner

77



Chapter Four

(1999) also report retrospective support for Primary Socialisation Theory in 

a study they conducted in 1996.

Primary Socialisation Theory provides a holistic framework through which 

to examine substance using behaviours largely because it has been 

devised with close consideration of both the strengths and limitations of 

other theories and relevant research. Nevertheless, there are limitations 

to this theory that must also be considered.

Its developers have highlighted its lack of a clearly defined operating 

structure and it’s reliance on self-generated evidence, (Getting et al., 1998, 

1998 and 1998). To address this there is a need for more independent 

research into this theory.

Global theories like Primary Socialisation Theory tend to ignore the 
autonomy of an individual and forget about the differences that exist 

between people, cultures and races. In this respect three major criticisms 
have been levied at Primary Socialisation Theory. Firstly, that it does not 

account for the different perceptions of cultural norms. Secondly, it does 
not examine gender difference and the onset of substance and thirdly, it 

does not examine ethnic differences. Nurco and Lerner (1999) propose 

that due to the evidence base used to explain Primary Socialisation 

Theory, the theory can only be applied to the modern American family and 

does not take into consideration cultural and ethnic differences. However 

Getting and Donnermeyer (1998) do discuss the position of ethnic 

minorities within Primary Socialisation Theory in their 1998 journal articles. 

This criticism is possibly better levied at a gap in relevant literature rather 

than Primary Socialisation Theory.

A further criticism of the theory is that it fails to explain the existence of 

substance using behaviours where there is good bonding with family, 

school and peers or the absence of such behaviours where bonding is 

poor. In this case it has been suggested that the old-fashioned analysis of
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stress relief has more effect and the prescription for intervention may 

differ.

However, even in light of such criticism Primary Socialisation Theory still 

embodies the beginnings of a valuable theoretical framework that allows 

for the structured evaluation of the substance taking phenomena, and anti

social behaviours, in such a way as to incorporate the intricacies of such 

behaviours as highlighted by more recent literature based on empirical 

research. Primary Socialisation Theory also includes discussion of the 

influence of other factors such as personality traits and characteristics and 

psychopathologies and therefore, is one of the few theories that explain 

behaviour in terms of a psychosocial framework, (Nurco and Lerner, 

1999).

They also go on to state that at present no one social science theory can 
explain all behaviour but that Primary Socialisation Theory can play a 

significant role in the development of social science research and add to 
our understanding of the “aetiology of deviant behaviour”.

Primary Socialisation Theory has influenced this study by encouraging the 

investigation of these young people in a holistic fashion, taking into 

consideration not only the rates of substance use but also the attitudes 

and influencing factors experienced by the young people. It also 

encourages the closer examination of the influence of school, family and 

peers in the lives of these young people.

4.3 Research Design
Limited information about the experiences of young people excluded from 

school in Northern Ireland encourage the use of more qualitative research 

techniques in order to explore this issue more fully. A multi-modal 

approach to data collection was also required to enable both a wide variety 

of information to be obtained and, where possible, cross validation of 

findings. This approach is also known as Triangulation and refers to the 

process where two or more methods of gathering data are utilised within a
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single study, (Denscombe, 2003; Deutscher, 1973, Denzin,1970). Robson 

(1993) proposed that triangulation could also refer to a process whereby 

data are gathered from several different sources within a study, enabling 

validation and adding credibility to the results of the study. Bulmer (1977) 

also states that including various sources of information within a research 

design can only serve to enhance the validity of social science research. 

This is particularly important for this study, as certain questions are 

retrospective in nature, asking questions on past behaviours and events. 

As such, data gathered from such questions can be subject to bias 

through defects in memory and reassessment of past experiences, in 

relation to new experiences and circumstances. This study will therefore 

have two main sources of information, the young people and their key- 

worker. Each will be assessed using different methods of data collection. 

Information will be obtained from the young people via primarily qualitative 

interviews although some psychometric tests will also administered. Key- 

workers will be asked to complete questionnaires providing information on 
the young people they supervise and also their own views of school 

exclusion and substance use.

4.3.1 The Young People
The young people were interviewed twice using a repeated measures 

design to investigate their substance using behaviours historically and 

during the final two years of compulsory schooling. The research tool used 

in this section is a semi-structured one-to-one interview containing 

psychometric tests and a series of open and closed-ended questions. 

Following a gap of between ten months and one year the young people 

were again interviewed during January and March 2004. At this stage the 

young people were asked to provide details on all previous experience of 

substance use and thus provide an opportunity to cross validate findings 

from the first round of interviews. This enabled the assessment of 

substance using behaviours and the psychosocial factors that may impact 

upon them up to the age of sixteen and the end of compulsory schooling, 

and adds a longitudinal aspect to the study. Longitudinal research 

involves the assessment of the same group of participants at two or more
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different points in time, (Elmes et al., 2002). This again adds to the study 

as it allows the examination of change or constancy over time. This is 

particularly important in order to answer questions on how behaviours 

develop and in the assessment of how different factors influence 

behaviour.

4.3.2 The Key-workers
This involved a postal survey of those individuals involved in the 

educational care of the young people excluded from school. This survey 

asked questions about the young people interviewed for this study, and 

also some questions on their own perceptions of school exclusion and the 

substance using behaviours of the young people in their educational care.

4.4 The Sample
Those included in the study were all selected using purposive sampling; 

this means that participants were deliberately selected based on a pre
specified criteria. The sample of young people was selected based on 

Eastwood’s (2000) criteria of being excluded from school and the sampling 
criteria used in the booster sample of the Belfast Youth and Development 
Study (McCrystal et al. 2002, 2005, 2007). They were aged 14-15 

(corresponding to Year 11) at the time of first assessment and aged 15-16, 

(corresponding to Year 12) at the time of second assessment. In total 24 

Key-workers were selected based on their position and working 

relationship with the young people interviewed within this study. Both 

samples were drawn from the staff and pupils of facilities within the greater 

Belfast Area that provide educational assistance for those with turbulent 

school careers. Facilities approached included the Juvenile Justice 

Agency, EOTAS Projects, EBD units and voluntary organisations. Other 

projects, both voluntary and within the Juvenile Justice System, were 

approached for inclusion in this study but could not take part as they 

supervised no participants meeting the stated criteria.

In the developmental stages of the study various approaches to gathering 

an appropriate sample of young people were explored. Options included
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access via the Department of Education or contact with projects providing 

services to young people excluded from school.

Access via the Department of Education was viewed as inappropriate for 

the following reasons;

• Only those who were officially permanently excluded would be 

identified and thus a large section of the permanently excluded 

population would be ignored.

• Gaining access to this information proved problematic as at the time no 

historical database was maintained that provided a list of excluded 

children.

• This would have forced the research to adopt a reactionary approach, 

interviewing young people as and when they became excluded. This in 

itself would have involved the co-operation of the multiple Education 

and Library Boards and Governing bodies.

• It would also have resulted in first contact with the young people and 
their guardians being made via post by the Education Authorities as it 

was not likely that personal information such as addresses would have 
been made available for this study. Therefore non-response could 

have seriously impacted on this study.

This option appeared therefore to be inappropriate as it would have limited 

the group; it would have been difficult if not impossible to apply any 
sampling methodologies and was likely to be detrimentally effected by 

problems of non-response.

An alternative approach to sampling was therefore needed. Within 

Northern Ireland there are a variety of agencies both statutory and 

voluntary that provide education and/or emotional support to young 

people. These agencies were approached and were asked to provide 

information on the numbers of young people they had contact with that 

were not regularly attending mainstream school and were aged between 

14 and 15. From this pool of young people it was hoped that an
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appropriate sample could be obtained. The advantage of using this 

approach was:

• The sample would contain more that just those officially excluded from 

school but also those who are unofficially excluded, self-excludees and 

those being educated via specialist education facilities such as 

Education and Behavioural Units.

• Contact would be made via someone known to both the young person 

and their families and thus enhance response rates.

• Young people could be interviewed in a private room within the project 

they attended. As the study deals with sensitive topics confidentiality 

this is obviously an issue. By being able to interview in a secure 

environment, the researcher is in a stronger position to ensure 

confidentiality than if interviewing a young person at home.

There are also some disadvantages of this approach. Although a more 
representative selection of young people excluded from school will be 

obtained some young people will still not be accessed. In particular, 
young people who have been excluded from school unofficially and who 

do not avail of any of the alternative services available to them. It is 
difficult, as discussed earlier, to estimate how many young people this will 

involve or how this will impact on the integrity of the sample. An attempt 
was made through the Individual projects to identify young people who had 

historical contact, would have been within the age range and remained 

outside mainstream education. Although some young people were 

identified, no response to correspondence was received.

Using this second approach 78 young people were identified for inclusion 

in this study. Every attempt was made to interview all of these participants 

and at the end of the first stage of interviews a total of 64 had been 

interviewed, 82% of the identified population. Repeated attempts were 

made to interview the remaining 14 young people, including repeated visits 

to their registered agencies, and on two occasions attending home tuition 

sessions with home tutors. Access to these participants was not achieved.
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Following a gap of approximately one year, an attempt was made to re

interview the 64 young people. However, access to only 25 could be 

obtained. This reduced the extent to which statistical analysis could 

reliably be performed, but still allowed for a valuable and unique insight 

into the changing behaviours of these young people using qualitative 

techniques.

In total 39 young people did not take part in the second phase of this study 

for various reasons. Fourteen of the young people, although still recorded 

on the register of their original projects, were non-attendees. The 

whereabouts of 11 young people was unknown and they had ceased to 

attend their original project, six of these young people were thought to 

have moved to an alternative project for the final year of their schooling but 

were not known at this new project. Seven young people had left their 

project and, although their addresses were known, they did not respond to 
key-workers attempts to contact them or any correspondence sent to them 

about the study. Three of the young people refused to take part in the 
study following arguments with staff, and a refusal to attend the project. 

Two young people are currently being cared for in a juvenile detention 
centre, due to involvement in criminal activities. Even though the 

whereabouts of these young people was known, it was felt inappropriate to 

approach them as the interviews could not be held privately. Two of the 

young people were engaged in a full time work placement, and they 

refused to take part in the study as the interview would have to take part in 

the evening.

Table 4.1 provides a breakdown of the total number of young people 

interviewed for this study and the projects they attended.
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Table 4.1: Phase One: Sample Origins and Size
Facilities Total

reported
Population

Number 
Interviewed 
Time One

Number 
Interviewed 
Time Two

JJA: Outerwest 6 5 2
JJA: Westside 5 5 1
JJA: East 3 3 1
JJA: South 2 2 0
JJA: Antrim 4 3 0
JJA: Abbey 2 2 1
JJA: Towers 2 2 2
JJA: North 0 0 0
JJA: Whiteabbey 0 0 0
JJA: Downpatrick 0 0 0
EOTAS 25 16 11
Laganvalley 12 8 1
Ardmore House (EBD) 10 8 2
St. Vincents (EBD) 10 10 4
Conway Mill 0 0 0
Total 83 64 25

Although purposive sampling was employed, reference to the sample size 

of previous similar research and requirements of statistical testing were 

taken into consideration. Similar studies were generally cross-sectional 
and several did not just focus solely on school excludees.

• Drug use and Offending (Graham and Bowling, 1995) Sample - 19

• Offending Behaviours (Audit Commission, 1996) Sample - 103

• Primary school exclusion (Hayden , 1997) Sample - 34

• Drug use and offending (Powis et al.,1998) Sample - 86

• Northern Ireland Exclusion (Kilpatrick et al., 1999) Sample - 76

• Characteristics of School Excludees (Eastwood, 2000) Sample - 11

• Drug use and School Exclusion (Melrose , 2000) Sample - 49

• Drug use (Goulden and Sondhi, 2001) Sample - 86

• Experiences of School Exclusion (Hayden and Dunne, 2001) 

Sample - 22

• Females and School Exclusion (Osier et al., 2002) Sample - 81

Sample sizes in these studies ranged from between 11 to 103 participants, 

with the mean sample size being approximately 54 participants.
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Key-workers working with the young people interviewed were also 

approached and asked to complete a questionnaire about the young 

people and also their own views on the survey topic. This allowed for 

cross validation of information and also provided an opportunity for key- 

workers to express their views on the issues raised in this study. This 

sample is made up of 24 key-workers, individuals from various 

professional backgrounds, mainly teaching and social work, and with 

various years of experience working with young people with challenging 

behaviour, ranging from one year to 25.

4.5 The Measuring Instruments
Two measuring instruments were used in this study; a semi-structured 

interview and a postal questionnaire. These instruments were selected as 
they were most appropriate to the target audience. For young people with 

histories of problems at school there may be both literacy and attention 
problems, making questionnaires an inappropriate research tool to use. 

Interviews are one of the most widely used data collection methods and 

have several advantages as a means of data collection. Most importantly, 
they enable the researcher to explore a certain topic and to build on 
information from interview to interview. There are several types of 

interviews ranging from structured, where an interview schedule is 

adopted using mainly closed ended questions, to unstructured, where 

ideas and themes are determined prior to the interview, but no set 

question structure is made. Denscombe (2003) states that the 

distinguishing feature between different types of interview schedules, is 

the amount of control that the researcher has on the nature and length of 

participant’s response. A questionnaire was used with key-workers simply 

as a consideration to their busy schedules, these were supplemented with 

informal conversations prior to interviewing the young people.

All methods involve the use of self-report data, meaning that they rely on 

the participant to accurately report details of their lives. Anderson (1994) 

highlights several problems with self-report surveys; firstly they rely heavily 

on the individual telling the truth and being comfortable to do so.
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Secondly, that the person understands what is being asked of them. 

Difficulties associated with the use of self-report measures are widely 

recognised, especially when subject matter is of a sensitive nature, like 

substance use.

There is also a growing body of research, examining the validity of results 

obtained from self-report substance using behaviours, by examining them 

in comparison with biological samples. Magura and Kang (1996) 

conducted a meta-analysis of 24 such studies. They found moderate 

agreement between self-report data and biological substance testing. 

Feucht et al. (1994), Lu et al. (2000) Mieczkowski et al. (1998) and Appel 

et al. (2001) all conducted studies examining self-report and biological 

measures of substance use and all found that there were low levels of 
agreement between the two measures, with self-report data providing a 

general under-report of actual use. However, in all these studies self- 
report followed arrest and detention in a police cell, and it is plausible that 

the environment in which these studies were conducted have acted as a 

confounding variable and affected the honesty with which the respondents 
replied. MacDonald and Pudney (2003) also stated that the cut off points 

used in these bioassay measurements were not entirely reliable, which 

could also affect results.

They, like Elmes et al. (1997) support the benefits of using self-report 

measures and propose that the appropriate use of them can provide valid 

and reliable results. They propose that a statement of confidentiality and 

appropriate interview techniques, such as a non-authoritarian manner, can 

greatly enhance positive/true statements. Newburn (1997) also states that 

the use of the self-report survey method is a valid approach when 

attempting to survey anti-social behaviours among young people in our 

society.
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4.5.1 Areas of Study in the Interview Schedule
Using Primary Socialisation Theory as a theoretical basis, and with 

reference to existing literature, the following areas were examined during 

the interviews with the young people.

• Drug Behaviours and Attitudes
With reference to several contemporary sources in the field (Melrose, 

2000; Jarman et al.;2002; McCrystal et al.;2002), the following substances 

were selected for questioning within this study; Cigarettes, Alcohol, 

Solvents, Cannabis, Magic Mushrooms, Ecstasy, Amphetamines, LSD, 

Heroin, Alkyl Nitrates, and Cocaine. These have been shown to be 

popularly misused substances throughout the UK and, in particular relation 

to this study, Northern Ireland. Other substances open to misuse are 
prescription drugs such as Valium and Diazepam. For this reason 

participants are given the option to comment on any other substances they 
may have taken. Questions focused on the substance use of the 
individual.

• Primary Socialisation Factors (School, Family, Peers)
The three primary sources of socialisation according to Getting et al. 

(1998), as previously discussed, are the school, family and peers. This 

study will examine the relationship that the young person has with each of 

these sources in order to assess their relative influence on substance 

using behaviours. In relation to their experience of school a series of open 

ended questions were used to obtain a history of the schooling experience 

to date including current attitudes to mainstream school, their current 

education provision, details of exclusion and aspirations for future 

education and life ambitions. These questions were created with 

reference to research conducted by Somers and Gizzi (2001) and Simons- 

Morton et al. (1999), which investigated risk behaviours for young people 

in relation to school involvement and attachment and the influence of 

future desires.
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The Inventory of Parental and Peer Attachment by Armsden and 

Greenberg, (1987) was used when examining the young persons 

relationship with parents and peers. This scale contains 53 items, making 

it a long scale for inclusion in this interview schedule. However, this is a 

popular scale that has been assessed for both reliability and validity. It has 

also been critiqued in the Mental Measures Year Book and has received 

much support. The scale has also been used in the ongoing Belfast Youth 

and Development Study conducted at the Institute of Child Care Research, 

which is a large-scale study that also examines substance using, anti

social behaviours and lifestyle factors among young people. Therefore, the 

use of this scale in the present study could create an opportunity for a 

more effective comparison between the two studies. Additional questions 

were also asked in relation to family structure and characteristics, peer 

group behaviours and attitudes towards school.

• Other factors
The young people were also asked questions in relation to their 

neighbourhood and entitlement to free school meals as an indication of 
socio-economic status.

• Delinquency, Depression, Self-Esteem and Aggression 

Delinquency - The Youth Self Report Scale (Achenbach, 1991) contains 

an externalising behaviour sub scale. Part of this subscale can be used to 

measure levels of anti-social behaviour and has also been used in 

conjunction with the DSM IV and ICD-10 to assess levels of clinical 

delinquency, i.e. to identify young people who possibly have a 

psychological disorder such as Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder or 

Conduct Disorder. This scale can be used on individuals aged 11 to 18 

and has been substantially investigated for both validity and reliability. 

Participants are asked to respond to the items on the scale using a three 

point Likert Scale with 0 = Not true, 1 = Somewhat or Sometimes true and 

2 = Very True or often true. Higher scores indicate higher levels of 

engaging in anti-social behaviours, with scores over 10 indicating clinical
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delinquency and offer a possible indication of behavioural disorder. The 

Strengths and Difficulties questionnaire by Goodman (1997) is also a well- 

used behavioural screen for problem behaviour. Both these scales 

possess both reliability and validity, but the Strength and Difficulties 

questionnaire has the disadvantage of being much longer with 25 items, 

compared to 11 items in the subscale of the Youth Self Report. The Youth 

Self Report will therefore be employed in this study.

Self Esteem -There are numerous measures of self-esteem. Possibly the 

most commonly used measure is the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale 

(Rosenberg, 1979). Coopersmith (1987) also have produced a popular 

measure containing 25 items. The Rosenberg Scale was utilised in this 

study, however, as it is a validated and reliable scale and has the 

advantage of being more succinct. Getting et al. (1998) point out, 

however, that it is not the level of self-esteem that is important, but its 
origins. For example, if a parent boosts a child’s self-esteem then that 

child is most likely to have strong healthy bonds with that parent. However, 
if an adolescent receives boosts to his or her self-esteem from peers this 

could indicate stronger bonds or affiliation to peers, and thus a greater risk 
of associating with deviant peers. The questionnaire therefore also 

attempts to reflect this, and asks questions pertaining to the origin of the 
participant’s self-esteem.

Depression - Depression, as a personality trait, has received much 

attention in the literature and, as such, numerous scales have been 

developed as a means to assess levels of depression. One well-used 

depression scale is the Beck Depression Scale (Beck, 2001). However, 

this scale would be unsuitable to use as the child versions can only be 

used up to age 14 and the adult version from 15 onwards. This would 

mean that within the present study both scales would need to be used. 

The Youth Self-Report Scale for ages 11 to 18 (Achenbach, 1991) 

contains a dimension called the anxious/depressed scale. The subscale 

of the Youth Self Report will therefore be used.
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Aggression - The Youth Self Report by Achenbach (1991) provides a 

sub-scale through which aggression can be examined. As other 

subscales of the Youth self-report were being used, it was decided that 

this would be a convenient measure to use.

4.5.2 Areas of Study in the Key-worker Questionnaires
Key-workers were also asked to complete a questionnaire about each of 

the participants in phase one of the study. Also contained in these 

questionnaires is general information about their thoughts and opinions on 

school exclusion, and substance use and anti-social behaviours among 

young people. This allowed for the cross validation of information, and 

added to the overall validity and reliability of the study. It also added to the 

amount of detailed information held about the young people, emphasising 

the importance of adherence to ethically practices regarding the storage of 
data. Due to their heavy work schedule, interviewing key-workers was 

considered unfeasible.

A questionnaire was therefore developed and distributed to each key- 

worker, at the time of the school excludee’s interview, (See Appendix IV). 
It was requested that questionnaires be returned via post. The return of 

questionnaires via post is notoriously problematic, being often quite 

expensive and plagued by non-response.

The key-worker responsible for each participant was given a questionnaire 

to be completed when the young people were initially interviewed. This 

questionnaire asked questions relating to each individual participant and 

the key-workers own personal opinions of exclusion. By giving the 

questionnaires in person, it was hoped that response rates would be 

improved. Also, by distributing them early in the study, with a date of 

return, non-response could be followed up. To complete the questionnaire 

the key-worker had to use their own knowledge and make reference to 

official documents. Areas to be assessed included Educational Special 

Needs, Criminal activities, School Exclusion, Present behaviour, Health 

and Care situation.
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4.6 Procedure
The procedure for this study is best examined by looking at several key 

issues, accessing the sample, the consent procedure, piloting the 

measurement instruments, and the interview/questionnaire process.

4.6.1 Accessing the Participants and Consent
Access to the young people was initially sought through negotiation with 

the individual projects they attend within the Greater Belfast area. Initial 

contact was made with the manager of each agency using a formal letter 

(Appendix V), giving full details of the study under question.

As the young people were all under the age of 18, consent was also 

obtained from their legal guardian. Following obtaining agreement from 

the projects therefore, managers were provided with packs containing 

information about the study and consent letters to be distributed to the 
parents/guardians of the young people who met the criteria for 

participation in the study (Appendix VI). Some projects voiced concern 

about the literacy skills of certain parents. For these parents, it was agreed 
that as well as giving the packs, key-workers would discuss the project 
with them and obtain verbal consent. It was felt that obtaining addresses 

from the agencies and distributing the information directly, would 

undermine the assurances of confidentiality that were made in the letter 

and attached information. Although the researcher did not directly contact 

parents, they were provided with the researchers contact details if they 

wished to raise any questions. Parents were asked to return a form in a 

self-addressed envelope if they did not wish their child to take part in the 

study. With consent from both the agency and the parent/guardian an 

interview time was arranged with the individual. It was at this time that 

participants were asked to give their own consent to take part in the study. 

At the start of each interview participants were again informed of the 

nature of the study, assured of confidentiality and asked if they were 

willing to participate.
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Access to re-interview the young people was agreed with the individual 

agencies when negotiating access for the first phase. Similarly, parents 

were provided with details of the full study, and gave consent for their child 

to take part in both phases.

Permission to approach key-workers for inclusion in section two of this 

study was again sought during initial negotiations with the manager of the 

individual projects. Permission was granted to ask key-workers to 

complete a questionnaire in their own time and post it back to the 

researcher using a pre-stamped and addressed envelope.

4.6.2 Piloting the Research Tools
When conducting research it is important to pilot the measurement 

instrument prior to starting the main body of research in order to assess 

the appropriateness of the instrument. Both instruments went through a 
process of pre-piloting during their development. Here, fellow academic 

and professional colleagues examined the instruments, and helped assess 

them for content validity. Throughout this process the instruments became 
more focussed, and ideas and themes were developed and perfected. 
Once pre-piloting was complete a pilot study was conducted on a small 

sample of six participants, (two females and four males) and three key- 

workers. Participants were informed that they were taking part in a pilot 

study and were asked to answer the following questions at the end of the 

interviews and questionnaire;

1. How long did it take to complete?

2. Did you have any difficulty following instructions?

3. Were any of the questions unclear or difficult to answer?

4. Did you find any of the questions offensive?

5. Is there anything that should have been asked but wasn’t?

6. Any further comments?

The pilot was conducted using the same process used in the main 

research and identified the following necessary changes:
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• All six young people refused to be tape-recorded. Key-workers were 

also sceptical about the use of a tape recorder and comparisons were 

drawn to official police interviews. It was therefore decided that data 

should be recorded by hand.

• Child and Adolescent Social and Adaptive Functioning Scale 

(CASAFS) (Price et al., 2002) was disliked by the participants and did 

not yield meaningful results. As such, it was replaced by the Inventory 

of Parental and Peer Attachment by (Armsden and Greenberg, 1987).

• Certain phrases were also altered following the pilot study. The use of 

the word ‘drug’ was limited as much as possible and the use of 

‘criminal’ or ‘delinquent’ behaviours were also reduced. These phrases 

appeared to evoke negative responses by the young people and were 

changed half way through the pilot study. Simply doing this changed 

the atmosphere and tone of the interviews, and young people became 

much more open and responsive. These words were replaced with 
‘substance’ and ‘anti-social’ behaviours. The substance ‘Alkyl Nitrate’ 

was also referred to using its street name of poppers, and the 
substance ‘Amphetamine’ was subsequently referred to as ‘Speed’.

4.6.3 The Interview/Questionnaire Process
The young people were interviewed within the individual agencies they 

attended. Interviews took approximately one hour to complete, including a 

brief description of what the study involved and what part they were being 

asked to play in the research process. At the beginning of each interview 

participants were assured that all information provided was treated in strict 

confidence, and the term confidentiality was explained. They were also 

told that they had the right to refuse to take part in the interview, and that 

throughout the interview process, they could refuse to answer any 

questions they felt uncomfortable answering, and could stop the interview 

at any point. Responses given by the participants in phase one were 

written down by the researcher in a pre-printed booklet.
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Key-workers were present prior to each interview to introduce the 

researcher to the participant. At the end of the interview, the young people 

were asked for their permission for questionnaires to be given to their key- 

worker. This was felt important as part of the questionnaire was about the 

young person. At this time the young person was again reassured that the 

information they had provided throughout the interview would not be given 

to their key-worker. No refusals were received and all key-workers were 

provided with a questionnaire and a self-addressed envelope for their 

return. This method was employed in the pilot study and proved to be 

most effective.

Approximately one year after his or her first interview, 25 of the 64 young 

people were re- interviewed using the same interview format as before.

4.6.4 Time Scale
The first interviews with young people were conducted between March and 

June 2003 and repeated between January and March 2004. Key-worker 
questionnaires were distributed during March 2003 and June 2003, and 

non-returns were followed up throughout the Fieldwork period until March 
2004.

4.6.5 Analysis
The quantitative information obtained from the young people interviewed 

was coded and input onto SPSS Version 10, a statistical package that 

allows the analysis of quantitative data. Here exploratory analysis in the 

form of descriptives, crosstabulations and correlations was conducted in 

order to uncover trends and to examine in detail the responses made by 

the participants. It was hoped that further confirmatory analysis would 

take the form of Path Analysis and ANOVA. However, due to the small 

sample size obtained, it was felt inappropriate to use such advanced 

statistical analysis.

Results from the key-worker questionnaires were also coded and input 

onto SPSS Version 10. Information provided by the key-workers was
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primarily used to validate information obtained from the young people. 

Due to the small numbers involved this could be done simply by cross 

referencing the factual information.

Qualitative information obtained from both the interviews with the young 

people and the key-workers questionnaires were analysed using content 

analysis. No specific software was employed for this analysis but due to 

the small numbers a thematic analysis could be performed easily. Case 

studies were also written combining information obtained from both the 

young people and the key-workers.

4.7 Engaging the Young People in the Interview Process
When interviewing any individual it is important that the person feels safe 

to talk and engages in the process. In order to do this the interviewer must 

be conscious of both how they represent themselves, the environment in 
which the interview is taking place and the interview itself.

4.7.1 The Interviewer
Denzin and Lincoln (1994) stated that the personal characteristics of the 
interviewer may impact on the success of an individual engaging in the 

process. It is therefore important that the interviewer is conscious of the 

impact of factors, such as age, perceived religion and perceived status, on 

an individual’s engagement in the interview process. At the beginning of 

each interview the researcher introduced themselves using their first name 

only. This helped to reduce the formality of the situation and, as a neutral 

name, reduced issues surrounding religious identity. The interviewer also 

identified that they were a student from Queen’s University Belfast and 

reaffirmed that they had no links with school, educational boards, police, 

the project the young person currently attended or social services. The 

purpose of the study was also clearly explained. At this point the 

researcher asked the young person for their consent to continue. This 

gave the young person the opportunity to opt out and gave them some 

control over the situation. The ‘rules’ around the interview were explained
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including the limits of confidentiality and their right to decline to answer, 

again allowing them to make an informed choice about participation.

4.7.2 The Environment
The young people were interviewed within the project they attended. This 

was felt more appropriate than interviewing at home as this would have 

introduced problems regarding personal safety for the interviewer and 

privacy for the young person. In each establishment a private room was 

requested, preferably with comfortable seats rather than desk and chairs. 

This helped to reduce the formality of the situation.

4.7.3 The Interview
The interviews took approximately one hour to complete, a long time for 
young people with, at times, limited concentration. During piloting the 

interview schedule, it became clear that in order to successfully complete 
a degree of encouragement was needed. For example, telling the young 

person they were nearly finished, praising them for their responses and 
allowing breaks for smoking and refreshment. Also, the use of non-verbal 

communication techniques such as smiles and nods of the head were 
important to keep the interviews progressing (Wilson, 1996). By keeping 

the atmosphere quite relaxed the interview became more like a 
conversation and less like a test which was also encouraging for the young 

people.

Probing was also used to encourage responses from the young people 

when they were losing concentration. Maxfield and Babbie (1995) point 

out that probing is often a necessary tool for the interviewer but warns that 

this may change the dynamics of the interview. A particular concern with 

interviews, especially when probing is used is that interviewees respond in 

a socially desirable manner rather than tell the truth. As some of the 

information could be corroborated by the key-workers questionnaire and 

the second interview with the young people, this was less of a problem 

within the current study as such responses could be identified.
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When designing the interview questions effort was taken to ensure that the 

language used was understandable to the young people. In order to do 

this the interview schedule was piloted with a number of young people and 

required changes made.

4.8 Ethical Issues
Ethical issues must be taken into consideration in any study. Connolly 

(2003) has written a useful ethical guide commissioned by the Office of the 

First Minister and Deputy First Minister of the Northern Ireland Assembly. 

In this document Connolly provides details on three main ethical principles 

that must be adhered to when conducting research with vulnerable groups.

1. “conduct their professional work with integrity and in such a way 

as to not jeopardise future research, the public standing of 
researchers or the ability of others to publish and promote the 

findings of their research. ” (Connolly, 2003:6)

Under this ethical principle the researcher is instructed to perform research 
in an unbiased and objective manner, interpret findings in a clear way and 

report limitations, recognise the boundaries of their own abilities as 
researchers, and consider the consequences of their behaviour whilst 

conducting research.

In an endeavour to meet these ethical principles the researcher must 

constantly examine their own behaviours and make themselves aware of 

any limitations or biases that they possess that could influence the 

research in a negative manner. They must also endeavour to correct any 

limitations in their abilities by attending courses in research 

methodologies, reading and seeking advice from those with required 

knowledge.

2. “Respect the rights and dignities of all those who are involved in 

or affected by their research. ” (Connolly, 2003: 6)
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Here researchers are encouraged to obtain informed consent from 

participants and where children (those under 18) are to be participants, 

additional consent must also be sought from appropriate guardians. 

Informed consent means that researchers should explain to all participants 

the full nature of the study in a manner in which they will understand, prior 

to agreeing to participate. Researchers must also make it clear that 

prospective participants have the right to refuse to participate, and that all 

participants have the right to withdraw from the study at any time. The 

researcher must also gain additional consent when using particular data- 

gathering equipment, for example tape recorders and camcorders.

In order to abide with this ethical principle, full disclosure of the purpose of 

the research was given so that participants could make an informed 
decision to participate in the study. Participants were also made aware 

that they were free to leave the study at any time. As the young people 

are under the age of 18, permission for participation was sought from three 
sources, the young persons parent/guardian, key-worker, and the young 

person themselves. Initially it was hoped to tape record the interviews. 
Additional consent was not given for this by either the young people or 

their key-workers during the pilot study and this method was therefore not 

adopted for the rest of the study. Privacy also falls under this principle and 
the researcher must also make it clear that participants have the right to 

refuse to answer particular questions.

3. “Ensure as far as possible the physical, social and psychological 
well-being of all those who take part in their research or are 

subsequently affected by it. ” (Connolly, 2003: 7)

Under this ethical principle there follows a series of sub-headings, the first 

of which is confidentiality. Here Connolly states that researchers must do 

their utmost to protect the confidentiality or anonymity of the participants, 

store data in a secure manner, and inform participants of such procedures. 

In an attempt to meet this principle, confidentiality for all participants must 

be assured throughout the interviews. There is an ethical obligation to
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respect the participants’ right to privacy; this in turn benefits the research 

as participants will feel more at ease to answer honestly. All documents 

obtained from the research had names removed, and were stored in a 

locked cabinet and all data input onto computer were nameless and stored 

on a computer with security password access only. No names or 

information that could lead to the identification of an individual or agency 

were made available in the resulting report.

Another ethical issue identified by Connolly (2003) concerns the moral 

obligation that the researcher has for the welfare of the participants. 

Connolly states that;

“In relation to research on children, should the researcher have any 

concerns regarding the safety or well-being of a child participant they 

have a duty under the Children Order (Nl) 1995 to report their 
concerns to a relevant authority (usually their local duty social work 

team or the NSPCC);

More generally, where there is sufficient evidence for the researcher 
to have serious concerns about the safety of a participant (adult or 
child) or about others who may be at significant risk because of the 
behaviour of that participant, then they have a moral obligation to 

inform an appropriate third party. ”

This was an issue for the young people in the study, as they were 

providing information on their personal use of substance use and other 

anti-social behaviours. To pass on knowledge obtained from the young 

people, such as substance using behaviours, would break confidentiality. 

Percy (2001, Unpublished) states two reasons why confidentiality should 

be upheld. Firstly, the adolescent has freely consented to give private 

information under the terms of confidentiality. Secondly, no information 

was obtained in this research that a parent or guardian could not have 

obtained by themselves. This research will follow the precedent set and 

uphold the young person’s right of privacy.

too



Chapter Four

4.9 Summary

In this chapter the methodological approach to this study has been 

detailed including study design, sample, procedure, research tools, 

analysis, and ethical considerations. More specific attention was given to 

the design and assessment of the measurement tools. Details of both the 

advantages and disadvantages of the methods used has also been 

detailed. Also included is a brief profile of each of the participants in each 

sample group, including the age and gender of the sample for phase one.

In summary, this study examined 64 young people excluded from school 

using a semi-structured interview. Following a time period of approximately 

one year 25 of these young people were then re-interviewed using the 

same one-to-one interview technique. Key-workers, attached to the young 
people, were also asked to complete a small questionnaire about the 

young people under their tutelage, and then return questionnaires via post. 
The results were then coded onto SPSS and analysed using quantitative 

techniques. The data was also examined qualitatively using content 
analysis. Ethical considerations were taken into consideration at all times 

and were also discussed in this chapter.
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Chapter Five: Study Findings

5. Introduction
This chapter discusses the key findings from the current study and, where 

possible, attempts to draw comparisons with other relevant literature in the 

field. The information obtained was both quantitative and qualitative in 

nature, and this will be reflected throughout the text in a blend of tables, 

direct quotes and case studies. The research method adopted to obtain 

information from the young people was a face to face interview using a 

semi-structured format. The young people were interviewed within their 

current educational placement and an attempt was made to re-interview 

following a gap of one year. Information from the interviews was 

complimented, and to a certain extent validated, by further information 

obtained from Key-Workers via a questionnaire and informal discussion. 

The first examines the experience of school exclusion from the young 

person’s perspective, the second details substance using behaviour, the 
third combines the two and addresses the main question of the research, 

the link between school exclusion and substance use. The final section 
looks at other life factors and experiences of the young people.
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Section 1- Substance Using Behaviours
The 64 young people interviewed were asked about their use of illicit 

substances, and also about their use of cigarettes and alcohol as defined 

in Chapter Three. Twenty-five young people were re-interviewed allowing 

both the cross validation of information and the tracking of behaviours 

during the final years of compulsory schooling for these individuals. This 

section provides a commentary on findings in relation to substance use.

5.1.1 Substances Used
Table 5.1a, b and c provide a breakdown of reported usage by gender. 

Young people were categorised as ‘non users’ if they had no personal 

experience of the substance, as ‘former users’ if they had experience in 

the past but had no intention of further use and ‘current users’ if they were 

currently using the substance in question.

Table 5.1a: Substances Used

Frequency Percent
Substance Non User Former

Users
Current
Users

Current
Users

Ever Use

Cigarettes 4 6 54 84% 94%
Alcohol 5 15 44 69% 92%
Cannabis 9 17 38 59% 86%
Drunkenness 7 24 33 52% 89%
Ecstasy 40 16 8 13% 38%
Other(1) 51 6 7 11% 20%
Solvents 27 32 5 8% 58%
Poppers 31 29 4 6% 52%
Amphetamines 44 18 2 3% 31%
Cocaine 57 5 2 3% 11%
Magic
Mushrooms 60 2 2 3% 6%
LSD 55 8 1 2% 14%
Heroin 64 0 0 0% 0%
(1) Other substances included Morphine, Tamazapan, Kapac, Valium, Anti-depressants 

and Ritalin
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Table 5.1b: The Current Status of Substance Use by Males (N=43)

Substance Non User Former User Current User
Frequency % Frequency % Frequency %

Cigarettes 4 9.3 4 9.3 35 81.4
Alcohol 4 9.3 13 30.2 26 60.5

Cannabis 7 16.3 12 27.9 24 55.8
Drunkenness 6 14.0 15 34.9 22 51.2

Ecstasy 28 65.1 11 25.6 4 9.3
Other ^ 36 83.7 3 7.0 4 9.3
Solvents 19 44.2 22 51.2 2 4.7

Magic
Mushrooms

40 93.0 1 2.3 2 4.7

Amphetamines 32 74.4 9 20.9 2 4.7
Poppers 19 44.2 22 51.2 2 4.7
Cocaine 39 90.7 2 4.7 2 4.7

LSD 38 88.4 4 9.3 1 2.3
Heroin 43 100 0 - 0 -

(1) Other substances included Morphine, Tamazapan, Kapac, Valium, Anti-depressants 
and Ritalin

Table 5.1c: The Current Status of Substance Use by Females (N=21)

Substance Non User Former User Current User
Frequency % Frequency % Frequency %

Cigarettes 0 - 2 9.5 19 90.5
Alcohol 1 4.8 2 9.5 18 85.7

Cannabis 2 9.5 5 23.8 14 66.7
Drunkenness 1 4.8 9 42.9 11 52.4

Ecstasy 12 57.1 5 23.8 4 19.0
Solvents 8 38.1 10 47.6 3 14.3
Other(1) 16 76.2 2 9.5 3 14.3
Poppers 12 57.1 7 33.3 2 9.5
Magic

Mushrooms
20 95.2 1 4.8 0

Amphetamines 12 57.1 9 42.9 0 -

LSD 17 81.0 4 19.0 0 -

Heroin 21 100 0 - 0 -

Cocaine 18 85.7 3 14.3 0 -

(1) Other substances included Morphine, Tamazapan, Kapac, Valium, Anti-depressants 
and Ritalin

Current use of cigarettes and alcohol (including drinking to drunkenness) 

is high when compared to findings of substance use from studies of 

mainstream school populations. Fifty-four (84%) of the young people 

reported that they currently smoked cigarettes. The NHS Health and 

Social Care Information Centre Report (2006) surveyed young people in 

mainstream school. In their sample of 15 year olds they found that only
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21% reported current use of cigarettes. Ever use of cigarettes in the 

current study was 94% which is similar to the 98% found amongst the 15 

year olds in the booster sample of school excludees from the Belfast 

Youth and Development Study (BYDS), (McCrystal et al. 2007). As with 

the NHS study higher rates of females reported smoking cigarettes.

Forty-four young people (69%) in the current study report that they 

currently drank alcohol, 33 of whom currently drank to drunkenness (52% 

of the total sample and 75% of those who report alcohol use). In 

comparison the NHS Health and Social Care Information Centre report 

(2006) reported that 45% of 15 year olds currently drank alcohol. Ever use 

is again similar to findings of the BYDS booster sample, 92% and 94% 

respectively.

The current study also found that a greater proportion of females drank 

alcohol compared to males (86% of females compared to 61% of males). 
McCrystal, et al. (2007) also found that females were significantly more 

likely to report drinking alcohol amongst their booster sample of school 
excludees. Amongst the general population however no difference was 

found, (NHS, 2006).

Of the illicit substances cannabis remains the most popular drug currently 

in use (59%). The NHS report (2006) also found that cannabis was the 

most popularly used illicit substance. However, usage was at a much 

lower rate, 26% of all 15 year olds sampled. Again, ever use is similar to 

findings of the BYDS booster sample, 86% and 82% respectively. 

Comparison with the general school sample of the BYD study highlighted 

significantly lower levels of cannabis use, 43%.

Eight percent of the young people had currently used solvents, however, 

historical use was high (58%). This indicates that solvents and poppers 

are more prevalent among a younger age group, a finding also consistent 

with the NHS report (2006) and the BYD study (McCrystal et al., 2007).
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In total 25 young people had experience of using Class A substances 

ranging from Magic Mushrooms to Cocaine, with 15 young people 

currently experimenting with these substances. This equates to 23% of the 

sample and is much higher than the 10% reported for the general 

population in the NHS report. Again the BYD study also reports much 

higher use of these substances among the booster sample compared to 

the school population. No young person reported using Heroin.

5.1.2 Poly Drug Use
The EMCDDA (2002) provide a general definition of poly-substance use 

as defined by the World Health Organisation Lexicon, and state that poly

substance use is the use of more than one substance or type of substance 

by an individual at the same time or sequentially. To examine poly

substance use among the sample current substance use combinations 

were investigated.

The NHS report (2006) found that young people who had recently used 

substances such as cigarettes, alcohol, and/or cannabis, were also likely 
to have used other substances.

Cigarettes, alcohol and cannabis formed the most common current 

combination of use (28 young people, 44%). These were also the 

substances most frequently reported to be used by the young people in 

the current study. They appeared to be ‘core’ substances of use. Other 

substances, for example Ecstasy, were used on a less regular basis. 

Young people reported using these substances both individually and in 

combination.
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Table 5.2: Number of Substances Currently used
Number of 
Substances

Male Female Total
Freq. % Freq. % Freq. %

0 1 2.3 1 4.8 2 3.1
1 13 30.2 2 9.5 15 23.4
2 10 23.3 4 19.0 14 21.9
3 11 25.6 7 33.3 18 28.1
4 4 9.3 4 19.0 8 12.5
5 2 4.7 2 9.5 4 6.3
6 2 4.7 1 4.8 3 4.7
Total 43 100 21 100 64 100

5.1.3 Access to Substances
Sources of substances were varied amongst the sample. For both 

cigarettes and alcohol the main source of first experimentation was within 

the home, with or without parental knowledge. No other substance was 
obtained or used with prior parental knowledge or consent. ‘Other’ 

substances, for example diazepam, were also often obtained within the 

family home via theft of prescribed medication. Illicit substances were all 
obtained for the first time from a friend or elder sibling. See Appendix VII 

Table 5.3 for a list of first source by substance.

With continued use of substances the young people’s source changed. 

Alcohol and cigarettes were then usually purchased by themselves or by 
older friends, and illicit substances were obtained from friends or directly 

from drug dealers. These are similar findings to those reported for the BYD 
study, (McCrystal et a!., 2007). This study also found that those excluded 

from school were more likely to have direct access to drug dealers 

compared to their mainstream school sample. This has implications for 

both exposure to a wider range of substances and the severity of 

substance using behaviours. See Appendix VII Table 5.4 for a list of 

sources of continued use.

All 64 young people were aware of substances within their environment 

and reported that they knew how to get access to substances at any given 

time. As one young person stated:
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“Drugs are everywhere. There is always someone about who can give you 

stuff or get you stuff, it’s there if you want it and can afford it. ” (Male)

5.1.4 Frequency of Substance Use
Frequency or intensity of use varied greatly amongst the sample and 

substance by substance. All those who smoked cigarettes reported that 

they did so daily. However, the number of cigarettes smoked on a daily 

basis ranged from just one to 20 (see Appendix VII, table 5.5). The 

following examples show the variety in cigarette usage.

“I only smoke one cigarette a day after my dinner with a cup of tea. How 

old does that make me sound? Tm like an old Granny.” (Female, Current 

Cigarette Smoker)

“I don’t think cigarettes are that bad. Yeah I know about the dangers, but 
they’re not really drugs, not like “e” and stuff. I don’t smoke that much 

anyway a few a day” (Female, Current smoker)

“Twenty a day! Buy them cheap off a guy round our way. I would smoke 
more if I could afford it.” (Male, Current Cigarette smoker)

Smoking cigarettes was also a behaviour not punished within the young 

people’s current educational placement. This may have the impact of both 

increasing use and increasing the acceptability of use. As one Key- 

Worker stated;

“Most of the young people smoke and we know they use other drugs and 

drink. Cigarettes are a bit different and we end up tolerating usage when 

they’re here. We’re actually getting them to do some work so we’re not 

going to argue about smoking. They know the dangers we make sure of 

that. If they came in drunk or high that would be a different matter” (Key- 

Worker Voluntary Project)
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Appendix VII Table 5.6 provides a breakdown of reported lifetime usage of 

the remaining substances under investigation.

Over two fifths of young people reported using alcohol (42%) more than 

once a week, with over a quarter (26%) stating that on these occasions 

they got drunk.

Cannabis is the most commonly reported illicit substance of use amongst 

the sample with almost half of the 38 current users reporting using 

cannabis at least once a week. The majority of the young people used 

cannabis in a social setting with peers; however, two young people used 

cannabis in a different, isolated manner. These young people reported 

daily use of the substance for what could be described as self-medicating 

reasons. They were not interested in the social aspect of the substance 

but solely in its effects as a relaxant or cigarette substitute. One of the 
young people stated;

“Every day! I smoke cigarettes during the day and then at night I have one 
spliff and it helps me relax and I sleep better." (Male, Current Cannabis 
User)

The young person quoted below presents a more typical response of 

frequent users of cannabis, using with friends on a weekly basis in social 

settings and gatherings.

“Just at the weekends at parties and stuff. I’d rather have that than alcohol 

or anything else. ” (Female, Current Cannabis User)

Other users only tried or used cannabis on a less frequent basis and for all 

these young people use occurred within a social setting with peers such as 

at parties or with friends.

109



Chapter Five

“I only tried it a couple of times at parties and stuff. My mates were all 

using it and said it was good. Thought Td give it a go for a bit of a laugh. 

It’s all right but I’m not really interested in all that [swear]’’ (Male, Former 

Cannabis User)

Other less frequent users did so only because they did not have direct 

access to a supply and could only obtain the substance on an infrequent 

basis through friends. These young people could be described as 

opportunistic users, only taking the substance when exposed to it and 

never seeking it, or they had restricted access, i.e. they wanted to access 

the substance but couldn’t.

“Probably about once a month. I would love to use it more, only I use it 

with my mates from where I used to live. I only get to go up there about 

once a month so I can only do it then. It’s [swear].” (Female, Cannabis 
User)

No one reported using substances like ecstasy and amphetamines on a 
daily basis. At most these substances were used once or twice a week, 

usually at the weekend and during parties and/or at nightclubs. Typical 

responses included;

“I only use when Tm in a club, once a month. It’s a buzz” (Female, Current 

Ecstasy User)

“I’ve only used it once or twice, good [swear] though. It’s hard to get hold 

of. Gives you loads of energy. Makes you feel great.” (Male, current 

Amphetamine User)

Use of ‘Other’ substances, such as anti-depressants, tended to be 

opportunistic in nature being stolen from within the household and were 

therefore used on a less frequent basis. Those who reported cocaine use 

stated only using it a few times on special social occasions. This was 

largely attributed to its expense and difficulty in accessing it.
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5.1.5 Section 1 Summary
In comparison to other literature it would appear that although patterns 

such as gender differences and types of substances used are similar to 

young people who attend mainstream school, actual levels appear to be 

relatively higher, (Mayock, 2000, NHS, 2006 and McCrystal et al. 2002. 

2005, 2007). Levels of substance use appear to be similar to other studies 

reporting substance use among schools excludees (McCrystal et al. 2007) 

and would therefore support current concerns about the substance use 

among this vulnerable group of young people. As with all these studies a 

degree of caution must be taken when interpreting the result due to self - 

report methodologies employed and the comparatively smaller numbers of 

school excludees interviewed compared to the mainstream sample 

populations.
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Section 2 - Attitudes to Substance Use and Reasons for such 

Behaviours

Although identifying rates and patterns of use is important, it is essential to 

also examine the attitudes towards substances and the reasons for using 

and non-using behaviours. Gaining an insight into young people’s 

attitudes towards and reasons for substance use is important for both our 

understanding of these behaviours and the development of drug 

prevention initiatives. The use of face-to-face interviews provided an 

opportunity to explore such issues. The following section presents just 

such information; providing the context of non-use, continued use and 

cessation of use.

5.2.1 Non-use of Substances
Although all the young people reported use of some substances, all 
reported complete avoidance of others. Primary reasons included 

knowledge of the dangers, and witnessing ill effects in friends.

Several young people reported witnessing their friends having a bad 
reaction to Ecstasy and two reported the harrowing details of the death of 

a friend following solvent use.

“My friend died from using them. No way would I use them. It was 

horrible; just couldn’t believe it when it happened. Nobody could do 

anything. ” (Male, Non-Solvent User)

Heroin was the only substance not to have been used by any young 

person, although three young people had been offered it by either an older 

friend or a family member. Reasons for non-use again largely centred on 

the dangers of using heroin itself, with all the young people expressing a 

negative attitude towards this substance. Heroin was viewed as a 

substance that took control over a person compared to other substances 

that they felt they could exert a certain degree of control. In this respect, 

findings were again similar to those detailed by Mayock (2000). The idea
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of the power or control exerted by heroin differentiated it from other 

substances and acted as a deterrent in taking the substance. In this 

respect, knowledge of the negative effects of the substance and negative 

associations with the mode of consumption appeared to dominate 

opinions. Two of the young people had directly witnessed the effect of 

heroin.

Phillip’s story
Phillip, aged 14 at first interview, was 12 years old when he had been 

excluded from school. Although the final reason for exclusion had been 

persistent truant!ng, both Phillip and his Key-Worker report a difficult 

school career marked by periods of temporary exclusion to the school’s 

exclusion unit and fixed term home exclusion. When asked about heroin 

use, Phillip told of his own personal experience with heroin. His father had 

lived periodically within the family home whilst battling his addiction to the 

drug eventually dying of an overdose when Phillip was aged 10. His Key- 
Worker stated that the death of Phillip’s father had been a traumatic loss 

that the whole family were still affected by. In Phillip’s own words;

"My Dad was addicted to heroin and died. My mum says it wasn’t his fault; 

once you start taking a substance like that you can never stop. It’s such a 
[swear] waste. I don’t know why people do it. It wrecks your life and 

everyone around you.” (Phillip, non-Heroin User)

Another young person who had also witnessed usage stated;

"I’ve seen others use it and didn’t like it. It’s a dangerous drug and then 

there’s all the other stuff like AIDS and stuff. It’s just not worth it. ” (Female, 

Non-Heroin User)

Other more substance specific reasons were also provided. For example, 

those who had never smoked cigarettes also reported physical attributes 

of smoking such as “It’s stinking” and “makes you smell bad” as reasons 

for non use. In relation to heroin use, the need to inject appeared to be as
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much of a deterrent as the negative effects of the substance. As one 

young person stated;

“Never! I would never get into anything that you had to use needles. It’s 

sick. Did you see that dead girl in the newspapers? You’ve got to draw a 

line somewhere and that’s it. No way, Heroin and [swear] like that is way 

too dangerous” (Male, Non-Heroin User)

Cocaine use and exposure to the drug was limited amongst the young 

people under investigation. Fifty-seven young people (89%) had never 

used cocaine and in general viewed it as dangerous and expensive.

“No way, it’s too dangerous and it destroys your nose. It must be really 

addictive that you would keep using it even if your nose is falling off. Look 

at Daniella Westbrooke. Her nose was disgusting. The middle bit had all 

gone.”(Female, Non-Cocaine User)

Only five young people had never drunk alcohol and all reported 

witnessing the negative experiences of others whilst drinking alcohol as 
the reason for this avoidance.

“I’ve seen friends get drunk. I don’t want to make an idiot out of myself like 

them. It’s stupid. ” (Male, Non Alcohol Drinker)

“Never really been interested. My mate was pissed and started this fight 

with another girl she thought was coming onto her boy. She ended up 

getting glassed and had to get stitches in her head and her boy dumped 

her anyway. She wouldn’t have done it if she was sober. I never want to 

be out of control like that” (Female non-drinker)

Interestingly, a few people reported that parental and/or peer disapproval 

of drugs was an influencing factor in non-use.

114



Chapter Five

“My mum knows I smoke and drink a bit but she would kill me if she 

thought I was taking drugs. I wouldn’t want to disappoint her. I’ve got into 

enough trouble” (Female, Non-illicit drug user)

“My friends would kill me if I took substances like that. They’re too 

dangerous” (Female, Non-Cocaine user)

For some, however, avoidance was not intentional and reported non-use 

was purely because the young person had never been offered. This 

comment was made by only three individuals. All accessed substances 

via friends and expressed no desire to gain direct access from a dealer, 

therefore restricting use to substances offered to them by their friends. 

One young person stated when commenting on their reasons for never 

using magic mushrooms,

“Td give them a go but I’ve never been offered and I wouldn’t know what I 
was looking for” (Male, Non-User MM)

Use of substances such as cocaine was also restricted due to limited 
accessibility.

“I would love to try it but it’s expensive and you can’t get it from the dealers 

around my way. I’ll get round to it one day though.” (Female, Non-Cocaine 
User)

5.2.2 Substance Use
One of the most commonly cited reasons for why young people start to 

take substances is peer pressure, (DHSS, 1996). Within the current study 

the young people reported that the majority of substance using behaviours 

took place within their peer groups. Therefore, peer pressure, either 

deliberate or not, must be taken into consideration when examining the 

reasons behind substance using behaviours. Overall, reported reasons for 

starting to use substances largely included experimentation, a desire to fit 

in, escapism, and boredom.
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Reasons for starling to smoke cigarettes for example included ‘curiosity’, 

‘friends told me to try it’, ‘to fit in’, ‘to make me feel grown up’, ‘Because I 

was offered’, ‘Just copying my parents’, and ‘Saw others smoke and 

wanted to try it’. Although the young people knew the addictive nature of 

cigarettes and even the associated dangers, many did not have a negative 

attitude towards cigarettes and did not view them as dangerous or 

something to avoid. As one young person stated;

‘They can’t be that bad for you. I mean they sell them in shops. They 

wouldn’t allow it if they were all that bad.” (Male, Current Cigarette 

Smoker)

Similar responses were given for those who drank alcohol and drank 

alcohol to drunkenness; although some young people stated that they had 

got drunk for the first time by accident, simply unintentionally taking too 
much.

Those who had used other substances, such as cannabis, ecstasy and 
amphetamines reported reasons such as ‘wanted a buzz’, ‘friends told 

they it was good’, ‘heard it relaxed you’, ‘meant I could hang out with my 
brother/sister’, Saw it made people happy, I wanted to be happy too’, and 

‘felt pressurised’.

For some individuals, use ceased after the initial experimentation, and for 

others use of the substance became an infrequent or frequent part of their 

social repertoires. Reasons for continued use tended to differ to those for 

initial use. For many of the young people, continued substance use 

tended to be based on liking the effects elicited by the substances. These 

young people had positive attitudes to the substances in question and 

although knowing the risk associated with usage, downplayed such 

dangers. Many stated that ‘sensible’ usage was not dangerous such as 

drinking lots of water, only taking one substance at a time, and letting 

friends know what they had taken. As one young person stated in relation 

to ecstasy;
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“It’s a laugh, good buzz. It’s not that dangerous as long as you’re careful, 

like I only ever buy it off one bloke, I know his stuff is good. ” (Male, Current 

Ecstasy User)

This has implications for the design of educational strategies to prevent 

substance use. Although highlighting the dangers of drugs may prevent 

those who are contemplating use, a different approach may be required to 

encourage those with personal ‘positive’ experience of such substances to 

desist from further use.

Of all the illicit substances cannabis was regarded as the safest. The 

majority of the young people interviewed regarded cannabis in a similar 

fashion to cigarettes and alcohol, and it was often referred to as 
‘harmless’, ‘a bit of fun’ and quite often as ‘normal’. In general, although 

respondents knew that cannabis was an illegal substance, they did not 
view it as dangerous and preferred its effects to those of alcohol or other 

substances. Some young people felt they were more in control when using 
it than when drinking alcohol, and therefore preferred it in social 

gatherings. As one young person stated;

“I only use it a few times a month at parties. It helps me relax. I love the 

buzz but I still feel in control. It’s better than drink for me anyway. I make a 

[swear] out of myself when I’m drunk, totally lose it and anything could 

happen to you when you get like that. On cannabis I can have a good 

time with no worries” (Female, Cannabis User)

In relation to its legality, although not directly asked, many young people 

expressed the opinion that, although they knew that cannabis was illegal, 

they did not feel it should be.

“Yeah but so are cigarettes and alcohol. I think cannabis is like them. It’s 

a drug but it shouldn’t be illegal.’’(Male, Cannabis User)
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These findings would lend support to research highlighting the 

normalisation of substance use (Parker at al., 1995; Power et ai, 1996; 

Perry et al., 1997; Wibberley, 1997). Attitudes towards cannabis were in 

general favourable and although knowing the dangers, for many, the 

positive benefits outweighed any consequences associated with it. As one 

young person stated;

“Look, I know it can be bad for you, but when you are smart about how 

much you take, it’s no big deal and anyway it has done me no harm. It 

helps me relax and sleep. ” (Male, Cannabis User)

Even knowing the negative consequences of using cannabis, this young 

person felt that the benefits to them of using the substance, and the 
manner in which they used it, put them at little risk of experiencing any 

problems associated with use. They had, in effect weighed up the 
potential risks and benefits to them and had found in favour of cannabis 

use.

The influence of peers was also noted in the continued use of certain 
substances. Cocaine was reportedly only ever used by 7 young people, 2 

of whom were current users. Ail these young people used cocaine on a 
single or occasional basis. One young man only did so because his 

friends still used. However, the other continued to use simply because 

they liked it and viewed it in a more positive light. The responses below 

were given by the two young people who continued to use.

“I started to use it when I was about 14. I don’t use it loads, just now and 

again at parties and birthdays, that kind ‘a’ thing. I don’t really like it, 

makes your nose bleed sometimes and your gums. Good buzz though. 

I’m the youngest of my mates and they keep buying me it, I think they think 

they are doing me a favour. I like it when they buy me stuff. I like being 

part of the group.’’ (Male, Current Cocaine User)
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“I like it, good buzz. I don’t think it’s as bad or dangerous as people make 

out. It’s never done me any harm. It’s expensive that’s the bit that puts me 

off a bit” (Male, Cocaine User)

Ongoing use of certain substances was restricted to certain occasions. 

For example environmental factors, such as the location of use, were 

important. Substances associated with the dance scene such as Ecstasy 

and LSD were only used by the majority of young people at parties and 

clubs.

“Only when I am in a club or a party or something; when I’m going to be 

dancing. There’s no point taking it if you’re just sitting about. People who 

do are just [swear] weird. ” (Female, Current Ecstasy User)

In a similar fashion overall amphetamine use amongst the young people 
was low; however both males who currently did stated that they did so to 

help them exercise.

“It’s great. Gives you such a buzz. I only take it when I’m going to exercise. 
All those top sports people are using them. ” (Male, Current Amphetamines 
User)

Some of the young people also restricted their level of use because of 

negative past experiences with certain substances. For example, one 

young person had had a bad experience with ecstasy and now only used it 

in a more controlled manner, or as he thought, in an appropriate manner in 

relation to the purpose of the substance.

7 used to take it a couple of times a week, sometimes every day. It was a 

waste of money and it did my head in. I couldn’t sleep, was having panic 

attacks. I’ve cut it right down now. Only use it now like you are supposed 

to in clubs, probably about once a month. ” (Male, Current Ecstasy User)

119



Chapter Five

Another young person reported reduced use of alcohol. She had come to 

view her behaviour whilst drunk as unacceptable and now drank in a more 

controlled fashion.

“I used to drink every night at the weekends and I would drink until I was 

plastered, then I just wised up. I was making such a [swear] out of myself 

when I was drunk, going with other peoples fellas, picking fights, failin’ 

over and crying, [swear] I’m going red just thinking about it. I still drink at 

the weekends but only a few to be sociable like not to get drunk, haven’t 

been drunk in months. ” (Female, Current Alcohol User)

5.2.3 Cessation of use
Preventing young people from using substances is one important element 

of drug prevention programmes. Equally important is getting people to 

stop once started. It is therefore important to gain an understanding of why 
young people desist from substance using behaviours. Extensive 

knowledge was expressed by the young people of both the negative side 

effects associated with using all types of substances and the so-called 
‘benefits’ they attributed to them, i.e. in their words what the ‘buzz’ was 
like. This knowledge however, appeared to be derived from peers and 

social interactions, rather than from drug prevention lessons in schools or 

from parents. Although 33 individuals (52%) stated that they had received 

drug prevention classes, few reported these lessons as a source of 

knowledge (8%) about substances or as a deterrent to using. In fact, all 

the young people reported that both their experiences, personally or 

second hand, pre-dated any drug prevention classes they attended. This 

could be taken as an indication, not of the lack of impact or effectiveness 

of such classes, but an indication of bad timing. All of these young people 

were exposed to drugs awareness classes after they had already had 

experience of the drugs and had formed opinions based on these 

experiences.

Of the six young people who had stopped smoking, four stated that they 

just didn’t like it anymore, one stated that they had become aware of the
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dangers, and one stated that their mother had found out and had made 

them stop. The NHS report (2006) found that those who had successfully 

given up cigarettes, had more often than not asked for help and advice 

from family and friends (25%), or had used nicotine products (9%). In the 

current study, however, this was not the case. None of the young people 

reported seeking advice about stopping cigarette smoking or using any 

products to help them. No specific reasons were given for not seeking 

help. Some young people however, did say that they ‘didn’t need help’to 

stop.

Thirty-two young people reported cessation of solvent use. Reasons for 

this included negative experiences. One young person reported the death 

of a friend whilst using solvents;

“My friend used them, only once for a laugh and they just died. It was 
horrible. I would never use them again, they’re too dangerous. Put me off 

using a lot of substances. It only takes one time for things not to be right 

and you’ve had it. You could end up really hurt or dead. Don’t care if 
people think I’m boring I just know it’s not worth it.” (Male, Former Solvent 
User)

Another young person reported that they themselves nearly died following 

solvent use and were still suffering from the effects of their experience 

several months on.

7 had used them loads of times, loved the buzz and nothing bad ever 

happened. I had a bit of a sore head after but no worse than a hangover. 

I don’t remember what happened but I just collapsed and my mate called 

an ambulance. I was [swear] lucky they just didn’t run off. I was in hospital 

about four weeks and I’m still not right. Put me right off, never again, if it 

didn’t kill me, me ma would!!” (Male, Former Solvent User)

In addition some young people remarked on the impact of a local 

television advert highlighting the dangers of solvent use which had
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deterred them from using. Several young people also stated that they had 

simply ‘grown out of them’ and in some instances moved onto other 

substances. Solvents were viewed by most young people as something 

for younger age groups. This was also found in the Belfast Youth and 

Development Study (McCrystal 2007) which noted that use of solvents had 

peaked by aged 14 to 15.

Although 24 (38%) young people had used ecstasy within their lifetime 

only eight (13%) young people report current use. Although viewed in a 

positive light by users, those who have stopped using expressed negative 

attitudes towards this substance, again often grounded in negative 

experiences.

“Too dangerous. You never know what they’ve put in it. My mate took it 

and nearly died. No buzz is worth that risk.’’(Male, Former Ecstasy User)

Others were concerned about getting addicted to substances and lack of 
control whilst using them. Their attitudes towards the drugs had become 

negative. In relation to the use of ecstasy one former user stated;

7 think it’s addictive. I used it for a while and I just wanted it more and 

more. I was scared I was going to lose control so I stopped.” (Male, 

Former Ecstasy User)

Attitudes to cannabis were largely positive but 17 young people had in fact 

ceased to use it. Although some had ceased following experimentation, 

others through lack of accessibility or concerns about the dangers, a few 

did also report negative effects of the substance.

“I used it loads when I was at school and it really does make you thick. I 

can’t remember loads of time at school and I am no way as smart as I 

used to be. Kills off your brain cells or something.” (Female, Former- 

Cannabis User)
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Some of the young people in the study had stopped drinking and others 

had stopped drinking to drunkenness (15 and 24 young people 

respectively). Reasons for cessation of alcohol use either altogether or to 

drunkenness were very similar. These included 7 didn’t like it anymore’, 

‘Because they were made to stop by parents’, Bad reaction nearly died/ 

was really ill’, ‘Saw how stupid other people looked, didn’t want to be like 

that anymore’, ‘Got into fights all the time, ‘Got into trouble’ and ‘Health 

Reasons’. Negative attitudes towards alcohol stemmed from negative 

experiences. Several young people reported drinking too much alcohol 

and having to seek medical attention.

7 drank too much one night and ended up in hospital. I was really ill. Never 

again. Why would you do that to yourself?” (Male, Former Alcohol 
Drinker)

Other young people stated that they engaged in dangerous behaviours 

when drunk and viewed alcohol as a dangerous substance because of 

this. Typical responses included;

“I just lose all sense, make a real [swear] out of myself and fight with all my 

mates and my mum. I promised her I would stop.” (Male, Former Alcohol 
Drinker

For Illicit substances the majority of young people gave up following bad 

reactions, such as headaches when using poppers to bleeding mouth and 

nose following cocaine and amphetamine use, to more life threatening 

reactions following use of ecstasy.

Although not a physical side effect some young people reported negative 

emotional effects of certain substances as reasons for cessation of use. A 

fear of the loss of control was reported in relation to the use of 

amphetamines and LSD. In relation to cocaine use, one young person 

reported that it ‘Made me feel hollow’.
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Other reasons centred on the expense or difficulty gaining access to 

substances. Frequent access was a particular problem for prescription 

medications. Some young people reported getting bored of using ecstasy 

and poppers and had ‘grown out of them’. Often young people reported 

that they and their friends had all given up.

Although not having any negative experiences themselves, some young 

people completely stopped using substances due to increased self- 

awareness or maturing. For example, one young person reported that for 

him, the anxiety over fears of losing control of his substance use 

outweighed any benefit that he had derived.

“I was scared in case I lost control. It just stopped being worth it. ” (Male, 

Former LSD User)

Another young person reports that she became very aware of the risks she 

was taking and this had given her a new perspective on her own 
behaviours and what she was actually doing to her life by taking 

substances.

“I was just really pushing my luck. I knew if I kept using I was goin’ die.” 

(Female, Former Ecstasy User)

One young person was a poly-drug user at the time of first interview. At 

the time of second interview she reported the most dramatic change in her 

substance using behaviours, curtailing some and ceasing to use others 

altogether. In relation to ceasing alcohol use she stated:

“I just realised I was killing myself. It’s really terrible when your mates have 

to tell you what you did last night because you can’t remember. I was just 

out of control”. (Female, Former Alcohol User)
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5.2.4 Change in Substance Using Behaviours
The young people interviewed have varied and complex substance using 

behaviours. Although some began use in early childhood the majority of 

behaviours commenced post primary. Even in this short time, the young 

people have gone through various stages of using behaviours from 

experimentation, extreme use to restriction and in some cases cessation 

of use. The Belfast Youth and Development Study found that substance 

use for school excludees appears for most to have stabilised by the age of 

15, whereas the school population continues to develop. This may be 

because of the earlier onset of substance using behaviours among those 

excluded from school also noted in the BYDS study. Within the current 

study the same pattern of stabilisation was noted. This was particularly 

evident among the 25 young people who were re-interviewed. Lifetime 

substance using behaviours were asked at both the first and second 

interview allowing for cross validation of findings and assessing change in 
behaviours over the final year of compulsory schooling. Table 5.7 below 

provides a summary of report substance using behaviours at first and 
second interview.

Table 5.7: Reported Substance Use at First and Second Interview 

(N=25)
Substance Never Used Former User Current User

Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2
Cigarettes 2 1 3 2 20 22
Alcohol 3 1 6 5 16 19
Cannabis 6 6 6 7 13 12
Drunkenness 4 3 11 13 10 9
Ecstasy 19 13 4 11 2 1
Other ^ 24 23 1 2 0 0
Solvents 9 9 14 16 2 0
Poppers 12 12 11 13 2 0
Amphetamines 18 16 7 9 0 0
Cocaine 24 24 1 1 0 0
Magic
Mushrooms

23 23 1 2 1 0

LSD 22 21 3 4 0 0
Heroin 25 25 0 0 0 0
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For the majority of these young people substance use, attitudes and 

behaviours remained fixed between the first and second phase of 

interviews. This suggests that by the age of 15 to 16 the substance using 

behaviours of the majority of these young people have stabilised. Only 

three young people documented any substantial change, one an increase 

in substance using behaviours and two a decrease. Niall’s story is 

documented below.

Niall’s Story 

First Interview
Niall was 14 at first interview and had been excluded from school for a 

period of six months. This was not his first exclusion and he had a history 

of disruptive behaviour leading to both fixed and permanent exclusions 

from two previous schools. He had also been a frequent truant.

Niall’s Key-Worker stated that Niall was capable but was currently behind 
where he should be educationally. One to one sessions with Niall were 
focussing on improving his basic literacy skills. He had problems with 

attention and frustration but had not been diagnosed with ADHD.

Substance Use
Niall’s substance using behaviour had begun at an early age and he 

reported the earliest onset of smoking, use of cannabis and drinking 

among the young people. He currently smoked in excess of 20 cigarettes 

a day, weekly use of cannabis, alcohol and ecstasy. He was also a less 

frequent user of other substances such as amphetamines and prescription 

drugs. His substance use was known to his parents and Key-Worker. The 

Key-Worker expressed concern at both the level and variety of substances 

used by Niall and was convinced that these reports were not mere 

boasting.

One Year on
During the interim period Niall had had a ‘bad trip’ when using Ecstasy and 

only for the quick thinking of a friend he would have died. He was in
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hospital for many weeks following the incident, which had been in his 

words a ‘wakeup call’. Since then he reported a restriction in his 

substance using behaviours to the ‘odd drink’ and total cessation of using 

Ecstasy.

5.2.5 Section 2 Summary
When making decisions about not taking substances, ongoing or cessation 

of use peers played a dominant role as did awareness and experience of 

the positive and negative aspects of substance use. Actual experience of 

the dangers of certain substances, either through personal experience or 

witnessing friends, had influenced many of the young people to stop using. 

In contrast positive experiences had encouraged their behaviours. Such 

first hand knowledge needs to be taken into consideration when devising 

both the timing and content of drug education programmes.
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Section 3 - The Experience of School Exclusion and links to 

Substance use

In total 64 young people were interviewed for this study, aged 14 to 15 at 

the time of first contact. Approximately two thirds were male and one third 

female.

The young people attended a variety of alternative education placements 

including voluntary projects (eight young people) and ’Education other 

than at school’ (EOTAS, 16 young people). A further 22 young people 

were contacted through the Juvenile Justice Agency. These young people 

no longer attended mainstream school and received limited one to one 

tuition. A further 18 young people attended Educational and Behavioural 

Units (EBD) in Belfast and Portadown. EBD units provide education in line 

with the National Curriculum for those young people with educational and 

behavioural difficulties. The young people interviewed from these units all 
had a history of school exclusion and were in receipt of a reduced 

curriculum education. Young people from these units were also included 
in the Belfast Youth and Development Study Booster Sample and were 
discussed within this research as non-mainstream education. For 

comparative purposes as well as the useful insight they can provide in 
relation to the exclusion process these young people were included in the 

current study.

All the young people who took part in the study could be described as 

having difficult school careers and all were no longer receiving a 

‘mainstream’ education. The following section looks at the experience of 

schooling exclusion drawing on information obtained from both the young 

people and their Key-Workers.

5.3.1 Reason for School Exclusion
Reasons for exclusion were varied and are grouped together into five main 

categories outline below. Also included are some examples of the young

128



Chapter Five

people’s stories based on information obtained from the young person and 

their Key-Worker.

• Persistent bad behaviour was the reason given for excluding 27 

young people (21 males and six females). Behaviours included 

consistently breaking school rules, being disruptive in class, setting off 

fire alarms, and breaking windows. In these cases the final act that 

brought about the exclusion can often appear to be relatively minor and 

must be viewed in the context of a history of persistently bad behaviour 

and warnings from their schools.

Peter’s Story
Peter was 15 when first interviewed. He had been out of school for over a 
year at this time and was attending an EOTAS project. His Key-Worker 

described his behaviour as ‘challenging’ when he first arrived. Unlike a lot 

of the young people, Peter arrived with a well documented case history 
and the project obtained records from his previous school. Peter had been 

repeatedly disruptive in class, being difficult with both teachers and fellow 
pupils. His behaviours escalated with periods of truanting, smoking on 

school premises and being disrespectful to teachers. He had a series of 
fixed term exclusions and was eventually permanently excluded. Peter 

has been diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder and is 

currently being prescribed Ritalin. Peter was diagnosed post exclusion.

• 15 young people were excluded for violent behaviours, including 

fighting, aggressive outbursts towards staff and pupils, and physically 

attacking teachers and/or fellow pupils; 13 of these young people were 

male and two were females.

Kevin’s Story
Kevin was 15 when first interviewed. He had been excluded from school 

aged nine for a serious assault on a fellow pupil. He had issues with 

aggression, anger management and self-control. Kevin received mental
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health services in the community. On first exclusion he attended Clare 

House and then EOT AS for secondary school education.

• Substance using related behaviour was the official reason given for 

excluding seven of the young people (four males and three females). 

These behaviours ranged from the use of cannabis and solvents during 

school time (five young people) to dealing illicit substances on school 

premises (two young people).

Sam’s Story
Sam was 14 when first interviewed. He had been suspended for a fixed 

period on two occasions for smoking and drinking on school premises. He 

was finally excluded when caught smoking cannabis. It transpired that 
Sam had also been supplying cannabis to his friends which he obtained 

from his older brother. Sam was attending the Juvenile Justice Agency for 

drug related offences. His Key-Worker stated that although he appeared 
to be desisting from dealing there were continued concerns about his drug 

using behaviours.

• Five young people were excluded for persistent truanting (two males 

and three females).

Brigid’s Story
Brigid was 14 when first interviewed. She had begun truanting in primary 

school following the death of her Mother. She was the eldest child and 

although she truanted independently at times these absences were also 

authorised by her father to help at home. By the final year of primary 

school she was truanting on an almost constant basis. She never actually 

attended the secondary school she was supposed to go to post primary 

and was eventually removed from their register. Through involvement with 

Social Services Brigid finally attended one to one sessions with a voluntary 

project in her community.
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• The remaining 10 young people were classed as self-excluded (three 

males and seven females). This included one young person who had 

been diagnosed with school phobia. This is unusual for a young person 

of 14-15 years old but was linked, according to their Key-Worker, to 

severe bullying. Two other young people also refused to go to school 

because of bullying. These young people felt they could no longer 

attend school and as they had chosen to leave the school in question, 

they reported that they had received no help in gaining access to an 

alternative mainstream school. Another young male refused to go to 

school because of a paramilitary threat. Two young males had been 

removed by family members and the remaining four young people 

simply stated that they did not want to go.

Jenny’s Story
Jenny enjoyed school in England and had been performing well. A move 

to Northern Ireland following her parents’ divorce resulted in her beginning 

secondary school a few months into the first term. Her family were Roman 
Catholic and her mother found her a place at the school which she had 
attended as a child, a Catholic Maintained school. Although Jenny fully 

partook in all religious aspects of her education, her English accent and 
ties made her an outsider in the school and she found it difficult to make 

friends and fully integrate into school life. By the end of her first year she 

was being relentlessly bullied. The bullying continued throughout her 

second year of school. By the end of this year Jenny had begun truanting 

in order to avoid the bullies. Repeated attempts by her mother to have the 

problem resolved within the school failed and she began to sanction 

Jenny’s absences feeling unable to force her child to attend school under 

such circumstances. Jenny was moved to a different school in her third 

year; by then however Jenny did not feel confident in the school 

environment found it increasingly difficult to integrate and was 

experiencing increasing stress. The situation was compounded by more 

bullying this time because she was Roman Catholic. By the end of her 

third year Jenny had completely opted out of main stream education and 

was attending the EOTAS project. Jenny found it easier to cope with the
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one to one and small group sessions. She also felt she was more 

accepted as, In her words, everyone there ‘didn’t fit’ within mainstream 

education. They had a commonality.

In all cases the reason for exclusion provided by the young person 

matched those reported by the Key-Workers. In the majority of the cases, 

there was a persistent level of bad or disruptive behaviour throughout their 

school careers, with the exception of the 3 young people who had 

experienced bullying.

Of the 24 Key-Workers questioned, all expressed concern about the lack 

of information provided by the young person’s previous school. This, it 

was felt, had implications for the educational progress and the 

management of problem or difficult behaviours. As one Key-Worker 

stated:

“Some kids arrive here and we know their names and very little else. 
Some come because parents or social workers have got in touch, not the 

schools or education authorities. We have to rely on what they tell us, why 
they don’t attend school, what they’ve done at school so far, everything!” 
Key-Worker EBD

A possible reason for this breakdown in communication is that the young 

people often do not leave one school and immediately enter another 

education facility. Those interviewed in the current study reported delays 

of weeks, in some cases months and even years, between leaving one 

facility and starting another.

5.3.2 Post Exclusion
In total 40 young people were absent from mainstream school for under 

six months post exclusion before starting their current education facility. 

Those who reported being absent from school for one year or more 

reported that a percentage of this time was spent truanting i.e. they were
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not officiailly excluded from school but did not attend. Table 5.8 below 

provides, a breakdown of reported time spent between placements.

Table 5.8: Approximate Length ol Time between Placements
Length of Time Frequency Percent
0 and up to 3 months 18 28
3 months and up to 6 months 22 34
6 months and up to 9 months 12 19
9 months and up to 11 year 9 14
1 year and up to 2 years 1 2
2 Years and up to 3 years 2 3
Total 64 100

During this interim period the young people reported various levels of 

educational support. In total 36 young people reported that they hadl 

received! no educational supjpoirt and 28 received some basic educational! 

provision including home tuition (16 young people), on-line tuition (one 

young person) and attending voluntary projects (11 young people). Again 

this information was corroboratted by Key-Workers and highlights am 

extensive void in educational provision for these young people.

5.3.3 Current Placement
Time spent within their current educational facility ranged from under one 

year (21 young people) to over four years {seven young people). This 

would indicate that attendance at these education facilities is not an 

interim measure between mainstream school placements, but a. 

permanent placement. A finding supported by McCrystal et al. (2007) who 

also found that once excluded in Northern Ireland the majority would fail to 

return to mainstream education. All the young people interviewed stated 

that they did not feel that they would be returning to mainstream 

education. This was a view also shared by their Key-Workers. As one 

Key-Worker stated:

“Most of these kJds will finish school here. The older they are when they ’re 

expelled, and why they were expelled all counts against them. The biggest 

problem though Is that most don’t want to go bade!” Key-Worker EOTAS
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Approximately one year on an attempt was made to re-interview the 64 

young people. All 25 that were re-interviewed were still attending the 

same education placement they had during their first interview, providing 

further evidence that for these young people, attendance at such facilities 

does not appear to represent a short term solution to providing educational 

support.

Every attempt was made to contact the remaining 39 young people and 

reasons for failing to do so are detailed in the methodology section. From 

information gathered from the last known placement of these young 

people none had returned to ‘mainstream’ education.

Although all the young people interviewed had access to an educational 

placement, the actual amount of provision provided varied from 2-4 hours 

a week to almost a full school timetable. All the young people attended 
the facilities for classes only, which comprised of small groups of young 

people being given lessons or one to one sessions with education 

providers. This leaves little opportunity for socialising with peers and 
developing awareness of appropriate social norms that a mainstream 
education provides. This lack of social interaction was commented on by 

all the young people.

Ruth’s Story
Ruth was aged 14 at first interview and 15 at second. She attended a 

Juvenile Justice Agency project in Belfast after being excluded from school 

for violent and aggressive behaviour. She was in contact with JJA for theft 

related offences. Ruth attended the project twice a week for sessions with 

her Key-Worker. The Key-Worker reported working with Ruth to enhance 

her basic literacy skills. She had been out of school for less than a year 

but had missed a substantial period of her education. At the time of first 

interview attempts were being made to find her a placement at an EOTAS 

project to receive more education. By the time of second interview she 

had been attended EOTAS for three months. Ruth stated she had to 

attend the JJA by court order but she had little contact with other young
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people there. She was enjoying attending EOTAS, at first she had only 

attended a few hours a week for one to one sessions and gradually she 

began some group classes.

5.3.4 Returning to Full Time Education
When asked about returning to school only 14 individuals stated that they 

would like to go back to mainstream school. Although giving various 

reasons including ‘missing friends’ and ‘it was good crack’, all 14 

expressed concern about their education, and the impact that their current 

schooling would have on their future job prospects. One young person 

commented:

“I think it will look really bad when I have to put on applications that I went 
here for school, everyone will just think I’m trouble.” (Male)

In contrast, 51 young people did appreciate that going to school was 

important. The cited reasons all centred on the need for an education and 

qualifications. Almost all, 57, of the young people, including some who felt 
that going to school was not important, stated that getting qualifications 
were essential to getting a job in the future. This indicates that the 

majority of young people had an appreciation of education and its impact 

on their future lives. This is in contrast to the Belfast Youth and 

Development Study where low levels of both commitment to school and 

motivation to achieve were noted among their sample of school excludees, 

(McCrystal et al. 2007).

When asked about their experiences of mainstream school and what they 

disliked most about it, the young people produced an extensive list of 

dislikes ranging from 'everything” to being bullied to a dislike of certain 

subjects. Only two young people (3%) stated that there was nothing about 

Mainstream School they particularly disliked. Results from the current 

study are similar to those found from the Belfast Youth and Development 

study Booster sample of school excludees, (McCrystal et al. 2003). The 

Booster sample expressed similar feelings towards school, such as ‘waste
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of time’, that they ‘hated it’ and it was ‘boring’. In the current study one 

young person stated;

“I hated it all, the teachers, the work, the rules, even most of the other kids. 

The only good things were art and mucking about with my mates!” (Male)

Another young person had a very traumatic experience with school and 

had eventually refused to go. She was one of two young women within 

the sample who had felt forced to leave school because of bullying. She 

commented;

“I was bullied constantly by people in my class. The school just made it 

worse. I just didn’t fit in. It wasn’t my fault but I got punished. School was 

just hell for me. ” (Female)

The young people were also asked these questions about the education 
facility that they currently attended. The young people expressed many of 

the usual complaints about school such as too much work, early mornings 
and teachers. They also expressed some unusual complaints such as 
being lonely, being bored by too little and too easy work, having no 

uniform to wear and too much counselling. Comments included;

“It’s lonely. I come in, do my work with my tutor and go. There’s not much 

time to talk to other kids and stuff. It’s difficult to make friends.” (Female)

“I hate that there is no uniform. I know that it’s so weird, but I just didn’t 

realise how much a hassle it is to get up everyday and have to decide 

what to wear. It also means everyone’s the same. Girls can be bitches.” 

(Female)

“They want to talk about everything. I have a headache and it’s ‘let’s talk 

about this’. I want to go to the loo and it’s ‘lets talk about this’. I hate all 

that crap. ” (Male)
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When asked what they liked about their current placement 10 young 

people (16%) responded negatively, stating that there was nothing they 

liked about their current educational facility. These young people were 

also those who expressed a similar negative comment about the 

mainstream school they had attended. Fewer young people, however, 

had a negative view of their current education facility than of mainstream 

school. Similar likes were expressed for the social aspect of schooling, 

certain subjects and even teachers. Two young people stated that they 

liked the ethos of fairness utilised within their facility, and a further 2 stated 

that they liked that they had a say in what was going on. Comments 

included;

“They don’t just order you about, they talk to you about things and if 
something’s up then it’s dealt with fairly. I don’t feel like Tm being blamed 

for everything.’’(Male)

“I’m given a choice. Like they don’t try and make me do work. I work here 

because I want to and the subjects as well, I get to decide mostly what I 
do. ” (Female)

Two young people also commented on the benefits of being in this 
education facility for their education;

“I had real problems in school. Couldn’t concentrate or keep up. Here 

because its smaller classes and one to one, I get all the help I need, I’m 

learning much better.” (Male)

Examining the dislikes of both mainstream school and their current 

placement revealed that similar views were expressed about both. 

Interestingly, of the fourteen males who disliked teachers and certain 

subjects at school, six also disliked teachers at their current placement. 

Four of these young males were excluded from school for violent 

behaviour towards staff and pupils, and two were excluded for persistently 

bad behaviour. They also scored highly on the delinquency scale of the
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Youth Self Report (Achenbach, 1991), all falling above the clinical 

borderline, indicating a possible behaviour disorder. Key-workers reported 

that there had been limited contact with educational psychologists or other 

professionals to identify or diagnose such syndromes amongst these 

young people.

Social aspects, such as socialising with friends and being with peers are 

important aspects of both the mainstream school and current placement 

experience. Over a quarter (17 young people) stated that friends and 

social aspects were the things they liked best about mainstream school, 

compared to eight young people stating this as a like for their current 

placement. This could be because of the reduced capacity for social 

interaction within these alternative facilities. As one young person 

commented;

‘We do some stuff in groups like trips and stuff but most of the time I just 
work with [Teacher’s Name]. If you’re in for more than one session you 

can hang about and chat to other people. It’s not like school. I wouldn’t 
say I have friends here. I think that’s the bit about school I miss most, 
hanging about with my mates.” (Female)

5.3.5 Looking to the Future
Although some of the young people would be taking exams, the vast 

majority of these young people were expected, both by themselves and 

the key-workers, to leave school with no formal qualifications. This was 
succinctly highlighted by one young person who simply stated when asked 

what they planned to do once they left the project they attended;

“Start my education. ’’(Female)

In contrast to the findings of the Belfast Youth and Development Study, 

although not unanimous the majority of young people had positive 

attitudes towards the benefits of gaining qualifications, the desire to work 

or have a ‘career’ (McCrystal et al. 2007). This attitude was seen in both
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the first and second phase of this study. Of the 25 young people that were 

re-interviewed the majority, although still expressing similar feelings 

towards school and the school system, all expressed concern about their 

future and showed a determination to make the most out of the final year 

of compulsory schooling. For these young people these opinions and 

concerns were expressed during both interviews at the start and end of 

their final year of compulsory schooling. As one young person commented:

“Continue with my education, I hope. Education is really important. You 

can’t get a proper job these days if you don’t have exams. If I had known 

what I would end up doing after being kicked out of school I would have 

behaved different.” (Female)

The young people were asked about any goals they had for future careers 

and what they would do at age 16 and the end of compulsory schooling. 

Of the 64 young people interviewed 23 had no idea what they would do at 
the end of compulsory schooling. The remaining 41 reported a variety of 

different careers ranging from beauticians to a paediatrician, police to 
mechanics. The majority of job titles reported were linked to training 

courses that the young people had attended within their current 

educational placement. Although the placements encouraged and often 
helped the young people to apply to local technical colleges for further 

education or training key-workers also expressed concerns for the future 

of the young people they came into contact with.

“It’s a balancing act, we try and instil in them that education and 

qualifications are important but have to realise that for many we need to 

get them up to a basic level of reading, never mind advanced maths. Kids 

coming to us at 14 or 15 generally will not be going back to mainstream, 

so we do what we can to ‘up skill’ them, direct them to vocational courses, 

even Duke of Ed, and try and encourage and prepare them to apply to 

tech post 16, they’re on they’re own then.”Key-worker EOTAS
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Drawing comparison between the 25 young people who were interviewed 

on two occasions, seven of the young people still were unsure of what 

they were going to do in the future. Of the remaining 18 all reported either 

specific jobs, like joining the army, or vocational training. None reported a 

desire for academic courses or further or higher education by the time of 

second interview.

5.3.6 Substance Use and School Exclusion
Through Primary Socialisation Theory, Getting and Donnemeyer (1998) 

propose that school is one of three main sources through which we learn 

social norms. Failure to form appropriate bonds or attachment to school 
may inhibit the transference of these norms and may encourage the 

development of behaviours such as substance use. The following section 

looks at substance use in relation to the process of school exclusion 

experienced by each of the young people in the study.

A comparison was initially made between the age of onset of substance 
using behaviours and the age of exclusion from school. Age of onset 

indicated that for ail those young people who had ever smoked cigarettes 
or drank alcohol these behaviours commenced prior to exclusion. Onset 

of use of other substances varied fairly evenly across pre and post 
exclusion. In truth, however, for all the young people interviewed 

exclusion was an event which occurred within a history of a difficult 

relationship with school. For some of these young people the onset of 

substance using behaviours began before exclusion but alongside a 

growing disaffection from school demonstrated by behaviour problems 

within school and periods of truanting. As one key-worker stated;

7 think once excluded they maybe are bored and a bit depressed after a 

while. Drug use might increase to alleviate. I see a number of great kids 

who wouldn’t look at it but a lot have some really worrying behaviours and 

they have started long before exclusion.”Key-worker EBD
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This parallel was particularly noticeable for the young people excluded 

from school for persistently bad behaviour or for truanting. Damian’s story 

serves to illustrate school disaffection and emerging substance using 

behaviours.

Damian’s Story 

Pre Exclusion
Damian was 15 when first interviewed. He had been excluded from school 

and attending EOTAS since the age of 14. Damian and his key-worker 

reported that prior to exclusion Damian had engaged in a range of 

behaviours, repeatedly breaking school rules, being disruptive in class, 
falling to complete work assigned to him and truanting. These behaviours 

were characteristic of Damian’s entire school career but were becoming 

more difficult and extreme as he got older. Damian was finally excluded 

following an uncharacteristically aggressive outburst with a fellow pupil. 
Damian was unable to obtain a placement within another school and 

following a gap of 6 months began attending EOTAS. Both he and his 
Key-Worker report that the exclusion and inability to obtain a mainstream 

school placement had shocked Damian and although he still could be 
disruptive his behaviour had greatly improved.

Opinion of School
Damian stated that he found school rules difficult and bar socialising with 

friends he disliked all aspects of school. He found it ‘boring’ and a ‘waste 

of time’. His views of his current placement were not much better but he 

found it easier to abide by the rules at EOTAS as he felt he had some 

input or control over certain aspects.

Substance Use
Damian’s substance using behaviours began with smoking cigarettes. 

These developed to drinking and use of cannabis and solvents often whilst 

truanting from school. Although he was never caught he reported smoking 

cigarettes and cannabis in school. About the time of his exclusion Damian 

had also started to use ecstasy. Post exclusion Damian’s substance using
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behaviours changed, ceasing to use solvents but continuing with the other 

substances.

The act of being excluded from school however may act as a trigger for 

increased experimentation and use purely because of opportunity, 

boredom or to deal with emotional issues. When asked all young people 

stated that since exclusion they had more opportunity to engage in these 

activities and 75% stated that their use of substances had increased post 

exclusion, this ranged from an increase in the amount of the substance 

consumed on a daily or weekly basis to an increase in the range of 

substances being tried. Key-workers also noted concerns about this 

increased availability;

“Opportunity increases to get involved with an older more dangerous and 

advanced crowd once excluded, who else are they going to hang around 
with during the day, other kids their age are in school, they only attend 

here for a reduced timetable so what do they do with their spare time? 
They end up socialising with older people, out of work, claiming benefits 

and doing drugs. Generalisation yes, but more often than not that’s the 
story we hear.”Key-worker Voluntary Project

Some also noted the emotional impact of exclusion, emphasising the 

reduction in self-esteem and self-worth.

“It’s more an esteem issue. Some of the kids get expelled and it’s a badge 

of honour. Then reality hits for some when they can’t get back into the 

system and they see their friends moving on and achieving things. When 

they start to feel worthless that’s when they start acting out and turning to 

things like drugs. That’s the real impact of school exclusion. ” Key-worker 

Voluntary Project

Although Jenny was self excluded her story goes to highlight the impact of 

school exclusion on substance using behaviours.
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Jenny’s Story Continued 
First Interview
At first interview Jenny was 15 years old. She was bright and attentive and 

in spite of her history she had a strong desire to complete her education. 

She was working on some qualifications at the local college and hoped to 

attend full time when she was 16. She even expressed an interest in 

going to university.

Jenny’s tutors were complimentary of her work and abilities but showed 

concern that Jenny had not been placed in mainstream school. Although 

from her history they could understand her reluctance they were 

concerned that she would not be able to reach her full potential and was 

missing out on opportunities that mainstream education could offer her.

Substance Use
At this first interview she had had little exposure to substance use, 

although she had tried alcohol and cigarettes she had not progressed to 

using other substances and was not a frequent user of those she had. 
These reports were largely confirmed by her Key Workers who were also 
concerned about Jenny’s exposure to other young people who were 

known to be using substances.

One Year on
On first sight Jenny was much changed both physically and in her 

personality. She appeared withdrawn and less well focused. She 

reported increased levels of substance abuse, using both cannabis and 

ecstasy on a regular basis. Her Key-Worker had become increasingly 

concerned about her as she neared the end of compulsory school age and 

what would happen to her thereafter. Beside this change she had 

continued with her studies and was expected to leave with some 

qualifications although her Key-Worker was less confident that she would 

continue after leaving EOTAS. Reflecting these concerns Jenny herself 

was now less certain about what she wanted to do in the future. Her 

increased use of substances was through social networks she had
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developed outside of the educational environment in the neighbourhood 

where she currently lived. She had attached herself to a group of mixed 

ages, younger and older than Jenny who for want of a better description 

were ‘available’ to her during the day when she was not required to attend 

either EOTAS or the local college. Her English accent had greatly 

diminished making her heritage less prominent and providing her with 

greater ability to integrate. Her Key-Worker and Jenny both reported 

increasing difficulties at home and a more turbulent relationship between 

mother and daughter. Jenny’s scores indicate increased depression 

(although not clinical) and a drop in levels of self esteem.

The young people were also asked how they felt drug use had impacted 

on their education. Over one half of the sample (67%, 43 young people, 

10 females and 33 males) felt that it had made no impact either good or 

bad on their education. A quarter of the young people (6 males and 10 

females) felt that drugs had negatively impacted on their education. When 
asked how responses ranged from:

“Badly. Drugs kill your brain cells. I can’t hardly remember anything 
anymore. Too much dope” (Male)

“I think it’s been bad for it. It’s not the drugs really. It’s that they take you 

away from things, you just don’t care, don’t work and then you get left 

behind” (Female)

Only 5 young people felt that substance using had had a positive impact 

on their education. All reported therapeutic or relaxant effects which they 

felt made them less anxious. Responses included;

“Made it better, I use cannabis and it helps me relax. I don’t get worked up 

and can concentrate better.” (Male)

This study has not evidenced causal link between school exclusion and 

onset of substance use. It has however shown that substance using
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behaviours often emerge alongside a developing disaffection from school 

which eventual leads to exclusion. Once excluded, factors such as 

increased opportunity to engage in such behaviours and possibly the 

emotional impact of exclusion have been factors reported as encouraging 

an increase in substance using behaviours post exclusion.

5.3.7 Section 3 Summary
The experience of school exclusion varied from young person to young 

person but common themes indicated a lack of educational support post 

exclusion, and concerns about the future by the young people and their 

Key-workers were common. The young people surveyed had an 

appreciation of what school and qualifications could offer them, an 

awareness that increased as they approached the end of compulsory 

schooling and attention was being given to the next stage in their lives. 

Some links to substance use were established between the histories of 

difficult relationships with school and substance use. Links to the actual 
act of exclusion appear to be increased opportunity and possible 

emotional stress.

Overall the young people interviewed within the current study exhibited 

high substance using behaviours of concern to the Key-workers with 

whom they worked closely. Key-workers also voiced concerns about the 

impact that exclusion has had on the young people and will have as they 

progress into adulthood.
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Section 4 - Substance Use and Other Factors
The following section provides information on factors identified by the 

young people as influential in their using behaviours. These include 

family, peers, environmental factors included the neighbourhoods in which 

they lived and socio-economic status and personality traits including 

delinquency, aggression, depression and self-esteem. Due to the small 

number of participants interviewed for a second time statistical analysis 

has been restricted to findings from the first interview. Substances used 

were scored individually in relation to level of use and for each person 

these scores were combined to produce an overall proxy score for level of 

ever and current substance use. Higher scores intimating higher use.

5.4.1 The Family
The family, in particular parents/guardians, constitute another of the 
primary sources of socialisation as described by Getting and Donnemeyer 

(1998) in Primary Socialisation Theory. With good child/parental bonds 

encouraging the development of pro-social norms and ineffective bonding 
being an influencing factor in the development of anti-social behaviours 

such as substance use. In order to assess bonding between the young 
person and their parent, the Armsden and Greenberg Inventory of Parent 

and Peer Attachment was employed. This scale measures attachment in 
relation to three factors communication, trust and alienation. All the young 

people reported moderate to high levels of attachment with their key care 

giver suggesting good relationships between the main care giver and child. 

Scores ranged from 50 to 114 with an average score of 81. Correlation 

analysis was completed between a total score of parental attachment and 

substance use but no significant result was found. For total parent 

attachment and ever substance use r = .089, p= .483 (NS, 2-tailed), for 

current substance use r = -.005, p= .968 (NS, 2-tailed). This indicates that 

levels of substance use did not fluctuate with changing levels of parental 

attachment among the sample. High substance use and moderate to high 

attachment to parents may appear in contradiction to Primary Socialisation 

Theory. Overall, however, reported use of parental cigarettes and alcohol 

including drinking to drunkenness was high. Of the 60 young people who
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had ever smoked, 57 reported parental smoking behaviours, and 57 of the 

59 young people who drank reported parental drinking and drinking to 

drunkenness. Of illicit substance use, although some parental usage was 

reported, this was minimal with the exception of cannabis where 17 of the 

55 who had reported ever using cannabis reported witnessing parental 

use. This may indicate that for these substances parental behaviours may 

create positive attitudes to these substances, normalising use. Therefore, 

rather than pro-social norms being demonstrated by parent, pro-substance 

using norms are instead.

5.4.2 Peers
Coggans and McKeller (1994) stated that one of the most important 

relationships that has been identified by research in relation to substance 

misuse is the peer relationship. Adolescence is a time when young people 
begin to develop and assert their independence from their parents. As 

such, this is the time when many young people begin to spend more of 

their free time with peers and outside the family home, (Getting and 
Donnemeyer, 1998).

It was clear that the young people within the sample spent much of their 

free time out of the home environment. This did not alter for the 25 young 
people who were re-interviewed one year on. Contact with friends was 

high with the vast majority of the young people (61,95%) spending most of 

their free time with friends, including evenings and weekends. McCrystal 

et al. (2005) reported similar findings in relation to their booster sample. In 

comparison to their mainstream school sample, socialisation with friends 

was greater among those excluded from school.

In order to assess attachment between the young people and their peers, 

the Armsden and Greenberg Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment 

was used. All young people again reported moderate to high levels of 

attachment to their immediate peer group, scores ranged from 50 to 96 

with an average score of 65. Also, as with parental attachment, no 

association was found between overall peer attachment and ever
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substance use, ever-illicit substance use, current substance use and 

current illicit substance use. For peer attachment and ever substance use 

r = 0.092, p= 0.467 (NS, 2-tailed), and for current substance use r = 0.056, 

p= 0.659 (NS, 2-tailed). This indicates that levels of substance use do not 

fluctuate with changing levels of peer attachment.

With the exception of a few cases already discussed, substance use took 

place during the time spent away from home and with friends. Friends 

appear to have a strong role in both the initiation of substance using and 

the continuation of such behaviours. The majority of young people 

reported that friends were often the first source of obtaining substances, 

particularly illicit substances. Young people also reported that continued 

substance use was often supported by access to substances via friends. 

Specific friends, general older, obtain substances directly from dealers 

acting as an intermediary between the young person and the drug dealer. 
In relation to smoking cannabis, one young person stated that they found it 

impossible to give up as many, if not all, of their peers continued to smoke 

and it was something they all shared.

“It’s really hard when all your mates are doin’ It and I like it. We’re like a 
wee club, we buy it together, use it together. Can’t do that if I stop.” (Male, 

Current Cannabis User)

This interaction was also shown in reverse, with peers often being cited as 

a reason or encouragement to discontinue use. The young people stated 

that when friends discontinued use, it encouraged, or made it easier for 

them also to discontinue. For example, one young person stated that they 

had discontinued using solvents when all their friends stopped and stated,

“It just was really childish. We all just grew out of it together. Made it real 

easy to stop. Didn’t even notice. It was like [swear] we haven’t done that in 

ages. ” (Female, Former Solvents User)
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More positively, some young people reported that non-use of certain 

substances was not frowned upon by peers and that many felt comfortable 

and confident to say no. As one young person stated:

“Oh yeah loads of them use and they have offered but there was no 

pressure. It was like, ‘It’s there if you want it but it’s up to you’. No one 

slagged me off for saying no. It would be harder to refuse I think if they 

did. ’’ (Female, Cannabis User)

Peers therefore have a pivotal role in the onset, continuation and 

cessation of substance using behaviours. In support of Primary 

Socialisation Theory strong bonds were expressed between the young 

people and their peers with substance using behaviours developing within 

these interactions.

5.4.3 Neighbourhood and Socio-Economic Status
Primary Socialisation Theory also emphasises that substance use does 
not occur in isolation and therefore, the social environment in which 

substance use is initiated and continued must be taken into consideration 
when examining these behaviours. The young people were therefore also 

asked about the area in which they lived and also eligibility for free school 

meals as an indicator of socio-economic status.

Accessibility to substances is a key factor in encouraging or discouraging 

substance use (Mayock, 2000). Greater access may make people more 

likely to engage in such behaviours as they have greater opportunity to do 

so or that increased exposure fosters familiarity and normalisation of 

substance using behaviours, (Clayton, 1992). In the current study 54 

young people (84%) stated that they had seen substances being sold 

within their neighbourhoods and would know how or had purchased 

substances themselves. Thirty-five (55%) stated that this occurred often or 

always within their neighbourhoods and the remaining 19 (30%) young 

people stated that they sometimes witnessed illicit substances being sold 

in their neighbourhood. Fifty-five young people (86%) stated that they had
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witnessed people using illicit substances and alcohol within their 

neighbourhood. For 36 young people (56%) this had occurred often or 

always. The remaining 19 young people (30%) stated that this only 

occurred sometimes. Although some young people had not witnessed 

substance dealing or regularly witnessed substance use within their 

neighbourhoods, all of the young people had a known route to substances 

either through friends and/or directly to drug dealers. The sample 

therefore expressed high levels of exposure to substances and using 

behaviours. As one young person stated when asked about substance 

using behaviours in their neighbourhood;

Yeah, loads of times, at the back of the shops, everyone knows that’s 

where you go if you want something. ” (Male, substance user)

The young people were also asked if they felt that where they lived 

influenced their substance using, 28 males and 16 females (69% of the 
sample) stated that they thought it had impacted on them. Eighty-three 

percent of the young people however commented that a lack of affordable 
amenities in their areas was also an influencing factor in engaging in 

substance using behaviours.

Although no formal measure of socio-economic status was used, 

entitlement to free school meals was used as an indication of low socio

economic status. In the current study a high percentage, 46 young 

people (72%), reported that they were entitled to free school meals. 

Department of Children Families and School (2009a) reported higher rates 

of disciplinary exclusion amongst pupils in receipt of Free School Meals. 

This indicates that those young people excluded from school already form 

part of disadvantaged group and thus enhance concerns about school 

exclusion and links to widening social exclusion as the young person 

progresses into adulthood.
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5.4.4 Delinquency, Depression, Aggression and Self Esteem
Primary Socialisation Theory states that certain personality factors can 

also be influential in the onset of substance using behaviours via their 

influence on the ability of the young person to bond with their school, 

family and peers. The main personality characteristics investigated were 

self-esteem, depression and aggression. Self-esteem was measured 

using the Rosenberg self-esteem inventory and depression and 

aggression were measured using subscales of the Youth Self Report by 

Achenbach (1991).

In relation to self-esteem, however, Getting and Donnermeyer (1998) 

suggest that it is not the level or score obtained by these measures but 

how self-esteem is manifested within a young person that is important in 

the onset of substance using behaviours. This would certainly ring true for 

the young people within this study. The actual score generated from the 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem did not correlate with ever substance use or 
current use, (See Appendix VII Table 5.12 for figures).

With the exception of the three young people who had been bullied or 

were diagnosed as school phobic, none of the young people showed any 

signs of depression. The three young people who showed moderate levels 
of depression did not indicate high levels of substance use at stage one. 

Two of the young people were re-interviewed one year on. Both showed 

similar signs of depression. One young person, who had been bullied, did 

show elevated signs of substance misuse, (discussed earlier). The results 

of this study would therefore not indicate that depression had played a role 

in the onset of substance misuse amongst the majority of the young 

people within the sample. Only one person showed signs of depression 

followed by an elevation in substance use. With only one case, no causal 

relationship can be alluded to let alone investigated. Again, correlation 

analysis showed no association between depression and ever-illicit 

substance use, current use or current illicit substance use. Scores also 

did not correlate with levels of anti-social behaviour, (See Appendix VII 

Table 5.12 for figures).
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There was much more variety in the levels of aggression reported by the 

young people. It was the only personality factor under investigation that 

showed any correlation with substance use and anti-social behaviours. 

Correlation analysis indicates that there is a significant positive 

relationship between aggression and substance use. Again, it must be 

remembered that we cannot infer causality in these relationships. For 

aggression and ever substance use r = 0.393, p<0.01 (2-tailed), and for 

current substance use r = 0.416, p<0.01 (2-tailed). A significant correlation 

was also found between aggression and delinquency r = 0.604, p<0.de

tailed).

These results indicate that those who showed higher levels of aggression 

were also more likely to score highly on the delinquency scale of the Youth 
Self Report and report more substance use (See Appendix VII Table 5.13 

for figures). There was also a correlation between delinquency and ever 

and current substance use (See Appendix VII Table 5.12).

5.4.5 Section 4 Summary
In relation to Primary Socialisation Theory, relationships identified by 

Getting and Donnemeyer (1998) with school and peers showed some 
association with substance use. The relationship with parents was more 

complex; positive attachments were noted in contrast to the expected 

results of poor attachment. However, through these bonds some pro

attitudes to substance use may have been transmitted. Although 

aggression and delinquency scores correlated with substance use, those 

for depression and self-esteem did not. Results should be treated with 

caution due to the small numbers involved.
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Chapter Six: Conclusion

6.1 Introduction
The main aim of this research was to examine the substance using 

behaviours of young people aged 14 to 15 who have been excluded from 

school. Such studies play an important role in enhancing our 

understanding of the development of problem behaviours leading to 

exclusion and substance use, knowledge that can be used when 

attempting to more effectively deal with such behaviours. In addition, this 

study focused on behaviours within a sample of young people absent from 

mainstream school within the final two years of compulsory schooling; a 

pivotal stage in a young person’s life as they prepare to leave compulsory 

schooling and make decisions about their future. Primary Socialisation 

Theory, a social learning theory, was used as the theoretical basis for this 

study as it highlights the importance of school, family and peers in the 
emergence of substance using behaviours via the transmission of social 

norms. Other factors such as the young person’s environment, personality 

and attitudinal traits also play a role in the development of such 
behaviours. As will be shown, findings in general support the basic 
propositions of this theory.

6.2 Key Findings and Links to Policy and Practice
This section will examine the key findings of this study included the young 

people’s experience of school exclusion, substance using behaviours and 

other influencing factors to substance use.

6.2.1 Gender differences in exclusion
As has been shown in other studies, OFSTED (1996), Social Exclusion 

Unit (1998b), Kilpatrick et al. (1999) Hayden and Dunne, (2001), 

Department for Education and Skills (2002a), this study also found that 

males were more likely to be excluded from school, with a 2:1 male to 

female ratio. The findings of the current study show less of a difference 

than was found in other research cited above, (for example Kilpatrick et al. 

(1999) reported a 4:1 male to female ratio in the school exclusion
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population 1996/1997). As an attempt was made to interview all young 

people in the Belfast area aged 14-15, this finding could be the result of 

the limited age band interviewed for the current study, and indicate that 

gender differences in rates of exclusion are less prominent in older age 

groups. It could also indicate that females are more likely to attend 

alternative education projects. Further research is required to investigate 

gender differences and the experience of exclusion. Gender differences 

were also noted in reasons for exclusion with males more likely to be 

excluded for violent behaviours and persistently bad behaviour, and 

females more likely to be excluded for truanting or to be self excluded. 

This finding is consistent with previous research and Keenan and Shaw 

(1997) reporting males exhibiting more externalising behaviours leading to 

exclusion than females.

6.2.2 Reasons for Exclusion
Identification of reasons for exclusion highlighted that substance using 

behaviours were the direct reason for exclusion for a small number of 
young people within the sample (seven young people). The majority of 
young people however were excluded for persistently bad behaviour 

indicating a history of disaffection from school prior to exclusion. All the 

young people interviewed could be described as having a difficult 

relationship with school, supporting findings of OFSTED (1996) and Osier 

et al. (2001) and recommending a need for the educational, social and 

behavioural histories of young people to be given attention and not just the 

final reason for exclusion.

6.2.3 Interagency Communication
On a practical level, many key-workers noted the lack of inter-agency 

communication when dealing with these young people and the difficulties 

they had in obtaining information about them from their previous 

educational placement. In addition, communication with social services 

and some parents was also limited. This lack of communication between 

agencies was further highlighted in the current study when attempting to 

locate young people for a second interview. In total 39 young people were
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not re-interviewed, including five young people who had failed to transfer 

from one placement to another and 13 who had left their original 

placement and had disappeared from the education system.

It was felt by key-workers that this lack of communication between 

agencies had implications for the educational and behavioural 

development of the young people and often necessitated periods of 

avoidable assessment, further interrupting educational development.

The National Children’s Bureau and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 

published a report entitled “Hanging On In There” and a summary of this 

report entitled “Inter-agency working to prevent school exclusion” (Lloyd et 

al., 2001). In these reports the authors highlight that failures to work 
across professional barriers impact their ability to provide adequate care 

and support to young people in need and consequently on their ability to 

prevent exclusion from school. The results from the current study would 

also infer that this communication failure extends past the exclusion 
process and impacts greatly on the post exclusion experience of the young 

people affected by it.

This finding has practice implications and it was felt by the key-workers 
that improvements in this area would benefit the young people, and also 

help to enhance efficiency by reducing resources dedicated to the 

assessment and re-assessment of young people. Such practices, 

however, would need both policy changes and good will on the part of the 

schools and other professionals involved in the lives of these young 

people. Results from this study would, however, support Lloyd’s et al. 

(2001) findings and would recommend the formalisation, possibly through 

legislation, of practices that support sharing of information, and 

continuation of educational care from one placement to another.

6.2.4 Quality of Educational Provision
The majority of young people in the current study found an alternative 

education placement within six months of being excluded from school.
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There were some dramatic exceptions to this within the sample where 

young people, because of truanting followed by exclusion, were absent 

from school for years before attending their current placement. However, 

given that the school year runs over ten months and this includes breaks 

for Christmas and Easter, an absence of six months equates to a 

substantial part of a school year. During this time the majority received 

little or no education. As a result the young people had dramatically fallen 

behind with their education, making it even more difficult for them to be re

integrated back into mainstream education if given the opportunity (Harris 

et. al, 2000).

In addition 67% of the young people interviewed had been attending their 

current placement for over a year at the time of first interview and none 
had returned to mainstream education at the time of second interview. 

Although the original intention of the majority of placements attended by 
the young people is a stop gap between mainstream school placements it 

was clear that in practice this didn’t happen. McCrystal et al. (2007) also 
found that once excluded the return to mainstream school was unlikely for 

such young people. The amount of education provided also ranged 
between projects from a few hours in some to almost a full timetable in 

others. Also, although limited, a number of projects attempted to 
encourage social interaction through small classes and sporting activities. 

This varied greatly from project to project. Some of these placements were 

large enough to create a small school environment; however, others relied 

on one-to-one tuition. Regardless of the type of placement, social 

interaction was more restricted as young people only remained within the 

facilities for the delivery of classes. Several young people noted this lack 

of social interaction as a deficit of such educational placements. The 

young people are therefore missing out, not only on educational 

opportunities provided within mainstream school, but also on the 

opportunity to develop social skills important in later life (Berridge et al. 

2001; McCrystal 2009)

In a more positive light, some young people noted that the smaller classes
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and one-to-one tuition they had received since exclusion had substantially 

increased both their educational progress and their ability to concentrate 

and had therefore generated a more positive educational environment for 

them when compared to their mainstream placement. For some young 

people the large class sizes and fast pace of mainstream education can be 

a daunting and unrewarding place. In order to keep these young people 

within a mainstream schooling environment attention needs to be given to 

both their educational and emotional needs. Barton (1998) argues that

“Inclusion is a process. Inclusive Education is not merely about providing 

access into mainstream school for pupils who have previously been 

excluded. It is not about closing down an unacceptable system of 

segregated provision and dumping those pupils in an unchanged 
mainstream system. Existing school systems-in terms of physical factors, 

curriculum aspects, teaching expectations and styles, leadership roles - 
will have to change. This is because inclusive education is about the 

participation of all children and young people and the removal of all forms 
of exclusionary practices.” Barton (1998, p.85)

In order to have a fully inclusive education we need to change the current 

system in such a way as to eradicate the perceived need to educate some 
young people outside of mainstream education. Findings from the current 

and similar studies can be very informative for this transition. By gaining 

insight into both the deficits and positive aspects of non-mainstream 

education an understanding of the form of what a truly inclusive education 

system will need to incorporate can be established.

Overall, however, more attention needs to be given to how the educational 

experience of young people excluded from school can be equalised. In 

2007 the ‘Children’s Plan’ was announced by the UK Government, 

dedicating £26.5 million to address the variability of educational provision 

for those excluded from school; highlighting both concerns about such 

provision and the need for its review. More research needs to be 

conducted on the educational impact of being excluded from school,
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however, common sense would dictate that the period between 

placements should be a short as possible. Consideration needs to be 

given to how to fill this education void and the legislative and operation 

processes needed to achieve this.

6.2.5 Substance Use
For the vast majority of young people the first substance ever used was 

cigarettes followed by alcohol. However, drinking alcohol to intoxication 

occurred later, showing that more problematic drinking behaviours 

developed over time. Of illicit substances cannabis proved to be the next 

most popular substance used. This is a consistent finding within research 

(Hibell et al., 1997, Health Education Authority, 1999; Measham at al 

1998a, McCrystal et al. 2002, McCrystal 2007) and was true for both 

males and females. These studies are a mixture of studies based on either 

an in school or excluded sample and indicates that such substance using 
behaviours are not unique to school excludees and hold true for young 

people as a whole.

The findings of the current study identified that substance use among the 
sample exceeded figures reported for the general school aged population 

(e.g. NHS 2006 and McCrystal et al. 2007). These findings would 
therefore appear to support the view that substance use among school 

excludees is comparatively higher than school attendees and concerns 

about the risk status of these young people would appear to be justified. 

Caution should however be taken when drawing such comparison as self- 

report data has been used in all these studies. Levels of concern by the 

young people regarding disclosure may impact on findings by artificially 

reducing results. Some would intimate that these concerns maybe greater 

in those who remain in school. However, experience of working on the 

Belfast Youth and Development Study would indicate that such concerns 

and questions raised are similar across both school excludee and school 

attending groups.

McCrystal et al. (2009) state that in order to effectively tackle the problem
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of substance use, the context of use must be understood. Roe and Becker 

(2005) also state that little is known about what works to prevent 

substance use among vulnerable groups. Key findings from the current 

study regarding reasons and attitudes towards substance use and the 

context of use are therefore useful in expanding knowledge in this area.

Reasons for initiating substance use included experimentation, a desire to 

fit in and feelings of escapism, with many young people reporting that 

boredom had led them to use substances. In contrast, reasons for 

continued use appear to differ, with many of the young people basing 

reasons largely on liking the effects elicited by the substances. Differing 

reasons for use could explain the reported failure of anti-substance using 

interventions by those young people in the current study and the apparent 

success of such interventions found in other studies (NHS 2006). It is 

possible that such interventions work for some as they target emotive 
reasoning behind the onset of substance use but fail for others because 

they do not address the issues surrounding the experience of existing 
substance use, such as positive experiences of the effects of substances.

An examination of reasons for the use of certain substances also 

highlighted the complex nature of substance using behaviours. Although 

all the young people had experience of at least one substance this did not 

mean that they agreed with or were interested in taking other substances. 

The majority of the young people expressed avoidance of certain 

substances. For example, all the young people interviewed expressed 

negative views about the use of heroin. Avoidance of certain substances 

was largely based on the associated dangers or witnessing negative 

effects in others.

In addition to avoiding some substances altogether, use of other 

substances was also restricted to certain times or events. For example, 

some young people would only use ecstasy when they were at a nightclub 

or in a situation where they would be dancing. Others reported use of 

cannabis as a relaxant to aid sleep or reduce stress. Some young people
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also restricted the amounts they used largely because of past negative 

experiences of overuse. This restriction was probably most commonly 

placed on alcohol, with several young people reporting engaging in 

dangerous or inappropriate behaviour whilst drunk.

Restriction of substance use was also sometimes enforced because of 

accessibility problems. For example, some young people reported that 

access to Magic Mushrooms was restricted by knowledge of where to pick 

and how to prepare them and also seasonal fluctuations in their 

germination. Also, access to illicit substances such as cocaine was 

restricted by access to an appropriate supplier and by finances, as it is a 

more expensive substance to purchase.

Attitudes to substance use have been identified as an important factor to 

our understanding of the onset and continuation of substance use, with 

some research highlighting increased acceptance and positive opinions 
towards certain substances, for example cannabis was associated with 

increased use, (Parker at al., 1995; Power et al., 1996; Perry et al., 1997; 
Wibberley, 1997). In general, results found that ongoing use of a 

substance tended to be associated with positive attitudes towards a 

substance, whereas past or non-use of a substance tended to be 
associated with negative attitudes. Young people’s attitudes towards 

substances tended to vary on a substance-to-substance basis, as did 

changes in attitude. For example, a bad experience with one substance 

may foster negative attitudes towards that substance, but this association 

is not extrapolated out to others.

Of the young people who had received drugs education classes all 

reported that anti-substance use lessons did not impact on their decisions 

to use or not use and that use of certain substances had occurred prior to 

use. Gilvarry (1998), states that changing substance using behaviours is 

more successful if caught prior to, or in the early stages of substance use. 

McCrystal (2009) also states that there is a need to identify vulnerable 

young people in need of early substance misuse interventions. The
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findings of the current study would suggest that the timing of drugs 

education classes is problematic. As the young people had already started 

using prior to these classes the negative message reported may have had 

less impact as they were measured against the positive personal 

experiences already received. This would suggest that in order for young 

people to gain most from such interventions it would be advisable for them 

to occur at an earlier stage within school, prior to the onset of such 

behaviours. Research conducted by the Drugs and Alcohol Information 

and Research Unit within the Department of Health Social Services and 

Public Safety (Nl), surveyed a sample of over 3000 young people aged 8 

to 12 regarding their knowledge and use of substances. Results showed 

that even at these young ages there was both knowledge and low levels of 

use of cigarettes, alcohol and a variety of illicit substances. Such findings, 

coupled with those of the current study, would support the need for earlier 

interventions.

In addition, as just over 50% of the young people surveyed in the current 
study had received such interventions, a large number therefore had not. 

McCrystal et al. (2007), state that this deficit may be a result of the young 
person being absent from school either because of truanting or exclusion. 

New ways must therefore be devised to provide this knowledge, 

suggestions include early years school interventions and television 

campaigns.

The NHS study (2006) is a good example of how young people can benefit 

from such interventions. This study examined substance use amongst Il

ls year old school attendees and also asked about their experiences of 

drug education classes. These young people reported positive benefits 

from such classes, such as learning about the dangers, and how to say 

no. When directed appropriately such interventions are an important tool in 

the fight against substance use within our society. Findings from the 

current study would therefore support the need for drugs education to 

begin earlier within the school curriculum and also the need for more 

research into how best to target such classes for maximum effect.
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These results serve to highlight the complex nature of substance use. As 

Mayock (2000) reported, such findings emphasise that there is a 

conscious decision making process in relation to substance use and that 

the act of refusing or restricting substance use is as much the outcome of 

past experiences, current situations and social environment as substance 

taking itself.

By re-interviewing the young people it was hoped that this study would 

identify changes in behaviour as they reached the end of compulsory 

schooling, a pivotal stage in a young person’s life as they emerge from 

compulsory schooling and start to make decisions about their future. 

Unfortunately, it was only possible to re-interview 25 of the young people. 

This was largely the result of non-contact between the young person and 

the project they attended at the time of the first interview. Although 
reported change in substance using behaviours was noted prior to first 

interview, for these 25 young people little change was noted during the 
interim period between the two interviews. This could indicate that by the 

time these young people had reached the ages of 15 and 16 their 
substance using behaviours had become less experimental and were 

more stable. This stabilising of behaviours was also noted in the Belfast 
Youth and Development Study (McCrystal et al. 2007). Behaviours within 

the mainstream school population however continued to change. This 

difference could be a result of the early onset of substance use exhibited 

by the young people excluded from school compared to their mainstream 

counterparts. Within the current study substance use was also reported to 

have been initiated at a young age mirroring these findings.

In addition to examining what substances had been used this study 

attempted to examine why such behaviours had developed. These 

findings would indicate that the onset, continuation and cessation of 

substance use is a complex process incorporating an infinite number of 

influencing factors. These results would, however, indicate that reasons 

for onset and continuation of use are very different, which has implications 

for drugs education interventions.
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6.2.6 Substance Use and School Exclusion
For many, some substance using behaviours already existed prior to 

exclusion. In fact all young people reported the use of certain substances, 

mainly cigarettes, and alcohol prior to exclusion. The young people 

reported that such behaviours had increased post exclusion, which they 

attributed to increased access and opportunity. For example, some young 

people reported an increase in smoking behaviours as they were not 

restricted by school rules which had made it difficult for them to smoke 

during the day.

The young people interviewed, in general, did not express a carefree 

attitude to the importance of obtaining both an education and 

qualifications. Many showed concern about the impact of their current 
schooling on future job prospects. As these young people were 

approaching the end of compulsory schooling it is possible that this finding 

is a result of an increased awareness by the young person that they are 
approaching the end of the ‘safety net’ provided by compulsory education, 

and the promise of compulsory free education in general. In agreement 

with McCrystal et al., (2009) the highest levels of substance using 
behaviours were associated with more negative views towards school. 

This finding goes some way to support Primary Socialisation Theory, 
suggesting that disaffection from school may have links to the onset of 

substance using behaviours among some young people.

6.2.7 Parental Relationships
As with school experience, the association between parental relationships 

and substance using behaviours was more complex than would be 

suggested by Primary Socialisation Theory. No significant association 

was found between parental attachment and substance using behaviours. 

Here, attachments to the main caregiver were all moderate to high, 

suggesting that the young people had good relationships with this adult. 

Rather than dismissing Primary Socialisation Theory however, an 

examination of both parental attitudes and use of substances was also 

noted. Some young people reported parental involvement in their
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substance use and coupled with the positive relationships noted by the 

young people it would appear that as well as acting as a means to transmit 

positive norms these positive attachments were also the means to transmit 

acceptance of negative behaviours.

6.2.8 Peer Relationships
Possibly the most interesting finding in relation to peers was that of their 

involvement in all stages and processes in relation to substance use. 

Knowledge about substances and acquisition of first use were primarily 

through the peer network, and continuation of substance use also 

generally occurred within this social network. Again, positive attachments 

were noted with friends allowing, according to Getting and Donnemeyer 

(1998), the transmission of pro-substance use norms. Alternatively, it was 

also often peers who discouraged use of substances and acted as a 

positive influence for non-substance use. The peer environment would 
therefore appear to be important in the initiation and continuation, and 

cessation of substance using behaviours.

6.2.9 Other Influencing factors
Eighty-three percent of the young people felt that their neighbourhood 

characteristics played a role in the onset and continuation of substance 
using behaviours. All the young people in the current study reported ease 

of access to obtaining substances. Mayock (2000) would suggest that this 

is a key factor in encouraging the onset of substance use. The sample in 

general expressed high levels of exposure to substance using behaviours. 

As Clayton (1992) argues, easy access and exposure create the 

perception of normalcy about substances and therefore removes any 

taboos that might restrict use. In addition, the young people point to 

limited diversionary opportunities within their neighbourhoods as 

encouraging factors for engaging in substance using behaviours.

High numbers with low socio-economic status, identified through 

entitlement to Free School Meals, demonstrating a minimal likelihood of 

achieving qualifications by the end of compulsory schooling and high
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levels of substance use would raise concerns about social exclusion and 

the impact of school exclusion on later life. As research has identified, 

school exclusion can be an attributed to direct exclusion from society, 

(DfE, 2006) and findings from this study would clearly identify multiple risk 

factors among the young people interviewed.

6.3 Implications for Policy and Practice
In summary, findings outlined above highlight particular areas of concern 

regarding young people excluded from school. In relation to education 

provision attention needs to be given to both the speed of provision, 

amount and content post exclusion as findings would suggest varying 

degrees of provision among the young people. This has implications for 

both their educational and social development. In addition, inter-agency 

communication needs to be enhanced to improve service delivery to the 

young people.

Substance use was prevalent among the young people interviewed and 
information provided should prove a useful source of information about the 

behaviours of young people excluded from school. One of the implications 
for policy and practice highlighted by this study in relation to substance 

use was the need for more effective intervention programmes concerning 

substance use, in relation to both their content and the time at which the 

programme is delivered. The results from this study indicate that such 

classes should be given within primary schools. This study would 

therefore suggest that an examination of early years intervention 

strategies and varying approaches to drug education interventions should 

be investigated.

In addition to being excluded from the young people demonstrated risk 

factors to developing social exclusion in later life. Again the impact of 

school exclusion on social exclusion needs further research and 

intervention at a policy level.
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6.4 Directions for Future Research
The following section looks at the direction of future research in this area 

of study.

6.4.1 Influential Adult Relationships and In-school Interventions
Vulliamy and Webb (2003) conducted a three-year study examining the 

effect of in-school social workers on exclusion rates. This Home Office 

study revealed that the presence of social workers in the disadvantaged 

schools included in the study reduced permanent exclusion by 25%. This 

was achieved by the social workers befriending the young people, 

teaching them to manage their anger, improving their self-esteem and 

inter-personal skills. The social workers also stepped in when there was a 

crisis situation between the young person and the school, helping to 
mediate between the parents and the school. Of the 208 challenging 

young people that the social workers were assigned, senior managers 

estimated that 26 young people who would have been permanently 

excluded remained within mainstream school. This, they propose, 
represented a 25% reduction in exclusions.

The young people in the current study appeared to respond to both the 

smaller classes and improved relationships with teachers and key-workers 
within the Alternative Education Placements that they attended. Future 

research needs to be conducted to investigate the impact of influential 

adult relations with challenging young people and key stages in a young 

person’s life when such relationships can be most effective.

6.4.2 What happens next?
When attempting to re-interview the young people for a second time, it 

was only possible to locate just over a third of the original sample. This 

shows both the transient nature of this group, and their further exclusion 

from official groups within society. Although difficult to achieve, it would be 

an invaluable piece of research to investigate the lives of these young 

people at age 16 when official schooling ends and follow them into 

adulthood. This would help to identify measures to be put in place to avoid

166



Chapter Six

further social exclusion and provide necessary skills to successfully 

complete the transition from compulsory schooling to either employment or 

further education.

6.4.3 Longitudinal Studies into the onset and development of 
substance use

Results from the current study are retrospective in nature but serve to 

highlight that substance using behaviours of young people develop over 

time and progress through various stages. To fully understand this 

phenomena and how such behaviours develop, longitudinal studies from 

early childhood and into adulthood need to be conducted. Findings from 

the Belfast Youth and Development Study have provided a valuable 

source of information about the developing patterns of substance use 
among young people in Northern Ireland. Such studies could be extended 

back into early childhood and/or forward into adulthood to further our 

understanding of substance using behaviours.

6.4.4 Social Norms
The majority of young people reported positive relationships with both 
parents and peers. They also reported positive attitudes expressed by 

parents and peers in relation to some substances. Although not quite 
what was expected according to Getting and Donnemeyer’s (1998) 

Primary Socialisation Theory, the processes described may be quite 

correct, with pro using behaviours being learned through these bonds. In 

addition, the young people in the current study reported exposure to 

substance using behaviours within their neighbourhoods as influencing 

factors in the onset and continuation of such behaviours. It is therefore 

important to study the exact nature of the developing pattern of social 

norms that such young people are exposed to.

6.5 Limitations of the Current Study
As with any research, this study faced several limitations. Some of these 

limitations were general problems faced by most researchers such as 

‘interviewer effect’ and ‘acquiescent effect’. Others were more specific to

167



Chapter Six

the research such as difficulties and issues surrounding gaining access to 

the young people. The following section will therefore examine the main 

limitations faced in the current research and the approach used by the 

researcher to limit their impact on the studies findings.

6.5.1 Interviewer Effect
The very nature of interviews makes them an act of communication rather 

than simply an act of observing or gathering information, therefore, when 

interviewing the interviewer must be aware of the influence they can have 

on an individual and ultimately their response. E.M. Forster stated, 

“Spoon feeding in the long run teaches us nothing but the shape of the 
spoon” (The Observer, Sayings of the Week, 7th October 1951). Here 

Forster implies that we must be aware of our influence over others during 
the interview process and how we can influence results. This brings into 

question what is known as ‘Interviewer Effect’. Demographic information 

can influence the interaction between the interviewer and interviewee. For 
example, the young people in this study might have felt intimidated to talk 

about sensitive issues, such as substance using behaviours, if the 
researcher had appeared too authoritarian in their manner. The 

participant may associate the interviewer with teachers, social workers or 

the police and therefore inhibit them from speaking freely. To moderate 
these effects when interviewing, the interviewer used their first name, 

acted in a friendly manner and ensured that the young people were aware 

of their rights in relation to participation in the study and confidentiality. 

Attention to the environment within which the interviews were conducted, 

interviewer effect and engaging the young people were discussed in the 

methodology section.

6.5.2 Biased Responses
When conducting research, the researcher must also be aware that 

individuals can be untruthful. For example, they may misrepresent the 

truth in order that they appear more socially acceptable or because they 

are afraid that the information they provide may be used against them. 

This is known as the “Satisfying Theory” or “Acquiescent Effect” and can
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result in reducing extreme views and the creation of an exaggerated 

mean. Interview techniques described in chapter four were used to put the 

young person at ease; they were also assured of their confidentiality and 

were kept informed of all processes involved in the study related to them. 

Time was also spent with the young people within their current placements 

building rapport prior to interview. By re-interviewing comparison could 

also be drawn between reported behaviours at each stage. Comparison of 

findings for the 25 young people who were re-interviewed would suggest 

that findings have been reported accurately. Another problem that can 

bias results which was of particular concern within this study because of its 

use of retrospective data gathering was the impact of memory on the 

correct recollection of events. To address these issues all participants 

were assured of their confidentiality and, where possible, supporting 

information was obtained to authenticate their responses from key-workers 

questionnaires and by re-interviewing the young people. It was also 
attempted to keep the interviews as relaxed and as informal as possible in 

order to reduce any stress caused by this process. Comparisons to other 
similar studies can also help to validate results. One of the main 

comparisons for the current study was the Belfast Youth and Development 
study. The longitudinal nature of this study provides it with the opportunity 

for seif-validation and to assess the reliability of its results. Findings to 
date would substantiate the validity of the findings from this study and 

recant any concerns about the Belfast Youth and Development Study.

6.5.3 Interview Structure
The semi-structured nature of the interview schedule may have limited the 

depth of information that was obtained. In order to create a balance 

between time and content a mixture of both open and closed questions 

were selected in order to maximise the depth and breadth of information 

obtained. This was achieved successfully providing a rich source of 

information.

6.5.4 Organisational Bias
Another limitation of the study is that the organisations are asked to refer
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individuals for participation. Selection bias may therefore have been an 

issue as organisations might have selected individuals based on personal 

preferences and might not have been willing to include individuals 

considered to be difficult to control or obtain. In an attempt to keep a 

check on this problem projects were asked to provide details of all 

registered individuals meeting the criteria for inclusion in this study.

6.5.5 Attrition
A final limitation of this study was the problem of participant attrition when 

an attempt was made to re-interview the young people. The original 

sample size was considered large enough to cope with a percentage of 
loss. However, with only 25 of the 64 young people available for re

interview, there was a limit on the statistical analysis that could be 

performed and results are therefore mainly qualitative in nature. Although 

this placed certain restrictions on the study, in itself it provided further 
information about the educational provision for these young people. Fifty 

percent of these young people were not traceable. This means that even 
though these young people had not reached the end of their compulsory 

schooling, to the best of anyone’s knowledge they were no longer 
receiving any schooling or any of the support, guidance, or social 

interaction that an educational placement can provide. In addition 17% of 
the young people had apparently disappeared during moves from one 

placement to another.

6.6 Summary
In closing, it must be said that the young people who took part in this study 

were a vital and interesting group of young people and were not the 

disinterested and difficult group of young people that might have been 

expected. Reasons for exclusion varied greatly as did their experiences of 

mainstream school and exclusion. In relation to schooling it was clear that 

the majority of young people had missed a vast degree of both the 

academic and social education that mainstream school can offer and 

were, in general, concerned about the impact that this would have on their 

future. Implications of this study were largely dominated by a need to
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improve communication between agencies, incorporate more anti

substance use interventions into earlier school years, and to be more 

creative in both how we as a society educate disaffected young people 

and effectively deal with problem behaviours when they present 

themselves. The gender differences noted in the current study also need 

to be taken into consideration when assessing and dealing with problems 

faced by these young people. Findings from the study would suggest that 

substance using behaviours are prevalent amongst the sample but had 

become relatively stable as the young people approach the end of 

compulsory schooling. Peer networks appeared to be the main place 

where young people learned and made decisions pertaining to substance 

using behaviours. Although no causal link between the act of school 

exclusion and substance use was obtained, it became clear form the 

histories of these young people that disaffection from school was clearly 

established for many prior to exclusion. The increased freedom created 

post exclusion was seen by key-workers and the Young People as an 
influencing factor in increased substance use. The study raised a number 

of questions in relation to perceived norms and the impact of 
environmental factors that require further examination. The current study 

has provided a useful starting block in understanding substance using 
behaviours among a particularly vulnerable group of young people within 

Northern Ireland.
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Appendix I

Table 3.1: The Legal Status of Drugs under Investigation in the
Current Study

Common Name Legal Status
Alcohol In 1908 a law was passed making it illegal for anyone 

under the age of fourteen to enter a bar. This law has 
been relaxed in recent years as pubs are now 
beginning to sell food. In 1923 it became illegal to sell 
alcohol to those under the age of eighteen. This law 
still remains.

Amphetamines In their base form amphetamines are a Class A drug 
with a maximum penalty for possession of seven years 
and for possession with intent to supply a maximum 
penalty of life imprisonment. Both offences carry 
unlimited fines. Other forms of amphetamines are a 
Class B drug with a maximum penalty for possession of 
five years and unlimited fines and for possession with 
intent to supply a maximum of fourteen years prison 
sentence and unlimited fines.

Cocaine Cocaine is a Class A drug and possession can lead to a 
maximum prison sentence of seven years and unlimited 
fines. Possession with the intent to supply carries a 
maximum life sentence and unlimited fines. In relation 
to this drug the courts now have the right to seize any 
assets that they believe have been bought with money 
obtained through drug dealing.

Cannabis At present the drug remains illegal. Cannabis oil is a 
Class A drug. Possession carries a maximum penalty of 
7 years imprisonment and unlimited fines. Possession 
with intent to supply, and supply carries a maximum life 
sentence and unlimited fines. Cannabis resin and 
marijuana are Class B drugs with a maximum penalty of 
5 years imprisonment for possession. Possession with 
intent to supply and supply carry a maximum 14year 
prison sentence. Cannabis seeds may be possessed 
legally in the UK. It remains illegal to grow, sell or 
possess cannabis plants, in either their natural or dried 
state.

Ecstasy Ecstasy is a class A drug and the maximum penalty for 
possession is seven years imprisonment and unlimited 
court fines. The maximum penalty for possession with 
intent to supply or supply is life imprisonment and 
unlimited court fines.
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Heroin If not held legally on prescription Heroin is a class A 
drug and carries a maximum seven-year jail sentence 
and unlimited fines for possession and a maximum of 
life imprisonment and unlimited fines for possession 
with intent to supply or supply.

LSD LSD is a class A drug and possession, production and 
supplying are all illegal. Penalties for possession 
include 7years imprisonment and unlimited fines. 
Possession with intent to supply, supply, production or 
trafficking carry a maximum penalty of life imprisonment 
and unlimited fines.

Magic
Mushrooms

Liberty caps in their natural form are not illegal in the 
UK; possession of them in their natural unmodified state 
is also not illegal. However, if they are processed in any 
way i.e. dried, infused, cooked or prepared in any way 
for consumption they become a Class A drug. 
Possession has a maximum penalty of seven years and 
unlimited fines and possession with intent to supply and 
supply has a maximum of life imprisonment and 
unlimited fines.

Poppers Amyl nitrate is not illegal to possess, as the drug is 
controlled under the medicines act and then it must only 
be sold by those with a licences. A derivative of the 
drug Butyl nitrate has no restrictions whatsoever.

Solvents It is an offence for anyone to sell solvents or amusable 
solvents to anyone under the age of eighteen or to 
those who are intending to supply those under 
eighteen. This law was passed in 1985 and remains 
the only law regulating this substance misuse. It 
remains only illegal to sell or distribute to a minor but 
not to use.

Tobacco The only restrictions placed on cigarettes are that it is 
illegal to sell them to anyone under the age of sixteen.
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Table 4.1: Theories. Models and Perspectives of Behaviours.

Theory, Model or 
Perspective

Field Risk Factors

Theory of Reasoned 
Action (Ajzen and 
Fishbien, 1980)

Cognitive • Personal attitudes about drug 
use and delinquent behaviours;

• Personal beliefs about social
norms.

Theory of Planned 
Behaviour (Ajzen, 
1985, 1988)

Cognitive • Personal attitudes about drug 
use and delinquent behaviours;

• Personal beliefs about social 
norms;

• Self efficacy and refusal self 
efficacy.

Social Learning 
Theory (Akers et. al., 
1977, 1985, 1979)

Learning • Observation role models
engaging in drug and delinquent 
behaviours.

Social Cognitive/ 
Learning Theory 
(Bandura, 1986)

Learning • Observation role models 
engaging in drug and delinquent 
behaviours;

• Self-efficacy and refusal self- 
efficacy.

Social Control
Theory (Elliott et al., 
1985, 1989)

Attachment • Strain;
• Social disorganisation;
• Ineffective socialisation.

The Social 
Development Model 
(Hawkins and Weis, 
1985)

Attachment • Poor bonding between sources 
of influence (primarily Family, 
and School) caused by:

1. No positive reinforcement 
for behaviour at home or 
school;

2. No opportunity to engage 
in rewarding situations at 
home or school;

3. Few or no social skills to 
engage in such 
interactions.

The Social Ecology 
Model (Kumpfer and 
Turner, 1990-1991)

Intrapersonal Reaction to stressful life events with 
negative coping strategies such as 
avoidance

Self-derogation 
Theory (Kaplan et al, 
1975, 1984)

Intrapersonal Low self-esteem and self
derogation resulting in failure to 
attach to positive role models and 
society.

Hi
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Multistage Social 
Learning Model 
(Simons et al., 1988)

Learning and 
Intrapersonal

• Observation role models 
engaging in drug and delinquent 
behaviours;

• Poor coping strategies;
• Low self esteem;
• Emotional distress;
• Poor social interaction skills;
• Need for immediate gratification.

Family Interaction 
Theory (Brook et al., 
1990)

Attachment, 
Learning and 
Intrapersonal

• Poor emotional attachment to 
parents;

• Social learning;
• Intrapersonal characteristic such 

as self-esteem, self-derogation.
Problem Behaviour 
Theory (Jessor et al. 
1991; 1968, 1977)

Cognitive,
Learning,
Attachment
and
intrapersonal

• Interaction of Environment and 
the individual:
1. Exposure to deviant 

behaviours;
2. Self-efficacy, personal goals, 

expectations, and personal 
values and attitudes towards 
deviant behaviour.

Peer Cluster Theory 
(Getting and
Beauvais, 1986a, 
1986b, 1987)

Cognitive,
Learning,
Attachment
and
Intrapersonal

• Association with deviant peers 
brought about by secondary 
factors such as;
1. Social structure variables;
2. Psychological 

characteristics;
3. Attitudes and Beliefs;
4. Socialisation links.

Sher’s Model of 
Vulnerability (Sher, 
1991)

Biological Genetic and Biological Functioning.

Domain Model 
(Huba et al, 1982, 
1980a)

Cognitive,
Learning,
Attachment
and
Intrapersonal

• Biological influences;
• Intrapersonal characteristics (in 

particular relation to drug use, 
rebellious and sensation 
seeking behaviour);

• Interpersonal characteristics;
• Sociocultural influences.

Psychosocial 
perspective. Jessor 
and Jessor, (1977)

Psychosocial 
and Learning

• Personal beliefs about 
adulthood;

• Observational learning.
Psychosocial 
perspective. Lynskey 
and Fergusson 
(1995) '

Psychosocial
and
Intrapersonal

• Affiliation with deviant and drug 
using peers;

• Novelty seeking;
• Parental Illicit drug use.
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Developmental
sequence
perspective. Kandel 
(1982)

Development • Observation and subsequent 
use of legal and or socially 
acceptable drugs such as 
smoking and alcohol, can lead 
to future drug use;

• Shared vulnerability.
Bailey, (1989) and 
Chassin et al. (1996)

Learning Observation learning of drug 
behaviours, particularly strong 
when parents are observed.

Wills and Filer 
(1996)

Intrapersonai Exposure to stressful life event and 
responding with a negative coping 
strategy.

Lynskey&
Fergusson, (1995)

Development Early childhood problems, 
emotional and developmental.

Health belief model 
(Rosenstock, 1966)

Social
Cognitive

• Individual beliefs about:
1. Susceptibility to illness or 

harm;
2. Severity of illness or harm;
3. Perceived cost of engaging 

in behaviour;
4. Perceived benefits of 

engaging in behaviour.
• Exposure to cues to action.

The Biogenic Models 
(Harris, 1980)

Biological Brain Dysfunction.

Biochemical Theory 
(Lickey and Gordan, 
1991)

Biological Chemical imbalance.

Operant
Conditioning 
(Skinner, 1953)

Learning • Observation of, or exposure to; 
drug use;

• Belief in favourable outcome of 
drug use.

Ethological Model 
(Bowlby, 1969;
1980)

Biological • Pre-programmed behaviours;
• Experiences and observational 

learning.
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Young Person’s Interview Schedule

Each Participant was given a unique code so that response to the 
interviews could be made anonymised.

Section 1: Personal Information

1. Name
2. Name of Educational Facility
3. Name of Key-worker
4. Date of Birth
5. Gender
6. Post code

Section 2: Substance Using Behaviours

• Smoking: Have you ever smoked a cigarette?

7. Non-Users

a. Have you ever been offered a cigarette?
o If yes by whom?

b. Why do you not smoke?

c. Do any of your friends smoke?
o If some to all what age are these friends

d. Do any of your family members smoke?

8. Past Users

a. How old were you when you started to smoke?

b. Where did you get your first cigarette?

c. How often did you smoke?

d. Where did you get your cigarettes?

e. Why did you start?

f. How old were you when you stopped?

g. Why Did you stop?

h. Do any of your friends smoke?
o If some to all what age are these friends
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i. Do any of your family members smoke?

j. Did your parents/guardians know you smoked?

9. Users

a. How old were you when you started to smoke?

b. Where did you get your first cigarette?

c. How often do you smoke?

d. Where do you get your cigarettes?

e. Why did you start?

f. Do any of your friends smoke?
o If some to all what age are these friends

g. Do any of your family members smoke?

h. Do your parents/guardians know you smoked?

i. Where do you normally smoke?

j. Who do you normally smoke with?

k. Why do you continue to smoke?

These questions were also asked about:

• Alcohol (Questions: 10-12)

• Drinking to Drunkenness (Questions: 13-15)

• Solvents (Questions: 16-18)

• Cannabis (Questions: 19-21)

• Magic Mushrooms (Questions: 22-24)

• Ecstasy (Questions: 25-27)

• Amphetamines (Questions: 28-30)

• LSD (Questions: 31-33)
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• Heroin (Questions: 34-36)

• Alkyl Nitrate (Questions: 37-39)

• Cocaine (Questions: 40-42)

• Other Drugs (Questions: 43-45)

If You Have used Drugs

46. During the last twelve months have you had any problems with your 
emotions, nerves or mental health that were probably caused or made 
worse by your use of alcohol or drugs?

47. During the last twelve months did you have any physical health 
problems that were probably caused or made worse by your use of alcohol 
or drugs?

48. During the last twelve months has using alcohol or drugs prevented 
you from or made you spend less time doing important activities such as 
working, coming here, hobbies, sport or spending time with friends and 
family.

49. During the last twelve months did using drugs cause you to have 
serious problems at home, work or the educational facility that you attend 
such as missing work, not doing as well or as good a job as you know you 
can etc?

50. During the last twelve months did using alcohol or drugs cause you to 
do things that repeatedly got you into trouble with the police?

51. During the last twelve months did you regularly use alcohol or drugs 
and then do something that would have put you in physical danger?

52. During the last twelve months did you have any problems with family 
or friends that were caused by your use of alcohol and drugs?

53. Did you continue to use even though it was causing problems with 
family and friends.

54. What do you think a ‘drug’ is?

55. Do you think the following substances are ‘drugs’?
• Cigarettes

• Alcohol

• Drinking to Drunkenness
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• Solvents

• Cannabis

• Magic Mushrooms

• Ecstasy

• Amphetamines

• LSD

• Heroin

• Alkyl Nitrate

• Cocaine

Attitudes to Drugs

56. Do you think drugs are good or bad?
• Why

57. Do you think your friends think drugs are good or bad?

58. Do you think your family think drugs are good or bad?

59. Do you think you’re friends behaviour influences you?

60. Have you have any drug education classes there?

Section 3: Primary Sources of Socialisation

This section will asked questions about your family life, peers and school.

Family Life

61. Who lives in your house with you?

62. How would you describe your relationship with your parents?

63. Have you ever spent any time in a care or foster placement? If yes 
why and how did this make you feel?

64. Do you feel you get enough supervision and support form your 
parents?
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65. Do you feel that your behaviour is in someway linked to your 
relationship with your parents and why?

66. Do you have contact with extended family members?
• Who, How often , why

Question 67. (Armsden and Greenberg, Inventory of Parent and Peer 
Attachment)

The young people were asked to respond “Almost always or always true” 
“Often true” “Sometimes True” “Not very often true”“Almost 

never or never true” to the following questions:

• My parents respect my feelings
• I feel my parents are successful as parents
• I wish I had different parents
• My parents accept me as I am
• I have to rely on myself when I have a problem to solve
• I like to get my parent’s point of view on things I’m concerned about
• I feel it is no use letting my feelings show
• My parents sense when I’m upset about something
• Talking over my problems with my parents makes me feel ashamed 

or foolish
• My parents expect to much of me
• I get upset easily at home
• I get upset a lot more than my parents know about
• When we discuss things my parents consider my point of view
• My parents trust my judgement
• My parents have their own problems, so I don’t bother them with 

mine
• My parents help me to understand myself better
• I tell my parents about my troubles and problems
• I feel angry with my parents
• I don’t get much attention at home
• My parents encourage me to talk about my difficulties
• My parents understand me
• I don’t know whom I can depend on these days
• When I am angry about something my parents try to be 

understanding
• I trust my parents
• My parent’s don’t understand what I’m going through these days
• I can count on my parents when I need to get something off my 

chest
• I feel that no one understands me
• If my parents know something is bothering me, they ask me about it
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Peers

68. Has your circle of friends changed since our last meeting (if yes please 
give details)

69. What activities have you and your friends been involved in?

70. Are you a member of any clubs or societies? (if yes what and why)

71. Do you feel that your friends influence your behaviour both bad and 
good? (How/why)

72. Why do you hang around with the people that you do?

Question 73. (Armsden and Greenberg, Inventory of Parent and Peer 
Attachment)

The young people were asked to respond “Almost always or always true” 
“Often true” “Sometimes True” “Not very often true”“Almost 

never or never true” to the following questions:

• I like to get my friends point of view on things that I am concerned 
about

• My friends sense when I am upset about something
• When we discuss things my friends consider my point of view
• Talking over my problems with my friends makes me feel ashamed 

or foolish
• I wish I had different friends
• My friends understand me
• My friends encourage me to talk about my difficulties
• My friends accept me as I am
• I feel the need to be in touch with my friends more often
• My friend’s don’t understand what I’m going through these days
• I feel alone or apart even when I am with my friends
• My friends listen to what I have to say
• I feel my friends are good friends
• My friends are fairly easy to talk to
• When I am angry about something my friends try to be 

understanding
• My friends help me to understand myself better
• My friends are concerned about my well-being
• I feel angry with my friends
• I can count on my friends when I need to get something off my 

chest
• I trust my friends
• My friends respect my feelings
• I get upset a lot more than my friends know about
• It seems as if my friends are irritated with me for no reason

xi



Appendix III

I tell my friends about my problems and troubles
If my friends know something is bothering me they ask me about it.

School

74. Are you at present officially excluded from school?

75. When did you last attend mainstream school regularly?

76. When did you start to attend this project?

77. Did you have any school work, support or attend any other facility in 
between?

78. Do you miss being at school?

79. Would you like to go back to school?

80. What did you like best about being at school?

81. What did you like least about being at school?

82. Do you like the project you are now attending? (scaled 1-5, 1= not at 
all to 5=always) If so: What do you like best about the project you are now 
attending?

83. Do you not like the project you are now attending? (scaled 1-5, 1= not 
at all to 5=always) If so: What do you like least about the project you are 
now attending?

84. Why do you think you no longer attend school?
o Can you think of anything else that might have caused this?

85. Do you obey the school rules? (scaled 1-5, 1= not at all to 5=always)

86. Do you think you are doing well at school? (scaled 1-5, 1= not at all to 
5=always)

87. How many times since the start of the current school year have you 
skipped lessons or a whole day?

88. Do you think going to school is important? (scaled 1-5, 1= not at all to 
5=always)

o Why/Why not

89. Do you think getting qualifications are important? (scaled 1-5, 1= not at 
all to 5=always)

o Why/Why not
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90. Do you have a goal for a future job?

91. Now that you are in your final year of compulsory schooling what are 
your plans for when you leave?

92. What do you plan to do when you are 20, 30?

93. Do you think your behaviour has effected your education? How

94. Do you feel that you fitted into mainstream school when you attended? 
(explain)

95. Do you feel that if you had stayed in mainstream school your 
behaviour would be different? (explain)

96. What about your outlook on life and future goals do you think they 
would be different? (explain)

97. Have you experienced any negative criticism because you don’t 
attend mainstream school? (if yes how does this make you feel)

98. Do you think it will be a problem in the future when getting jobs? (if 
yes are you worried about this)

99. Do you feel that you have missed out a lot by not attending 
mainstream school? (if yes what)

Section 4: Personality

This section will look at a five different aspects of your personality

Delinquency Scale (VSR) : Question 100
Not true 

(0)
Somewhat or 

sometimes true
(D

Very often or 
often true 

(2)
Do you feel guilty after 
doing something you 
know you shouldn’t?

0 1 2

If 1 or 2: Can you give an example?

Do you hang around with 
kids who get into trouble

0 1 2

If 1 or 2: What kinds of trouble, How often and do you approve?

Do you lie or cheat? 0 1 2
If 1 or 2: What do you lie or cheat about?

Would you rather be with 0 1 2
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older people than with 
people your own age?

If 1 or 2. Why?

Have you run away from 
home?

0 1 2

If 1 or 2: Why and what made you return?

Have you set fires? 0 1 2
If 1 or 2: Where and Why?

Have you ever stolen from 
home?

0 1 2

If 1 or 2: What and how often? Have you ever been caug
happened?

ht if so what

Have you ever stolen from 
anywhere else?

0 1 2

If 1 or 2: What and how often? Have you ever been caug
happened?

ht if so what

o you swear? 0 1 2
Did you skip classes when 
that you are supposed to 

attend?

0 1 2

If 1 or 2: How often and why?

Do you use drugs or 
alcohol for non-medical 

purposes.

0 1 2

Contact with Police and Court System

101. Have you ever been in trouble with the police?
• How many times?
• What for?
• How did it make you feel?

102. Have you ever been arrested by the police?
• How many times?
• What for?
• How did it make you feel?

103. Have you ever received a formal warning at a police station in front of 
your parents?

• How many times?
• What for?
• How did it make you feel?
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104. Have you ever been to court for anything you did?
• How many times?
• What for?
• How did it make you feel?

105. Have you ever been to court for anything that someone else did?
• How many times?
• What for?
• How did it make you feel?

106. Do you think that your behaviour is appropriate/ acceptable?

107. Why do you engage in these behaviours?

108. How do you think your behaviour makes your parents/guardians feel?

109. How do you think it makes other members of your community feel?

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale: Question 110
Strongly
Agree

(D

Agree
(2)

Disagree
(3)

Strongly
Disagree

(4)
Do you feel that you are a person 
of worth, at least equal to others?

1 2 3 4

Do you feel that you have a 
number of good qualities?

1 2 3 4

All in all are you inclined to feel 
that you are a failure?

1 2 3 4

Are you able to do things as well 
as most people?

1 2 3 4

Do you feel that you have not got 
much to be proud of?

1 2 3 4

Do you take a positive attitude 
toward yourself?

1 2 3 4

On the whole are you satisfied 
with yourself?

1 2 3 4

Do you wish you had more 
respect for yourself?

1 2 3 4

Do you feel useless at times? 1 2 3 4
At times do you think that you are 
no good?

1 2 3 4

112. Who makes you feel good about yourself?

113. What makes you feel good about yourself?
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114. Who makes you feel bad about yourself?

115. What makes you feel bad about yourself?

Depression YSR): Question 116
Not
true
(0)

Somewhat or 
sometimes true 

(1)

Very 
often or 

often 
true 
(2)

Do you feel lonely? 0 1 2
Do you cry a lot? 0 1 2
Do you deliberately try to hurt or 
kill yourself?

0 1 2

Are you afraid of going to 
school?

0 1 2

Do you feel that you have to be 
perfect?

0 1 2

Do you feel that no one loves 
you?

0 1 2

Do you feel that others are out 
to get you?

0 1 2

Do you feel worthless and 
inferior?

0 1 2

Are you nervous and tense? 0 1 2
Are you fearful or anxious? 0 1 2
Do you feel too guilty? 0 1 2
Are you self-conscious or easily 
embarrassed?

0 1 2

Are you suspicious? 0 1 2
Do you ever think about killing 
yourself?

0 1 2

Are you unhappy, sad or 
depressed?

0 1 2

Do you worry a lot? 0 1 2

Aggression Scale ('/SR): Question 117
Not
true
(0)

Somewhat or 
sometimes 

true
(D

Very often 
or

often true 
(2)

Do you argue a lot 0 1 2
If 1 or 2: With whom and what about?
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Do you brag a lot? 0 1 2
Are you mean to others? 0 1 2

If 1 or 2: To whom and why?

Do you try to get a lot of attention? 0 1 2
If 1 or 2: By doing what and why?

Do you destroy your own things? 0 1 2
If 1 or 2: What and Why?

Do you destroy things that belong to 0 1 2
others?

If 1 or 2: What and why?

Do you disobey at school/p reject 0 1 2
If 1 or 2: What rules and why?

Are you jealous of others? 0 1 2
If 1 or 2: what about and why?

Do you get in many fights? 0 1 2
If 1 or 2:What for, with whom, where and why?

Do you physically attack people? 0 1 2
If 1 or 2: What for, who, where and why?

Do you scream a lot? 0 1 2
do you show off or clown? 0 1 2

Are you stubborn? 0 1 2
Do your moods or feelings change 0 1 2

suddenly?
Do you talk too much? 0 1 2

Do you tease others a lot? 0 1 2
Do you have a hot temper? 0 1 2

Do you threaten to hurt people? 0 1 2
Are you louder than other kids? 0 1 2

Section 5: Environment

118. Do you have a bedroom of your own?

119. Are there empty buildings in your neighbourhood?

120. Is there rubbish in the street in your neighbourhood?

121. Is there graffiti in your neighbourhood?
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122. Are there any play areas in your neighbourhood?

123. Is there a community centre in your neighbourhood?

124. Are there a lot of young people in your neighbourhood?

125. Are there any gangs in your neighbourhood?

126. Have you seen substances being used in your neighbourhood?
• What kinds and how often

127. Have you seen substances being sold in your neighbourhood?
• What kinds and how often

128. Is there a lot of crime/anti-social behaviour in your neighbourhood?
• What kinds and how often

129. Is there a lot of unemployment in your neighbourhood?

130. Do you feel that your behaviour is in any way encouraged by your 
environment?

131. Do you spend time away from your neighbourhood?
If yes: Doing what?

132. Does your family own a car?

133. Have you been away on holiday with your family this year?
If yes: How many times and for how long?

134. Were you entitled to free school meals?

135. Is there a lot of unemployment in your neighbourhood?

136. Is religion important to you?

137. Do you go to a place of worship?

138. Is religion important to your family?

139. Is religion important to the people in your neighbourhood?
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Institute for Child Care Research 
5a Lennoxvale 

Belfast 
BT95BY 

Tel: (028) 90274738

< ADDRESS>

Dear-----------

My name is Laura Duncan and I am a PhD student studying at Queen’s University 
Belfast. I have recently been in contact with the Manager of your Educational Facility 
and they have agreed to help me with my research. The aim of this study is to 
investigate the experience of substance use and anti-social behaviours amongst young 
people who are not attending mainstream school during the period corresponding to 
the final two years of compulsory schooling. This research will help fill the gap in 
existing literature by allowing young people who have been excluded from school the 
opportunity to express their views and opinions about there present position. Please 
find enclosed a copy of “School Exclusion and Adolescent Drue Taking 
Behaviour” by Dr. Patrick McCrystal and myself. This paper examines several 
issues surrounding school exclusion and drug taking behaviours and provides 
information on the literature upon which my research study is based.

To conduct this research a sample of approximately seventy-five young people who 
have been excluded from school will be asked to take part in a one-hour interview on 
two occasions, once at the start of 2003 and again at the beginning of 2004. All 
information given will be strictly confidential.

An important part of this research will be to gather additional information about these 
young people from key people who work with them. In order to achieve I am writing 
to request that you complete a short questionnaire about each young person 
interviewed to whom you would be regarded as a Key-Worker. Your co-operation is 
important to the success of this research and it greatly appreciated.

If you require any further information about this research please do not hesitate to 
contact me by telephone on (028) 90274738 or in writing at the above address.

Thank you again for your assistance

Yours Sincerely

Laura Duncan
(PhD Supervisor: Dr Patrick McCrystal)
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Key-Worker Questionnaire

Please complete the following questions in relation to:

<NAME OF YOUNG PERSONx

The young person has been informed that you are completing this questionnaire 

and have agreed for you to do so. All information provided will be confidential, 

therefore please answer as honestly as possible.

Thank you again for your co-operation

Name:

AEP:

Job Title:

Years of

Experience:

Home Environment

1. Who does the young person live with?

2. Have they ever been in Care?

3. Family problems?
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Education

4. Why does the young person no longer attend mainstream school?

5. How long has the young person attended your project?

6. How long have they been education outside mainstream school?

7. Do you feel that the young person will be returning to mainstream school?

8. What is the likely educational attainment of this young person by the end of 

compulsory schooling?

9. Does the young person have any educational problems?

10. Have they been assessed has having ‘Special Educational Needs’?
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Behaviour

Has the young person exhibited behavioural problems whilst at the AEP (please 

comment)?

To your knowledge has this young person been assessed for behavioural problems? 

(Where and why did this occur)

Are you aware of any substance using behaviours engaged in by the young person?

To you knowledge has the young person had any contact with the Criminal Justice 

System?

Emotion

To your knowledge has this young person been assessed for Emotional Problems? 

(Where and why did this occur?)

To your knowledge has the young person had any professional help for these 

problems? (Please expand)
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Further Comments

If you have any further comments about School Exclusion, or substance use and anti

social behaviours by young people please comment.
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Institute of Child Care Research
Queen's University
Belfast

A Study of Substance Use and Anti-Social Behaviours Amongst Young People

About the study
Increased concern about a rise in substance use and anti-social behaviours by 

young people across society has sparked interest is the study of such behaviours. 

Young people with emotional and behavioural problems and who show signs of 

disaffection with school have been identified as a vulnerable group at risk of social 

disaffection and involvement in such behaviours. As yet, little research has been 

conducted in Northern Ireland examining links between these young people, 

substance use and anti-social behaviours. The present study will examine the 

lifestyles of these young people during the period corresponding to the final two 

years of compulsory schooling, with particular attention to their attitudes towards 

substance use and anti-social behaviours.

Objectives
This study has two main objectives

To measure substance use and anti-social behaviours within the sample. An overall 

history of substance use and anti-social behaviours will be examined. However 

particular attention will be given to changes in such behaviours during the period 

corresponding to the final two years of compulsory schooling.

To examine substance use and anti-social behaviours in relation to psychosocial

factors. Social factors being studied include family structures, peer groups and peer 

relationships, school relationships, leisure activities, religious influences, and 

neighbourhood characteristics. Psychological factors being studied include coping 

strategies, perception of academic and general functioning ability and life aspirations, 

self-esteem, depression/anxiety, and aggression.
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In recent years community based initiatives have been developed, such as the 

Whitefield House Projects, EOTAS, as well as EBD centres and other voluntary 

projects, in an attempt to provide some educational provision and other support for 

young people who do not attend school on a regular basis or who have emotional 

and behavioural problems. The sample for this study has been identified in 

negotiation with these initiatives. They have kindly agreed to pass this information 

onto you on my behalf in order to respect your and your child’s privacy. The 

enclosed letter contains a section to be returned only if you feel you do not want 

your child to participate in the study.

I would like to interview the young people participating in the study on two occasions, 

once this year and again next year. Interviews will take place within the education 

initiative they attend and will take no longer than one hour. Confidentiality for all 

participants will be assured at all times. This means that whatever is revealed within 

the interviews will remain completely private and will not be passed on to the 

initiative your child attends, or to parents or guardians.

Anticipated outcomes
As parents you must already be only too aware of the worries and concerns 

associated with young people, especially in today’s ever increasing culture of 

substance use and anti-social behaviours. It is therefore important to examine the 

lifestyles of those at risk of possible involvement in such behaviours in order to more 

fully understand the problems they may face. This study will therefore have the 

desired aims of

■ Providing information on substance use and anti-social behaviours, 

and the psychosocial factors that may influence these behaviours.

■ Providing information useful to the formation of policy and practice 

in relation to these behaviours.

The participation of your child in this study would therefore be greatly appreciated.
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Institute for Child Care Research 
5a Lennoxvale 

Belfast 
BT95BY 

Tel: (028) 90274738

April 2003

Dear Parent/Guardian

My name is Laura Duncan and I am undertaking research at Queen’s University Belfast 
looking at young people aged 14-16 living in Northern Ireland who are attending EBD units, 
EOTAS projects, Whitefield House Projects and other voluntary groups for their schooling. 
The aim of this study is to examine their experiences of substance use and anti-social 
behaviours. This research will help fill the gap in existing knowledge by allowing young 
people the opportunity to express their own views and opinions about their current lifestyle.

To do this a group of seventy-five young people who are attending non-mainstream education 
initiatives will be interviewed. The interview will last approximately one hour and will be 
conducted within the educational centre that your child is attending. It is hoped to return in a 
year’s time and interview your child again to see how things have changed for them. All 
information given will be strictly confidential. Information provided by your child will not be 
passed onto anyone else and the research will not contain information that could identify your 
child or the particular agency they are attending.

It is important that as many young people as possible attending these projects/initiatives take 
part in order to obtain an accurate picture of their general lifestyle. The success of this 
research is dependent upon the support of the young people and you as a parent/guardian.

If you do not want your child to take part in this study then please fill in the return slip below 
and return it in the enclosed S.A.E. within one week of receiving this letter. Only return this 
form if you do not wish your child to take part, otherwise you do not have to do anything.

Yours Faithfully

Laura Duncan (BSc)

I do not want my child to take part in this study.

Educational Facility: :_______

Young Person’s Name :________

Parent/ Guardian Name :________

Parent/Guardian Signature :________
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Institute for Child Care Research 
5a Lennoxvale 

Belfast 
BT9 5BY 

Tel: (028) 90274738

< ADDRESS>

Dear-----------

My name is Laura Duncan and I am a PhD student studying at Queen’s University 
Belfast. Dr. Patrick McCrystal contacted you recently requesting permission for me to 
approach your project for assistance with my research The aim of this study is to 
investigate the social, psychological, and environmental context of young people who 
are not attending mainstream school during the period corresponding to the final two 
years of compulsory schooling with particular reference being given to substance use 
and anti-social behaviours. This research will help fill the gap in existing literature 
by allowing young people who have been excluded from school the opportunity to 
express their views and opinions about there present position. Please find enclosed a 
copy of “School Exclusion and Adolescent Drug Taking Behaviour” by Dr. Patrick 
McCrystal and myself. This paper examines several issues surrounding school 
exclusion and drug taking behaviours and provides information on the literature upon 
which my research study is based.

To conduct this research a sample of approximately seventy-five young people who 
have been excluded from school will be asked to take part in a one-hour interview on 
two occasions, once at the start of 2003 and again at the beginning of 2004. All 
information given will be strictly confidential. Information provided by the 
adolescents will not be passed on to anyone else and any subsequent publications 
arising from this research will not contain information that could identify the 
adolescents involved. Permission from the young people’s guardians will also need 
to be obtained. I will keep you informed of my progress throughout this research.

If you require any further information about this research please do not hesitate to 
contact me by telephone on (028) 90274738 or in writing at the above address.

Thank you again for your assistance

Yours Sincerely

Laura Duncan
(PhD Supervisor: Dr Patrick McCrystal)
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Appendix VIII

Calculating Level of Substance Use

A proxy was needed to assess the overall level of substance use reported 

by the young people. Two scores were produced in relation to current and 

ever substance use. To do both the number and frequency of use was 

combined as follows.

The overall number of substances used by each person was ranked 

separately on a scale of 1-100. The position on the scale provided a score 

relating to the number of substances used with higher scores indicating 

more substances.

For each substance reported usage was categorised into a 7 point scale 

with 1 indication least use and 7 most use reported by the young people. 

For each person all scores were combined to produce an overall score of 
substance use for both ever and current use.
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