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ARTICLE

School exclusion disparities in the UK: a view from Northern 
Ireland
Gavin Duffy , Gareth Robinson , Tony Gallagher and Michelle Templeton

School of school sciences, Education and Social works, Queen's University Belfast, Northern Ireland

ABSTRACT
Across the four UK jurisdictions, there are distinct disparities in exclusion 
rates of school students. Northern Ireland, alongside Scotland and Wales, 
has demonstrated over time, lower rates of permanent exclusions and 
temporary exclusions compared with England. This paper examines these 
disparities from the perspectives of representatives from various system- 
level educational bodies and third sector organisations representing chil-
dren and families who experienced the exclusion process. The paper will 
also present policy and legal frameworks associated with exclusion in 
Northern Ireland.

We interviewed 9 stakeholders, associated with practices of school 
exclusion in Northern Ireland, from a range of system-level education 
bodies and advocacy groups. Findings include positive strategies per-
ceived to keep exclusion levels low, types of obstacles or resistance to 
anti-exclusion policy, participants’ perspectives on unofficial exclusion 
practice, and perspectives on official exclusion data. What emerges from 
interviews is a series of tensions between implementing a child-centred 
approach and diminishing support services and resources. We conclude 
that those working within the Northern Ireland education system, are 
committed to an inclusive approach. However, the development and 
implementation of effective supporting frameworks take time and con-
sultation, and there is evidence of tension between the perceptions of 
those working at a system-level and those working in schools.

KEYWORDS 
School exclusion; 
suspension; expulsion; 
educational policy; 
educational legislation

Introduction

The exclusion rates of students from schools vary across the UK, with the rates of permanent 
exclusions (expulsions) and temporary exclusions (suspensions) higher in England, in comparison 
with Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. This paper examines these disparities by engaging with 
respondents from various system-level educational bodies and third sector organisations that 
represent children and families who have experienced exclusion. The paper will also present the 
policy and legal frameworks associated with school exclusion in Northern Ireland.

This paper builds on and extends the findings of a number of related studies (McCluskey et al. 
2019; Cole 2019, 2018), which examined the disparities in the rates of school exclusion between 
Northern Ireland, Scotland, England and Wales. A collaborative research group comprised academics 
from Oxford, Cardiff, Edinburgh and Queen’s University Belfast, the ‘Excluded Lives’ group, sought to 
understand more about formal and informal exclusion practice in schools; engage with key stake-
holders regarding official and unregulated practice and develop a theoretical lens to underpin 
exclusion. The project has subsequently led to a much larger and ongoing (2019–2023) ESRC funded 
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project examining the political economies of school exclusion and their consequences across the UK 
(POLESE). The data for this paper were collected in April 2018 through interviews with representa-
tives with a working knowledge of school exclusion from educational bodies at the system-level and 
voluntary organisations that advocate for families and children in Northern Ireland.

In comparison with other parts of the UK, the research corpus on school exclusion in Northern 
Ireland is not as developed. A review of the literature in Northern Ireland over the last 30 years 
reveals a limited number of studies that have an explicit or singular focus on exclusion from school 
(Abbott 2006; Barr and Kilpatrick 1998; Barr, Kilpatrick, and Lundy 2000; Kilpatrick, 1999; Kilpatrick 
and Barr 2006; Knipe, Reynolds, and Milner 2007; McGuckin and Lewis 2008). Some of this research 
focuses on the provision of education after pupils have been excluded from school including an 
alternative provision (Bryson 2010; Gallagher 2011; Kilpatrick et al. 2007; Perry 2015). There is also 
a wealth of research that is principally focused on other social phenomena but demonstrates some 
incidental association with school exclusion including adolescent substance misuse (Duncan and 
McCrystal 2002; Higgins et al. 2018; McCrystal et al. 2005; McCrystal, Percy, and Higgins 2007); 
childhood poverty (Horgan 2011); the NEET population (Horgan, Gray, and Conlon 2010); ethnic 
minorities and belonging (Biggart, O’Hare, and Connolly 2013); the educational experiences of 
autistic young people (Goodall 2018); the educational exclusion of Irish Traveller children 
(Bloomer, Hamilton, and Potter 2014) and exclusion in the context of a divided society (O’Lynn 2016).

One of the key findings to emerge from the brief review above is that our current knowledge of 
the practice of school exclusion is relatively limited. There has been little research on school 
exclusion in the last decade, compared to the other jurisdictions of the UK. As a consequence, this 
paper is positioned to address this in part, by offering perspective and analysis of those representing 
system-level educational bodies and third sector organisations that have a working knowledge of 
school exclusion in Northern Ireland. The authors acknowledge that the study is limited in terms of 
scale and representativeness and that the perspectives of school leaders, teachers, pupils and 
families are also required to develop a more comprehensive and accurate understanding of exclu-
sion. This will become the focus of future studies associated with the Excluded Lives group.

The exclusion disparities

The rates of temporary and permanent exclusions from schools vary considerably across the 
jurisdictions of the UK. These disparities and trends over time are presented in McCluskey et al. 
(2019) whose analysis demonstrates the rates of permanent and temporary exclusion between 2011 
and 2017. This paper extends this analysis to a further year covering the period 2018/19.

In Northern Ireland, the school population is 322,721 (Department for Education 2020a) based on 
pupil numbers in primary, secondary and special schools (see Table 1). In the academic year 2018/19, 
4,549 pupils were temporarily excluded, or 1.4% of the total school population, and 30 were 
permanently excluded (Department of Education 2020b). Similarly, in Scotland, in the same 
academic year, there was a total of 697,989 pupils of whom 14,987 pupils (2.1%) were temporarily 
excluded and 3 pupils were permanently excluded (Scottish Government 2020). In both jurisdictions 
the rate of permanent exclusions is very low: one in 10,000 in NI and one in 25,000 in Scotland. In 

Table 1. A comparison of school exclusions across the UK.

Year 18/19 Temporary (Temp) Exclusions Permanent (Perm) Exclusions School Population % of School Population

Northern Ireland 4549 30 322,721 Temp: 1.4% 
Perm: **

Scotland 14,987 3 697,989 Temp: 2.1% 
Perm: **

Wales 19,071 246 434,655 Temp: 4.3% 
Perm: 0.06%

England 438,265 7894 8,196,605 Temp: 5.36% 
Perm: 0.1%
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Wales, the Local Authority school population based on primary, middle school and secondary 
schools was 434,655. From this population, 19,071 pupils (4.3%) were temporarily excluded and 
246 (0.06%) were permanently excluded (Welsh Government 2020). In England, in the same year, the 
population excluding independent schools was 8,196,605. From this population, 438,265 pupils 
(5.46%) were temporarily excluded and 7894 pupils (0.1%) were permanently excluded (DFE, 
2020). It is clear that England excludes significantly more pupils than the other jurisdictions, and in 
keeping with the findings presented by McCluskey et al. (2019) but considering the differences in 
school populations, 92% of all temporary exclusions and approximately 97% of all permanent 
exclusions in the UK were from schools in England. The data also point to distinctly low levels of 
permanent exclusion especially in Scotland and Northern Ireland and the lowest levels of temporary 
exclusion per school population in Northern Ireland, compared to the rest of the UK, consistent with 
the patterns identified by McCluskey et al. (2019).

The school system in Northern Ireland

For a variety of historical reasons, and closely linked to denominationalism, the school system in 
Northern Ireland is complex in relation to the patterns of ownership and governance of schools. 
When a National system of schools was established in Ireland in the 1930s the main Christian 
Churches consolidated ownership of schools to serve their own faith communities. After partition, 
and the establishment of Northern Ireland as a self-governing region of the UK, there was an 
attempt to wrest control of schools from the Churches towards local authorities. The attempt only 
partially was achieved: the Catholic Church maintained control over its own schools, albeit at 
a financial cost, and, apart from the Church itself, they became the main civic institution of the 
Catholic minority in Northern Ireland. The main Protestant Churches managed to assert a high 
level of control over ‘State’ schools, including representation on school committees, and influence 
over the curriculum and the appointment of teachers. The first planned religiously integrated 
schools emerged in 1981 and currently comprise 7% of the pupil population. In 1947 Northern 
Ireland adopted a selective system of grammar and secondary schools, which has been retained to 
the present day.

This background is reflected in the nomenclature of schools in Northern Ireland currently. 
Controlled schools are owned and managed by the Education Authority while having representation 
from the Protestant Churches on their Boards of Governors. Maintained schools are owned and 
managed by the Catholic Church through Trustees appointed by the Bishops and the Council for 
Catholic Maintained School’s (CCMS). Voluntary grammar schools and Grant Maintained Integrated 
schools are owned by Trusts and managed by their Boards of Governors. The main consequence of 
this history and nomenclature is that there is no uniform authority with responsibility for decisions 
on school exclusions: the Education Authority has this role for one sector of schools, but Boards of 
Governors carry this responsibility for other schools.

There are a number of educational bodies that support schools. As previously mentioned, the 
Department of Education is the primary body responsible for policy development and framing 
legislation and the Education Authority, established from the Education (Northern Ireland) Act 
2014, is a non-departmental, arms-length body for DE responsible for education services to all 
schools across NI. Other supporting bodies include: the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools 
(CCMS); the Controlled Schools Support Council (CSSC); the Governing Bodies Association (GBA) 
which represents voluntary grammar schools; the Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Schools 
(NICIE); Comhairle na Gaelscolaíochta (CnaG), representing Irish-medium schools and the Council for 
Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA).

At the time of writing and excluding nursery, pre-school settings, independent schools and 
EOTAS centres, there were 1,038 primary and secondary schools catering for approximately 
325,115 pupils in Northern Ireland (DE, 2020c)
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Education other than at school

Education other than at school (EOTAS) and Alternative Education Provision (AEP) are forms of 
education that are offered outside of school and, in the context of this paper, offered to young 
people who have been expelled or suspended or have become disengaged with their registered 
school. The legislative basis for EOTAS provision stems from Article 86 of the Education (NI) Order 
(1998) where authorities must make arrangements for the provision of education for those pupils 
who are unable to attend school due to illness, suspension or expulsion. EOTAS, while necessarily 
different from the mainstream provision is not designed to duplicate this provision according to DE. 
It is, however, targeted at pupils with need and designed to help young people overcome social, 
emotional and behavioural difficulties (DE, 2014). EOTAS offers short and longer-term placements 
and exceptional provision. Based on annual school enrolment data in October 2019 (DE, 2020e), 
there were 666 pupils enrolled in the EOTAS provision including pupils who have a dual-registration, 
attending both mainstream and an EOTAS provider and 54 with a single registration with no link to 
a mainstream school. According to Torney (2019), there are 34 operating EOTAS centres across NI. 
Approximately half (n = 15) of which are managed by the EA and the remainder are independent 
services that can be purchased by EA.

School exclusion: legislation and procedures

In Northern Ireland, the terms suspension (fixed term) and expulsion (permanent) are used to 
describe school exclusion. The legislative framework stems from The Education and Libraries 
(Northern Ireland) Order (1993). Aside from minor amendments in 1995 and 1998, the legislation 
has remained relatively unchanged since then. A significant review, designed in part to take into 
account local circumstances and the school structure previously described, was undertaken in 2004, 
which were included in the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 2006. A series of articles within the 
legislation relating to the use of a common scheme in all grant-aided schools (Article 31); appealing 
an exclusion (Articles 32 & 33) and the provision of continued education for pupils who have been 
suspended (Article 34) were introduced and aside from Article 34, the rest have yet to be com-
menced (DE, 2020f)

All schools are required to have a scheme that outlines the procedures for suspensions and 
expulsions and identifies the relevant authorities responsible for the process. The Education 
Authority is responsible for preparing a scheme for all controlled schools (EA, 2015) and CCMS 
prepares the scheme for all Catholic maintained schools (2014), voluntary schools (grammars), grant- 
maintained integrated schools and Irish-medium schools prepare schemes for their respective 
schools (DE, 2020).

Suspension procedures

The principal is the only person who can suspend a pupil and is required to immediately provide 
written notification to parents/guardian, the chair of the Board of Governors and the Education 
Authority or to CCMS if the pupil attends a Catholic school. The first suspension should not exceed 
five schooldays and time spent suspended cannot exceed 45 in a school year. The principal cannot 
extend the period of suspension without the written approval of the Chair of the Board of Governors. 
The school is responsible for continued educational provision during the period of suspension. 
(Department of Education 2020f)

Expulsion procedures

A pupil can only be expelled from school if they have first been suspended. Furthermore, schools are 
required to hold a consultation process on the future of the pupil’s education, involving the parents/ 
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guardian, the principal, Chair of the Board of Governors and authorised representative of the 
Education Authority, or CCMS in the case of an expulsion process in a Catholic school. The decision 
to expel will be made by the appropriate expelling authority. In the case of controlled schools this 
will be the Education Authority and in all other cases the Board of Governors. The Parents/Guardian 
must be notified and informed of their right to appeal the decision by an independent appeals panel 
(Department of Education 2020f).

Wider policy context

There are also a range of related wider policy and general guidance documents produced by DE, EA 
and other agencies such as CCMS and CCEA that provide schools and families with information 
regarding the promotion of good behaviour and discipline in schools (DE, 1998); pastoral care in 
schools (DE, 2001); the use of reasonable force and control in schools (DE, 2004); the role of the 
Principal and Governors in relation to good behaviour and discipline (DE, 2017). In addition, CCEA 
offers extensive guidance for schools on identifying and supporting students with social, emotional 
and behavioural difficulties (CCEA, 2014).

Methodological approach and sources of data

In the previous sections of this paper, the authors have presented an analysis of school exclusion 
figures using official national datasets from the four jurisdictions of the UK which record annual rates 
of permanent and temporary school exclusion (See Table 1). A brief review of the literature pertain-
ing to Northern Ireland was also presented along with an overview of the legislation, current policy 
and practice and a summary of the exclusion procedures in schools. The following sections of the 
paper will present an analysis based on nine semi-structured interviews involving: six representatives 
(R1 – R6) from educational bodies at the system-level and three representatives from two separate 
voluntary organisations (R7-R9) that represent families and children in matters related to school 
exclusion. The perspectives and analysis presented in this paper are part of a larger dataset based on 
interviews with 27 stakeholders from two local authorities in England, a large city in Wales, a large 
city in Scotland and Northern Ireland (McCluskey et al. 2019; Cole 2019, 2018). Across the wider UK 
study, stakeholders were representative of policymakers, local education authorities, school inspec-
tors, various professionals including lawyers, educators and social workers, and a range of voluntary 
organisations providing services and representation for young people who have been excluded from 
school.

Interviews across all the jurisdictions were undertaken by the same member of the research 
group to maintain consistency of approach. The interviewer was accompanied at each interview by 
a representative of the research group in each jurisdiction. Interviews that lasted between 50 and 
90 minutes were digitally recorded and accompanied by field notes. The dataset across all four 
jurisdictions was collated (Cole 2018). Two of the authors of this paper independently examined 
and coded the dataset pertaining to Northern Ireland. The next stage involved agreeing on 
a coding framework; then again independently examining the dataset and agreeing on a set of 
key themes that related to eliciting perspectives on both formal and informal practices of exclusion 
and, why exclusion rates in Northern Ireland were low compared to the other jurisdictions of 
the UK.

Findings

The findings section will focus on four themes: the types of positive strategies that might keep 
exclusion levels low; the types or obstacles or resistance to anti-exclusion policy; participants’ 
perspectives on unofficial and unlawful exclusion practice and contrasting perspectives on the 
official exclusion data.
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Political context and policy stagnation

At the time of data collection, Northern Ireland was in the midst of yet another extended political 
crisis, the main consequence of which was that the NI Assembly was suspended. This meant there 
was no Minister of Education to oversee the direction of policy and no Assembly Education 
Committee to act as a basis for accountability. Civil servants and officials were keeping the system 
ticking over, but there was no basis for policy development. This absence of leadership exacerbated 
an already difficult situation as most schools moved towards budget deficits due to real-term 
funding cuts, and the level of funding available to support special education needs was reaching 
crisis levels. Teachers were unhappy with stagnating salary levels and had been taking industrial 
action for a considerable period. For the present purposes this all also meant that a review of 
exclusion policy had been delayed within the system for years:

Nothing in terms of policy

We’ve no government, no Committee. Everything is on hold [. . .] on the long finger until we know what’s 
happening in terms of our government [. . .] there’s nothing that we’re aware of that would have been in 
the pipeline in terms of suspension and expulsion because everything’s about sustainability and budget-
ary pressures. (R4)

Positive practice that keeps exclusion levels low

Participants were asked to comment on measures and strategies that they thought helped keep 
suspension and expulsion levels low. There were a number of common themes that emerged across 
the participant groupings.

Ethos, pastoral care and nurturing in schools

Participants argued that ethos and pastoral care in schools might be one of the determining factors. 
Arguing that many schools demonstrated a culture of caring and that teachers played an important 
role in child development. The same participants also argued that teachers needed additional support 
and that the responsibility of whole child development was a duty that was wider than the school 
system: our teachers recognise that they play that pivotal role in whole child development but [. . .] it can’t 
just be on the shoulders of teachers (R6). Participants also talked about the potential of nurture units, 
especially in primary settings and suggested that there was scope to explore the viability of this 
school-based intervention in post-primary settings. In Northern Ireland, there are currently 31 nurture 
units attached to primary settings which support children with social, emotional and behavioural 
difficulties. A recent study (Sloan et al. 2020) highlighted that nurture units helped schools address 
social, emotional and behavioural difficulties and helped children develop positive attachments. For 
some, nurture units were described as a type of early intervention strategy ‘where immediate problems 
could be addressed’ and ‘ongoing support provided’ (R1). Furthermore, a nurturing strategy could help 
pupils develop positive relationships with adults in schools and build resilience (R4).

The role of EOTAS: maintaining links to mainstream provision

The services provided by EOTAS centres emerged as one of the most cited examples of a positive 
provision that contributed to keeping exclusion numbers low. There is an irony here as students have 
already been excluded but it appears that participants wanted to emphasise that for the vast 
majority, the exclusion was temporary and designed in such a way as to help reintegrate pupils 
back into mainstream provision because pupils were dual registered with an EOTAS centre and their 
‘host’ or ‘base’ and where the latter still had a responsibility for the pupil’s continued education and 
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pastoral care: EOTAS should not become the permanent solution unless it is absolutely essential and 
again I think that just reflects the general ethos that we have. (R1).

The temporary nature of the EOTAS provision described above is in keeping with the guidance 
that DE issued in 2014 where it emphasised that EOTAS should serve to provide education until the 
pupil had found a new school or helped in the process of re-entry to an existing school. The guidance 
document also states that the ‘best place for the child is in a mainstream school or Special school 
with their peers, where each pupil’s full range of learning and developmental needs can be 
addressed (Department of Education 2014, p.4).

Participants also talked about the role that EOTAS centres played in terms of early intervention by 
offering outreach work to schools across Northern Ireland. In the interview extract below, the 
participant indicates that this out-reach service is directed at both pupils but also teachers as 
professional development opportunities:

So, all the support is front-loaded, identifying early difficulties and putting the team into the school to support the 
staff and support the children . . . Outreach into the schools before there’s an issue, and they go in as a matter of 
practice. Not whenever the school alerts them that there’s a difficulty, but they have a routine where they actually 
provide behavioural support as regular professional development. (R3)

A flexible curriculum: Entitlement Framework and Area Learning Communities

Participants from the governmental and non-departmental groups pointed to both the Entitlement 
Framework (EF) and Area Learning Community structures between schools as a positive practice that 
might keep exclusion figures low. The EF sets out the minimum number of and range of courses that 
schools should offer at key stages four (ages14-16) and post-16. Schools are required to offer 
a balanced curriculum of academic and vocational subjects which should be relevant to their 
needs, aptitudes and career aspirations (DE, 2020d). Every post-primary school in Northern Ireland 
is also a member of an ALC. Schools will collaborate at a local community level to plan the curriculum 
on an area basis. As a consequence this enables a pupil to travel to another school, Further Education 
College or another training provider, to study a subject that is not offered in their home school. For 
the participants of the study, the implication of EF and ALCs appeared to be that this provided pupils 
in post-primary settings with a flexible curriculum that allowed them to study both vocational and 
academic subjects, it ensured that the curriculum was not overly rigid or focused too heavily on 
academic subjects and as such was likely to keep more young people engaged in learning and help 
them make connections to subjects that were likely to help them develop careers:

There was also . . . the move towards vocational, where you would see pupils who maybe weren’t on the academic 
kind of trajectory, where they could go a couple of days a week to a local further education college and do 
occupational studies and the sort of, you know, beauty therapy and mechanics and building and all of that . . . I think 
those are good.’ (R6)

Others pointed to the fact that EOTAS centres were also bound by the requirements of the 
entitlement framework and were unlikely to be able to offer a full range of subjects independently 
and needed to form collaborative links with mainstream schools and Further Education Colleges. As 
a consequence, this curricular arrangement helped young people to maintain links with mainstream 
provision rather than detach entirely.

Systemic challenges

The systemic challenges associated with embedding approaches to inclusion, well-being and 
funding

Participants talked about the challenges associated with embedding a supportive and inclusive 
culture at the system-level. Participants at the system-level claimed that certain school types, 
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specifically Grammar schools, were slower to implement an inclusive approach because of an 
inability to adjust to contemporary pupil intakes and needs:

[Grammars] were still teaching in a way that was serving pupils they used to have rather than pupils they have 
now . . . showing that grammar schools were slower to adjust’. (R2)

Other system-level participants (R3) highlighted that whilst there is a statutory duty for official 
education bodies to promote wellbeing, at the time of the interview no official wellbeing approaches 
for children and young people within education were in operation in the system but work was 
ongoing to address this within the Department for Education. A representative from a voluntary 
organisation (R7) highlighted that the Children Services Cooperation Act (Northern Ireland) (2015) 
could be used to encourage government departments to work more closely and integrate services 
more efficiently:

. . . we see an opportunity within the [. . .] Act that if health and education got together and did cooperate across the 
piece that that would be a very positive step . . . (R7)

The voluntary sector participants expressed frustration that whilst there are teachers within the 
system with an inclusive outlook and understanding of SEN, that more training for teachers and 
resources for schools across the system was urgently required: the difficulty has been the resourcing of 
[training] and the capacity of schools to manage inclusion, and understand what inclusion is, and to 
understand their responsibilities towards children (R9). System-level participants also corroborated this 
perspective emphasising that pastoral care and SEN was a challenging area of professional practice: 
30 pupils, usually with such diverse needs, I just think that teachers are trying their very best and it’s just 
so difficult (R4). It was also suggested that the situation was possibly deteriorating as external support 
for classroom teachers to manage behaviour, in terms of early intervention and SENs support, were 
becoming more difficult to access: I think there’s not enough early intervention in terms of support for 
the classroom . . . which then leads to, you know, suspensions and expulsions (R4). Part of their 
explanation for this was that inclusion in mainstream education requires funding that was not 
available at the time.

The voluntary sector participants had similar concerns around limited budgets for SEN provision, 
counselling, and integrated services, highlighting a lack of nurture units and that the threshold for 
accessing existing units was high. They also noted a lack of special school places arguing that the 
special school estate is crammed to the rafters”. (R8) and places for pupils who are considered too 
young to access an EOTAS: ‘we’re seeing very young primary school children who are not managing in 
mainstream, maybe being taught in isolation in mainstream, maybe on reduced hours in school’ (R8).

Lack of provision and the ‘Squeezed middle’

Generally, participants described how ongoing budget-cuts and ‘crises’ were negatively impacting 
mental health and counselling services. A consequence of which was, late identification of children 
with SENs and the lack of provisions for those who needed to access them. It was claimed by non- 
departmental and voluntary sector participants that the existing time-allocation model for educa-
tional psychology resources caused blockages and narrow gateways for pupils to access support, 
and only those with extreme conditions tend to reach a threshold for rationed assessments:

. . . not enough hours of school-based counselling, the health system that’s in crisis, the mental health system, the 
blockages in terms of getting diagnosis and then provision, it’s all just a big circle . . . Say the school have enough 
hours to put three pupils through, if your child is one of the pupils who are in those three, that’s fine. But if your child 
is in, you know, the next ten, they’re not going to see a psychologist that year’. (R4)

The burden of supporting pupils with less ‘extreme conditions’, who cannot access psychology 
services, then falls upon the classroom teachers and schools who must use their own limited 
resources, without financial help. These financial pressures and rationing of services were viewed 
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as leaving a ‘squeezed middle’, those with SENS but without or having had any chance of getting 
a statement, unsupported. It was noted that this creates an environment of inequality in which more 
wealthy families can arrange private assessments to ‘skip the queue’. The unfortunate consequence 
of financial constraints, according to the non-departmental participant, is that the unassessed 
‘squeezed middle’ are easier to ‘manage out’ of school:

. . . it’s the squeezed middle that we see are, you know, some of the most vulnerable young people. And in my view, 
they’re in the at-risk category because a child who has had their assessment and has their needs and everyone knows 
what their needs are (R4)

Modernising data protocols to support pupils at risk of exclusion

The system-level representatives confirmed that there was a long-term effort to introduce new 
database technology that would enable the centralisation of data with the intention of improving 
completeness, the accuracy of what is recorded, and consistency of approach. This had been initiated 
during a restructuring of five local ELBs into a single authority. Participants explained that all schools 
would have access to the upgraded SIMS database and would be encouraged to record a range of 
variables that could be cross-referenced:

So, every time there’s anything to do with any child at all, whether they access services from the authority in terms 
of . . . needing support from a service. EWS, psychology, special, that will all be captured about that child on the 
system. (R4)

We not only capture the data, we also capture the reasons for it. You know in terms of the suspension, expulsion, the 
gender, and you know religious background. (R5)

We can infer from the information provided by system-level officials that previous protocols for the 
curation of official data needed modernising. In their view, by updating data methods and extending 
existing databases, schools would be better able to respond to the behavioural patterns of pupils at 
risk of suspension and exclusion.

System-level representatives also argued that it was important that schools control their own 
data. There was the tacit suggestion that data autonomy may promote compliance with centralised 
data protocols and agendas:

[SIMS] can capture everything from the failure to deliver homework through to fighting in the playground, through to 
whatever . . . Again, the schools can customise all that, it’s their data and we are actually very particular that we lift 
as little as that as possible, in terms of not being seen to be big brother watching them . . . (R1)

Those interviewed from the voluntary sector also recognised an improved focus on data-driven 
approaches to support pupils at risk of suspension and exclusion. Generally, all participants agreed 
that system-wide improvements for recording data were being made, but there were conflicting 
reports around the accuracy of data and specific processes for data usage, including tracking pupils 
at risk of suspension and exclusion.

Tracking pupils at risk of S and E

The data gathered from participants regarding the tracking of pupils present a mixed picture of 
current practice. There were some conflicting views between participants, regarding the extent of 
tracking pupil trajectories. Those representing the system strongly rejected any notions that pupils 
may get lost in the system. Their explanation was that Northern Ireland had an advantage as 
a small jurisdiction and that in the event of an expulsion, connected services would offer support 
and/or alternative provision almost immediately. Further to this, they explained that schools and 
education bodies continue to track school-leavers over a longer term, by gathering ‘destination 
data’:
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Destination data is something schools are meant to track . . . They have to have left school . . . track where they’ve 
gone so that they can see the impact of the provision they’ve made . . . (R2)

However, another system-level representative (R4) suggested that the tracking of pupils is less 
proactive than claimed by government officials:

. . . there’s no proactive duty on them to investigate or to monitor or assess the level of education that any pupil . . . 
any young person outside of mainstream registration is being offered. (R4)

Similarly, the voluntary sector participants were more sceptical of official claims around tracking 
pupils, disclosing their uncertainty that it actually happens:

We are very concerned about that [tracking]. We don’t think that that happens . . . The only way it could be tracked 
would be within individual schools within their own individual pupil records or, you know, their behaviour plans. (R7)

Part of their scepticism was the perception that different government departments do not follow an 
integrated approach around suspensions and exclusions, so in their view it is unlikely officers share 
the information for effective tracking:

Someone in an office over there collects the records about suspensions. Someone in an office in another building 
somewhere else carries out special educational needs work. Somebody else is doing transport in another part of the 
building. None of it’s integrated. (R8)

Accuracy of data

The system-level representatives advised that schools are expected to report suspensions in accor-
dance with policy, to include details on the specific incident. However, the completeness of this 
information is contingent on how schools complete the proformas. Participants stated that there are 
occasions in which the information provided may be lacking, but they maintained that the accuracy 
of data on formal suspensions, more broadly, is likely to be high:

We don’t have any real strong, compelling reason to believe the data’s massaged seriously. We notice anomalies, 
exceptions and we look into them, so does the Department. (R2)

You know, if that was happening on a scale in such a small area, we would know about it, but, you know, Education 
Authority staff, other agencies, we have good relationships with them. They would tell us, you know, if there’s an 
issue (R3)

Representatives of the system explained that in their opinion, they did not think there is extensive 
avoiding of recording suspensions as a consequence of good communications, school inspectors, 
and other professionals in each locality. Representatives at the system-level also expressed high 
confidence in expulsion figures, referring to the low numbers and the obligation to report incidents 
to the Education Authority. R4, however, remained sceptical towards the validity of official data:

How are they recording how that child left the school? Is it that it was parental choice to move or, you know, what led 
up to that? Do you know what I mean? . . . we’re told that they don’t capture that information. (R4)

The intuition of those interviewed from the voluntary sector was that low suspension figures could 
mean there was under-reporting. When presented with graphs of the official data, the voluntary 
sector interviewees expressed doubts about its reliability, claiming that their own first-hand experi-
ence of working with excluded young people suggested that certain incidents were not being 
recorded:

. . . every call I take on special needs, there’ll be some element of exclusion, generally informal, so my gut reaction is 
that it’s just that it’s not recorded. (R8)

Although R9 was not closely acquainted with the official statistics on suspensions and expulsions 
they urged caution when using them:
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When we go into statutory organisations here, you begin looking at the data and when you unpick it and work with 
the organisations to try and put the data together, you find that, actually, things aren’t coded properly, things aren’t 
entered properly, there’s no standardised way of how things are recorded. Sometimes I think it’s used as a thing to 
hide behind. (R9)

Participants also identified areas of weakness and gaps in the existing data. Representatives at the 
system-level primarily expressed concern over how looked after children (LAC) were tracked and 
supported. Participants from the voluntary sector reported that data on school attendance needed 
improving. Their contention was that budgetary pressures may be limiting the appropriate levels of 
support for pupils who may be self-excluding:

. . . children who weren’t attending for the whole school day or those children who were absent due to special 
educational needs, there should be a category for that so that that can be tracked . . . but that hasn’t been 
changed . . . (R7)

Unofficial or unlawful exclusion

Different types of unofficial and unlawful practice

Participants provided a range of examples of the types of unregulated practice that they had 
observed or heard about. One significant example from R6 pointed to a relationship between the 
timing of permanent exclusions and the Age Weighted Pupil Unit (AWPU) – the calculation that is 
used to decide how much funding a school gets based on an individual student. The participant 
highlighted that the school census is taken in October and the AWPU applied to the number of 
pupils enrolled at that time. The participant argued that some schools waited until the census was 
complete before ‘strategically moving them on’

[. . .] quite often we see schools keeping pupils on the register until the census happens and then strategically 
moving them on . . . First or second week in October. And we see that very, very clearly . . . and maybe in the more 
unofficial suspension and exclusion with discussions with parents, “Maybe this isn’t the right school for your child”. 
(R6)

There are no formal mechanisms for managed moves in Northern Ireland, in contrast with other 
jurisdictions in the UK. Formally, schools are only able to suggest moving a pupil to another school 
after the permanent exclusion procedures (expulsion) have been implemented (Department of 
Education 2001). However, participant R6 argued that unregulated managed moves were still taking 
place. They suggested that some schools are ‘leaning on parents to move their child on.’

Participant R6 also discussed how schools use internal suspensions such as ‘being sent to an 
isolation room or unit’ or ‘the back of another teacher’s classroom’, for minor infringements of school 
rules such as piercings, hair-cuts and violations of the school uniform. Participant R6 also pointed to 
the unofficial practice of sending pupils home, suggesting that schools will contact parents and ask 
them to take their child home and bring them back the following day. R6 argued that unofficial 
exclusions were ‘a breach of the child’s rights’, but offered that there might be a benefit of a ‘cooling 
off period’, on the condition that it is carefully managed and ‘purposeful’. They argued that suspen-
sions are typically viewed as being punitive but should be reframed as an opportunity to re-engage 
and support the student:

[. . .] within those days they should be looking again, re-planning at how that child’s going to be supported after the 
suspension. But all too often we see that it literally is just a breathing period for everybody. (R6)

Another participant (R4) also pointed to the practice of ‘cooling off days’ and explained that this 
practice was used when schools did not want to formally exclude a pupil and similarly suggested 
that while unregulated, there might be some benefits to this approach including some time to 
identify and bring in support for the pupil when they returned but as above argued that this practice 
was not commonplace across the system.
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Participants from the voluntary organisations (R8) and (R9) provided additional examples. In the 
following, they discussed an official practice – reduced timetabling where a pupil’s attendance at 
school is temporarily reduced; highlighting that as long as this of was in the best interests of the child 
and was accompanied by specialist services and was closely monitored, then the practice could be of 
benefit. However, they were concerned about the extent to which it was used citing, ‘hundreds and 
hundreds of children’ on reduced timetables, often for prolonged periods of time and in many cases 
having minimal contact with their school.

Both participants also talked about the exclusion and discrimination of children with disabilities 
citing various examples of exclusion from events such as school plays and from school trips:

SEBD, ASD and special needs pupils across the board are being discriminated against. They’re being excluded, they’re 
being segregated. ‘It’s incredible, the amount of tales we hear from parents and, as I said earlier, the parents don’t 
realise this is a type of exclusion for their child, albeit informal. So, for example, a very simple example, a child with 
autism was excluded from the school photograph. A child with Down syndrome was excluded from the Christmas 
play. The school trip’s the classic one (R9).

Discussion

The interviews provided an insight into current policy and practice on exclusions in Northern Ireland 
schools, and on the tensions that exist within the system. Our analysis identified two broad areas of 
interest. Firstly, what are the practices within schools that our participants felt helped to maintain the 
low level of exclusions in NI schools and what are the factors that make maintaining this situation 
difficult? Secondly, to what extent is the implementation of official procedures for dealing with 
exclusions running alongside a set of unofficial or informal practices in schools, and what are the 
consequences of those informal practices?

In regard to the first of these, our participants identified three main factors which they felt helped 
keep the rate of exclusion in NI schools low. The first of these was an explicit ‘ethos of caring’ within 
many schools which manifested itself in a pro-active commitment by the schools to support and 
retain challenging pupils. In other words, it was being suggested that default practice in these 
schools was explicitly to support these pupils within the schools for as long as possible, rather than 
move them on for others to deal with.

The second main factor identified by our participants was the role of EOTAS, or alternative 
provision, as a means of providing support for pupils on a temporary basis and aimed at re- 
integrating them back into mainstream schools. Some of the participants highlighted the role of 
EOTAS as an early intervention that could provide expert support before a problem had gone 
beyond normal amelioration. In addition, some of our participants were very positive about the 
outreach work of EOTAS which helped inform and support understanding and practice in schools.

The third main factor identified by our participants was in the flexibility available in the curricu-
lum, particularly at key stage 3 (ages 14–16). Under the NI Revised Curriculum schools are obliged to 
provide a wide range of academic and applied subjects for all pupils and are encouraged to work in 
collaborative networks involving schools and further education colleges, to meet the needs of 
individual pupils. Some of our participants felt that the wider range of choice this provided, allied 
with the opportunity for pupils to engage with subjects in a number of different settings, made it 
possible for schools to tailor opportunities and experiences for their pupils and help maintain 
engagement with education.

Despite all the factors outlined above, our participants also identified factors that made the task 
of retaining pupils in schools more challenging. Some felt that there was a need for greater 
integration of children’s services generally to support the work of schools and that greater 
provision of training for teachers to support inclusive practices was required. Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, there was also support for even more forms of early intervention to support children in 
challenging circumstances.
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The hiatus caused by societal political problems also was having an impact on the capacity of 
schools to address these issues, according to our participants. The cost of support for special 
education needs was spiralling as the number of pupils identified with special needs in mainstream 
schools, and the number of pupils attending special schools, was increasing rapidly. Cuts to school 
budgets, allied with rising enrolment levels, meant that the schools’ capacity to deliver counselling 
and other support was under constant pressure. One consequence identified by our participants was 
that their capacity to support children in ‘less extreme conditions’ was being squeezed and they 
worried that this was simply storing up problems for the future.

Moving to the second main area that emerged in the interviews we will now consider some of the 
tensions between official and unofficial, or informal, practice. Prior to the establishment of the Education 
Authority in Northern Ireland, there had been five Education and Library Boards. Although they all 
operated within the same legislative framework, the systems and procedures they used did vary, as did 
the way in which they defined and recorded suspensions and exclusions data. In an attempt to bring some 
consistency to the data, and hence provide a basis for more consistent practice in schools, official bodies 
had established a centralised database for the recording of data on pupils who are at risk of being 
suspended or excluded. The view at the system-level was that this would ensure that the nature of the 
challenges across the entire school system would be understood in a consistent manner and that this 
would provide a foundation for the identified of effective interventions and practice, and improvement 
generally in the retention of pupils in schools. It is important that those responsible for the centralisation of 
this data use it in a proactive way to support early interventions. Considerations must also be given to data 
privacy and ethics when using this data to identify young people for intervention.

Perhaps inevitably the aspirations for this centralised system were not always matched by the 
experience of those working in schools. There were concerns at the consistency with which schools 
recorded specific data, of whether some data were recorded at all. Furthermore, some of our 
participants suggested that within the system-level bodies different offices used different definitions 
or procedures for pupils who were at risk of exclusion and that this was making the development of 
a consistent database or best practice more difficult.

The questions and uncertainties around official exclusion data have been considered by those at 
a systems-level, who disclosed improvements and developments being made to the technology and 
protocols for data curation. However, all participants agreed, to varying degrees, that the accuracy of 
the data is questionable – a contention that parallels with other jurisdictions in the UK (McCluskey 
et al. 2019; Daniels, Thompson, and Tawell 2019; Power and Taylor 2020).

In relation to informal or unofficial practice, our participants highlighted three main areas of concern. 
The first of these reflected what might be considered ‘gaming the system’ by some schools. School s is 
funded on the basis of a formula in which pupil numbers if the most important contributor. For purpose of 
the formula the enrolment number is taken at a set date in the autumn term and used to allocate funding 
the following year. Some of our participants felt it was possible that some schools may delay putting 
a pupil through the suspension process until after this key date. A second example was the issue of 
‘managed moves’ of a pupil between schools. There is no formal procedure for managed moves in 
Northern Ireland, but there is a perception that these do happen, nonetheless. The third example of an 
informal process we were told about concerned the use of ‘internal suspension’ that is removing pupils 
from their class and placing them under supervision elsewhere in the school, without formally going 
through a suspension procedure. There are legal implications and consequences of these informal and 
unofficial practices for schools and staff that should be noted by all stakeholders. To mitigate these 
practices school staff should be trained and parents made aware of the processes around school exclusion 
and their rights. It is also important that schools communicate effectively with parents and that informa-
tion given is fully understood.

The paper also reveals a distinct paucity of research around school exclusion relating to Northern 
Ireland and as such we offer more recent analysis from those directly involved in the practices and policy 
of school exclusion in Northern Ireland. The examination of the literature reveals that more recent studies 
tend to consider school exclusion as a secondary consequence of other social phenomena and that over 
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the last 30 years there have been relatively few explicit examinations of school exclusion. Contemporary 
research is required that elucidates the perspectives of pupils, families, teachers, school leaders alongside 
the perspectives of the wider community and at the system-level. The paper also sheds new light on the 
systems and tensions surrounding the collection of school exclusion data; the extent to which both 
political and financial pressures impact on schools and supporting services especially for those in need, at 
risk and who have been excluded. The paper also provides a preliminary consideration of UK wide 
differences in the rates, trends and practice of exclusion. More research is required in this area.

Conclusion

What emerges overall from our analysis is a series of tensions: schools often feel committed to retaining 
pupils in their schools and using suspension or exclusion only as a last resort; they value and benefit from 
the EOTAS Centres and they see the value of flexibility provided through the curriculum. On the other 
hand, they also say they need more joined-up engagement with the wider system of children’s services 
and their teachers would benefit from additional training in inclusion. Furthermore, funding cuts are 
reducing the capacity of schools and making it harder to deal with ever-rising challenges the schools are 
facing. Perhaps these factors help explain why a variety of informal procedures are in place as a means of 
coping with these challenges. It is possible that the use of these informal mechanisms is motivated by an 
attempt to ‘do the best’ for all the children in their schools, but it remains an open question whether 
everyone involved derives a similar level of benefit from these procedures: their informal character makes 
it difficult to ascertain the extent to which they are used or their impact on different actors.

As a concluding note, the overall picture emerging from our participants is that, at every level, 
those working within the education system are trying to develop new systems to address this 
challenge more effectively and everyone is clearly committed to an inclusive approach in which as 
many young people as possible spend as much of the time in education in a typical classroom 
setting. Establishing these new systems is taking time, and there is some evidence of some tension 
between the perceptions of those working at a systems level and those advocating for families and 
children during the exclusion process. Foregrounding those tensions and uncovering the extent to 
which informal procedures are in use, and their effect, may provide important routes to further 
improvements in the effectiveness of our schools overall and strengthen their capacity to provide 
a truly inclusive educational experience to all young people.
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