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 ‘...he was excluded for the kind of behaviour that we thought he needed support with…’ 
A qualitative analysis of the experiences and perspectives of parents whose children have 

been excluded from school 

 

Abstract  

Exclusion from school is associated with adverse outcomes for young people. There is 

limited research that explores parents’ perspectives, particularly in relation to the exclusion 

of primary school aged children. The present study used semi-structured interviews with 35 

parents of 37 children aged 5-12 years from the Southwest of England. Parent’s experiences 

were captured in a conceptual model through three main themes. Exclusion was described as 

part of a complex journey of difficulties reflected by a continuum of coping. The child’s 

place on the continuum was determined by an interaction between the child, family, and 

school with communication a key determinant.  The study also highlighted the wider 

implications of exclusion, including emotional and functional impacts on the child and parent 

and highlighted the importance of the parent’s voice in the identification and support of their 

child’s needs. It also presents the many complexities surrounding exclusion from school and 

the limited support parents felt their child was offered.   
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Background  

The experiences of the parents/caregivers of children excluded from school are often unheard 

(McDonald and Thomas, 2003).  Qualitative research on experiences of exclusion largely 

focuses on secondary school aged children and those who have been permanently excluded 

(expelled). Although there have been some studies that share the young person’s perspective 
of exclusion from school (Daniels et al., 2003, Hayden and Dunne, 2001), there is limited 

recent research that explores the views of parents of younger children and those who have 

experienced fixed-term exclusions (suspension). Current guidance suggests exclusion may 

highlight unmet need that should trigger an integrated assessment of the child (Department of 

Education, DFE, 2012). The perspective of the parent on the family context and the child’s 
history is key; yet the achievement of such a multi-disciplinary approach may be challenging 

(Parker and Ford, 2013). Studies that explore the perspective of parents with children who 

have Attention-Hyperactivity Deficit Disorder (ADHD), highlight the significant challenges 

that parents face and the pertinence of the parent’s voice in to this process (Gwernan-Jones et 

al., 2015, McIntrye and Hennessy, 2012). Parental reports provide important insight into the 

needs for their child and the impact of these on their development and wellbeing (Collishaw 

et al., 2009). 
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Parental engagement in children’s education has a well-established positive impact on pupil’s 
achievements, behaviour and improved teacher parent relationships (Department for 

Children, Schools and Families, DCSF, 2008, Desforges and Abouchar, 2003, Sylva et al., 

2004), although positive engagement between the school and parent can be difficult. Smith 

(2009) interviewed parents of teenagers who had been excluded from school in New Zealand. 

Parents reported feeling ‘powerlessness, of being talked down to, criticised and labelled as to 

blame, and expressed varying levels of anger, frustration and grief’ (Smith, 2009, pp95). 

Similar experiences were presented by McDonald (2003), parents felt ‘judged as unworthy 

parents and mere observers to a decision that has radical implications for their 

sons/daughters future education’ (pp118).  

Although government statistics in England report primary school exclusions to be rare, the 

proportion has increased with an over-representation of vulnerable groups; which  include 

boys, those with Special Educational Needs (SEN) and some ethnic minority groups (DFE, 

2015). Disruptive behaviour is the most common reason for exclusion from school (DFE, 

2015) and research also suggests that exclusion is more common amongst children with 

psychosocial and mental health difficulties (Achilles et al., 2007, Bowman-Perrott et al., 

2011, Parker et al., 2014, Whear et al., 2013). The accuracy of official school exclusion 

statistics has been questioned, the Children’s Commissioner reported a number of ‘hidden 

exclusions’, particularly amongst children with known difficulties (Children's Commissioner, 

2012, Children's Commissioner, 2013).   

The importance of school has been recognised for both the child’s academic and social 
emotional development (Sellstrom and Bremberg, 2006), however some teachers have 

reported lacking skills to manage the challenges increasingly facing them regarding 

children’s mental health and wellbeing (Kokkinos, 2007, Lebeer et al., 2011). Some teachers 

have recently argued cuts in children and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS) has 

placed more pressure on schools to support children with increasingly complex needs 

(Association of Teachers and Lecturers, 2015).We know exclusion from school is associated 

with adverse outcomes including, anti-social behaviour and offending (Hayden, 2003, Pirrie 

et al., 2011). Parents of children who have been excluded in secondary school report 

contributory difficulties within the school context (Brown, 2007, Daniels et al., 2003, 

Gordon, 2001, McDonald and Thomas, 2003, Munn and Lloyd, 2005, Pirrie et al., 2011).  

Parsons (2001) describes exclusion from primary school to be a serious, disruptive 

experience for children. Previous studies focused on the experiences of parents of children 

with ADHD have utilised a qualitative approach to capture the interaction between child 

characteristics and family circumstances (McIntrye and Hennessy, 2012, Gwernan-Jones et 

al., 2015). To fully understand parents’ experiences and in order to inform support for 

children at risk of being excluded from school, we used a qualitative approach to explore the 

influences parents believed were important from their child’s exclusion from school.   
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Method 

Ethics, participants and recruitment 

Ethical approval was granted by the University of Exeter Medical School Research Ethics 

Committee. The current study was part of a larger project, the Supporting Kids, avoiding 

Problems, SKIP study (Parker et al., submitted), that explored the relationship between 

school exclusion and children’s psychopathology. Children who had been excluded from 
school or were at risk of exclusion (cases) were compared to peers of the same age and 

gender who were coping well with school (controls) and normative population data.  The 

focus was primary school but advised by our professional steering committee that some 

children’s problems can be adequately contained within primary school; we included children 

in Year 7 (first year of secondary school) as well.  

 

Data were collected from children and young people aged 5-12 years, their parents and 

class/head teacher. All parents were offered the opportunity to share their experiences, as 

were teachers with parents’ consent (Parker el al in preparation). Children were identified by 

an educational or mental health practitioner, and all but two children had experienced at least 

one exclusion. Of the 41 families invited to participate four parents declined and two families 

withdrew. The current paper discusses the parents who consented to be interviewed; 37 

children were discussed as two families had siblings facing exclusion (Table 1).   

Setting 

Families were recruited from the Southwest of England September 2011-July 2013. 

Depending on parental preference, interviews were conducted at home or over the telephone 

with the researcher (CP). The majority of interviews were conducted with the mother of the 

child (Table 1). 

Table 1- Descriptive information of the SKIP sample 

Subject Variable Mean  N  

Child Gender Female 

Male 

- 

- 

2  

35 

Age (years) Mean 

Range 

8.5 

5-12 

- 

- 

Key stage 1 

2 

3 

- 

- 

- 

10 

24 

3 

Type of exclusion 

from school 

Fixed-term 

Permanent 

At risk 

- 

- 

- 

31 

4 

2 

SEN status1
 School action 

School action plus 

SEN statement 

None reported 

- 

- 

- 

- 

8 

13 

10 

4 

Parent/caregiver Completing 

interview 

Both parents 

Mother  

Father  

- 

- 

- 

5 

27 

0 
                                                      
1 School action refers to a child who has been identified with SEN and receives additional support within the 

school setting. At School action plus external support services are consulted to support the child and advise the 

school. 
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Guardian - 3 

Index of Multiple 

Deprivation1 

(quintiles) 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

4 

7 

16 

5 

3 

Current mental 

health (EFQ2) 

Mean (Standard Deviation) 

Range 

16 (7.5) 

0-34 

- 

- 
                                                      
1 Index of Multiple Deprivation (DEPARTMENT FOR COMMUNITIES AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

2007. The English Indices of Deprivation. A summary.) provides a measure of neighbourhood deprivation, 

parent’s postcodes are ranked from the most deprived (1) to the wealthiest area (5) based on a combination of 

factors, including income, health, housing and living environment.  
2 Everyday Feeling Questionnaire (UHER, R. & GOODMAN, R. 2010. The everyday feelings questionnaire: 

the structure and validation of a measure of general psychological well-being and distress. Social Psychiatry and 

Psychiatric Epidemiology, 45, 413-423.) provides a measure of psychological distress and wellbeing. 

Data collection 

An open-ended interview following the topic guide (see Table 2) was conducted. Each 

question was asked of every participant, with the researcher prompting where necessary to 

ensure that each topic was discussed. This allowed discussion beyond researcher 

assumptions, and the parent and the researcher to co-construct an understanding of the 

struggles their child had faced at school (Lincoln, 1995). All interviews were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim, and were on average 26 minutes long. 

Table 2- Interview topic guide 

Tell me about your child and school 

Why do you think your child struggles with school? 

What support has your child had? 

What would you like to have been done differently (in reference to struggle/exclusion) 

a) Before 

b) After 

 

Data analysis  

Two researchers (CP, AP) conducted the analysis based on thematic principles (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006), using Nvivo Version 10 (QSR, 2012). Initially eight transcripts were jointly 

coded to create a coding scheme. The scheme was tested on a further three transcripts in an 

iterative process where codes were reviewed, added, amended or removed. To ensure rigour 

and the level of agreement code boundaries were discussed, the amended coding scheme was 

then applied to the remaining 24 transcripts independently. Finally, CP and AP discussed 

overall themes; key extracts of the data were identified and helped to refine the themes in 

order to ensure concepts across the codes were well established and meaningfully reflected 

the parents’ experiences. A reflexive approach with use of a research diary and discussions 

between researchers throughout aided and informed the theme development.  
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Findings 

The analysis generated three overarching themes, the complex journey of exclusion, a 

continuum of coping and wider impacts. These themes are demonstrated by the conceptual 

model (see Figure 1). The up and down dotted line illustrates the complexity and fluctuation 

of the  difficulties that children and families faced. Parents described the point on this journey 

at any one time as a continuum of coping, determined by an interaction of factors involving 

communication, the child, the family and the school. Parents described the wider impacts of 

exclusion beyond education, which included  impacts to their child’s and their own emotions, 

identities, perceptions about the future, and relationships with others, as well as real practical 

and financial implications.  

>>>>insert Figure 1>>>> 

The complex journey of exclusion 

Within this ‘complex journey’, parents described their child along a continuum from coping, 

to struggling to exclusion, reflected in the peaks and troughs in the conceptual model (Figure 

1). Parents’ presented similarities and differences in their experiences that demonstrated the 

complex nature of exclusion. Although the difficulties were considered at a particular point in 

time there was a sense of a relentless turbulent struggle. Exclusion was not usually 

experienced as a discrete one-off event but highlighted a crisis point during a fluctuating level 

of   difficulties. 

It just started like a seed, just started growing, and I think once you start then, the 

seed just really starts sprouting and its difficult then to start chopping it back isn’t it? 

And it just gets bigger and bigger  

(Parents of 7 year old boy) 

Some children might not have reached the threshold of exclusion, whilst for others this was a 

recurring event.   

…he does have periods of good behaviour… but I mean he’s been excluded, I mean 

this year already, and he’s been excluded, February he was excluded, March he was 

excluded, April now he’s excluded, June.  

(Mother of 5 year old boy) 

In many cases the parents perceived the exclusion as anticipated as there had ‘always been a 

need’. However, for some parents the exclusion came ‘out of the blue’. 

Yeah that’s probably why we were shocked by the whole thing and probably quite 

angry about it because I literally gone in to see the School Counsellor on my own and 

she said, he can’t come into school tomorrow, we don’t want him.  

(Parents of 10 year old boy)  
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Parents’ were very aware of their child’s needs but felt they had no control over the situation, 

some felt they were waiting for years for help they believed was crucial,   

…at the moment, we’re just in limbo. I mean … we’re still waiting for a test that was 

applied for nearly two years ago … can it be possibly right? You know; if you’re 

diagnosed with cancer you need to be treated…  

(Parents of 7 year old boy) 

The purpose of the exclusion itself was understood in diverse ways.  Some parents perceived 

it was not in the child’s best interest; occurring mainly to benefit the school.  

… when he got excluded I thought I wonder if there’s anything coming up in the next 

few days like going over the church for a service or someone coming in to do 

something, cos I always think then they get rid of CHILD. 

(Guardian of 5 year old boy) 

In other cases parents appeared to be in disbelief that the school were excluding the child 

despite known difficulties and before interventions had time to take effect. 

CHILD was excluded for the kind of behaviour that we thought he needed support 

with so um it didn’t end very well primary school for him and I suppose our concern 

is that it will carry on. 

(Mother of 11 year old boy) 

Our sample contained a number of parents who reported informal exclusions, which in some 

cases were seen as a method to avoid formal exclusions for the child and for the school; 

examples of the ‘hidden exclusions’ the Children’s Commissioner acknowledged (Children's 

Commissioner, 2012, Children's Commissioner, 2013). In some cases parents agreed that  

‘not having it on his record’ was beneficial for the child. These informal/illegal exclusions.  

Some parents felt the school were ‘building up a case’ against the child, where more fixed-

term exclusions would justify a permanent exclusion or a need for additional resources. This 

was evident in cases where the exclusion was in response to what parents saw as a seemingly 

minor episode, but following a history of disruptive behaviour.  Crossing the exclusion 

threshold was sometimes paradoxically seen as a gateway to services, a trigger for action or 

an opportunity for a fresh start. In contrast, other parents perceived the exclusion as crossing 

a threshold into a negative trajectory, with potential implications for both the parents’ and 

child’s identities. 

Exclusion as a word is quite negative um the connotations of it are quite negative the 

fear as parent is that something of starting a journey of problem. 

(Mother of 11 year old boy) 
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Parents discussed various types of exclusions their child experienced (Table 3). Often 

children had experienced a number of informal exclusions before they were excluded 

formally. There were many instances where the child was officially ‘included’ yet still 
seemed to be excluded. Beyond the physical removal of a child there were a number of 

reports of psychological exclusions, such as threats of exclusion from the teacher in front of 

the child’s peers, which often led to isolation and/or stigmatisation. Table 3 highlights the 

wide range of experiences described by the parents and the differences between these.
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Table 3 – Types of exclusion from school experienced in the SKIP sample 

Type of 

exclusion 

Description Quote 

 

Informal 

Encouraged to be 

absent from school; e.g. 

take a holiday, certain 

events at school, Ofsted 

visiting 

It was suggested to me that he should perhaps have the last few weeks as holiday…After the first 

exclusion, Oh he’s never had any holiday, it sort of won’t hurt, if you wanna? And I thought no 

that’s not fair, I don’t want to be responsible for ruining the last few weeks. (Mother of 11 year old 

boy) 

Parents asked to collect 

their child from school 

I could drop him off at sort of 9o’clock in the morning and they could phone me at 10 o’clock to go 

and collect him on some days um other days he would get to lunchtime and they’d call me. (Mother 

of 8 year old boy) 

An ‘exclusion’ from the 
classroom environment 

Well CHILD hasn’t been taught for a full academic year because he refused to go into class; he 

was sat in the corridor all year… so he’s not been taught. (Mother of 9 year old boy) 

 

After he was excluded he was completely isolated at school it was almost sort of an exclusion 

within school. (Mother of 6 year old boy) 

An ‘exclusion’ from 
specific subjects 

She wasn’t allowed to go out; she had to sit in a room at lunchtime on her own. Break time she had 

to sit in a room on her own, she wasn’t allowed to do PE, she wasn’t allowed to technology, she 

wasn’t allowed to do science. I was asked to keep her home on sports day because the whole 

school… which made her just feel like well; I’m not part of any of that. (Mother of 11 year old girl) 

Building up a case, for 

further support or 

towards a statement of 

SEN 

…they said well we would like to statement him so we are going to expel him … this will help our 

cause more if he has been seen to have behaved like this so say his behaviour was unacceptable 

rather than he hit a girl, that is quite a bad thing to have on his permanent record … it suits the 
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cause it will all work out better in the end.  (Mother of 11 year old boy) 

Part time time-tables …the last sort of two weeks of that school year he um was just going sort of 9 till 12 and then I was 

picking him up and bringing him home for the afternoon which was a nightmare. (Mother of 8 year 

old boy) 

The child’s choice to 
remove themselves 

Yes because I think he deliberately then disrupts the class or starts tapping or flicking things or 

whatever to get him out of doing that because he knows that they’re given three warnings and that 

he gets sent outside and then he’ll know that that work doesn’t have to be done or he’ll get sent to 

another class. (Mother of 12 year old boy) 

 

He was excluded quite a lot and spent quite a lot of time in the head-teachers office which he 

thought was wonderful really, to the point where  if he was in lessons he would just start to wonder 

off and they would  find that he had left the classroom and gone to the head-teachers office  out of 

choice. (Mother of 9 year old boy) 

Formal Permanent exclusion But the only reason (CHILD)’s not there now is his violence because when he gets frustrated he 

gets very violent. Well as a mainstream school he couldn’t stay there… because of other children 

obviously… and teachers and a risk to himself. So they permanently excluded him which they didn’t 

want to do but they felt they had no choice.  (Mother of 10 year old boy) 

Fixed-term exclusion Um by the end of the last school year from about the beginning of June I would say until the end of 

school year It just escalated out of all proportions and he would totally lose control… I was called 

in on a regular basis to go and collect him for fixed term exclusions and um by the time I got there 

he would be in the reception area the whole area would have been trashed. (Mother of 8 year old 
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boy) 

Managed move  … We just said look you know, this isn’t gonna work… and they said look well, I’ll suspend him at 

the moment and then it was agreed. They called it, initially they called it an exclusion, but they 

changed it to a managed move, at the moment it doesn’t look like he will attend a proper school, 

possibly not until the new year. (Parents of 7 year old boy) 
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A continuum of coping 

Parents described their children’s ability to cope, as resulting from an interaction between the 

child, the family and the school. Communication was regarded by the parents to foster or 

hinder relationships, which also influenced how the child coped.  

The child 

Many parents described their child to have a number of underlying mental health and 

emotional well-being issues; recognised to have implications on the child’s ability to cope in 
school. These included anxiety, low mood and confidence, obsessive compulsive behaviour, 

and attachment difficulties,  but the most common was behavioural problems.  These were 

seen to ‘mask’ or be precipitated by underlying needs that resulted in the child ‘not being 

understood’.  

If you’re not looking at what’s behind the behaviour, then you’re not going to gain 

any sort of resolution to it all. 

     (Mother of 11 year old daughter) 

Some children had diagnosed disorders including Autism or ADHD, however there were 

many examples of children who were awaiting a diagnostic or statement of SEN assessment. 

Some were described as having a history of hearing problems, speech and language 

difficulties or comorbid physical health problems. Academic difficulties discussed included 

specific learning problems such as dyslexia, as well as examples of bright children who 

parents felt were not adequately challenged. Academic difficulties and behavioural problems 

were inter-linked in a reciprocal relationship, with each thought to be exacerbating the other.  

There was evidence that many children struggled with peer relationships. This may related to 

pre-existing difficulties with social communication and interaction as well as an isolating 

effect of the child’s poor behaviour.  Bullying was also common within this group, both as a 

victim and/or bully. 

The family  

Examples of negative family and home factors included domestic violence, family 

breakdown, parental mental health problems, parental alcohol misuse, chronic illness or 

disability in family members, multiple moves, bereavement, and stressful life events (e.g. car 

crash).   

Positive aspects of family involvement included parents who were knowledgeable about ‘the 

system’, the support or resources their child required, and their legal rights and 

responsibilities. Parents varied in their ability to advocate for their child. Their perceived 

ability to advocate often related to their level of empowerment and confidence;  these parents 

saw themselves as the drivers of any action and strongly highlighted the role they had played. 

 I’ve done all the running; I was the one who rang the school in the first place asking 

for a meeting. I have instigated all the meetings and pushed and pushed and pushed, 

not the school. 
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     (Mother of 12 year old boy) 

Some parents however, did not want to be stigmatised or perceived as interfering and saw the 

school or services as the expert. Others were distrusting or fearful of services, or were 

struggling with their own difficulties which impacted upon their ability to advocate.  

You know, and in hindsight, I just think… well I don’t know what I could have done 

there, that’s the thing. It’s not a path I’ve been down so I don’t know what I could’ve 

done… but hindsight can be a wonderful thing, and knowing what I know now… I 

wish I’d been more educated and maybe stronger. But when you’re going through a 

traumatic time with your child, that… I suppose you feel vulnerable yourself.  

(Mother of 11 year old boy)  

The school 

School factors were discussed explicitly, including the physical school environment, and 

more implicitly with descriptions of the ‘school ethos’.   The latter was discussed in relation 

to the ‘school:pupil fit’, parents felt schools had recognisable differences in their approach 
that meant that pupils were able to fit better in certain schools over others.  

You know I feel hugely responsible that we didn’t just say actually you shouldn’t be in 

this school this school doesn’t suit, at the moment doesn’t meet your need. 

     (Mother of 11 year old boy) 

Parents discussed 'reactive' and 'proactive' examples of the way schools identified and 

supported their child’s needs. The norm seemed to be a reactive approach or sometimes a 
resistance to act. Parents perceived schools responded to behaviour at face value rather than 

addressing underlying difficulties. Many children had high levels of school mobility, 

reflecting official exclusions, managed moves or the parents opting to change the child’s 
school in the hope of a more appropriate environment. Discussion about the school ethos also 

occurred in relation to the school routine, disciplinary approach (often reported as rigid), 

attitudes towards and expectations for their pupils, and focus of outcomes (e.g. Ofsted, 

targets, and results). The school environment included how the physical space (e.g. space for 

play, size of school, transitions between classrooms) and class context (e.g. class sizes, levels 

of SEN within the class, availability of teaching assistants (TA), teacher’s capacity to give 
time, general classroom management) served to exacerbate or support the child’s needs. The 
structure of the school day was also seen to influence behaviour. Parents reported incidents 

were more common in unstructured or ‘free time’, such as lunchtimes and break times.   

The TA was described as an important member of school staff and often the staff member the 

child spent most time with. Parents recognised the conflicting experiences faced by TA’s 
when implementing appropriate boundaries of support and encouraging independence for the 

child. 
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…but in hindsight it’s almost like the teaching assistants hemmed him in too much 

and he gets really frustrated about being hemmed in. And then because he’s getting 

frustrated he’s lashing out in his anger and of course, that’s making them segregate 

him even more from the other children and  he’s getting frustrated so it’s like one big 

vicious circle going round and round isn’t it . 

     (Parents of 7 year old boy) 

…fantastic and really supportive and really working towards building his relationship 

with his key worker, but equally I sort I feel quite strongly that there is an element of 

him being able to negotiate the classroom [by himself], and working with his peers 

and you know those sort of things are really quite critical for him being able to feel 

safe and comfortable at school and you know… for the other kids to be able to sort of 

understand him and work with him. 

     (Parents of 10 year old boy) 

Some parents initially perceived support as helpful, but developed a more nuanced 

understanding with experience. Even support that was helpful in one way was discussed as 

potentially harmful in another way. Staff skills, training, expertise and experience to deal 

with complex needs were seen as important, with many parents giving examples where this 

was lacking with negative consequences. A key member of staff, such as the TA, who knew 

the child well and was able to act as their advocate to disseminate support strategies to other 

staff was seen as particularly beneficial.  

Yeah, her role has been as much around educating some of the school staff and the 

meal time assistants as well as you know, doing the work with CHILD himself… but 

that’s only just because we’ve been absolutely lucky that that learning support 

assistant had that expertise and background. 

     (Parents of 5 year old boy) 

Parents recognised schools also needed support and avenues for advice when managing the 

child exceeded their capacity and resources as a school. 

… the school tried their best to support they don’t really know what they are doing 

mind… they have admitted several times they are struggling. 

     (Mother of 7 year old boy) 

Parents discussed how their children were labelled formally and informally within the school 

context and the benefits and drawbacks of this. Some parents resisted formal diagnoses and 

statements of SEN, seeing them as stigmatising and a barrier to their child’s strengths and 
needs. Many parents described informal labels given to their children from an early age, such 

as being described as the naughty child.  
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I’ve put it down and a lot of other people have put CHILD down as naughty little boy 

but it obvious that there’s more to it than that. 

     (Mother of 9 year old boy) 

Many parents felt the school were unable recognise the potential difficulties that were 

underlying the disruptive ‘naughty’ behaviour. A significant group of these children had 
additional needs but did not have any formally recognised diagnoses, and  seemed to be in a 

state of limbo; bouncing between services, just under thresholds for diagnosis or support. 

When viewed positively, formal labels such as diagnoses were seen to help manage 

uncertainty around a child’s difficulties. They validated the families concerns, enabling the 

parents and others to gain knowledge, and develop management strategies. One family 

described a diagnosis   as ‘useful currency’ or a gateway to accessing support. In some cases 

achieving a diagnosis or a statement was seen as the ultimate goal; a golden ticket.  

I think once there’s some sort of label … then there’s specific help that fits with that. 

But when there’s no label there’s no specific help. 

     (Mother of 11 year old boy) 

Parents who had been through the diagnosis/statement process reported that it did not always 

lead to adequate support as they had hoped it would. Parents discussed different types of 

support that they had received for their child, including statements of SEN, the application of 

different management strategies, and input from other services such as CAMHS or 

community child health. Some parents reported that they had ‘no support’; . Parents linked 

the presence, level and appropriateness of support to the ability of their child to cope in 

school or not as reflected on the coping continuum. 

Parents also expressed frustrations in failures in integrative working.  

The school know he’s got problems, but they don’t get involved in the medical side of 

things. They know what his problems are and you know, are dealing with it, as best 

they can. 

     (Mother of 7 year old boy) 

When parents alluded to difficulties in accessing adequate support for their child, they 

reported varied routes and timeframes, but generally described it to be  an incredibly long and 

frustrating process. They reflected this process to be a ‘battle’. Again, paradoxically, 

exclusions were perceived to be an effective route to support, by elevating the child’s place 
on waiting lists or providing evidence for a statement. 

It was mentioned in a multi-agency meeting that we had at the beginning of this year 

that if exclusions had been put in place, … then it would have an impact on his 

placement on that list…and I’m hoping that the three exclusions that he’s had will 

propel him up a little bit quicker. 
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     (Mother of 9 year old boy) 

Communication 

Communication that occurred between the parents and school around the child was perceived 

to have an impact on the child’s ability to cope. The quality of information shared between 
the school and parents impacted the way parents evaluated the situation and their role within 

it.  

Parents often felt their voice was not heard by the school or services and their opinion as an 

‘expert’ on their child was not valued. 

Mother: If they listened… then perhaps 

Researcher: Listened to you? 

Mother: Yeah… I’m only mum. Insignificant it would seem. 

(Mother of 9 year old boy) 

These communication difficulties hindered relationships, which in turn could escalate 

problems for their child and heighten the sense of blame between parties. Parents had 

different expectations and experiences about the level of detail and mode of communication 

used with the school. Parents highlighted a need for open and honest communication.  

…very supportive they keep us really well informed. We’re having monthly updates 

with the head, Mrs Headteacher…and that’s all brilliant stuff because we feel as if 

we’re in the loop and we understand what’s going on. 

(Parents of 10 year old boy) 

Importantly, those who experienced better communication with the school seemed to evaluate 

the school’s and other’s actions more positively, even when their child continued to struggle. 

Although parents described accessing support as difficult, some did report positive 

experiences or relationships with certain individuals, such as a helpful parent support advisor, 

school counsellor or a supportive GP. 

 I think the process was not helpful, I think individual people were. 

     (Mother of 10 year old boy) 

Some gave examples of when communication was very minimal or misleading. 

Even the one to one walks past me in the afternoon, puts a thumbs up says ‘great day’ 

and keeps walking. No I need a debrief… I want to know what’s happened today. 

More than just thumbs up, great day, that means nothing. Because in those thumbs 

up, great day… what actually happened is that he threw three chairs and punched a 

child.  

     (Mother of 9 year old boy)     
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In certain cases this led to a state of apathy on the parents’ part as they perceived their input 
was not respected, whilst other parents reacted by communicating in an exaggerated or 

forceful way. Some parents felt schools just ’didn’t seem to care really didn’t, didn’t seem to 
care’ and this led to some avoiding communication with the school altogether. 

The teachers didn’t really communicate that well with me. They’d only call me in if 

CHILD [had] been naughty. But that’s about it really. I mean, parents evenings I 

didn’t really go to cos I knew exactly what they would same, you know it was the 

same…. Which I knew it anyway so there’s no point having someone there saying, yes 

he’s struggling which I already knew anyway  

     (Mother of 11 year old boy) 

Parents described that the child’s voice was also often not heard or considered;  

…they weren’t interested in what CHILD wanted… not one person has ever 

interviewed CHILD regarding the incident, which I find quite odd 

     (Mother of 10 year old boy) 

There was often a sense from parents that discussions about the child went on without the 

child being at the centre, with limited exploration of the situation with the child themselves.  

Impact 

The short term and longer term impacts of the exclusion event and the complex struggle 

around the child’s difficulties on the child, family and school, were clearly apparent. Beyond 

missing time from school, wider impacts included their child’s and their own emotional 

distress and the practicalities of dealing with unexpected time out of school. Impacts were 

apparent preceding and persisting after the exclusion itself, as depicted (Figure 1). 

 …the thing is when a child gets excluded as a parent you feel as though you have 

failed, well I certainly did and I think a lot of people would think I’ve failed as a 

parent…I’ve brought up a child that can’t go to school without being excluded so you 

don’t necessarily want to talk to people about it and you don’t necessarily want to 

talk to school about it because you feel they may judge you or whatever. 

     (Parents of 6 year old boy) 

Parents described feeling guilty, and often conveyed a sense of failure, sadness and 

disappointment that they could have prevented the exclusion by advocating more for their 

child. There was a sense that exclusion might bring about a change in their parental identity 

by sharing the burden of exclusion with their child, almost like a transfer of failure from the 

school to the family. 

…for us it was absolutely um heart-breaking actually…it was um I think him being 

excluded felt as if we’d failed him as if school had failed him as if we’d let him down 



17 

 

by not kind of either advocating for him enough in school or by not moving him really 

so he had a positive end to his primary schooling it was absolutely horrible really 

really horrible…  

     (Mother of 11 year old boy) 

Stigma was commonly experienced, which sometimes led to parents isolating themselves.  

Ostracisation was frequently reported and added to parent’s distress.  

It was just a bit of a nightmare really to the point where they were excluding him 

permanently from school and we had a petition from the other parents and we would 

walk into the playground and no other parents or children would speak to us.  

(Mother of 9 year old boy) 

Some parents lost jobs either due to constantly having to pick their child up from school or 

because their child was not in school full time. A practical shift of burden from the school to 

the parents was described, which had repercussions on the parents financially and 

psychologically.  

… we have hugely sort of structured everything around this situation for sure…like I 

say I no longer do the same job all the time, I’ve got a part-time job now and we’ve 

you know we’ve sort of tightened our belts and we’ve managed to make that work for 

us financially as well… it has changed the whole dynamic of our family. 

     (Parents of 10 year old boy) 

They described numerous impacts of their child’s difficulties and/or the exclusion on the 
child’s education, which meant their children, missed out on both academic and non-

academic aspects of school.  

… he says he’s enjoying school but I think once he’s left when he looks back I am not 

so sure that he will think it’s the happiest days of his life to be honest. 

     (Mother of 9 year old boy) 

The impact on the child’s mental health and emotional well-being, and their social and peer 

relations were apparent. In some cases the child demonstrated extreme distress and low 

mood.  

So now I’ve got an angry, depressed, upset, violent, unhappy boy. Who absolutely 

despises anything to do with authority. 

     (Mother of 7 year old boy) 

Despite exclusion being seen to be used by the school as a disciplinary tool, parents did not 

understand it as a successful means of deterring poor behaviour. Exclusion was perceived to 

be ineffective, occurring multiple times. Some parents reported that the exclusion reinforced 
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the very behaviour that the child was being disciplined for. As school was a place of distress 

and struggle for many of these children, some parents described their child experienced 

exclusion as positive in the short term, almost like a ‘holiday’, and consequently the 

disciplinary message of exclusion was lost or misinterpreted. 

Researcher: Yeah, who do you think the exclusions benefits? 

Mother: The school because they’re getting rid of that behaviour for a day, a couple 

of days… and it doesn’t help. You know cos she, well they’re just reinforcing [the 

poor behaviour with] a really positive time [at home]. 

     (Mother of 11 year old girl) 

Discussion 

This paper highlights the experiences of the parents of young children who have been at risk 

of or excluded from school, and describes the wider implications of this for the child, family 

and school. Parents in this study experienced their child’s exclusion from school occurring on 

a complex journey of difficulties, which implies there should be points along this journey that 

successful intervention to remediate or support the family, child and school. Parents were 

agreed on the immense impact exclusion had on them as a family, both emotionally and 

practically on their day to day lives, similar to studies conducted with parents of children 

excluded from secondary school (Gordon, 2001, McDonald and Thomas, 2003, Smith, 2009). 

Parents also acknowledged the negative impact their child’s disruptive behaviour had on the 

school.  

Parents reported a number of factors that contributed to and / or compounded difficulties for 

the child within the school environment, which reflected the vulnerabilities amongst this 

group already established in the literature (Achilles et al., 2007, Bowman-Perrott et al., 2011, 

Daniels et al., 2003, DFE, 2015). The model of complex journey presented within this paper 

emphasises the interplay of individual, school, family and community that may have 

contributed to the child’s ability to cope as well as the importance of systemic influences 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). The implementation of support that encompasses learning and 

mental health needs of children is acknowledged as important through changes in the code of 

practice and recent government guidance (DFE, 2014a, Department of Health, 2015, DFE 

and DOH, 2014). Recent cuts in CAMHS and voluntary section mental health provision may 

have compromised the support of such vulnerable children, but timely support may reduce or 

prevent later costs and escalation of difficulties for the young person (Association of 

Teachers and Lecturers, 2015, DFE, 2014a, Taggart et al., 2006). 

Parents discussed the use of formal exclusions as a gateway to further support for the child 

and the school, but there were also a number of informal exclusions described. . The 

Children’s Commissioner highlighted   these hidden exclusions, which may inadvertently 

reduce or delay access to support  for both the child and the schools supporting (Children's 

Commissioner, 2012, Children's Commissioner, 2013). Indeed should exclusion from school 

be a requisite to gain access to support? Some parents’ perceived exclusion as an ineffective 



19 

 

means to discipline or improve the child’s behaviour, indeed, some thought exclusion 
reinforced their child’s disruptive behaviour although recognised the importance of the safety 

of their child and others.   Many parents highlighted the important role key staff such as TAs 

played in supporting their child in school, but accounts described both benefits and 

disadvantages. The Deployment and Impact of Support Staff project (Blatchford et al., 2009) 

reported that lower attaining children and those with SEN were more likely to spend time 

with a TA than the teacher and these interactions were often reactive rather proactive. A 

number of parents in this study discussed the valuable input from TAs but others commented 

on a reactive approach to the child’s difficulties within the classroom. Time and support for 

teacher-TA teams to formulate a behavioural plan and review it implementation would allow 

a proactive focus and it is imperative that TAs have adequate training and supervision to 

effectively undertake the support of our most challenging children (Taggart et al., 2006). 

Parents in the current study emphasised the importance of communication, and those who 

reported good communication expressed more positive views of the school. Ensuring timely 

and effective communication should be a priority for those working with children at risk of 

exclusion. Communication is essential for effective parental engagement, which is widely 

regarded as important (DCSF, 2008, Desforges and Abouchar, 2003, Sylva et al., 2004, DFE, 

2014b). Despite this, some parents within the present study felt their views were ignored, 

echoing findings from a systematic review of the parent-teacher relationship among children 

with ADHD (2015). A recent study that explored the implementation of mental health 

strategies across secondary schools in England reported attitudes of parents as possible 

barriers in supporting pupils (Taggart, 2014).   

Concerns about the health, safety and learning environment for other children and staff can 

influence decisions about exclusion. Such concerns are difficult for parents of children facing 

exclusion to challenge particularly because it is grounded in the guidance given to 

headteachers by the DfE (2012). However, the findings from the current study suggest that 

exclusion simply shifts the burden of difficulty from the school to the parent, and  may 

reinforce or indeed encourage behaviours to escape school in the child. Further, the increased 

stress and distress for the family  may also exacerbate the child’s behavioural difficulties. It 
leads us to question the role and benefits of exclusion. In addition, we suggest that ‘support’ 
strategies implemented by the school need careful consideration to avoid implicit exclusion 

with similar disadvantages such as, part time timetables, 1:1 support, and separate teaching 

areas.  

Strengths and Limitations 

This study elicited views from a reasonably large group of both mothers and fathers, although 

was constrained by the allied quantitative study. As is true for qualitative research, we do not 

claim generalisability of findings beyond the experiences of the parents interviewed but  

readers may recognise findings as transferable to their own situations. A further limitation is 

the exclusion of the teacher and child views which future research should address.   
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Quantitative studies alone are not able to elucidate the perceived impact of the contextual 

factors and the meanings parents attach to their child’s exclusion from school.  The open-

ended questions allowed parents the opportunity to share their experiences without being 

restricted by the researchers. This present study has  also enabled the development of a 

theoretical model depicting parents’ views of exclusion from school in a holistic manner. The 

findings from this study contribute to our growing understanding of exclusion from primary 

school exclusion and the implications of these events for the child, family and school. 

Conclusion 

The findings emphasise the contributions that parents can make in the identification and 

support of children’s needs both within the home and school environment. The early 

identification and effective intervention for children’s difficulties is a key theme in education 

and health policy, parents in this study were highly aware of their child’s needs but did not 

feel listened to or supported in accessing appropriate assessment and support. Exclusion in 

very young children should be avoided; the current study highlights the wide implications of 

exclusion and reiterates the importance of further multi-disciplinary assessment where 

difficulties are identified. Parents emphasised the need to ask what lies behind children’s 
disruptive behaviour and, as experts on their children, can offer essential insights to 

underlying needs. 

Well to listen, to listen more to the parent, to listen more to the children instead of 

dismissing them that they’ve got a behaviour problem or they don’t want to learn, 

take time to know, to get to know them what is making them angry? Why is that child 

in that class bored? Is it because they’re struggling or it is because it’s too easy? 

Could be weighing that up, is it that they can’t bear the environment, there’s too 

many people in that room. They could be looking at it that way … or is somebody 

doing that, is somebody doing that but not telling me?  

     (Mother of 12 year old boy) 
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Figure 1- Model of exclusion from primary school  

The up and down dotted line captures the complex journey of difficulties, the place their child found themselves on this journey at any one 

time was described by parents as a continuum of coping, determined by an interaction of factors involving communication, the child, the 

family and the school. The implications of this complex journey and exclusion from school were described by parents to have wide 

implications on the child and families emotionally and practically in their day to day lives. 
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