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Praise for   Square Pegs 


         There is an old African saying: ‘Until the lions have their own historians, the tales of glory will always be written by the hunters.’ Fran Morgan has assembled here some lions and while they don’t write too many tales of glory – although there are some – they do make us all realise why so many square pegs unnecessarily gain so little from our schooling system. Twelve years ago, Michael Gove sent a King James bible to every school. The next secretary of state for education should send a copy of this book to every new head teacher and put it on the reading list for all initial teacher training courses.

         Tim Brighouse, former Commissioner for London Schools

         This is one of the most riveting books on education I have read in a long while. Its aim – to provide practical solutions for schools and families struggling with the increasing number of children who don’t thrive in our current system – could not be more timely. The array of richly qualified writers places compassion, purpose and student autonomy at the heart of best practice. Their approach would surely work not just for those who avoid school, but for those stuck within it. Square Pegs is a must-read for parents, governors, staff and students who’re up for a quiet classroom revolution.

         Madeleine Holt, filmmaker and education campaigner

         This is a book that is firmly on the side of children as they try to come to terms with a school system that is designed to encourage conformity. It highlights the way some schools manage to set the child at the heart of what they do in every sense of the term. There are case studies that shine a light on the child’s perspective and solutions offered for other schools to try. Reading it is both heart-wrenching and uplifting … but uplifting wins.

         Mick Waters, Professor of Education, University of Wolverhampton

         This book is steeped in the experience and expertise of families, teachers and leaders. It tells the story of a system that is fraught with unintended consequences, brings the lived experiences of young people alive and challenges the notion of one-size-fits-all strategies. The voice of school leaders and teachers, ambitious to see the young people in their care thrive, roar at us across the page. It’s a book of confidence for professionals and parents alike to rise above the distracting noise about attendance, exclusion and ‘what works’ narratives. A much-needed book ensuring the voice and experience of young people is heard and helping to inform what happens next.

         It’s a must-read for everyone with a vision of an education system that can be ‘fixed’ through collaboration and brave actions.

         Margaret Mulholland, Inclusion Specialist, Association of School and College Leaders

         Our high-stakes, test- and exam-focused system is failing too many children. It literally fails those who struggle to attend school or are marked as failures in exams. It metaphorically fails those who attend and get their grades, but at a personal cost to themselves, their love of learning and their families. This will continue to be the case for as long as schools are judged in the main on test and exam results, placing the burden of whole-school success or failure on children’s shoulders.

         For the good of every child and, indeed, of educators themselves (most of whom want to provide the best possible learning experiences and strive to do so in spite of our one-size-fits-all model for education), it’s time to listen to the canaries in the cages – the children who simply cannot cope, let alone thrive, within our restrictive, reductive system. Change made for those who suffer most will benefit the whole school community.

         Alison Ali, More Than A Score campaigner and strategic communications expert

         In recent years, many schools in England have started to implement strict policies around behaviour, curriculum and attendance. As the screws tighten, more and more square pegs (read ‘deeply distressed young people’) have started voting with their feet. When you stop going to school, it creates all kinds of problems: home visits, financial penalties and, incredibly, the threat of custodial sentences for the parents and carers of persistent ‘offenders’. The fact that so many young people should choose such strife over attending school should tell us something very important about their lived experience of our one-size-fits-all education system. It seems likely that increasing numbers of square pegs will continue voting with their feet until we reach crisis point. But this crisis can be averted if we listen to the voices of those affected now. This brilliantly curated book is an absolute must-read for anyone interested in creating a more diverse, empathic, responsive educational ecosystem that works for all young people.

         Dr James Mannion, Director, Rethinking Education and co-author of Fear is the Mind Killer with Kate McAllister

         No child should miss out on a good education and the chance of opportunities in life just because their school doesn’t give them the support they need to succeed. Most schools cherish and value the children who have special educational needs; there are also some who do not place inclusion high on their list of priorities, and exclude or marginalise children rather than provide the mental health and therapeutic support they need.

         Recently, a 13-year-old girl with autism gave me a list of what a good school for her would look like: well organised, supportive, calm, focused on learning, there to help. These are all things we would want to see for every child in every school. After spending two years out of the classroom because a succession of schools was unable to meet her needs, she went on to find a school which understood her and provided the springboard she needed to do well. She went on to achieve great things in her GCSEs and is now in sixth form. Like Square Peg, I want all schools to see the potential in all children and provide the support they need.

         We should all be grateful to Square Peg for all they do to advocate for children who need most help, and for showing how schools and parents can work together with children to provide a positive environment to learn. Every child deserves the best start in life, and positive outcomes for all children must be at the heart of a successful education system.

         Anne Longfield, CBE, Chair of The Commission on Young Lives

         In order for a society to become healthy, whole and progressive, it must be willing to listen to the square pegs that it has created within itself. It is when square pegs choose to be silent and when they choose to communicate that we must pay careful attention to, for the sake of all of us. Everyone who was gifted with a square peg in their life will tell you so. Square pegs are our compass and our orienteers: they are the first to notice when we lose our way, the first to see that we have crossed our own boundaries, and the first to feel when we single-mindedly keep digging one-shaped holes. This is why this book had to be written, and this is why it must be read by anyone who cares about the education system of this country.

         I have been following Fran, Ellie and their many supporters, diligently collecting piece by piece of evidence for several years, to assemble the overly complicated puzzle of square pegs, to improve our society. The result is brutally honest, yet optimistic. It is visionary yet chooses a pragmatic approach and offers many quick wins. It offers a sensitive choice of a diverse set of writers, through which one thread of pearls is coming out very clearly: it is about compassion, consent, community and relationships. It is about holding our societal compass close to our hearts and struggling to keep it safe. This is the struggle of all of us – or at least it should be.

         Dr Carmel Kent, lecturer at the Open University, educational researcher, author of AI for Learning and a parent with lived experience

         Making schools more inclusive is essential to ensuring the wellbeing and ability to thrive of every young person. Creating a sense of belonging and using trauma-informed strategies to help the system welcome the square pegs, rather than continuing to force them into round holes, is clearly the way forward. The current government one-size-fits-all approach, particularly to SEND and behaviour, needs a rethink.

         This book offers a wealth of practical examples of how collaboration between schools and families, alongside the will to make a culture shift, can lead to successful inclusion practices. It is very readable and contains practical advice and solutions, framed within the current educational context, that leaders, teachers and support staff can use to create the right systems and support to ensure that every child and young person really is more than just ‘fine in school’.

         Judy Ellerby, Lead Policy Manager, SEND, Disabled Members, Behaviour, Exclusions, National Education Union
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            square peg or square peg in a round hole

            informal: a person or thing that is a misfit, such as an employee in a job for which he or she is unsuited1
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         The trouble with square pegs is that by forcing them to fit the system’s round holes, you end up damaging the peg, not the hole.

          

          

          

          

          

          

         
            1 See https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/square-peg.
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            FOREWORD BY SIR NORMAN LAMB

         

         I have long been a supporter of Square Peg. I first became aware of their work in my time in Parliament and have been keenly following them ever since. The support they provide families facing challenges in education is of immense value, and they have given a voice to those children and young people who are experiencing persistent absenteeism, many of whom have mental health problems and unmet needs. Square Peg has also played a significant part in promoting the importance of an inclusive and supportive education system that works for all children and young people.

         Education is a key pillar in children and young people’s lives as they grow and develop, and in particular, plays an important role in their mental health and wellbeing. It’s crucial in improving life chances, maintaining social connections, providing access to support and helping children learn how to look after their mental health.

         Education should be inclusive of everyone no matter what a child’s needs and experiences may be, and this is a principle I have strongly endorsed throughout my career. However, the reality lies far away from this, and sadly the education system currently operates to celebrate uniformity rather than embracing diversity.

         We have seen this most recently in the behaviour agenda, where the use of punitive approaches has become commonplace in responding to children and young people’s behaviour. I have been particularly horrified by the rise of school exclusions as a form of punishment, with data showing a steady increase in the use of both suspensions and permanent exclusions before the COVID-19 pandemic hit.

         Often, the children who face exclusion are the ones with the greatest need. Children communicate their distress through their behaviour, and challenging behaviour can often be the result of underlying conditions, unmet emotional needs, difficulties at home, at school or in the community, and exposure to trauma. We also know that the use of punitive approaches to behaviour can be harmful to children and young people’s mental health and actually has the potential to re-traumatise. The cost of exclusion both to the individual but also to society is incalculable. The loss of human potential is tragic.

         We need to urgently move away from a system where we punish and exclude children and young people for their life experiences and needs, and instead move to a place of compassion and understanding. This means creating supportive and inclusive school environments for all children and young people to thrive and offering help to those who are struggling most.

         It’s my strong belief that by seeking to understand children and young people and their needs in a more sophisticated and compassionate way, then learning can be iifacilitated. After all, happy, healthy children are better able to learn. At the heart of this should be prioritising whole-education and trauma-informed approaches to mental health and wellbeing in every setting across England. Such approaches are vital in helping to create a culture where every student is recognised and valued.

         I am sure this book will be of great practical value to many school leaders, educators, practitioners and professionals, and I would like to thank Square Peg for all they do to advocate for those who need it most, including our education workforce.
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            Prologue

            THE CANARIES IN THE MINE BY JO SYMES

         

         What if our ‘square pegs’ aren’t the problem? What if they are actually the canaries in the mine, alerting us to the mounting problems in our education system?

         In her book, Troublemakers: Lessons in Freedom from Young Children at School, Carla Shalaby (2017) discusses ‘animal sentinels’, animals which are purposefully used to provide advanced warning of disease, toxins and other environmental threats to humans. She explains that these species are selected based on their heightened susceptibility to particular hazards. They are often sacrificed to save us.

         The most famous example is the canary, used in coal mines in the early 20th century to give advanced warning of deadly gases, such as carbon monoxide. Because these birds were small and had particularly sensitive respiratory systems, the poison killed them quickly, leaving the miners with enough time to get out and save themselves. What if, suggests the author, we saw our square pegs as such canaries?

         
            The child who deviates, who refuses to behave like everybody else, may be telling us – loudly, visibly, and memorably – that the arrangements of our schools are harmful to human beings. Something toxic is in the air, and these children refuse to inhale it. It is dangerous to exclude these children and silence their warnings. (Shalaby, 2017: xxxiii)

         

         Shalaby learned the canary metaphor from Thomas, a father of a 5-year-old boy who could not – and would not – comply with the behavioural expectations of his kindergarten teacher:

         
            Though the child suffered a mood disorder, Thomas challenged the assumption that the disease made his son inherently broken or bad. Much like the canary’s fragile lungs, this child’s brain leaves him more susceptible to the harms of poison. He’s more sensitive to harm than the average child. Still, the problem is the poison – not the living thing struggling to survive despite breathing it. After all, in clean air, canaries breathe easily. (Shalaby, 2017: xxii–xxiii)iv

         

         Look at our square pegs. Look at the list of children refusing to attend your school, with or without the knowledge/agreement/complicity/other of their parents.1 Look at those who are constantly in trouble when they do attend. Look at those who have been excluded, shamed, moved on. Look at those in your bottom sets, in your nurture rooms, in your ‘special classes’, in your conscience. What are they saying? What warning are they giving you? What will you do now you hear them?

         
            References

            Shalaby, C. (2017) Troublemakers: Lessons in Freedom from Young Children at School. New York: New Press.

         

         
            1 This is discussed further in the Introduction. Am I complicit if I prioritise my child’s mental health and knowingly agree not to force her into school? The law says I am. What do you say?
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            Introduction

            MY DAUGHTER IS A SQUARE PEG

         

         I founded Square Peg to try to effect change in a system which is failing an increasing number of children. They are not just the special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) children. And they are not just the ‘challenging’ ones who end up in isolation or excluded. Many young people have developed excellent coping mechanisms to get through each day, and with budgets stretched and an ever more dictatorial curriculum, they often pass unnoticed by teaching staff who are just trying to survive.

         This book is for those in education who want to do the right thing by their square pegs, but are constrained by (often counterproductive) government and local authority directives. We know it is possible to forge a different path within the current system, and we have contributions from schools which are doing just that. This book was compiled to provide creative, inspirational and pragmatic advice, so that those in the mainstream sector are better able to support their square pegs; supporting the supporters, if you like.

         My story – the beginning of this book’s journey – is one of many; all unique but with common elements and similar, often catastrophic, end results.

         It was after a particularly traumatic summer that my 8-year-old daughter missed nearly a year of primary school. Later on, she missed most of secondary school. Why? That’s simple: she couldn’t do it.

         Let me repeat that: she simply couldn’t do it. Not wouldn’t, but couldn’t.

         You may know this as ‘school refusal’, but I would like you to erase that phrase and reframe it in terms of barriers to attendance instead. She was not refusing to go to school. She just couldn’t. Initially, her particular barrier was not trusting that I was safe when she was at school. Later, on moving to secondary school, she didn’t trust the adults who were tasked with keeping her safe. She also couldn’t see the point of a lot of what she was being taught or the way in which it was being taught. She is a great judge of character and, to be fair, she was often on the money. The secondary school prioritised its position in the league tables above all else, and made it clear that children should be seen and not heard. Her strength of character was her undoing in a system that allows – even encourages – such an approach from schools. Ironically, that same strength of character which meant that she didn’t fit the system will most likely be her springboard to an extremely successful future.2

         Many children ‘mask’ in school by pretending they are fine. I know my daughter did. They desperately want to be there and fit in along with everyone else, but attending is a daily struggle – one that eventually breaks them. Persistent absentees (a Department for Education label for those whose attendance drops to 90% or less) are a real problem for schools because they lower attendance figures, with the threat of a potential downgrading by Ofsted if average attendance is deemed inadequate. I have heard of head teachers whose performance reviews include an attendance key performance indicator, with personal consequences for missing the target. For parents, absenteeism brings with it the threat of fines and prosecution if a child’s attendance falls below a magic threshold (increasingly upwards of 95%). Yet ‘chronic’ or ‘persistent’ absence is a global problem, widely recognised to be multifaceted and complex, and only made worse by threats and sanctions. It’s a problem with no quick fix in an education system where one-size-fits-all is sadly both convenient and cost-effective (in the short term).

         Like many parents in the same position, our journey was a roller coaster. At times it was horrendous; at others we were lifted up by wonderful individuals – ‘champions’ who changed our trajectory. And that is really the message of this book: that, despite a system which frequently causes damage and exacerbates problems, it is within the gift of governors, school leaders, senior leadership teams and individual teaching staff to rewrite that narrative and make a huge difference to the lives of square pegs and their families. And all the children who struggle in different ways and for many and varied reasons are just that – square pegs in a system of round holes. They are often made to fit the system rather than the system being made flexible enough to meet their needs.

         The first step to addressing a problem such as this is recognising that it’s a problem and not just a few wayward children with lenient parents. I’m sharing our story here, but we are far from alone. Before we go any further, I want to share with you the messages we have received from just a few other square pegs – their pleas to schools and expressions of what it has felt like for them to be forced to do something they simply cannot do. Please read these and remember them; these children and their families are the driving force behind this book.3
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         There are common threads in these words – 14of not fitting in, being understood, or valued. Of a lack of flexibility, ‘solutions’ chosen by adults that don’t work for the children they are designed to support, of children trying to be heard and their words falling on deaf ears. And of parental concerns being disregarded (see Chapter 8: ‘Lessons from a 999 call’). No child should feel like this on a daily basis, with no way out. And for those who may still think it’s just a few wayward children, let’s see what the data has to say. Since exclusion receives a lot of attention, we will start with the most recent pre-pandemic data on suspensions and exclusions (on the basis that the pandemic skewed much of this data).1

         In 2019/2020, there were 5,057 permanently excluded pupils in England, with 154,524 receiving a suspension or fixed-period exclusion (FPE). However, only 61,608 received more than one FPE and only 156 were ‘repeat offenders’ with 20 or more FPEs.2 We know that there is a well-trodden path from exclusion to youth justice (Arnez and Condry, 2021), and that the numbers have been growing steadily. Of course, behaviour that puts the safety of the child, their peers or staff at risk needs to be addressed, and behaviour that disrupts the class must be managed. All of this has led to exclusion being in the spotlight, with commensurate attention, investment and resources. The controversial debate in education is how this sort of behaviour should be managed, with advocates of zero tolerance focusing on disciplinarian behavioural approaches and advocates of trauma-informed, attachment-aware neuroscience seeing behaviour as a means of communication and focusing on relationships and compassion.

         Now let’s look at persistent absence. For the 2018/2019 academic year, there were 771,863 persistent absentees, rising to 921,927 in the autumn term of 2019. That is more than nine times as many pupils as those who have received more than one suspension, yet absence receives little attention bar the standard ‘attendance equals attainment/bums on seats’ narrative. In the autumn term of 2019, 60,247 pupils missed 50% or more of the academic year, up from 39,250 three years previously.3 These are huge numbers compared to exclusions, yet until COVID-19 arrived they sat completely under the radar. More recent numbers probably disguised a continuing growth in persistent absence within discounted COVID absences, and we may not be able to accurately separate the impact of the pandemic for some time.

         What is also astonishing is that for approximately 40% of ‘persistent’ absences,4 there is no formally recorded reason (usually coded O for ‘other’ unauthorised absence, C for 15‘other’ authorised absence, N for no reason yet or I for illness).5 In contrast, for exclusions, there are no less than 11 reasons, ranging from theft to physical assault against an adult (Department for Education, 2017: 17) and only 17–18% are classified as ‘other’6 (with a proposal that the ‘other’ category now be removed). ‘Attendance equals attainment.’‘It’s vital for safeguarding.’‘One day missed is one grade dropped.’ We hear these messages constantly, but how can we know what support to put in place or what interventions might help if we don’t understand the underlying problem? 

         The really dangerous consequence of a lack of accurate data is the assumptions that are made. To illustrate this point, let me share two conversations about the total number of persistent absentees. One was with an ex-deputy head teacher who simply believed that 90% of these pupils were disengaged from education. In other words, they were just truanting. The other was a psychiatrist who stated that, in her professional opinion (and she sees non-attenders on a daily basis), 80% of these pupils had an anxiety-related issue which impacted directly or indirectly on their ability to attend school. That is a discrepancy of hundreds of thousands of children. We cannot simply make assumptions about the truth, when the only truth is that we don’t know why these children are absent. There is also a conflated argument, reinforced through teacher training, that because excluded children often have a history of persistent absence, persistent absentees are therefore more likely to exhibit antisocial behaviour or end up in prison. That is just another unfounded and dangerous assumption.

         Despite claims to the contrary, we have an education system that has been starved of cash, that is coerced into valuing academic attainment above all else, that has a process for identifying and supporting children with SEND which is great on paper but failing miserably in practice (House of Commons Education Committee, 2019), and it’s generally accepted that our child and adolescent mental health services are hugely overstretched and failing to meet need (Crenna-Jennings and Hutchinson, 2020). On top of that, the UK has some of the least happy children in the world (Children’s Society, 2021), who are arguably under more pressure than any prior generation and facing a future that doesn’t look too appealing (think climate change, the economy, Brexit-related issues, COVID-19 and its ongoing fallout, a cost of living crisis). Of course, the square pegs have always been there, and in increasing numbers in recent years, but the pandemic has shone a stark light on the disadvantages that many children and young people face.

         If the data doesn’t tell us what is behind issues like non-attendance (and, remember, this is just one aspect of what makes a square peg), what do we know? Although anxiety can so often be the trigger that leads to persistent absence, as was the case with my daughter, underlying causes are many and varied. 16

         We do know that in terms of pupil characteristics, the square pegs (or at least those who appear in the official absence and exclusions statistics) are all the usual suspects: pupils on free school meals, who account for 32% of all persistent absentees, and those with SEND (25%) – mainly children on SEN support, but also 25% of all children with an education health and care plan (EHCP).7 Those from ethnic minorities and with English as an alternative language feature too, but to a lesser extent. Many square pegs will have social, emotional or mental health (SEMH) issues, which covers a vast array of need and could apply to any of us at some point in our lives. Yet even with – or despite – these acronyms, we are still missing the nuances involved.

         Take SEND. There are children with undiagnosed SEND and there are those who have been diagnosed but remain unsupported. Indeed, the term SEND covers a massive range of need, from complex physical disabilities to underlying health conditions (including SEMH), which create secondary needs with debilitating anxiety and mental health issues. It spans those with EHCPs and the much larger numbers on SEN support, not to mention the intersectionality issues that arise when we cross-reference these challenges with factors such as gender, sexuality, social background and ethnicity. Put simply, for many children and for many reasons, the mainstream school environment is just too much.

         Some square pegs – whether they go to school or not – will have experienced bullying. Some, perhaps many, will have experienced trauma, and we touch on this in more detail later, particularly in Part IV. Some will have chronic health conditions which constitute a SEND issue or simply require some ongoing process of adjustment to the norm. Then there are those children whose needs are fuelled by circumstances at home or in their local community, which not only make school a low priority but create behaviours deemed unacceptable by the system (from being there and causing problems to causing problems by not being there). Some will struggle to fit temporarily; for others it’s a more permanent state of affairs.

         So, what can we do when faced with such a vast and diverse range of underlying needs? My experience suggests that the only way school leaders can respond effectively is to build trust, invest in relationships and collaborate with families in order to help create the right culture and environment which allows them to meet each child’s needs. It starts with ensuring that those needs are accurately and comprehensively identified, in order to agree the support (in its widest sense) that is necessary for the child to utilise the education system and carve out their own best path. Securing that support can be another mountain to climb, but if the trust and relationships are strong there will be things that can be done to help along the way. 17

         All of this starts with genuine, empathetic listening (often referred to as ‘active listening’). That means listening (and really hearing) the square pegs and their advocates – in most cases, their parents. Square pegs are the canaries in the mine, telling us that there is a palpable tension between an education system driven by efficiencies of scale, top-down control, data and results, and trying to educate children who are, like the rest of us, confoundingly and beautifully unique. If we do not show ourselves as willing to listen, we leave children, especially younger children, with two main routes for expressing their emotions: they act out or they shut down. Those who act out and exhibit ‘challenging’ behaviour often find themselves sanctioned and even excluded. Those who shut down and withdraw may remain under the radar, going unnoticed behind masked struggles for the entirety of their school career. Others may survive in that mode until their coping strategy fails, their attendance plummets and they become one of those pesky ‘school refusers’.

         My daughter was a case in point. We never really got to the bottom of her unmet needs (too often the system is just looking for a diagnosis box to tick). In primary school, things improved, although not through the children and adolescent mental health services support we received, which was potentially counterproductive, but through a member of the school’s senior leadership asking a simple question in a staff meeting: was there a teaching assistant prepared to work with us? That led to our first ‘champion’ (and square pegs and their families need all the champions they can find). Mrs B earned our trust and gave both me and my daughter the supportive relationship we so badly needed. It took many months, and was only possible because she was committed to helping us and really believed that she was ‘the one’ who could help my daughter to return to school. She was the right person; it wouldn’t have worked with Mrs C who had spare capacity, or Mrs D whose job it was to support all the square pegs. Genuine relationships are the only ones that genuinely count. They allow support to be tailored to specific needs and delivered under an umbrella of trust.

         It’s also worth noting that blanket interventions don’t work. Many of the standard strategies (arriving a little late or leaving a little early, a ‘get-out-of-class’ card, building up a part-time timetable and so on) work some of the time for some square pegs but their effectiveness is limited (Not Fine in School, 2020). Just as adults don’t ‘mend’ or perform after a standard offer of therapy, so the speed with which a square peg can heal, and the support they need at any point in time, will vary hugely.

         We were lucky in other ways too. We were never actually fined or prosecuted, although my daughter was told on several occasions that we would go to prison if she didn’t go to school (please note: this doesn’t work). One of the huge frustrations with persistent absence (or school ‘refusal’ as it remains stubbornly known across much of academia) is the judgement of whether parents are knowingly allowing their child to be absent, as this then makes them complicit. Knowledge, agreement and complicity all (obviously) have different meanings and their use will be extremely sensitive, loaded 18and triggering to those whose children have struggled to attend. It’s tied up in the legal stuff too – parental responsibility and the lack of recognition that it’s not refusal.

         It’s also tied up in some of the research in which academics have pigeonholed school ‘refusers’ according to whether the absence is with their parents’ knowledge and/or complicity. If my daughter had been ‘acting out’ and received a FPE instead, the same argument would apply, except that it wouldn’t be a criminal offence. If she was ‘truanting’ (another word we don’t use), I may have known or not known, understood or been complicit. But if it was a result of her needs not being met at school, then we would still have remained unsupported and potentially been fined or prosecuted. I would probably have had little agency over any of these scenarios other than trying to advocate on her behalf. Of course, I could have not cared, but this may have been because the system also failed me, so why would I expect anything different for my own children?

         Back to our champions. Later, in secondary school (our second), we were gifted a deputy head teacher who believed that his school was there to serve his local community, whatever that looked like. Mr A took my daughter on roll, and she ‘did’ secondary school without ever setting foot on site. A Statement of Educational Needs meant that we could pay for a tutor (other-worldly and with buckets of wisdom, but that’s another story), and we had a fortnightly exchange of work with the school. He registered our home as an exam centre, even sending invigilators so she could take her GCSEs. That gave my daughter the results she needed to go to a mainstream sixth-form college, and, combined with her jaw-dropping strength of character, she never looked back. Without Mr A that wouldn’t have been possible. His school and the first secondary school in my daughter’s story are less than two miles apart, but a whole cosmos separates their ethos and culture.

         All of this requires time, flexibility and resources, but, even before that, it needs senior leaders to step in and protect families from the rigidity and inflexibility of the system. They must create a culture and environment that can scaffold each child and collaborate beyond the school walls to find innovative and creative solutions. They must bend the rules where necessary and use all the resources they have within their school and community networks (and some) to make it work. That is what this book is about.

         By the way, my daughter has now completed a degree in criminology. She never fitted in and went through hell as a result; we weren’t far behind. She will be a success despite the system, and I am all the more proud of her because of it. So, here’s to all the square pegs out there. Because those that don’t fit the system teach us the really important stuff in life – and we need to listen.19
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            SQUARE PEGS AND ROUND HOLES
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         Introduction

         What happens when you try to force a square peg into a round hole? We start here because it’s highly probable that many in education would be abhorred to fully understand what life is like for square pegs and their families.

         Individuals go into education to inspire children, to reap the rewards of working with young, curious minds, and to see the young people they teach flourish and fulfil their potential. Yet, we have a system where increasingly education, and unwittingly those who work within it, are causing untold damage to the very children they are there to nurture. It’s crucial that the scale of this problem is properly understood, and that the level of distress and long-term, catastrophic damage to whole families is recognised. And so we begin here.

         Highlighting the experience of families also provides important background on those parents who appear to enter new school relationships all guns blazing, hauling behind them a removal van’s worth of baggage. It requires those on the receiving end to remain calm, participate in active listening and meet those parents where they are at, with oodles of empathy and a desire to build a very different, wholly positive experience. It requires those on the receiving end to be professionals, not to take it personally and not to attribute a ‘difficult’ label to parents who have simply been exposed to too many system failings already.

         One common response is that parents like me are just the unlucky few. We are keen to evidence the scale and severity of the problem, not just through the official statistics but also through the experiences of literally thousands of parents. Not Fine in School, a support group for the families of non-attenders, launched its closed Facebook group for parents in 2018 with under 100 members. By July 2022 it had almost 30,000. In Part I, we reference some of the survey findings from this group and explore the many commonalities of experience, despite each child’s needs being unique. The good news is that it doesn’t have to be like this; as Ginny Bootman says, there is big power in little things (see Chapter 4).
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            Chapter 1

            WHEN IDEAS MEET REAL CHILDREN

            Naomi Fisher

         

         
            Hayley was finding school difficult. She had managed to cope in reception and Year 1, but as Year 2 rolled by and expectations were changing, Hayley was falling behind. She just didn’t seem to be able to remember things and spent more time looking out the window than focusing on the lesson. Her teacher was concerned and told her parents. Her parents started going over her work with her each evening and rewarded her with a sticker once she had read four pages of her book. Her teacher would write her name on the board when she didn’t complete her work. If her name was there three times, she lost some of her Friday Golden Time.

            Soon Hayley was refusing to go to school. She was waking up at night saying how worried she was about her name appearing on the board. At the same time, she was even more easily distracted in lessons. She was less and less keen to practise her reading at home and, in fact, started refusing to let her parents read stories to her, something she had loved before.

            Hayley is a square peg.1

         

         There is much written on how children learn. Then there is more about what they should learn – what needs to be in the curriculum, what knowledge they must know and by what age. Each country does this slightly differently, of course, but they all assume that the way to ‘do’ education well is to get the curriculum right and deliver it effectively.

         Then these ideas meet real children.

         Like the ‘we’re all working remotely now’ idea during the COVID-19 pandemic (as parents soon found out), persuading a child to comply with the requirements of school is hard work. There is so much time, energy and money focused on how children learn, with the underlying assumption that if we could just get the techniques 24right, learning will flow. Yet, this focus on the mechanics of learning – whether that is neural connections, cognitive science, phonics or whatever is the flavour of the month – misses something that is fundamental to any child’s educational experience and success: the child themselves. 

         Learning as interaction

         A child’s motivation, their interests and their personality are an integral part of whatever education they are receiving. Nothing is objective in education because everything is an interaction between the learner and the environment. There can be no such thing as an interesting and comprehensible lesson for everyone, since what is fascinating to one person may bore another to tears. Diversity and individual differences are, beautifully, the norm, not the exception.

         This may be something that teachers know by experience, but in recent years it has been backed up by a body of research which at first may seem counterintuitive. For example, over the last 30 years, there has been an increasing amount of research interest in behavioural genetics – studying the genes that influence our day-to-day behaviour. Researchers have looked at the genetic influences on matters like how well children do at school and many other aspects of behaviour. Studies have found that the variation in just about everything has a genetic component, including things that seem to be clearly environmental (Plomin, 2018) – for example, how much TV children watch each day (van de Vegte et al., 2020) or whether a person gets married or divorced (McGue and Lykken, 1992).

         This might seem odd: how can the amount of TV a child watches be influenced by their genes? Isn’t that due to their home environment and whether a parent makes TV available or not? Well, yes, of course it is, but that isn’t the whole story. After all, even within these constraints some children will choose to watch as much TV as they can, while others will be uninterested and may prefer to spend their time building with LEGO or reading a book.

         No environment has the same effect on everyone, and the research shows this again and again. Children shape their environment through the influence of their personal characteristics (Dick, 2011), and this then affects their learning experiences (Coll et al., 2004). A child’s teacher is also part of the environment that a child is shaping. Teachers speak to girls differently than to boys, and adults speak differently to tiny babies depending on whether they think the baby is male or female (Eliot, 2010). We are also becoming increasingly aware of how factors such as ethnicity and social class affect how teachers interact with a child (Tenenbaum and Ruck, 2007). And, right from the start, children who have placid temperaments get different reactions from those who are more reactive. In other words, interactions between adults and children 25are bidirectional (Paschall and Mastergeorge, 2015). Children’s behaviour and characteristics affect adult behaviour, and then adult behaviour affects how children behave. This makes the relationship between genes – yours and theirs – and the environment a fascinatingly complex adaptive system.

         Interactions between a child and the world around them also happen in an active way, as the child acts intentionally on their environment. Think of your average nursery class full of diverse children. In that environment, children often have choices about how they spend their time. Some of those children will seek out the book corner, whether they can read or not. Others will spend their whole time playing outside. Some may move from activity to activity, while others play in groups. Some prefer solitary play, while others play with a single friend. The experience of each child each day can be entirely different, and yet they are all still learning. A child in nursery creates a personalised learning environment for themselves, based on their interests at the time. This makes their learning efficient and fun.

         Not everyone finds the same things interesting

         As children go through the school system, the choices available in their environment narrows. By the time they are 8 or 9, they have many fewer choices than when they were at nursery. Now, there is no option to play outside all day or to spend time with a favourite book. The process of schooling is inherently one of expecting greater compliance while providing fewer options for children to make interest-based choices. Even at age 14, when they choose GCSE options, the choices are far more limited than in a good nursery classroom. There are no options to throw yourself into a passion wholeheartedly, for example, by spending weeks of intense focus on something that interests you. There is certainly no option to spend your whole day outside, engaged in open exploration and construction. Ultimately, choices are reduced to and guided by which exam you will take at the end.

         For some, school works as intended. They progress academically, enjoy it and do well. For others, the process is miserable. They just don’t seem to be able to learn in the same way that everyone else does, and so are often labelled as having learning difficulties. Others refuse to go to school or protest loudly through their behaviour when they are there, resulting in sanctions and exclusion from the classroom or from the school itself. At times, despite best intentions, everything the school does seems to make things worse, especially for the children who become less motivated, not more, as they move through the system. And, when it comes to academic achievement, motivation matters (Alivernini and Lucidi, 2011).26

         Motivation starts with meaning

         In the world beyond formal education, we usually learn things either because we need to or want to. We know that learning works best when the learner wants to learn (e.g. Tokan and Imakulata, 2019), something psychologists call ‘intrinsic motivation’. The small child who is fascinated by dinosaurs will acquire specialist knowledge very quickly if their parents provide them with opportunities to do so. The child doesn’t need to be incentivised with a sticker (or a threat). Learning is its own reward. In older children, we can see this at work as they become expert in playing video games, learning an instrument or playing football. This is equally the case for children who are labelled as ‘learning disabled’ or who have significant problems with attention and concentration at school. They will often have areas in which they are learning effectively. It’s just that these areas are not valued by the system.

         Having to learn what the system deems they should know at a certain age means the child does not necessarily learn because they need to know something right now or because they are fascinated. This poses an immediate motivation problem.

         Meet Harminder:

         
            Harminder is 5. She came into nursery with very little English and has done well in learning to talk and interact with other children and the teachers. She is now fluent. She was highly motivated to learn English as she could not make herself understood without it, and she wanted to be able to play with the other children. She has several friends with whom she plays regularly. Harminder particularly enjoys playing outside and will often construct things with wood and sand. She did not receive extra help or tuition in English as her nursery has a policy of immersion and, because this worked well for her, there was no need for extra support.

            As Harminder goes into Year 1, expectations change. She is now expected to learn to read, and her parents are given a list of key words to work on with her at home. Harminder is not interested. Her interests are social and imaginary play for which she does not need to read, and outdoor play for which she does not need to read. She cannot see the point in phonics and finds it boring, wanting to be off and running about with her friends. Her teacher tells her that reading is very important but Harminder isn’t convinced. It certainly doesn’t seem to be something she needs in her life right now. By the end of Year 1, Harminder is still unable to read the list of key words. She just doesn’t seem to be able to remember that ‘t-h-e’ represents ‘the’. It isn’t the case that Harminder has not been learning, though. She has learned how to tell the time, both analogue and digital, so that she can hide whenever the time for her phonics group is coming up and re-emerge when the 30 minutes are up. She learned this herself, without instruction, simply through asking people what time it was and noticing what it said on the clocks.

            Harminder is becoming a square peg.27

         

         She is also now at risk of several things. She may be identified as being less capable, something we know could influence her later academic achievement (Susperreguy et al., 2017). She may be identified as having difficulties in attention and concentration, since she refuses to sit still and prefers to run around. She is also at risk of becoming disengaged from school and of becoming unhappy there, if she starts to associate school with feelings of failure. Yet we know that Harminder is capable of learning – she is bilingual at age 5 and she learned how to tell the time entirely by herself – when she is motivated and when she finds a purpose in learning a topic that is meaningful to her.

         Once the real-world reasons for learning have been removed, schools are left with the puzzle of how to motivate children to learn the curriculum. For many, this means using behavioural approaches which can, unfortunately, create problems of their own.

         Rewards and consequences

         Most schools that I know of run along behavioural lines and are encouraged to do so (e.g. Rhodes and Long, 2019). Children are rewarded and praised if they do well and are sanctioned if they do not comply. Behavioural strategies include Golden Time, putting children ‘on report’, giving marks and detentions and, Hayley’s nemesis, writing names on the board. They also include traffic light systems, end-of-term outings for classes with full attendance, and summer reading schemes where children get prizes and certificates for reading the most books.

         Behaviourism is a particular form of psychology, of which B. F. Skinner is the most famous proponent. He worked with rats. He showed that they could be made to do things by altering the contingencies – the consequences for the rat of a given action. Give them some sugar water to suck and they would return to suck more. Give them a small electric shock and they would learn to avoid that area of their cage. Skinner (1963) called this ‘operant conditioning’.

         Applied to a classroom of children in which some are on task and others less so, the former group would be praised (verbal, non-verbal or written) and possibly rewarded (stickers or merits), and the latter group would be threatened with consequences specifically contrived to be unpleasant. The hope is that these contingencies – the positive and negative ones – will result in the children doing what they are told. For some, this will work.

         Some schools believe that using rewards is preferable to using sanctions and opt to take a more positive approach. It’s certainly true that children will say that they prefer rewards to sanctions. However, there is a significant body of research which shows that rewards and punishments have the same drawbacks when it comes to learning (Kohn, 1999). This is because rewards can act as a punishment when a child does not 28get the reward and another child does, or when they do not get a reward that they expected. Rewards shift the focus of what a child is doing towards the hoped-for outcome and away from the learning itself.

         The aim of all such behaviourist strategies is the same: to persuade children that it’s better to do as they are asked/told than to persist in their resistance. Do behavioural strategies work? Yes – on behaviour. We can all be induced to change our behaviour because of an anticipated reward or a feared punishment. We all choose where we park in order to avoid a fine. This apparent effectiveness explains the ongoing popularity of behavioural strategies in schools. However, there are significant drawbacks, particularly when applied to learning, and all the more so for our square pegs.

         The problem with focusing on outcomes

         Behavioural approaches assume that the reason we behave in certain ways is because of the outcome we anticipate – good or bad, pleasant or painful. However, there is an important difference between behaviour and learning. If behaviour is the focus, it only matters what you do. It doesn’t really matter how you feel about what you do. Let’s take the COVID-19 pandemic as an example. On a behavioural level, it doesn’t really matter if I feel bored, trapped and frustrated by being locked down at home.2 I will still be less likely to get the virus if I stay inside and keep away from others. I can be furious about it, but following the rules will still help me to stay safe. My feelings are irrelevant to the outcome.

         Learning is different. With learning, it matters what you think and how you feel about what you are doing. In fact, it can be argued that what you think actually is the learning in many cases. This means that feeling bored, trapped or frustrated while learning is very relevant. Experience tells us that feeling bored with a topic means we will learn far less effectively than when we are interested. There is even research which indicates that using behavioural techniques actually increases our chances of losing interest in what we are doing (Ryan and Deci, 2000).

         Rewards can destroy motivation

         Being interested in a topic not only means we learn more effectively, but we also retain more of what we learn (Seli et al., 2016). That is why children passionate about dinosaurs can tell you all about Tyrannosaurus rex, even if they can’t remember where they put their book bag. 29

         Good teachers know this intuitively, of course. They try to make their lessons interesting by introducing activities that children enjoy. They use word searches, colouring pages, quizzes and the like. But they are in an impossible situation. For a start, these activities may be only tangentially related to the actual topic. It’s possible to enjoy doing the colouring but still know very little about the intended lesson. And the ongoing reliance on rewards and sanctions used by so many schools will still not make children more interested in what they are learning in the long term (Pulfrey et al., 2013). Note too that when we use external consequences to alter someone’s behaviour, we change their relationship to what they are doing (Pink, 2018). They are no longer doing something because they enjoy it; they are doing it because someone else is trying to make them do it. This actually makes the activity less enjoyable.

         Researchers first showed this with children in the 1970s. They rewarded preschoolers for doing an activity they enjoyed – drawing with felt-tip pens. They compared children who were rewarded with stickers to those who were not. They found that the rewarded group drew more pictures when given stickers, but once the stickers stopped coming they drew fewer pictures than the group who had never been rewarded. By introducing an external reward, the researchers had changed the children’s relationship to drawing (Lepper et al., 1973).

         The problem seems to be that being rewarded – and note that verbal praise isn’t as damaging as a physical reward, and unexpected rewards are less damaging than predicted rewards, but they are still damaging (Deci et al., 2001) – fundamentally changes the way in which children relate to an activity. It shifts the emphasis from process to outcome, which means that now it makes sense for children to choose easier activities in order to maximise their rewards, as opposed to choosing something that challenges them (Pulfrey et al., 2011). In addition, it shifts the locus of control. A child who is doing something they enjoy is the one making the choices (intrinsic motivation), but once an adult comes along and starts rewarding them for those choices, it’s the adult who is seeking to control the behaviour. The adult takes charge and, in so doing, takes power away from the child.

         The moment the adult does that, we have a potential problem with motivation and learning. High-quality motivation requires the learner to be acting from an internal drive, not purely because of external factors such as consequences. And, in contrast to what many schools seem to believe, starting with external motivators makes it less likely that the internal drive will develop.

         Two psychologists who have researched different forms of motivation are Richard Ryan and Edward Deci (2017). They break down motivation into six different types which fall on a spectrum. At one end is ‘amotivation’ – the situation when a person simply refuses to do anything. At the other end is the engaged and curious child, doing what they do because they are passionate about it.30

         As we move along the spectrum, motivation changes. We are used to simply thinking about intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, but in fact variation is far more subtle. Internally driven motivation isn’t just about doing things you enjoy. A child might be intrinsically motivated because they love doing something, but they might also be motivated by a desire to meet a goal or a desire to feel good about themselves. They may choose to do something that isn’t enjoyable right now because it will move towards something they value. (For example, many of us exercise not because we really enjoy it but because we want to feel fit or get stronger.) All these types of motivation, according to Deci and Ryan, are of a higher quality than one that is imposed from the outside using rewards and punishments. And higher quality motivation leads to higher quality learning. If we can create an environment which nurtures high-quality internally driven motivation, we can help all children to thrive.

         Ryan and Deci called this ‘self-determination theory’ and identified three key factors in the environment that nurture high-quality motivation: autonomy, competence and relatedness.

         Autonomy is often misunderstood as being synonymous with independence – children doing things by themselves – but it is actually quite different. In Deci and Ryan’s interpretation, it is about a person having governance over their life, knowing that their opinions matter and are valued. Teachers can nurture this through allowing choices where possible, by valuing different approaches to tasks, and through respecting each child as an individual who can be trusted to make decisions.

         A school that focuses on control can remove autonomy from children.

         Competence is not about a learner being rated by an external observer but about how that learner feels about themselves. It’s about a child seeing that they can become better at doing something, and, ultimately, having a sense of mastery. Teachers can encourage this by giving genuine positive feedback (note: this is not the same as praise) when they notice a child making progress and in allowing children to engage in activities, wherever possible, where they have strengths. It could involve a teacher or parent showing that they value and take an interest in the things at which a child is competent, whether that is Minecraft, skateboarding or, yes, dinosaurs.

         A school that focuses on weakness and deficit – on what the child can’t do – particularly in those with learning disabilities, means that child will never feel competent.

         Relatedness is about connection to other people. Here, teachers and teaching assistants can nurture their relationship with the children in their care by taking time to listen to the child’s own concerns by being present with that child and by shifting the focus from control to connection. This might simply involve asking about a child’s family and friends or sharing some information about the teacher’s own life, which helps the child to see them as a person. 31

         A school that focuses on content before connection is missing an opportunity to improve the quality of motivation and learning in its children, especially its square pegs.

         Creating an environment that nurtures high-quality motivation isn’t easy, particularly if you are used to implementing behavioural strategies. Behaviour strategies are easier. They don’t require an adult to consider the internal world of the child. And, in the short term (useful for politicians and their appointees) they appear to be effective. However, there are many evidence-based reasons to be concerned about the effect of behavioural strategies on learning and, importantly, on the relationship to learning that children take into adulthood.

         What is more, there are many examples of successful alternative school models that put children very much in the driving seat when it comes to choosing what and how to learn (Bernstein, 1968; Gray and Chanoff, 1986; Greenberg et al., 2005; Lucas, 2011). Not to mention a body of research on children educated at home, whose parents have chosen not to follow an enforced curriculum but instead have chosen to follow the children’s interests – an approach often known as ‘unschooling’ (Gray and Riley, 2015; Riley and Gray, 2015; Arnall, 2018). Like their counterparts in self-directed schools, these children learn to read, acquire maths skills and go on to formal study when they choose to, typically as teenagers or young adults.

         Talking of alternatives, let’s go back to our square peg, Hayley:

         
            Hayley’s school and parents decided to take a different path, one that prioritises autonomy, competence and relatedness. Her parents stopped rewarding her for reading and instead sought out books on topics that interested her, even when they were too hard for her to read alone. This increased her sense of autonomy, as she herself chose her books, regardless of what anyone else thought. Her parents read them to her until she wanted to read them herself, and discussed the stories with her, showing that they valued her opinion and were not just focused on her ‘age appropriate’ reading ability.

            Instead of writing her name on the board, her teacher instead asked Hayley how she thought she could get her work done in time, thus increasing her sense of collaboration with her teacher. Hayley’s idea was that she would do her work using her ‘special pen’ and turn her desk towards the wall so she had fewer distractions. She also wanted to decide for herself how much she could do each day without being told she was too slow. It was agreed that Hayley would not lose her Golden Time, even if she did not complete her work. Being able to choose how she managed her work increased Hayley’s feelings of competence and, as her self-esteem improved, she took more pride in her work and was able to finish more quickly.

            Hayley is still a square peg, but the system has adapted to her.32
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A Square Peg’s 10 Commandments

Dear Teacher

| wanted to write to tell you my 10 top tips for children like me. %

1. Be more respectful to children, listen to their feelings and do
not ever doubt them. Otherwise | just give up telling them to
you at all.

2. Don't tell me to stop crying when I'm upset. Don't tell me to ‘ M '
turn my frown into a smile because the other children are ( )

staring at me.

3. Don't put me on the Buddy Bench. They don’t work, they g, Buddy Bench
make me feel rubbish and hot inside. That's not how

friendships work. When you felt lonely and no one was

noticing, did sitting on the Buddy Bench help you?

O
4. Don't put me in the same room or same table as my bullies. It S
gives them more chances to kick or push or threaten to stab [ { \
my hand with their pencil. And children who are a friend stop
being a friend once the bullies are on the same table.
A

5. Don't change where | sit every time it's a new term. Making

work friends in new topics takes ages. It's like someone has

died when you change the seats around. RiLP

FREINDSHIPS
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6. Don't do tests on the first day of term. Or the second or the E
third. It makes my brain fizz and my mouth goes dry and the A
clock ticking is so loud and | can’t remember anything 'G'
especially from before the Christmas holiday. Just because | ey
can't remember right then, it doesn't mean | can't tell you %
about it. When it's a new term, please can we focus on
having fun together first?

The bullies
bully.

7. Understand that bullies don't give up. Just because you've

/7
The infinite
bullying
loop.

made them apologise, and you say ‘it's done,’ it isn't. And if |

But then
continue

pluck up my strength to tell you they’re doing the same things o buiy.

again, don't sigh or make your mouth small. Making a bully &

say sorry doesn’t change what they're doing every day. The Bullies

apologise.
8. Don't take my playtime away if | haven't done all the work in

time. | can't think of an acrostic poem on the spot sometimes, ALON E

especially when you said yesterday my writing wasn’t good

enough. If my brain has frozen, I'm not naughty. A run

around and fresh air might be a good time to make a new

friend instead especially if you have bullies.

9. Don't move me down the learning board for not remembering
something or asking for help. It's not my fault if | don’t
understand something. | don’t care if everyone else in the
class understands and | don't, it doesn’t make me bad. You're

the teacher.

QOO

10.  When you are kind and gentle, | feel so much better. If you
tell me | haven't got something right YET, | can try to do it
again. When | make you laugh, | feel brilliant. | like it when

o ..
(} )/ \\( N [ ( )
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It is almost like everything from 9:00 to 3:20 is CONSTANTLY on my back, | could go
on and on and on and on forever

| come in and there is telltales messing about in the cloakroom

1 go in and we have a full R.E afternoon and my least favorite subjects because it is,
from my perspective, complete and utter bullcrap.
| can't hear the teacher

I lose my pen and get in trouble from the annoying teaching assistant, like unbridge
but not obsessed with kittens and pink.

| can't see the board

1 go for a drink and trip over

I'am not allowed to go to the toilet when | am desperate

The teacher gets angry for litterally the smallest thing

She punishes the WHOLE class for the telltales actions

| could go on forever and | have had to go through

1050 days (approximately) of it

I have just had enough and can't do it anymore, wanting to just die and get it over
with, not needing to have responsibilities and having to get up and go to a school I'm
not happy in with git teachers and git telltales and bloody fictional subjects that will

help me in no way, shape or form get a decent job
How do | pay taxes?

| DONT KNOW.
But atleast | know the lord's prayer off by heart!
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Every lesson yesterday felt so long | felt trapped. | couldn’t escape, the whole of my body hurts and
yesterday | got a head ache and tummy ache. Sometimes my leg twitches and that’s when its really

bad.

If | feel like there wasn’t an exit that day then the next day | cant go in because it feel like there will
be no exit again.

Sometimes I've been to the hub and its no help at all. Sometimes I've used the card and everyone
has been in a meeting. Or I've used it and I've said that | cant do the lesson because I’'m so stressed
and I’'m told that not being in lessons is not an option, refusing is not an option. So | feel that | can’t
do anything to save it and it makes me more stressed.

If I go into school and have a rubbish day like | usually do then the next day there is more of a chance
that | wont go in.

People say if | go in, it makes it easier for me the next day, but it doesn’t work like that for me, it
makes it worse. Basically 60% of the time, if I've gone in that day its been so bad that I’'ve not gone in
for the next 2 days because going in didn’t help me in any way.

In school | have thought about committing suicide many times, more than anywhere else. I've
thought about hanging myself . I've planned how to do it. It relieves me.
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| don't understand why | cannot go to school. Primary
said | couldn’t even go in for class photos or my last day
because they didn't have anyone to look after my
diabetes but people who have been trained were all still
there. My friends asked me why the Head hates me so
much and that made me really sad. | really wanted to
start secondary in September and get back to learning
but | still don’t have a school to go to. | don't think it is
fair that | don't have a school just because | need
someone to help me with things. It would help me if
people at school would understand that | have autism
and dyslexia. | wish they helped me with stuff when it is
difficult instead of just making me feel stupid and telling
me | need to try harder. Don't keep telling me | am rude
when | can't make eye contact and don't keep telling me
off when | can't answer questions or tell you how | am
feeling because that is really difficult for me. It makes
me really unhappy that | have diabetes when people at
school say | can't do things or even be at school
because | need some help to stay safe. The nurses
always say having diabetes doesn’t stop you doing
anything but that wasn’t true at my school. | just want to
feel normal and not hate myself for all the things | have.
Even when | have told people at school how | feel they
have ignored me or told me it isn't true. | feel safe and
happy at home and football because people there help
me and listen to me and make me feel normal and | just
want it to be like that at school.

0O, age 12 (asd, type 1 diabetes, hypermobility, dyslexia)
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To the school

| would like to inform you how | feel at school and at home.

AT HOME:

At home | feel very stressed and most of the time at least 30minutes to 1 hr | cry or feel sad and
can’t do the normal day to day based things like getting dressed, simple things like that and this
affects me at school to be independent. To be honest | feel like I'm a clumsy person that no one
wants to listen to because | feel like | can’t be heard, and no one wants to listen.

AT SCHOOL:

At school | might not show it but | feel uncomfortable and very stressed as people say they promised
to do something and it never happened for example on the start of term 1 | asked to work alone or
in a smaller group they said “ | promise you this will happen in 1-2 weeks “ and this was 1 of the 5
things that they/you have promised me that never happened. The canopy door drop off isn’t
working either as | was told | can wait there as long as | want until | go into class this never
happened and | felt overwhelmed and | ran out back to my mum and dad crying unable to go in and
what dint help was how they dealt with it by getting me quickly away from my mum and dad which
increased the impact of stress and most of those reasons are a few of about 23 of why | feel unable
to go into school and this is sometimes why | don’t go into school

p.s | need this to change quickly as its getting worse and | cant be happy at the weekend and | am
getting nightmares and | break things and not paying attention and to be honest | don’t feel like |
should be living as | am not being listened to which | have a right to and I’'m always stressed which |
shouldn’t be.
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