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Why we’ve written this in the first person

This report is about the voices of young people — 
and we wanted that to come through clearly. 
Writing in the first person helps us stay true to their experiences and 
perspectives, rather than presenting them as distant or abstract. It reflects 
the conversations we had, the emotions shared, and the real stories behind 
the recommendations. By using “we” and “I,” we aim to make this report feel 
personal, authentic, and grounded in lived experience—because these voices 
deserve to be heard directly, not filtered through formal language.

This approach also aligns with co-production principles, where decisions and 
solutions are shaped collaboratively with those most affected. 

Co-production guided every stage of this work—from how we designed the 
questions, to how we listened, and how we shaped the recommendations. 
Young people were not just participants; they were partners in creating 
this report.
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75% secondary-aged students

25% primary-aged students

50% 50%

Summary
This report amplifies the voices of young 
people who have experienced both 
mainstream and alternative education. 

It focuses on their strengths, aspirations, and 
the positive elements they value in alternative 
settings. Rather than framing their experiences 
as shortcomings, it highlights opportunities for 
growth and collaboration. 

Through their insights and recommendations, 
these young people offer practical ideas for 
creating educational environments that are 
inclusive, supportive, and empowering for 
every learner.
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About the MultiSchools Council
The Multi-Schools Council (MSC) exists to promote positive 
perceptions of young people with special educational needs and 
disabilities (SEND) or mental health challenges. Much of our work 
involves visiting schools and listening directly to young people, 
whose voices help shape our strategic direction.

Over the past four years, school attendance has consistently 
emerged as a key concern. This led to our initial report in 
2022, which can be accessed on our website. However, we’ve 
increasingly found that many young people are accessing 
education outside of the traditional school model, and their voices 
are equally important.

In 2025, we made a conscious decision to visit a range of 
alternative provisions to hear from these young people. The settings 
included in this report (kept anonymous to protect identities) range 
from pupil referral units and therapy farms to car garages, youth 
centres, and home-based learning environments.

Context and scope
The findings are based on direct conversations with young people 
across various alternative provision settings. As part of the 
agreement with the young people, we agreed that the settings 
would remain anonymous.

We spoke with 66 young people. 75% of the young people were 
secondary-aged students (aged 11 to 16); 25% were primary-aged 
students (aged 7 to 11). The group was evenly split between boys 
and girls.
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Understanding and 
exploring experiences 
in mainstream 
education
We begin this report by listening to young 
people’s reflections on the challenges they 
encountered in mainstream education. 

Understanding these experiences helps us learn about 
alternative provisions, while recognising that every story is 
unique and shaped by individual circumstances.

While many shared difficulties, their voices also include 
positive reflections and valuable insights. These 
perspectives offer opportunities to build more inclusive, 
supportive, and responsive educational environments 
where every learner can thrive.

Understanding of needs

From the outset, several young people across different settings 
highlighted a lack of understanding from school staff around their 
specific needs. These needs ranged from SEND and mental health 
challenges to simply wanting to be understood as a human being. Young 
people felt this was made more difficult by the high numbers of students 
in classrooms and corridors, especially in secondary schools, which made 
it increasingly difficult for staff to fully understand individual needs.

Bullying

The number of students in schools was the most common reason given 
for why young people felt unable to access mainstream education. 
Another contributing factor was the social pressure from peers to behave 
in certain ways. When this didn’t happen, we heard some shocking 
examples of bullying. Bullying was a key reason why some young people 
felt they couldn’t continue in mainstream education. Several expressed 
frustrations that incidents weren’t dealt with early enough, allowing them 
to snowball and become so overwhelming that attending school became 
unmanageable.

Exam pressure

It also became clear early on that many young people felt mainstream 
education was too competitive or intense. There were strong views 
about the pressure of exams, particularly in secondary schools, and a 
sense that more value was placed on achieving the ‘right results’ than on 
developing young people for the future.

“Some schools can destroy our natural 
motivation because it becomes all about results.”  
Girl, 15
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Motivation was a hot topic in these settings too and will be explored 
further in the report. In mainstream settings, some young people 
felt that personal motivation wasn’t supported or nurtured, and in 
some cases, was actually harmed by the way schools approached 
learning. When the focus shifted more towards results, they felt 
their well-being needs were sometimes overlooked. Young people 
attributed this to adults seeming “too busy or rushed to reach 
results.”

They also felt that a school’s reputation often took priority, 
especially when linked to exam outcomes. Despite this, many young 
people expressed sympathy for school staff, recognising that they 
were “under too much pressure.”

“A lot of us actually do just want to learn but 
it’s the things they have in place that stop us.”  
Boy, 13

Impact of Covid

The long-lasting impact of Covid was also raised by many individuals 
we spoke with, some sharing harrowing accounts of its effect on 
their families or themselves. They felt this impact hadn’t been fully 
acknowledged within education. For some, they had been able to 
access school before, but the knock-on effect of Covid was simply too 
great, and they hoped this wouldn’t stigmatise them moving forward.

On the theme of isolation during Covid, young people were very clear: 
isolation units used in response to behaviour concerns just don’t work. 
We heard deeply negative examples of how time spent in these units 
had completely broken any relationship they felt they had with the 
school, leaving them with no desire to return.

Move from primary to secondary

We found that communication between primary and secondary 
schools was sometimes poor, which meant that certain needs or 
adjustments weren’t being put in place. For some, the move from a 
small primary setting to a much larger secondary school was a huge 
leap. They felt that with more continuity between the two, they might 
have been able to remain in secondary education.

Young people also shared that the approaches and expectations 
between primary and secondary were so different that the 
adjustment was simply too difficult. While some appreciated the 
need for a ‘step up’ when transitioning to secondary school, they 
emphasised that “everyone develops at a different rate”, and that 
this needs to be considered.

Reputation 

Reputation is something we’ve already highlighted above, but 
it came up again - this time in relation to young people’s own 
reputations. We spoke with young people who had been excluded or 
moved to different settings, and while this was often described as 
a ‘fresh start’, some received negative comments from staff, or at 
least felt they were being judged on past mistakes.

Young people shared that this kind of experience created a vicious 
cycle, leaving them feeling like “what’s the point in trying.”

“Staff can sometimes judge you on your past 
and I don’t think that’s fair. Adults make 
mistakes too.”
Girl, 12
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Sadly, we spoke with one young girl who said, “Some schools 
didn’t think I was worth their time.” She was preparing to leave 
education. Having been involved with drugs at a young age, she 
acknowledged that consequences and rehabilitation were necessary 
at the time. However, even after proving herself, she felt that some 
still saw her as too much of a ‘risk’.

This experience wasn’t isolated,  similar views were echoed across 
other settings we visited.

School holidays 

Another common theme was the lack of support after returning from 
the six-week holidays. We heard several examples where placements 
broke down because, in the young person’s view, not enough was 
done to acknowledge the change in return or to understand any 
summer experiences that may have impacted them.

Traditional school day 

Many young people also criticised the format of the traditional school 
day, saying it was too long and that lessons weren’t staggered with 
enough breaks. They felt that understanding the different attention 
spans of young people, especially those with SEND, was key to making 
the school day more manageable and inclusive.

Post 16 offer 

Some young people we spoke with said they had switched off from 
education in their previous setting due to a lack of post-16 offer. As 
they approached the later years of school, many found it difficult to 
understand where the learning was leading. This wasn’t just about 
motivation - it was also about needing clarity and reassurance about life 
beyond school, rather than having everything pinned on exam results.

Some of the younger children we spoke with felt that primary schools 
didn’t prepare them enough for the future. They shared that having 
a clear pathway was just as important in the early years as it is when 
transitioning to secondary school.

Girls and peer pressure 

What girls highlighted most was peer pressure. While bullying was a 
hot topic across both genders (as covered earlier), girls identified peer 
pressure as a key reason why mainstream education felt inaccessible. 
Many used the word ‘traumatised’ to describe how early issues weren’t 
dealt with,  and when there was no early intervention or support, their 
relationship with school broke down.

A lot of young girls also shared that they were often labelled as ‘the quiet 
ones’ in school. Their message was clear: don’t miss the quiet ones, they 
can be struggling just as much as those who show it more openly.

“It can be so lonely in school when you don’t 
fit into a certain criteria.”
Girl, 15
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What young 
people value 
in alternative 
provisions
When we spoke with young people, we didn’t 
just look at the big picture—we also spent time 
talking about what’s happening right now. 
We wanted to understand what their current 
provisions are giving them and what really 
matters to them day-to-day. 

Flexibility

What stood out clearly from the start was their ability to be flexible.

Flexibility took many different forms, including start and finish times, 
adaptations to lesson plans, and adjusted expectations. Particularly 
popular was the ability to offer different start, break, and finish times 
based on individual circumstances, as well as responding to needs in 
the moment, when support was most needed.

Other services

Many young people said that on joining an alternative provision, they 
also had the opportunity to work with other services. Interestingly, 
across the different provisions, the Wilderness Foundation was 
mentioned several times as having a positive impact. Young 
people spoke about how being able to access services like this was 
beneficial, whereas in the past they had not been able to.

Therapy animals

In the different provisions we visited, therapy animals were also a 
common sight. Young people spoke about the calm, reassurance, 
and safety these animals could offer to individuals.

Personal support

Individual learning opportunities were also a big hit in most of the 
provisions we visited. Some young people felt they were engaging 
much better with education because they were offered more 
personal support. 
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Trust 

Within those individual learning spaces, a big theme of our 
conversations centred around the fact that young people felt they 
could trust the adults. Staff approaches were crucial in helping young 
people feel the provision was right for them. They spoke about staff 
“looking like they wanted to be there” and “staff actually getting 
on with each other” - both aspects they felt were important in 
creating the right environment.

“They actually care here. I know that 
because they tell me and they show me.”
Boy, 9

Approaches to learning 

The approaches to learning were also highlighted as a strength 
across different alternative provisions. For example, having the 
opportunity to type rather than write, or being able to learn in more 
practical ways, felt more in line with how young people believed they 
could make progress.

Interests and aspirations 

Linked to this was how the provisions adapted learning to their 
interests. Motivation is something we spoke about during Part 1, but 
across these provisions young people showed a real appetite to learn 
because they felt it was clearly linked to the aspirations they had.

“APs only work really if you have the right 
mindset yourself. Staff help that because 
they talk on your level and show their own 
emotions.”
Boy, 15
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Wellbeing 

Wellbeing spaces were another key feature across the provisions we 
visited. Many young people spoke about how having these areas 
clearly defined enabled them to access their education. In addition, 
many felt this was something that previously hadn’t been available, 
or was restricted at certain times. As one young girl told us:

“You can’t decide when you start to feel 
unwell, so it doesn’t make sense to have 
spaces that can only be used at certain 
times - you might as well not have the 
spaces at all.”
Girl

What young people said worked was that time was given to focus 
on wellbeing, it didn’t feel rushed, and staff understood that you 
needed to be in the right place to learn.

Balanced curriculum 

In some of the provisions, young people accessed the provision 
as part of an enriched education offer and still attended their 
mainstream schools at different points. These groups spoke about 
how the alternative provision gave them a break from what was 
a busy or competitive environment, and because they had this 
opportunity, their attendance had improved.

Reputation 

Many young people said they wanted the Alternative Provision 
to work, and it was working, because it would look better on their 
record. There was certainly a common theme here, both in Part 1 
and Part 2, about how young people wanted to be perceived. They 
found reassurance in alternative provision but also wanted it to be 
viewed positively rather than negatively.

“We aren’t here because we are naughty 
kids, and I think that’s really important for 
others to understand.”
Girl, 14

Belonging 

The final aspect covered during our visits links to a sense of 
belonging. Young people felt this was achieved because they were 
around other young people just ‘like them’. In alternative provisions, 
young people understood that everyone attending had their own 
reasons or stories, and this gave them comfort, reassurance, and 
confidence that they were not alone.
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Looking ahead: 
what young people 
want from education
As we wrap up this report, we want to look forward 
and think about how what we’ve learned can help 
shape the system—especially when it comes to 
making changes in mainstream schools. 

So, what can we take from this? And what could be adapted?

Most young people told us that being in an AP felt better than 
returning to mainstream, but there were things they missed—
like making friends, going to events such as prom, and worries 
about how AP might be seen in the future. Some felt sad that 
mainstream hadn’t worked out and strongly believed that 
changes could make it easier for more young people to go back.

The recommendations that follow reflect the views shared in 
Parts 1 and 2, but we also know there are limits to what can be 
achieved. Still, these insights give us a real opportunity to work 
together and create an education system where every young 
person feels included, supported, and able to thrive.

Recommendations: Turning Insights into Action
These recommendations were shaped directly by young people 
through a co-production approach. They reflect what matters most 
to them—not just as ideas, but as lived experiences and hopes for 
change. Our role as professionals in the education system now is to 
listen, act, and work together to make these changes real.

Strengthen Staff Understanding of SEND
Many young people had additional needs, and they felt staff 
training didn’t always prepare teachers to support them effectively. 
Improving SEND content in initial teacher training and providing 
regular, high-quality CPD can make a real difference.

Prioritise Time to Understand the 
Individual

Young people want adults in education to see beyond the surface. 
They suggested creating protected time or increasing capacity in 
pastoral and wellbeing teams so staff can build relationships and 
understand deeper issues. 

Address Overcrowding and Space Pressures
Busy classrooms and corridors were overwhelming for many. 
Ideas included reducing class sizes, expanding school spaces, and 
creating quieter areas for flexible learning. These changes may need 
investment—but young people believe they’re essential.
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Strengthen Anti-Bullying and Social Pressure 
Interventions

Bullying and peer pressure remain major barriers, especially for girls 
and neurodivergent students. Young people want stronger, more 
inclusive strategies—both in-person and online—to tackle these issues 
early and effectively.

Rebalance Priorities in Education
Young people felt the pressure to achieve often overshadowed 
wellbeing. Our task is to find a better balance between academic 
outcomes and emotional development.

Improve Understanding of Medical Needs 
and Post-Covid Impact

The long-term effects of Covid—on mental and physical health—are 
still being felt. Young people want schools to recognise and respond to 
these needs more proactively.

Rethink Isolation Units
Isolation was described as damaging and exclusionary. Young people 
want restorative, inclusive alternatives that rebuild relationships rather 
than break them.

Strengthen Transition Support Between 
Primary and Secondary

Moving from primary to secondary can feel like a huge leap. Better 
data sharing, earlier intervention, and joined-up planning could make 
this transition smoother and less overwhelming.

Rethink School Structure to Support Access
The traditional school day and long summer break don’t work for 
everyone. Young people suggested exploring shorter days, flexible 
timetables, and even changes to holiday formats.

Support Motivation Through Personalised 
Approaches

Alternative provisions work because they make learning feel relevant 
and engaging. Mainstream schools could adopt more personalised 
approaches to keep motivation high.

Strengthen Links Between Learning and 
Future Goals

Young people want to see how education connects to their future—
not just exams. Developing clearer pathways and alternative ways to 
assess progress could help.

Prioritise Belonging Across All Settings
Belonging came through as a powerful theme. Every setting should 
foster a sense of inclusion and community—because when young 
people feel they belong, they thrive.
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Final Reflections 
and Call to Action
The voices of young people in this report send 
a powerful message: the current system works 
for some, but not for all.
Their insights push us to think differently, act boldly, and co-create 
an education system that is inclusive, responsive, and grounded in 
real experience.

The recommendations here aren’t just ideas—they reflect lived 
realities and hopes for change.

So, what now? What are we prepared to change? Who needs to be 
part of the conversation? And how do we make sure every young 
person feels seen, heard, and supported, wherever they learn?

It’s time to move from listening to action—together, we can turn 
these voices into meaningful change.

Every voice matters. 
Every change counts.

Thank you for reading our report.

For any questions linked to this report or the wider MSC work, 
please contact: Kierran.pearce@essex.gov.uk
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Stay up to date with the Your Essex e-newsletter. 
For a monthly snapshot of news, events and 
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The information contained in this document 
can be translated and/or made available in 
alternative formats, on request.
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