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Foreword 
 

In the ever-evolving landscape of further education, the 

role of student services is pivotal in shaping the 

experiences and outcomes of learners. The National 
Association for Managers of Student Services (NAMSS) 

has long been committed to understanding and 

enhancing the relational dynamics that underpin 
student behaviour and engagement. 

This report is a testament to this commitment. It provides a comprehensive 
analysis of the current state of learner engagement, participation, and 

behaviour, particularly in the context of the significant societal shifts we’ve 
witnessed in recent years. 

Our survey of 63-member colleges across the UK has revealed critical insights 

into the factors influencing student disaffection, with social media and the 

cost-of-living crisis emerging as predominant concerns. The report also 
highlights the ongoing impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and family dynamics 

on student behaviour. 

In response to these findings, NAMSS has partnered with behaviour expert Paul 
Dix and his team at When The Adults Change to explore how relational practice 

can be harnessed to foster trust, empathy, and high standards within college 

communities. This collaboration has resulted in a set of actionable insights and 
recommendations designed to support colleges in embedding relational 
practices into their culture and policies. 

We believe that by focusing on relational practice, we can create environments 
where students feel safe, respected, and motivated to engage positively with 

their education. This report is not just a reflection on the challenges we face 

but also a call to action for all of us in the further education sector to be the 
change we want to see. 

We extend our gratitude to the member colleges who participated in the survey 
for their invaluable contributions, and to Paul Dix and his team for their 

expertise and insights. Together, we can continue to build college communities 
that are characterised by mutual respect, belonging, and human kindness. 

Lisa Humphries 

Chair 
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Executive Summary 
 

In February 2024, we surveyed our membership, seeking to understand their 

experiences of learner engagement, participation and behaviour in a post-

pandemic world. 

 

63-member colleges from across post-16 providers in the UK responded to the 

survey, providing insights into the types of change they are experiencing, along 
with their response. 

 

Overwhelmingly, members told us that social media (84 per cent), closely 

followed by the cost-of-living crisis (73 per cent) were the biggest attributing 
factors to student disaffection in colleges. These factors were closely followed 

by challenges resulting from family breakdown (68 per cent) and the legacy of 

the Covid-19 pandemic (55 per cent). 
 

At the time of surveying, global issues and political disillusionment (32 per cent 

and 13 per cent respectively), fared slightly lower, although it is important to 
note that this was prior to the announcement of the 2024 general election and 

is based on member perception, not the direct views of students. 

 

We know that for many students, colleges provide a place of safety, refuge and 

sanctuary, where they are able to connect with friends, maintain elements of 

routine and even forge relationships with key staff members. 

 
In response to our survey results, we partnered with behaviour expert Paul Dix 

and his team at When The Adults Change, to reflect on how, as student support 

services in colleges, we can play a pivotal role in harnessing relational practice, 
nurturing and developing deep trust, empathy and high standards. This report 

provides important insights and advice to support organisations in rooting this 

approach into their practice, policies and culture, fostering mutual respect, 

belonging and human kindness across our college communities and beyond. 
 
  

https://www.whentheadultschange.com/
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Data Insights 

 

 

 

 

22%

78%

Did you feel general disaffection with wider society amongst students in your 
college worsened in the calendar year 2023 compared with in previous years?

No Yes

21%

8%

71%

Is the disaffection contributing to an increase in challenging behaviour of students?

No Unsure Yes
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What have the main sources of disaffection amongst students in your college been 

over the last calendar year?

Yes

26%

No

40%
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34%

To your knowledge, did your college permanently exclude more students in the 
whole of 2023 than it did in 2022?
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Abuse relating to LGBTQ+

Sexual harassment

Damage to property

Physical assault

Inappropriate use of social media

Substance Misuse (drugs / alcohol)

General lack of motivation

General lack of engagement

Low level disruption (in and out of class)

Attendance and punctuality

What kinds of challenging behaviour have you most seen increase in your college over 

the last calendar year?

Yes

76%

No

14%

Don't Know

10%

Do you feel that your college is seeing an increase in behavioural problems among 

college students who have missed a large amount of time in school?
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What steps has your college taken to impact the instances of challenging behaviour? (text base 

response) 

▪ Disciplinaries, engaging parents, tutorials to educate, consent week, staff awareness session 

on sexual harassment/violence. 

▪ Key staff in place to support. 

▪ Empowering staff to have confidence to manage low level behaviour before it escalates. 

▪ All staff to have a consistent approach to behaviour. 

▪ Increase the opportunity for students to share their voice around the discontent. 

▪ More support for mental health, we now employ two counsellors and have grown our welfare 

department. We have employed an attendance officer; we have increased academic support 

sessions. 

▪ Creating 2 positions in the college, Head of Behaviour and Engagement. 

▪ Challenging behaviour with increased walk arounds and increased Duty Managers. 

▪ More staff visibility and challenge during break and lunch times. A rota has been developed to 

support this. 

▪ Employed a team of youth workers. 

▪ Moved to a supportive not punitive approach. 

▪ Increased mental health and counselling support. 

▪ Review of behaviour policy and steps within the procedure. 

▪ Strengthen links with parents and carers. 

▪ Recruitment of a duty principal to manage behaviours outside of class. 

▪ Direct pastoral intervention. 

▪ Revised behaviour policy, increase in reward systems, increased monitoring of attendance 

and punctuality. 

▪ Tried to increase feelings of belonging to make them feel more included, provision of pastoral 

support. 

▪ Trauma informed approach. Early identification of students EOTAS through careers service 

and assigned mentor. Social engagement activities, pool table etc. Increased enrichment 

offers. Restorative practice when relationships breakdown. Reasonable adjustments and 
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praise when comparing school attendance to college attendance. Strengthened attendance 

procedure and shared with students’ parents/carers. 

▪ Clarification and update to student code of conduct and disciplinary process, direct 

communications with students and parents on specific issues (e.g. vandalism), planning 

training for teachers and student facing support staff on behaviour management (specific to 

current issues), stepped up communications around attendance. 

▪ Re-written behaviour policy. Targets on back of lanyards. Introduced Youth Workers and 

security staff on 1 campus and bodycams on high-vis jackets. 

▪ Looking at developing understanding across wider college in relation to a trauma informed 

approach. 

▪ The development of engagement activities (lunch clubs, social activities etc). 

▪ Developed Personal Development programme to help students understand citizenship, 

social cues, work ready behaviours etc. 

▪ Increased support both education and pastoral. 

▪ Tutorial programme; strong Personal Tutor and Well-Being Teams. 

▪ Clear policies on behaviour are followed, intervention from teaching and support staff. 

▪ Firm policy for behaviour and the way to hold those meetings to get good results. 

▪ More 1:1 support, reduced timetables. 

▪ Refined the review process, introduced mentoring for at risk students, early identification of 

students of concern. 

▪ Trauma informed training for all staff, and a pedagogical strategy recognising social and 

emotional factors in learning. 

▪ Increased mentoring and restorative justice measures. 

▪ Increased patrols, working closer with groups. Targeting the offenders and excluding. 
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Other Comments (verbatim) 

▪ Our current new cohort were in year 8 when we went into lockdown 4 years ago. I believe this 

to be an ACE, regardless of home environment, I do not feel society recognises this, and the 

impact this had on young people. Year 8 is such a formative year. Hopefully settled into 

secondary, new friendships formed, extra curricula activities embedded-then, all gone-taken 

away. The tech in March 2020, although was available was new to schools and colleges. This 

meant these year 8’s missed out on education as well as social interaction. 

▪ Access to additional training with FE sector staff that is online and accessible. 

▪ Additional funding to support further trained staff in mental health that are on the ground 

with no other duties. 

▪ Seems to be an issue being tackled at pre-16 but not post. Frustrating when general 

consensus is seems to be getting worse at pre- what are we in post meant to do? We do not 

have the money or resources to tackle the need for increasingly specialist staff and 

interventions. 

▪ The pandemic seems to have a large effect on the language they are using. Very quick to 

throw out - I have mental health issues! Resilience also seems to have disappeared. 

▪ There is no silver bullet, and the LA are saying there is another year of this before things start 

to normalise....because of the long shadow of Covid. 

▪ Lack of parental engagement is also a contributing factor. 

▪ Students on a whole are polite and friendly this academic year, however, when gathered in 

large groups, there is an increase in a lack of respect for others and this can lead to boisterous 

behaviour that is taken too far. Other challenges are low level disruption in class, distraction 

from social media and we are seeing an increasing worry of county lines movement. 

▪ Colleges need more resources to help staff student support. 

▪ Students are bored and fed up. They have lived through the challenges of Covid with little to 

look forward to and motivate them. Families have broken down; parents care a lot less and I 

feel this is one of the main issues. Cost of living crisis now makes drug dealing an appealing 

career option. 

▪ There is a huge increase in the number of learners disclosing mental health concerns, also the 

number of students who feel they do not need to follow the rules. 

▪ Our greatest challenge remains attendance. It is notable that government campaigns, 

attendance procedures, school discipline policies all focus on the child, rather than being 

curious about why parents/carers are choosing home education and/or supporting their child 

to stay away from education. 
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▪ Dealing with parents a lot more in post-16 since pandemic - aggressive behaviour from 

parents threatening learners and staff, turning up and expecting to be seen. 

▪ Generally, all behaviour is good but we have more elective home educated students who 

couldn’t stay in school and issues with students with ADHD where they can’t get assessed or 

have run out of medication. 

▪ Student behaviour has improved on site, however, there have been increases in issues on 

social media and in public. 

▪ Poverty and the cost of living is a major issue in an already deprived area of the UK, we are in 

[city], and this is a huge issue. 

▪ It is improving as we are moving away from on-line learning but it is clear that students 

engage best when they are physically attending college and interacting with other students 

and with staff. 

▪ The lack of funding to provide extracurricular activities to help engage students outside of 

lessons, this includes staffing resources as well as funds to engage with external agencies. 

▪ Sometimes information sharing before a student joins us can be lacking. If we know of issues, 

we can put measures in place to support from the outset which would help to reduce some 

incidents happening. A lot of what happens in college is the result of something that has 

happened out in the community, and we deal with the knock-on effects in college. 

▪ Taking part in the Proclaim Project in [city] to train all staff in trauma informed, attachment 

aware, restorative practice and emotion coaching is having an impact on the behaviour in 

college. 

▪ More students this year treat the college as a social space rather than a place to learn. They 

do not leave the campus at the end of their day and often congregate in large groups until we 

have to lock the premises. 

▪ There has been a big increase in the amount of online bullying and harassment caused by 

students being ‘set up’ and filmed for public social media sharing and shaming. 

▪ General lack of concern if they are not in class, more hanging around socially, we see 

students coming on to campus who are suspended, excluded. We have doubled the number 

of exclusions and suspensions in term 1 than last year term 1. Challenging behaviour is worse 

in English and maths classes, many do not want to do English and maths and disrupt to be 

removed. Leave and cause issues in social spaces. 

▪ Behaviour and expectations have shifted significantly since Covid and the ensuing cost of 

living crisis, political challenges and level of youth violence, domestic violence/abuse and low 
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expectations in some communities, social media. Life is hard for young people to navigate 

with so many challenges they need more support and care. 

 
 
 
 

 

Comment Summary 
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Response – Be the Change 
By Paul Dix and Charlotte Clarke, When The Adults Change 

 

This research shows an increasing disaffection amongst post-16 learners. This 

perhaps isn’t surprising. The usual culprits of recent times sit behind the 

headlines and the shift in statistics.  

 

Social media, the cost of living crisis, the Covid legacy and family breakdown 

have all played a role, as well as wider global issues and general political 

disillusionment and disenfranchisement amongst our young people. We’re also 

faced with new and unique challenges such as vaping, cyberbullying, revenge 

porn, smartphone addiction. The list goes on and as soon as you feel that you 

have a grip on one challenge it morphs into something else, or a new one pops 

up. 

 

For those supporting and teaching young people, the general disaffection has 

contributed a significant rise in challenging behaviour. Whilst there are the 

typical teenage offences, that have been around for as long as we’ve had 

educational settings for post-16 learners to attend, e.g. smoking (and in more 

recent times, vaping), fighting and poor language, there are the new challenges 

mentioned above that are evolving all the time and are disrupting teaching, 

preventing learning and corroding college culture.  

 

Attendance and punctuality issues were the most common types of challenging 

student behaviour reported by NAMSS members to have increased in 2023. 

Student lack of engagement or motivation with learning is on the up, and it’s 

hardly surprising given that the young people currently in sixth forms and 

colleges had their education disrupted by Covid so drastically, for so long, and 

at such a formative time. They were also forced onto the screens that we are 

now so desperately trying to wean them off. 

 

Record numbers of young people are dropping out of mainstream schools, 

either through absenteeism, exclusion or elective home education. Many have 

missed large chunks of school due to anxiety or school avoidance. In addition, 

presenteeism whilst being absent from timetabled sessions continues to be 

challenging. This is having a profound impact on their readiness for sixth form 

or college. Post-16 settings are also inheriting rising levels of poor behaviour 
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from schools. When The Adults Change hear from primary schools who are 

seeing behaviour you would more typically expect from a secondary school, 

like vandalism and destruction of school property. Behaviour is getting worse 

at many schools and it is often continuing, and worsening, by the time the 

learners get to sixth form or college. 

 

Overwhelming levels of low-level disruption was the second most common 

type of challenging behaviour to have increased based on these survey results. 

Previously low-level behavioural issues could be sorted out swiftly, but now it 

is more difficult, and the disruption that it is causing is mounting. Whilst 

truancy is increasing, we are also seeing new trends like ‘internal truancy’, 

where students ‘clock in’ for college and are marked as present, but then 

wander the corridors rather than attending class. 

 

There are lots of possible theories of the cause of increased low-level 

disruption and disengagement with learning and education- some that are 

mooted are too much freedom, not enough respect, too protected from reality, 

not enough exposure to responsibility. However, if we look through a different 

lens we might see a clearer connection between the dots and find ourselves 

able to establish cause and effect. The learners we have described are 

detached, defensive and distrusting of the world. They feel unsafe and their 

primary brain state is one of fear, anxiety and increased arousal. 

 

Let’s look at some of the things that are shaping our teenage brains; 

 

1. No privacy or boundaries 
2. Different stimuli, altering needs 

3. Lack of security  

4. Prolonged shock, and delayed trauma 

 

When we look at things differently, we can start to see why our learners could 

be feeling unsafe. They are cognitively overloaded, on edge and distrusting of 

the world. Perhaps we would find it easier if our learners were withdrawn, 

tearful and weak. Yet many of our learners have a strong voice, they hold 

boundaries and they challenge ours. What in the teenage brain can explain 

that? Perhaps they’ve grown up with an awareness of things like equality 

campaigns, Black Lives Matter, #MeToo - a world of rights, of justice, of equality 

- of everyday heroes making a difference and every person having a voice. 

 

The combination has created learners that are super sensitive to any threat to 

their emotional safety, who are able to hold a hard line on their voice, their 

rights and their self-respect. It is a combination that will force us to do things 
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differently, to make adults change. And that is what really needs to happen if 

we want to improve things for the further education sector.  

 

It is heartening that many of the respondents to the NAMSS survey are making 

positive steps in this direction. When asked what steps their college has taken 

to reduce the impact of challenging behaviour, responses included things like 

moving to supportive rather than punitive strategies, introducing trauma-

informed practices and increasing mentoring and support for learners. 

However, this is not the case everywhere. Some of the respondents spoke 

about increased disciplinaries and exclusions. 

 

Learners will engage when they feel respected, when they feel like they belong 

and when they have been taught, supported and nurtured rather than told. 

This is why our behaviour, our adult behaviour, is all the more important. We 

need to be predictable and secure. When faced with wobbly or extreme 

behaviours, we need to be unshockable and unmovable. We need our poker 

face on and to be ready to say the right things, to mean them and to follow 

through with them. This does not always come easily and often the right thing 

to do can feel counterintuitive and uncomfortable. This is where some simple 

rules, scripted language and clear restorative interventions can really make all 

the difference.  

 

Learners will feel safe and in turn will be able to regulate when they are able to 

trust. This comes from consistent adult behaviour. We need to build emotional 

currency whilst ensuring that our emotions don't ever intersect with the 

behaviour of the learner.  

 

Post-16 settings need a culture that is inclusive, supportive and certain. It is the 

environment our young people demand to ensure they can thrive. Emotional 

stability is contagious, so spread it with your learners and watch it ripple 

through and take hold.  
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