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Introduction 
SomersetWorks piloted three new approaches to improving outcomes for young people to complement 
their existing NEET support.  The University of Bath have supported them in the evaluation. The aim was 
to reduce early school leaving for those at risk of NEET, exclusion or non-attenders who fall outside of 
existing funding streams, and ultimately reduce the numbers at post-16s who are NEET. In total 65 

young people took part in three pilot projects. 

Working ‘upstream,’ with young people registered at schools within Mendip who have an increased 
likelihood of early school leaving, this pilot explored the following NEET prevention approaches: 

1. One-to-one advocacy support for Year 11 to Year 12 transition. 
2. 14-16 College Programme for Y10 and Y11 students. 
3. Small group, school-based support from an NLP professional for Y9 students. 

Evidence-based approach to NEET reduction 
These interventions are evidence-informed, drawing on the Pathway to Change Modeli, (Bath 
University. See Figure 1) which details the 5 mechanisms that underpin successful interventions to 
tackle early school leaving. This helps to ensure that support is pitched at where the young person is. 
Young people on the two foundation tiers of the pathway require more extended, intensive, 
personalised support.  Somerset Works have integrated this approach into their Distance Travelled 
Scale (see below and page 2) to track the progress and outcomes of their young people and guide the 
work of staff supporting young people. 

 
Figure 1: SomersetWorks Support of Journey Map which is based on the Pathway to Change Model (Bath University) 



 

SomersetWorks Partnership College Distance Travelled Scale  
 

This scale maps crucial stages in the journey from NEET to EET. It allows advocates to identify where 
the young person is when they are referred or start accessing support as well as enabling measurement 
of progress toward a secure outcome for the young person. 

 
0  Not Engaging 

1  Enrolled and Engaged (initially with a SW TC and then with an SWPC Advocate) – YP is able to 
communicate through text, email, online or phone, through closed door to a room. 

2  Face-to-Face Engagement in Home – YP is able to meet Advocate online, at the YP’s home, 
outside the front door or in a room in the house. 

3  Confident to leave home with Advocate – YP is confident to travel away from home, either 
managing a walk or taking a car journey to an agreed venue e.g. for a coffee or a taster session 
with another partner 

4  External Engagement – YP is able to commit to, attend and take part in one of the range of offers 
from other partners within the Partnership College 

5  The “What Next?” Question – YP is able to engage in discussions about plans for their future, 
develop aspiration and vision. 

6  EET Planning - YP is able to start to engage in the plan process, discuss possibility and 
investigate options. 

7  Exit with Outcome – YP is fully supported into EET. 

  



 

Intervention 1: One-to-one advocacy support for selected Year 11s to gain 
confidence to make next steps into Year 12. (See Case Study 1) 
 

“This basically changes everything, the way you think, the way you speak about 
yourself, the way the way you act.” Student X 

“I’m just a better person…not as angry, not as impulsive…I feel I’ve got a lot of good 
traits, not really the bad traits that I used to.” Student X 

Description of the intervention 
The programme aimed to identify and work with those that require a substantially higher level of 
intensive support to help remove the barriers that have impaired or hampered progress to date. These 
are complex barriers which are likely to continue to impair progress unless proactively tackled and 
successfully overcome. It is therefore aimed at those young people sitting on the foundational, green 
level of the Pathway to Change (see page 2) 

SomersetWorks Partnership College (SWPC) brokered unique, person-centred support from advocates 
trained in Neurolinguistic Programming (NLP). This advocate remains alongside the young person for 
the entirety of their journey and coaches the young person in a mental fitness programme. Allocating a 
per head budget enabled flexibility to purchase, as necessary, individualised, best fit support to enable 
the young person to gain confidence to make a positive transition into Year 12. 

SWPC works in conjunction with the school at which the young person is registered, and with any 
number of partner agencies, whether statutory, such as Youth Offending Services, Virtual School or 
Children’s Social Care, or non-statutory such as business, social enterprises and charity secondary 
industry (e.g. Citizens Advice, Village Agents, Family Support) that enable them to support these young 
people and their families who may need additional signposting.  

The coaching is delivered by a trained NLP professional. NLP empowers, enables, and teaches us to 
better understand the way our brain (neuro) processes the words we use (linguistic) and how that can 
impact our past, and present and future (programming). It gives us strategies for observing human 
behaviour and learning from the best (and worst) of that.  

Quantitative feedback 
19 referrals from 8 secondary schools 

Outcome Achieved Nos % 
FE College 14 74 
Employed with No Accredited Training 1 15 
Need Further Support 2 11 
Non-Engagement 2 11 
No longer at risk of NEET 17 89 

 

 



 

Qualitative Feedback 
An in-depth interview with one student was conducted to gain insight into their perspectives on the 
impact of the programme.  

Student views on the impact of the programme 

 Developing a healthier mindset and responses 
The student identified a wide range of ways in which the support of the advocate had positively 
impacted them. They commented, “I've learned how to understand my feelings and how to kind of put 
them into work in my favour.”  For this individual, the impact was profound and wide ranging. They 
explained that it “basically changes everything, the way you think, the way you speak about yourself, 
the way the way you act.” A greater emotional awareness, an altered mindset, different self-talk and 
behaviour were all attributed to the one-to-one support from the SomersetWorks advocate. 

The support had enormously improved their self-concept and his behaviour: “I’m just a better 
person…not as angry, not as impulsive…I feel I’ve got a lot of good traits, not really the bad traits that I 
used to.”  They contrasted their previous ‘sabotaging’ behaviour to their current ability to cope with 
setbacks and stresses. This was attributed to the mentor who “just taught me how to how to think in a 
completely different way to what I used to, which has helped massively.”  Learning to “understand their 
brain and the way it works and why they do the things that they do” was identified as “all you need” to 
totally “change their perspective on things.” The student spoke passionately about the 
transformational impact of the NLP-focussed support and credited it with fundamentally reshaping 
their life and prospects. They talked proudly about their “very big goals in life” and how these “surprise 
a lot of people.”  

 Building family support   
Another key impact of the intervention identified by the student was the fact that it had transformed 
their relationship with their Mum: “not only has she helped me, she's also helped my Mum.” They 
described how the advocate had worked “to help the people around me try to be more helpful towards 
me as well.” This relational approach to support, paying attention to developing a supportive network 
around the young person and helping others to alter the dynamics and ways of interacting that had 
previously caused difficulty was credited with improving life more widely. “She's just taught me and 
Mum how to work as a team so, in the way we talk to each other and say things to each other, she's just 
made us, not made us but shown us how to … have a better relationship.” In this way, the support for 
the young person is then extended into other domains in their life and does not remain solely with the 
advocate. 

Student views on the factors underpinning the impact of the programme. 

 Student-staff relationships: care, trust and connection 
When asked about the factors which made a difference, the student talked in detail about the qualities 
of the advocate as an educator, particularly their ability to build a strong and trusting relationship with 
the young person: “It’s all about the connection you have with the coach.” When they elaborated on 
this, care emerged as a vital component. The student commented that, “you need someone that 
cares… you really need to care, and when I mean care, you need to show it…you need to make sure the 
kids feel it, they can’t hear it, they need to feel it. They need to see the excitement in your face.”  The 



 

examples they gave suggested that visible and emotional signs of care were more crucial, for instance, 
the advocate’s “face lights up when she hears good news,” and “I can tell she just wants to get out of 
her chair and dance around the room.” Feeling and seeing their enthusiasm, and seeing your 
successes celebrated appear to be key here. 

The student described the connection that had developed over the 7 months as “like friend level,” 
before clarifying, “I can trust her as a friend, I can go to her with anything and say this happened and I 
know that there’s going to be no judgement …she’s just there to help and she’s made it very clear as 
well that she can’t talk about other subjects that aren’t to do with the work, she’s made it very, very 
clear.” The trust, dependability and avoidance of judgemental responses were powerful, pivotal 
features of the working relationship which enabled the student to feel supported and cared for in order 
to progress. The student acknowledged that “she’s good at setting boundaries,” suggesting that 
honesty, knowing exactly where you stand and what the expectations are is crucial to a close, highly 
supportive one-to-one relationship when providing this impactful support.   

Trust was also built by being able to depend on the advocate to bring them “back on track.” 
Recognising a tendency to digress or struggle to focus and valuing the informal conversations that the 
advocate made space for, the young person valued this dependability of keeping on in terms of 
returning them to the focus. The sense that the advocate did not give up despite distraction and 
difficult recurred, for instance “she will always like…really try and explain and make everything as clear 
as possible for me and teach it, teach me in ways that I understand and that I can relate to.” The degree 
of personalisation and differentiation enabled by this highly skilled personalised support allowed this 
student to feel connection, support and a sense of being related to. As they described: “when you 
relate to people, they feel like they understand you, you feel like you understand them…so it builds like 
a level of like connection.”  

 Building responsibility and autonomy 
A second key strand that the student focussed strongly on was their sense of self, and self-control. 
They were keen to stress, and often rephrased to make this clear, that this is something that the 
individual young person does, it is not something done to them. They explained that “your coach is only 
there to coach you, they’re not there to hand everything out on a silver spoon, so you need to put in the 
hard work.” They felt pride and determination due to feeling a sense of autonomy and ownership, that 
they had created this change in themselves by engaging with the support on offer. For instance, they 
commented that “if you're closed off, if you don't say anything, if you're not willing to put the work, then 
it's not gonna work.”  

 Developing ways to cope with stress and pressure 
A final key point to emerge from the discussion was the unpressurised nature of the connection. As 
highlighted by students on the other programmes in this pilot, knowing that there will be no judgement 
reduces pressure for the young person. The student commented on the importance of this aspect more 
explicitly when they said, “you don’t feel under any pressure you know to get it out, or to have to talk 
about how you feel.” Creating the supportive, pressure free environment appears to be highly 
significant for this young person. 

The young person spoke at length about the challenges they faced in life and the stresses they 
previously found so difficult to manage:  



 

“And you get even more pressure in school. You have to be a certain level or you have to be in a certain 
group to be popular. There's a lot of stress around being a kid nowadays. You didn't used to have that 
stress when you were younger and then you get all of that as well and on top of all of that you're getting 
bullied and you've got a shit life at home and you've got other things going on, man it's very hard, very 
fucking hard to keep going and be persistent with a good, happy attitude … there's going to be a point 
where people break and they cannot anymore.”  

This offers valuable insight into why minimising pressure may be so vital for young people experiencing 
complex challenges. This description suggests a pressure cooker type atmosphere in which additional 
demands, no matter how mundane they may appear to an educator, become unmanageable.  

When discussing these points, the student sometimes talked in the third person, as if to illustrate a 
wider experience among peers, suggesting a recognition that it is not just them alone in this situation. 
For instance, they mentioned other young people being ‘horrible’ at school and commented “But 
they're not actually horrible people. They're just scared and hurt.”  This highlights how effectively the 
one-to-one support from a highly experience advocate with in-depth knowledge of NLP has allowed this 
young person to move through the foundation mechanisms of supporting emotional wellbeing and 
general welfare, to feel cared for and supported. Through this they have found autonomy, confidence 
and developed the self-belief in themselves as a learner and a valid member of society.  One-to-one 
support allowed the space and time to engage in this transformational work in an unpressured 
environment to allow the highly personalised support which is needed.  

 

 



 

Case Study 1: Student X 

About the Young Person: 
X was referred to the Year 11 advocacy support pilot with serious safeguarding concerns highlighted by 
the school. At the start of support the advocate was not permitted to be unaccompanied in a room with 
him on school premises. X had poor attendance, a high number of suspensions and was at high risk of 
permanent exclusion and most definitely at high risk of being NEET. X struggled with anger/behavioural 
issues and drug use, all of which contributed to a poor communication style and negative relationships 
everywhere he went as well as at home.  Whilst X was not permanently excluded, he was eventually not 
allowed back onto school premises. Education was offered online but not undertaken. Due to external 
safeguarding processes, support for this young person was made challenging for several months. His 
future looked bleak. 

Outcomes Achieved and Distance travelled: (See Distance Travelled Scale ref) 

• Start: “0” - X’s journey started at “0” not able to engage in school or support. 
• Distance Travelled: “7” – X progressed with advocate support to “7” with an offer from college.  
• X reported that the support has changed everything for him and that he is able to recognise his 

worth and potential. X is no longer at risk of NEET but is ETE and his future now looks bright! 

Support Journey: 
X was allocated a SomersetWorks Partnership College advocate who worked tirelessly to build a 
relationship of trust and to coach him to overcome the old unhelpful beliefs and behaviours. Through 
this one-to-one support, X made dramatic changes and was able to begin to see a future for himself. X 
was empowered and motivated to create the life that he wants for himself. The advocate spent time 
with both X and his family, in order to facilitate healthy, supportive communication. 

Milestones and challenges encountered and overcome. This student: 
• went on to engage in online schoolwork/lessons.  
• took all his GCSE’s. 
• completed a required task for his college application  
• explored alternative options, should the College application not have worked out. 
• embraced the practical value of being open-minded rather than seeing it as a 'failure option’. 
• was excited to reach the milestone of college, and to begin the next chapter of his life.  
• articulated that the support has changed everything for him. 
• now recognises his worth and potential.  

Key success factors: 
Support from an allocated SomersetWorks Partnership College advocate who: 

• worked tirelessly to build a relationship of trust.  
• spent time with both X and his family to facilitate healthy, supportive communication. 
• helped X re-engage in his life, find a dream, work out what was standing in the way of achieving 

this and then to develop a route to reach his goal. 
• Supported X to explore alternative options, should the College application not work out. 



Intervention 2: 14-16 College Programme 

“If I didn’t have an eye opening of like what there was here (Strode College), I 
wouldn’t have been able to get that job offer” Female student, Year 11 

“It kind of did change me as a person a little bit because I was so lazy, I was staying 
in bed, I would never get up...I had nothing to get up for, but then I had something to 
get up for and I stopped being as lazy.” Male student, Year 11 

Description of Intervention 
Selected Year 10 and 11 pupils sitting on the ‘blue’ level of the Pathway to Change, were offered a place 
on a programme run by Strode College. The skills and strengths-based programme focused on 
individual strengths and needs to develop vocational, personal and employability skills, maximising the 
young people’s chances for future progress to further study, employment or an apprenticeship. 

• 12 x Year 10s (Wednesday) and 12 x Year 11s (Tuesday) 
• One day per week, 5 hours per day 
• All students achieved a Strode College Employability Certificate, received a careers guidance 

interview and were offered a guaranteed place at Strode College or support to find alternative 
provision at another College or training provider, an apprenticeship or employment with 
training. 

• October ’23 to July ‘24 

Quantitative feedback 
• 85% of referrals (11 of 13 Year 11s) completed the course. 
• 100% of Year 11s completing the course have an offer to Further Education 

• 5 x Year 10s to continue as part of the new Year 11 cohort next academic year. 

 

Outcomes Achieved No.s % 
FE College Total FE College 11 85 

Animal Studies 1 8 
Automotive 3 23 

Beauty Therapy 1 8 
Construction 4 31 

Hospitality, Travel and 
Tourism 

1 8 

Pathways Course 1 8 
Did not complete course 2 15 
No longer at risk of NEET 11 85 

  



 

Qualitative feedback 
A focus group with three Year 11 students gave them an opportunity to share their views on the 
programme and the impact it had on them. 

Students’ views on the impact of the programme 

 Increased motivation 
All three students described the positive impact of the programme on their motivation levels. For two of 
them, this related directly to having a clearer sense of what they would like to do in the future. The 
opportunity to focus on vocational activities and discuss ideas about future plans helped them to 
formulate motivating plans. 

One student commented that attending the programme and the ideas he developed around opening a 
food van business as having “given me a bit of motivation about what I want to do.” Another student 
explained that the course “gave me more motivation to try in my exams…it opened my eyes a bit to how 
much I actually need to try to get what I want in life.” This suggest that experiencing a vocational and 
personalised college-based programme at this stage in their education has helped them to make a 
connection between their future goals and the value of putting effort into their education and 
qualifications.  

The third student related the increased motivation to having a sense of purpose in day-to-day life: 

“It (the programme) did change me as a person a little bit because I was so lazy, I was staying in bed, I 
would never get up...I had nothing to get up for, but then I had something to get up for and I stopped 
being as lazy….now, instead of waking up at like 2, I’m actually waking up at a reasonable time.” 

Enjoyment of the course acted as a motivation to alter his habits. Prior to this, he was not attending 
school and would “just stay in my room all day.” This led to a 100% attendance record at his college 
course, indicating a profound change in attitude and behaviour. 

 Developing positive views of further education 
Each of the students had a poor history of attendance and had no intention of attending college. Prior 
to the programme the students explained that they “thought college was really bad and literally like 
school all over again.” One explained that “I told my Mum I wasn’t going to college and then I came 
here and I changed my mind.” Another commented that “I came here and realised that it was actually 
different.” An extended experience of a different type of education, in a college environment, positively 
impacted these students’ aspirations, motivations and expectations.  

Two students described the experience in similar terms; as an “eye opening” and that it “opened a few 
people’s eyes.” This implies it was a pivotal experience and altered their trajectory. 

Students’ view of the factors underpinning the positive impact of the programme? 

 Student-staff relationships: kindness, trust and care 
All three students related their engagement with the course content to the quality of the relationships 
with the staff on the programme. They also all contrasted this with their experience of student-staff 
relationships in their school environments.  



 

One student commented that “its like they just have more time for you here than what teachers do in 
school.” Another attributed their success at college to staff “listening to the students, because I 
noticed here it was a lot different.” He described how his college teacher would “ask us like individually 
like how was your week, how was it at the weekend and all that and like listen, and then he would ask 
you questions about the week. At school it was very much like you just go in and are just sat there.” The 
smaller group sizes in the college programme, compared to those in school, may mean staff have more 
time for these kinds of interactions, but it is important to note how critical these are for this group of 
young people.  

These students were identified as being on the blue tier of the Pathway to Change. ‘Generating a sense 
of feeling cared for and supported’ would therefore be a key mechanism to target in supporting 
progress towards education and work goals. Their focus on staff interest and availability for them, not 
just academically but also emotionally, suggests the students for the programme were accurately 
identified and the programme appropriately pitched. 

This sense of the significance of staff-student attachment is reinforced by further comments from the 
students. A key difference to school that they identified as having an important impact on them is “the 
fact that you get to call the teachers by their actual name. You feel more attached to them.” Another 
student said, “its more like a friendship bond that you have with most of the teachers here isn’t it.” This 
clear divergence from school practice, of using Miss, Sir or surnames for teachers acts, at the very 
least, as a clear signal to these students that college is different to school; something which may be 
important in rekindling engagement for those who are having less positive school experiences. At best 
it represents a different relational approach which is more conducive to engagement for these 
students.  

 Student-staff relationships: non-authoritarian approaches and flexibility 
A range of comments made by the students in the focus groups suggest that it may be the more 
egalitarian, less authoritarian relationship with staff which fosters their engagement and connection. 
For instance, in discussing amongst themselves why using first names was so different, one student 
said, “yeah, they’ve got more power, but it doesn’t feel like they’ve got extra power.” This suggests that 
perhaps their prior educational experiences have become dominated by power and discipline-related 
issues with staff and that these may have interfered with the establishment of the supportive 
relationships that these students need to engage and thrive.  

The students remarked that the College makes you feel “like you’re in a work environment” and related 
this to factors such as freedom to use the toilet without permission, and not having to wear uniform. 
One student explained that “you’re able to just say I’m going to the toilet quick,” and that “I have 
sensory processing problems so (here) I can wear clothes that are more comfortable for me. In school 
you have to wear this, you have to wear that, like they don’t take into consideration the people that 
actually have problems with clothing.” This clearly describes how the removal of a particular rule led to 
this particular student feeling more cared for, supporting her continued engagement in education and 
training. Another student commented that the college staff “have more trust in us.” The establishment 
of trusting, caring relationships appears to be enabled by the less authoritarian college/work 
environment for these students. This programme has provided an effective second chance measure to 
this group of students.  

 



 

 Curriculum: specialisation and connecting with others 

The students also identified that choosing a specialism to focus had been beneficial for their 
engagement. The opportunity to work with others who have a similar interest area was valued by the 
students. One student commented that “you have people that are doing the same thing as you so you 
have the same interest, so you can talk to them about your interests and what like you are able to get 
out of it.” Another explained that “in here we all picked to do the same thing…you were able to talk to 
them about what they wanted to get out of it…so we were all able to talk about what we want in the 
future.” Being among others of similar mindsets and interests may mean discussions about the future 
can be more focussed and relevant for the students, helping them to engage with, and be inspired by, 
other’s ideas. 

 Pedagogy: talking, collaborating and doing 
Another factor which the students identified as underpinning their positive outcomes on this 
programme were the teaching methods. They liked that they “had more time to like chat amongst 
ourselves than at school, we weren’t just looking at a piece of paper, writing.” The active and interactive 
aspect of the learning was enjoyable for them. They described the sessions as “fun” and the staff as 
“enthusiastic.” They also pinpointed being “taught to work as a team,” as an important feature. 
Working with others, in conversation and collaboratively was something they found difficult but 
rewarding and important.  

One student explained that “here, if you don’t understand, they’ll explain it in more depth, explain 
properly, like they’ll reword it if you don’t understand how they worded it before.” Again, the 
collaboration between staff and students, with staff adapting their explanations until the students are 
able to understand and engage was identified as important to their success.  

How could delivery of the programme be improved in future? 
The programme contained a sports class, which was included as an important opportunity for the 
students to be active together. This aspect of the course was one element which students felt was 
frustrating and unsuccessful. Students described how difficult it was to engage many of the students in 
the activities and described it as “irritating for the people who wanted to do it because there were so 
many people that were letting it down.” The students viewed it as a “positive opportunity but it was 
negative that people were taking advantage.” Reflection on alternative ways to get students active, and 
whether this is a valuable element to include in future iterations of the programme will be important. 

Two young people did not complete the programme, and their views are not represented in this impact 
report. The students discussed the departure of one of these students, noting the way the atmosphere 
and success of the programme improved once they had left. They described the other students as 
having “the wrong mindset.” In this student’s view “it was very much the mindset that the individual 
came in with that changed the outcome. If you came in with the right mindset you’re going to get a 
positive outcome. If you’ve got the wrong mindset then you might as well just go home.” Further 
exploration of unsuccessful placements would help in further deepening understanding of the factors 
underpinning this. Greater understanding of whether the young people who dropped out were perhaps  
on the bottom, green tier, of the Pathway to Change and may therefore have required more intensive, 
1:1 support for emotional and welfare needs, whether there were other barriers that meant the social 
challenge of finding themselves among unfamiliar peers and staff or whether there were other factors 
at play, will be helpful in further development of this highly successful intervention.  



 

Educator view of the factors underpinning the positive impact of the programme? 
A short discussion with the educator leading the programme highlighted the following factors as key to 
the success of the intervention. 

• Strong, supportive relationships 
• Consistency – being there to greet students every day;  same staff for the duration. 
• Providing food to all students (not just those eligible for Free School Meals) to support social 

connection and avoid stigmatisation. 

Educator view of how delivery could be improved. 
• Offer a longer engagement with their vocational choice – this aspect was a little too short. 
• Securing funding to ensure future delivery to build on gains made and extend to others. 

 

  



 

Intervention 3: Group work support for Year 9s  

“Last year in Year 8 my attendance percentage was 45%, now its 75%.”            
Year 9 Student 

“I feel like she kind of taught us how to be stronger, like mentally.”           

Year 9 Student 

Description of the Intervention 
SomersetWorks Partnership College (SWPC) supported targeted Year 9 students who fall outside 
existing funding streams. They were identified by their school as being at risk of early school 
leaving/NEET and were sitting on the ‘yellow’ level of the Pathway to Change (see page 2). These 
students require confidence building. They are still attending but need further support to engage and 
thrive, being able to access and engage in support in a small group environment.  

22 Year 9 students in two schools in Mendip were offered 6 days of coaching across a full term on 
alternate weeks between October ’23 to April ’24.  The coach delivered a mental fitness programme 
with the aim of empowering individual students with simple, effective mental fitness tools inspired by 
Neuro Linguistic Programming (NLP.) 

While detailed guidance was given to the schools in using the Pathway to Change to select students for 
the intervention, this did not translate into accurate identification within the schools. In part, the 
pressure of having multiple young people needing extra support, and a lack of other available option 
meant that the schools put forward students whose needs were much more complex, among peers 
who were on sitting on the yellow tier of the pathway to change. This led to some restructuring of the 
intervention, shifting to pair work for part of the time, as the small group setting was not suitable for all 
the students, and this proved detrimental to effective coaching at the outset. Not all students put 
forward were attending full time, some being excluded during the course of the intervention and then 
returning some weeks later.  These factors have therefore impacted the programme and evaluation. 

Quantitative Feedback: Questionnaires 
A questionnaire measuring students’ feelings across 3 areas was administered at the outset and again 
at the end of the coaching programme to give insight into the impact of the programme on the young 
people. 14 students completed the survey. 

 

 

Feelings about school 
Impact measured No. of 

students 
% 

Motivation to pass GCSEs (or equivalent exams) increased 10 71 
Positive feelings about choices for work or study in the future increased 7 50 
Felt coaching helped them enjoy school more 11 78.5 
Felt coaching could help them get a better education or job 7 50 



 

Increased positivity indicated by increase in means score across all 
measures  

6 42.8 

 

Survey comments about how and why coaching had impacted their experience of and feelings about 
school included: 

• “Last year in Yr8 my attendance percentage was 45%, now its 75%.” 
• “Before I wasn’t focusing and talking over them. Now I can listen to the teacher without 

getting distracted and having to fiddle.” 
• “Thinking better.” 

Feelings about belonging and connection. 
Impact measured No. of 

students 
% 

Positive feelings about having family support for education increased 6 42.8 
Positive feelings about having friendships and being part of social groups 
increased 

6 42.8 

Increased positivity indicated by increase in means score across all 
measures 

8 57 

 

Feelings about the interventions 
Impact measured No. of 

students 
% 

Increased positivity indicated by increase in mean score across all 
measures 

8 57 

Coaching supported them to achieve personal goals: building confidence 11 78.5 
Coaching supported them to achieve personal goals: making supportive 
friendships 

10 71 

Coaching supported them to achieve personal goals: feeling happier 
about learning 

11 78.5 

Coaching supported them to achieve personal goals: feeling positive 
about the future 

11 78.5 

Felt mental fitness tools were helpful in thinking about the future 11 78.5 
Would recommend the coaching to their friends 11 78.5 

 

Survey comments about how and why the coaching had impacted them included: 

• “100% helpful.” 
• “You can learn to become a better person mentally”. 
• “It’s fun to do and keeps me in a positive mindset.” 
• “Support helped me cope with things I didn’t before.” 
• “If you listen, it can really help.” 
• “It helped a lot, but I don’t know about school.” 

 



 

Qualitative Feedback: Focus Groups 
A focus group with six students from one school in Mendip gave them an opportunity to share their 
views on the programme and the impact it had on them. 

Student views on the impact of the programme 

 Developing coping strategies and resilience 
Students identified some key ways in which the coaching had impacted their way of thinking. One 
student commented that “I feel like she kind of taught us how to be stronger, like mentally.” Other 
comments offered further insight into the ways in which they felt mentally more resilient. For instance, 
one student described how the programme had helped them with “how to manage like social life, like 
the best coping ways and the best studying ways to show us how we can get the best grade we can.” 
This suggests that they perceived a wide range of ways in which the skills learnt in the coaching 
supported them. As well as academic relevance, in terms of “the best studying ways” and “how we can 
get the best grade we can,” managing “social life” implies that they felt that their broader interpersonal 
and relationship skills were enhanced by the insights offered in the programme. This echoes some 
comments in the questionnaire, for instance students noting that they were no longer talking over their 
teachers and listening better.  

Feeling an improved sense of control over their ways of thinking and their feelings was another issue 
reflected in students’ feedback. One student said the coaching gave them, “a clearer mindset…its not 
as scary to grow up.” This sense of clarity of thought echoes comments from the questionnaire, such 
as “it…keeps me in a positive mindset,” and “thinking better.” Another student identified that they are 
“focussing more.” These different aspects of mental fitness are related to students’ ability to feel they 
can cope in the school environment, but also appear to be related to their ways of thinking about the 
future. If it feels less “scary to grow up,” this would suggest that these coping and resilience skills are 
things they perhaps felt they needed to be able deal with increased pressure and imminent changes.  

Several other comments throughout the discussion, often relating to the timing rather than strictly to 
the impact of the intervention, referred to feelings of fear and pressure around Years 10, 11, GCSEs and 
options. Some students expressed some resistance to, or doubts about, whether the coaching was 
offered at the right time. For instance, one student said “I feel like maybe it’s a workshop maybe more 
for like Year 11s who are more sure of what they want to do because now its kind of like hard to take it 
in.” Another agreed, “the first week of Year 10 would be perfect for it because you’ll be preparing for 
your GCSE lessons so the start of that year would be ideal as you’d not be so terrified…well, some 
people aren’t scared, some people are.” Although some students appear to feel that the coaching 
programme supported them to feel less fearful and better able to cope, comments from others suggest 
that perhaps they did not feel ready to benefit from the support, despite being able to see the value in it.  

This may reflect challenges in pitching the programme correctly, by accurately selecting young people 
who are sitting on the yellow tier of the pathway to change. As this aspect was devolved to schools, 
communication challenges to make sure schools accurately identify, plus logistical challenges in 
terms of managing groups of students and sporadic attendance, meant the small groups sometimes 
contained students who needed more personalised and intensive support. Some students criticised 
peers who could not engage with the programme so positively, for instance “most people won’t listen 
because they’re immature.” Other students gave reasons why it wasn’t possible for them to engage, 



 

such as “I feel like maybe it’s a workshop maybe more for like Year 11s who are more sure of what they 
want to do because now its kind of like hard to take in.” Taken together, the student feedback suggests 
that students found the support for coping strategies and mental fitness valuable and important and 
while many benefitted from it, others felt it was something they wanted at a later stage. Students facing 
more significant challenges may not be able to engage with the coaching in a small group setting.  

 Increased responsibility and determination. 
Some comments indicate that students felt they had developed a greater sense of autonomy and 
ownership: the targeted mechanisms on the next tier of the pathway to change. For instance, one 
student commented “I feel like the workshop was good and it taught people how to think about the 
consequences of their actions.” The implied sense of control, that the things that happen to them are 
the consequence of things that they do, is directly attributed to the programme.  

Other comments implied an increased awareness of personal responsibility. One student commented 
“I feel like a lot of people have fixed mindset because they’re used to everything like being handed to 
them.” This suggests a growing appreciation of, and willingness to take responsibility for their lives and 
outcomes, and a direct understanding of the fact that this can come from being ‘fixed’ and from one’s 
mindset.  

Student views on the factors underpinning the impact of the programme. 

 Student-staff relationships: kindness and care 
 The students attributed the positive impacts of the programme to the relationship the coach 
developed with them and the way the coach interacted with them. For instance, one student 
commented that “she wasn’t like the teacher.”  Another explained that “she’s really kind and she like, 
never really shouted or raised her voice.” The group became more animated, and more students 
contributed positively when discussing the coach and teaching approaches. They indicated that the 
coach’s kindness and care were important factors for them, contrasting this with their usual 
experience of teachers and schooling.  One student illustrated this with an example, “ she’d never 
judge you, she would kind of, if you said something wrong or weird she’d just kind of twist it and make it 
into a better solution…if one of us was falling behind in classes or getting negative, she’d kind of set a 
goal for us to be better the next time we see her.” This highlights the degree to which educator 
approaches to managing conflict or challenge is highly significant for this group of students. 

 Student-staff relationships: non authoritarian approaches and positive regard 
The group related the positive student-staff relationships they experienced during coaching to a less 
authoritarian approach. One student commented, “I feel like (the coach) was really good because she 
wasn’t strict.” The examples that students gave to illustrate this highlight that this problem-solving, 
restorative approach, rather than a punitive one, made a positive impact on this group. For instance, 
one student described the approach as “not being like you’re going to get a detention, she’ll just be like 
try this, come back if it doesn’t work and we’ll try something else, so there’s no massive pressure if we 
didn’t like manage to do it well.” This echoes students’ earlier comments about pressure and fear, 
pointing to a concrete way in which pressure may be helpfully reduced for this group of young people in 
such a way as to foster engagement and progress. 



 

Another student commented that one thing which made a difference was “using her first name.” 

This provoked a lot of reflection amongst the group with a range of students contributing their 

thoughts about why this was: 

YP1: “I also feel like when you call people Miss and Sir, it’s kind of like you’re not equal.” 

YP2: “It makes you hate them” 

YP3: “You don’t feel like you’re in control.” 

This suggests a direct link between formal expectations around the way teachers must be addressed 
and students’ emotional responses and feelings of a loss of control. Taken together, these comments 
suggest that a less authoritarian approach is beneficial for these students when offering supporting 
interventions. They also suggest that this may be because it enables the supportive, trusting 
relationship these young people need to progress; that it reduces pressure for a group of students who 
may be feeling higher levels of fear and pressure; or perhaps because it enhances their ability to rethink 
and reflect on relationships, their ways of thinking and different ways of responding through 
experiencing a qualitatively different student-staff relationship. 

How could delivery of the programme be improved in future? 
Student comments highlight three potential areas for improvement in future delivery. The first is to 
reduce the volume of information that students receive. One student commented that there was “too 
much information in one go.” Another said they would recommend to “just kind of slow it down.” This 
suggests that, while the content and activities are valuable, that reducing the pace and giving students 
more time to digest, interact and engage with the content may help them get even more out of the 
programme.  

A second area to reflect on is identifying the best time for the intervention and/or perhaps tailoring the 
programme even further to the stage at which the students are. Students suggested it would be helpful 
to “shorten down on the kind of stuff you if you do it for young kids like Year 9, just kind of pick out stuff 
that would help them instead of way far in the future. So, she was talking about like when you’re 27 and 
stuff and it’s a bit off-putting to think about that now.” Another student commented that “we’re still 
doing the subjects that we don’t want. Like everyone’s just given up.” The focus group took place late in 
the summer term of Year 9 when students were very focussed on their GCSE options, and this will have 
impacted their responses. Nevertheless, a number of students in the group expressed that they found 
the job-related, career-focused, future-orientated activities hard to connect with or stressful to think 
about. 

Finally, while a great deal of effort was put in to supporting schools to select students appropriately, 
according to where they sit on the pathway to change, this was problematic. Exploring ways to support, 
and check, that schools have accurately identified a group of students at a similar level who can 
access and benefit from small group support will be important in future iterations. 

 

 



 

Educator view on the impact of the programme 
The Headteacher of one of the two participating schools offered her perspective on the impact of the 
programme for students in her school: 

“Of all of the interventions, support strategies, outside agencies, alternative provisions we have used 
with Y9 this year, none of them have had the impact that (this programme) has had with the students. 
Not only has it been effective in changing thought patterns and behaviours of students but the insight 
into each of them has helped my planning and better understanding of them too. They love the 
sessions, they speak really highly of the coach and enjoy how their thinking has changed - they seem 
really surprised by how much they take in and remember which says a great deal about how clever (the 
coach) has been at making all they do resonate with them. Every school needs such a coach, and we 
feel very lucky to have her. If we could have her for longer then it would be enormously appreciated.” 

Conclusions  
Each of the three programmes piloted had a significant positive impact for the young people in terms of 
reducing their risk of early school leaving and NEEThood. 

Together these pilot programmes highlight the effectiveness of NEET prevention. Applying established 
and evidence-based approaches to go upstream and offer earlier help for young people with elevated 
likelihood of becoming NEET has successfully improved outcomes for these young people. While 
SomersetWorks usually offers NEET support, the provision of preventative support for identified young 
people at risk of early school leaving is a valuable way to intervene before problems become more 
entrenched and harder to tackle.  

The 1:1 advocate support for Year 11s to make a confident transition into Year 12 was a highly 
impactful intervention for some young people with the highest likelihood of NEET. Despite multiple and 
complex challenges, almost all of the young people are no longer at risk of NEET, having secured a Year 
12 placement of their choice. The NLP coaching enabled the young people to transform their behaviour 
and self-concept, build healthier relationships that can offer them support going forwards, and enabled 
some exceptionally powerful re-engagement and progress for individuals.  

The 14-16 College programme was highly successful in reducing the likelihood of future NEET 
outcomes by offering young people an extended experience of vocationally oriented learning in a more 
work-like environment with strong student-staff relationships. This positively impacted the young 
people’s motivation and led to a desire to progress to Further Education. Furthermore, it offered 
support to make informed choices and for the application process meaning almost all the young 
people secured a chosen college placement.  

The Year 9 Mental Fitness coaching programme offered schools a valuable, early intervention approach 
which had a significant impact on most students’ confidence and positive feeling about learning and 
the future. It was transformational for selected individuals who used the mental fitness tools to identify 
unhelpful peer relationships and build new friendships. More broadly, the programme supported 
students to develop coping strategies, greater resilience and deeper insight into their emotions and 
responses. Although some students reported feeling that the work may be better suited for Year 10 or 
11 students, many benefited a great deal from access to these mental fitness tools ahead of embarking 
on their GCSE courses. Further reflection on how to better support schools to correctly identify suitable 



 

students according to the Pathway to Change is likely to further increase the impact of this programme 
in future iterations by ensuring the small group consists of students with a broadly similar level of need. 

Across the three interventions piloted, young people pointed to similar factors as being important to 
helping them engage and progress. These include: 

 Staff-student relationships characterised by kindness, care, trust and consistency. For 
instance, taking time for conversations about life outside school, adapting explanations until 
the student understands and demonstrating enthusiasm and excitement about their successes 
and challenges. 

 Non-authoritarian approaches to student-staff relationships. This included features such as 
being able to address staff by their first names; a more restorative, problem-solving approach 
to conflict rather than punitive approaches and not being ‘too strict’. 

 Management of stress and pressure. This ranges from both learning effective mental or 
mindset tools to reframe ways of responding to difficult situations to classroom practices 
which reduce perceived pressure among the students, such as not demanding they speak 
about particular topics or placing high performance expectations on them.  

 Building connections and collaboration. While for students with the most complex needs this 
may first require connection development with a coach or mentor, other students appreciated 
support to develop collaborative teamwork approaches and help to build better relationships in 
other contexts. Feelings of relatedness, whether through interest in shared vocational areas, or 
through an advocate who they feel understands them, are a key priority. 

NEET Prevention, intervening earlier, before young people find themselves outside of Education, 
Training or Employment, has been effectively implemented in these three pilots. Using the Pathway to 
Change, SomersetWorks’ Distance Travelled Scale and adapting proven approaches from NEET 
support work enables effective, targeted, early support to improve outcomes for young people with 
elevated risk of early school leaving and NEET.  
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