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Academic Resilience Resource: Pupil Focus Group

The purpose of this focus group exercise is to understand how pupils experience the school. You want to hear their perspective on what works, how things could improve, and engage them in generating ideas. 

Choose your facilitator wisely. It needs to be a neutral person who can build rapport with pupils easily e.g. perhaps an experienced governor, school counsellor, or a teacher who does not teach the participating pupils. Make sure the facilitator is well briefed on the academic resilience approach.
Instructions for the facilitator:

· Introduce yourself, and explain the purpose of holding this group 
· Explain the level of confidentiality, e.g. you might write up things that are said but it is anonymous feedback and no name will be used and identity will be protected, unless there is a safeguarding issues

· Ask the group to introduce themselves e.g. name and year group

· Ask an icebreaker such as ‘what did you have for breakfast this morning’ (this will provide an interesting insight into pupil’s breakfast habits too!)


Introduce the exercise:
You are interested in hearing about how it is in school for students, not just the pupils participating but also their friends or people they know of. Explain you will be asking questions about things like: 

· What it is really like in school, particularly for those who are having a hard time or are struggling in some way

· How the school helps people

· What it can do better
Start off with these prompt questions to stimulate discussion;

1.
What is it like being a pupil here? 

a.
Do pupils enjoy their school life here? Are they happy generally?

b.
What do people say about the school? Pupils, adults, other people you know?

2.
Is this a school where anybody at all can do well? 

a.
Even if you have disadvantages to overcome, like SEN or maybe English is not your first language? Will you get the right kind of help to do better than you might have done without that help?

b.
What about if you are having a tough time or face lots of problems, for example at home or with friends? Can you still get on with school work and do well?

Introduce the case study story of Marino
Print the timeline on A3 or draw something similar on flip chart which can go on the table. Tell the story of Marino. The story will illustrate challenging circumstances and a series of negative experiences and problems which could happen to a student. 
EMPHASISE that this is fictional and not based on any student. Don’t forget some of the students may relate to the character’s problems on a personal level.

The idea is that the pupils are going to help you to think about what the school could have done to help Marino. You want concrete ideas.

Read through Marino’s story and discuss it with the group using the questions below. Record ideas generated by the students on post its at stick them to the timeline at the appropriate points.  

NB: you might to split the group into 3s or 4s to encourage lots of discussion. Or the exercise might work better in pairs. If you do this you might want more facilitators to help. In some situations, it may be better to talk to pupils one to one.
You can also change the story to suit your school context e.g. it could be a completely different ‘context of adversity’ – as long as there is one! For e.g. Marino has special needs/ very controlling parents that put him under pressure/  is in care/ doesn’t speak much English – whatever it is, his problems seem to pile up – like a chain of negative events or a downward spiral. With opportunities for support which might have been picked up. You can of course also simplify it.
Marino’s Story:

Marino is a Year 9 boy. He lives in social housing. Dad is unemployed and Mum works part time in a shop. Marino has two younger sisters, one sister has a learning disability and goes to a Special School. He lives near his Gran who he gets on well with.

 Marino has average grades. He loves football and plays at lunchtime with friends. 

September - It’s the start of school year and Marino’s friends are not in his tutor group, and are in very few of his classes. He meets them at break and lunchtime for footy when he can

October -  Marino is late to school fairly frequently and a letter is sent home. He sometimes misses the odd day of school to help his mum out when his sister is off school. He doesn’t have an alarm clock and relies on his mum waking him in the morning.
November - Marino tries out for the school football team but doesn’t get in. There is a team in the area that has several division teams he could probably get in to. But he is not confident to try out for them right now.

December - It’s Christmas and Marino’s parents argue a lot about money. His dad drinks every night and sometimes shouts threats at his mum when he is drunk. Marino is worried his dad might hit his mum but his mum says it is ok and not to tell anyone. Marino is not sleeping well.

January - Marino enjoys drama at school but is too embarrassed to tell anyone, or to try out for a part in the school summer production.

February - Marino’s drama teacher tells him he is really good at drama. She suggests he goes to a youth theatre group in a nearby town. Marino doesn’t think he can afford the bus fare twice a week, or the time away from home, so he doesn’t go.

March - Marino’s grades have fallen and he is asked to stay behind for extra lessons after school to try and catch up. This makes his parents angry as he needs to look after his sister after school. They tell him he should work harder.

April - Marino’s mum is made redundant and his footy boots have fallen apart. His mum can’t afford new ones. Mum writes a note to say he has to miss PE as he has hurt his knee. 

May - Marino has a meeting with teachers and Head of Year to discuss his grades which have fallen. He says he will try harder but deep down he doesn’t see the point. He doesn’t know what he wants to do and he doesn’t even know many dads that have a job. He suspects he will probably end up not working and on benefits.

Marino steals £20 from his gran and buys some cheap footy boots. He hides them from his mum. He is doing PE again.

June - Some kids in Marino’s year tease him about his sister. He explodes with anger, punching one of the boys and pushing a teacher as he runs out the classroom. He runs out of school and hides at his gran’s until the end of the school day. His mum goes into school. 

Marino is given a one day exclusion and the plan to support him is stepped up.

End of year report:  Marino has not reached his personal targets in any subject except drama. The school meet with him and mum and tell him that he needs to work harder. They also ask what they can do to support.

Discussion Questions:
1. What do you think Marino’s future might be like?
2. What could have happened differently that would have helped Marino?

a. Where did things go wrong for Marino? Who could have helped him? What could the school do differently to help Marino?
3. Who in school could Marino talk to or go to for help? Would he? What might stop him? How can school overcome that?
4. What about the things Marino is good at or enjoys? What happened about them? What could the school have done about these things?

a. How does the school support you to follow hobbies or interests you have?

b. How easy is it to get involved in school sports and to stick with them?
5. What about friends? Is there anything that could have been different? 

a. How important are friends for someone in Marino’s position? How could friends have helped Marino?

b. How does the school help you to make, and keep friends?

c. What happens if you don’t have friends here? Do adults notice?
6. What about Marino’s sense of his own future? How about his motivation to work? What could the school do to help him?

a. How could Marino be helped to get a better sense of what he is good at and interested in, of who he is?
7. What about how he manages his own feelings? Do you know people that have ‘lost it’ at school in some way? What could help Marino to not lose control? 

a. What do you learn about managing feelings in school? 

b. How about managing stress?
8. What about practical things like the lack of money for boots and bus fares?
a. What could Marino do about that?

b. Is there anything the school could do?

c. Would they know about the money problems in Marino’s family and the impact it has on different things in his life?

d. How much help do students get to think about how they solve problems 
9. When things go wrong like they have for Marino, how much help do you get in school to think about how you can solve problems?

a. Like getting up in time for school?

b. Or finding ways to raise some money (eg paper round or doing jobs for others)?
10. Is this a school where someone like Marino can do well? 

You might find it useful to use the resilience framework we’ve put together as a next step. Ask the pupils to plot their ideas about how Marino could have been helped, onto the framework. The resilience framework is not suitable for young children to complete, but older pupils can often understand it, with support. Feel free to adapt it if some of the elements seem inappropriate for your context. This is the full framework. Here’s one that has been put together for pupils with learning difficulties to use. Some people in our networks have produced a Jenga type game and other ingenious approaches like resilience framework musical bingo. Feel free to improvise.
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