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1

Crime, Anti-Social Behaviour
and Schools — Key Themes

Denise Martin, Peter Squires and Dawn E. Stephen

Behaviour and schools: educational and criminological
perspectives

Poor behaviour in schools cannot be tolerated. To do so is to harm
the interests of pupils, staff and the perpetrators of the bad behaviour.
Children have a right to attend school in safety and to learn without
disruption. Parents are entitled to expect that their children have the
best possible learning experience and one that will allow them to
fulfil their potential. Teachers have a right to work in an environment
that allows them to use their skills to the full for the benefit of all their
pupils.

(Steer, 2009, p. 18)

How children and young people behave in and around schools is an
issue of enduring public and policy interest. Most people are likely
to have a view on the matter, including a view about whether the
behaviour of young people is changing (Hayden, 2010). Educationalists
and criminologists have a different, but overlapping, concern in this
respect. For educationalists the main focus is on ‘pupil’ behaviour and
whether it gets in the way of other pupils’ learning and teachers doing
the job of teaching (as the above quotation illustrates). Government
enquiries (DES/WO, 1989) and reviews (Steer, 2009), as well as most
academic education research in the United Kingdom on behaviour in
school concludes that it is the low-level disruption and general rudeness
that saps the energy of teachers and gets in the way of children learning
(Hayden, 2009). Criminologists, by definition, generally focus on the
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2 Crime, Anti-Social Behaviour and Schools — Key Themes

most problematic behaviour, which may be seen as ‘anti-social’ or is
clearly ‘criminal’ (in the sense that it breaks the law). For criminologists
(and criminal justice agencies), schools are often the site on which data
are collected from young people (see, for example, Smith and McVie,
2003; MORI, 2005; YJB, 20093, b), with the focus being on victimisation
and offending. However, since the late 1990s schools have explicitly
become part of a wider crime prevention project, in which the psy-
chological discourse of ‘risk’ and ‘protective’ factors is liberally used as
justification for a range of interventions focused on pupil behaviour.
The interests of educationalists and criminologists now overlap more
explicitly than previously in the United Kingdom. At the same time,
this difference in disciplinary focus inevitably means some tension in
how the two disciplines construct the problem and the language they
use to do this (Hayden, 2010).

The opening quotation from the Steer Committee utilises ‘poor’, ‘bad’
and ‘disruption’ in relation to pupil behaviour in just one short para-
graph. Even the choice of referring to young people as ‘pupils’ is not
without its critics, with some arguing that ‘students’ is a preferable term.
Add to this our decision to include ‘crime’ and the much-contested
term of ‘anti-social behaviour’, and we have a complex terrain that
needs further explanation. An area of contention in relation to the
behaviour of children and young people in and around schools is how
we understand why people behave in a particular way. For example,
‘bad’ behaviour implies a clear moral judgement that the behaviour
is wrong; whereas ‘social, emotional and behavioural difficulties’ is a
recognised category of special educational need (SEN), which should be
met by the appropriate teaching strategies in school. ‘Anti-social’ and its
opposite term ‘pro-social’ have their origins in psychological concepts
about behaviour. These terms, too, imply a judgement about behaviour,
with the promotion of ‘pro-social’ behaviour being the explicit aim of
some work with children and families. This approach inevitably pre-
sumes agreement about social norms and the behaviour wanted from
children and young people (Hayden, 2010).

Contributors to this volume have different ways of conceptualis-
ing behaviours in and around schools, which reflects the key ten-
sions between criminological and educational perspectives. However,
we agree about some key issues — such as the way the media tends to
amplify adult concern about the behaviour of young people, and that
most behaviour causing concern in schools is neither ‘anti-social’ nor
‘criminal’. That said, it is clear that some highly problematic behaviour
happens from time to time, and the evidence suggests that this is
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concentrated in schools in already adverse circumstances (see Neill,
2008). The connection between patterns of inequality, particularly as
this relates to boys, is expanded upon in Chapter 4.

Schools and education as a way of responding to various social ills was
a feature of the New Labour administrations (1997-2010). ‘Education,
education, education’ was said to be the priority of New Labour from
the outset. This priority was set alongside a broader goal of clamping
down on crime and anti-social behaviour (ASB), which was epitomised
by the Crime and Disorder Act (1998) and later the ‘Respect’ agenda
(Home Office, 2006b). The emphasis on individual rights and responsi-
bilities as the route to gaining collective entitlements was also evident.
These key themes have been consistent in legislation over the past few
years, and much criminal and social policy has been aimed at reducing
the seemingly problematic behaviour of young people and their fami-
lies. The school as an institution has long been seen as having a primary
socialising role (Hendrick, 2006) and has increasingly also been seen as
having a primary crime prevention role (Hayden, 200S). This chapter
begins by exploring how crime and ASB came to be seen as relevant to
what happens in the education system. It will critically examine def-
initions of anti-social and other forms of problem behaviour and the
complexities involved in the use of terminology across disciplines. The
chapter refers to the wider context of ASB legislation and recent crimi-
nal justice and social policies, identifying key themes that emerge as an
underlying thread throughout this volume.

Schools and problem behaviour

A wide range of problematic behaviours are likely to be found in any
school, partly because of the very large number of young people con-
centrated under the supervision of a relatively small number of adults.
Not everyone wants to be in school, or at least not for all the activities
on offer. The opportunities for conflict are numerous, as are the sources
of stress. Children and young people have relatively little control over
how they spend a large proportion of their day throughout their child-
hood. They have to learn how to get on with others under the close
supervision of adults who are greatly outnumbered. Teachers are also
heavily monitored by the state; so, this combination of being outnum-
bered and heavily monitored can lead to concerns about maintaining
order (Hayden, 2010).

Problem behaviour in schools is not new. Hayden (2007) has docu-
mented how adult concern is evident wherever there are written records



