Shifting the agenda on
education and extremism
Fostering social cohesion
and making school a safe space
to discuss diversity, identity
and extremism.

THE PROJECT

Think Global is an
education charity. Our
goal is to help people
understand and take
action on global issues.
In the spring of 2017, we talked to over 300
young people aged 11–17 and their teachers
in London and the North East of England.
We partnered with a research consultant
to get a real understanding of their unique
viewpoint, and hear their opinions on
diversity, identity, extremism — and how
these issues relate to wider global trends.
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Our conversations were made all the more
potent, because while we were carrying
out our research, the UK was hit by three
separate terrorist attacks. In the wake of
these tragedies, we tried to understand how
young people and their teachers see their
place in society, especially in relation to the
many challenges that it faces.

Our findings revealed an urgent need to
support teachers and young people in
building social cohesion by helping them
make sense of the world around them.
It’s essential that they’re supported in
tackling the challenges they face, and
that they’re encouraged to take part in
citizenship activities.

— 	Creating safe spaces to discuss
and reflect on controversial issues.

We found that young people are able
to identify a range of problems facing
their communities. They understand that
everything from knife crime, to climate
change and global political unrest can
affect their lives. But worryingly, we found
that only a small number of young people
say they want to do something to tackle
these challenges — this is perhaps the most
thought-provoking insight from our research.

While many schools feel relatively well
prepared to safeguard pupils that are
‘at risk’, they need more training and
support to proactively tackle issues.
This ‘proactive’ area can include:

— Challenging prejudice of all kinds.

— 	Enabling discussion of potentially
extreme views and building the
critical thinking skills to evaluate
them appropriately.
— 	Building empathy and fostering
resilience between young people.
— 	
 Providing young people with active
citizenship opportunities that empower
them and promote social cohesion.
As the world appears to grow less and less
tolerant, young people need to recognise
that extremists don’t always represent the
people they claim to. It’s vitally important
that they’re able to think critically, and can
develop as progressive, global citizens.
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HOW WE DID IT

What they said

Where we went

316 young people

8 school visits

31% of young people

Less than a quarter

We surveyed 316 young people.

We visited schools from small towns
in the North East to inner-city London.

When asked for their views on
immigration into their community,
31% of young people didn’t know
whether to be concerned or not.

Less than a quarter of young
people said they see their school
as a consistently “safe space”.

20% of young people

Less than half

Just 20% of young people said
they want to do something to help
combat problems they identify in
their school or community.

Less than half of young people
said they think their teachers “do
a good job” enabling discussion
of sensitive issues.

10

17

10 workshops

17 teachers

We ran 10 workshops, involving
86 participants.

We interviewed 17 teachers, from
senior management to classroom
teachers across different subjects.

Who we spoke to

40%
Roughly a third of young people said they
were Christian, another third said Muslim,
and another third said they had no religion.
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Around 40% of young people
described themselves as white British,
with the remainder identifying with
a wide range of ethnicities.

Young people from the North East generally
said that the level of immigration into their
communities is disproportionately high.
Overall, they had limited exposure to – and
understanding of – diverse cultures.

They were more likely than their peers in
London to express discriminatory views or
make prejudiced remarks at school, without
fully understanding the implications.
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OUR CONCLUSIONS
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We found

We recommend

Young people are highly motivated
to combat discrimination. They often
identify and prioritise it as an urgent
challenge for society. Many feel they
have an important role to play in
‘bringing society together’ — but
they’re unsure of what to do.

Schools should develop active
citizenship initiatives that empower
young people to tackle discrimination
and build social cohesion.

Young people don’t readily think of
extremism in a wider geopolitical
context. They don’t strongly associate
the word ‘extremism’ with terrorist
attacks, which suggests they have
limited understanding of such attacks as
ideologically or politically motivated.

Teachers should be able to help
students recognise that extremism
has context, so they can think
critically about what is happening
and build resilience to prejudice.

Young people’s limited understanding
of extremism in its geopolitical context
increases the risk that stereotypes go
unchallenged. Many young people
mistake terrorists as representatives of
the ideology, faith or social group they
claim to represent.

More needs to be done to help young
people understand extremism and
form their own views on it.

We found

We recommend

Teachers and young people could feel
more confident discussing sensitive
topics at school. The most effective
solutions may require a whole-school
approach, while the input of Religious
Education teachers could also be vital.

Teachers should receive more training
on how to facilitate discussion of
sensitive topics and extreme views.
Giving teachers more scope to deal
with these issues proactively should
also be considered.

Social media plays a pivotal role in
how young people gain information
on a whole range of issues. It helps
them develop their understanding of
the world around them, and form their
views about their peers and other
social groups.

Initiatives aimed at tackling
discrimination and building social
cohesion must have social media
as a key component.

Teachers are unsure how best to
encourage their students to engage
in active citizenship activities. They
would welcome more help and advice
in this area.

More support should be given
to schools to help teachers
share ideas in collaboration with
students, particularly when
promoting active citizenship.

Young people have too few opportunities
for facilitated discussion. They are
seldom given the chance to identify the
challenges in their community and the
wider world, and determine what they
should do about them.

Schools should play a greater
role in developing young people
as active citizens.
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LEARN MORE
This leaflet is the summary of a research
report. You can find the full report at
think-global.org.uk/our-work/projects/
start-the-change/
If you’d like to learn more about our work
and find out how you can get involved, visit:
think-global.org.uk
thinkglobaluk
@thinkglobaluk
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Start the change!

