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Objectives

 To support classroom practice in working with children 

who have experienced trauma/attachment difficulties. 

 To support adults in developing interventions to lessen the 

impact of the children's behaviour on classroom 

environment. 

 To support proactive behaviour strategies that afford the 

children containment and builds resilience. 

 To support good learning outcomes for children with 

attachment difficulties.
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Behaviourism in schools

 The behaviourist paradigm is strongly engrained in 
English schools and much of the educational world 
(Harold & Corcoran, 2013; Hart, 2010). 

 Current government policies (Department for Education, 
2014a, 2014b, 2014c) and a school inspectorate system 
(Ofsted, 2014a) that explicitly endorse behaviourist 
principles have combined to reinforce a traditional view 
that children’s behaviour should be managed through a 
system of sanctions and rewards in order to improve their 
classroom performance and promote pro-social 
behaviour. It is fair to say that such a system can work … 
for most of the children, for most of the time. But what 
happens when it does not work? 

 It reflects an inflexible, “one size fits all” perspective 
that does not take into consideration the holistic, 
constructivist nature of human learning or the power of 
intrinsic motivation. Nor do such approaches embrace 
more post-modern perspectives of human agency and the 
“child’s voice,” since they encourage passivity, control 
and obedience rather than empowerment, autonomy and 
self-regulation.



Behaviour is self-determined 
It comes from within



“Much of today’s popular 

advice ignores the world of 

emotions. Instead, it relies on 

child rearing theories that 

address the children’s 

behaviour, but reject the 

feelings that underlie that 

behaviour.”

(Gottman, 1997)





Attachment theory as an alternative to 

behaviourism in our schools

 If a child comes to a school with a wheelchair, a 

school has to put in a ramp. These children have a 

different need. We need to make sure the 

environment is good for them. It’s basically 

inclusion…; It’s had an influence on the whole 

school, making us more sensitive to particular 

needs. We have much more empathy now. (Rose, 

et al, 2014)



Why is attachment important in 

schools?

 There is a population of pupils in schools who seem unable to access 

learning, to engage and achieve, and to move on into adulthood with 

confidence; children whose diminished self-esteem and resilience are 

limitations on engagement in relationships and emotional and cognitive 

development.

 Early attachment research clearly indicated that secure attachment is 

the factor linked to children’s more successful engagement in school, 

in terms of social competence, curiosity, effective play and 

investigation, sympathy towards others and so a secure enough start 

prepares the child to become the pupil.





Why is attachment important in schools?





Shift from 
"What's wrong 
with you" TO 

"What 
happened to 

you"



What would be 

useful for an 

Educator to have 

an understanding 

of? 

An Understanding of:

>Attachment theory 

>Psychological Trauma

>Basic Neuro-development 

>Basic Neuro-science of      

Attachment and Trauma



Stay 

close

“Key Adults act as a ‘surrogate secure base’ which 

can contain the inevitable anxiety engendered by the 

challenges of learning”

(Geddes 2006)

 Physically and psychologically close to pupils

 Being close communicates acceptance, 

containment, safety, attunement, attentiveness, 

responsiveness, structure and supervision



Stay close

Being actively present

Practising relative dependency

Encourage selective attachment

Resistance

Relational withdrawal 

‘Time in’



Stay calm 

and bring 

calm

 “Our emotional states are so contagious! When 

we’re tense, others around us tend to become 

tense. When we are happy, we tend to make 

others a bit happier. If we as educators are 

feeling angry, our pupils will tend toward anger, 

or at least toward a tense, defensive state, raised 

to protect themselves from our anger. Such states 

reduce our vulnerable pupils’ readiness to learn 

and our ability to influence them, without 

resorting to power and control.

(Bomber and Hughes, 2013)







Stay calm and 

bring calm

 Maintain our own emotional stability

 Calmness with energy

 Co-regulation

 The shock factor

“Emotional regulation is important as it allows 
learning to occur and enables greater variety of 
thinking strategies to be available.”

(Schofield et al 2012)

Facilitating calmness

 Create pauses

 Settling to learn

 Watch out for sensory overload

 Sensory breaks

 When is enough

 Swap-ins



Emotion 

Coaching
Based on research by John 

Gottman (1997)

Emotion Coaching is helping 
children and young people 
to understand the different 
emotions they experience, 
why they occur, and how to 

handle them.



Emotion 

Coaching

1.Be aware of child’s emotional responses

2.Recognising emotional times as 
opportunities for intimacy and teaching

3.Listen Empathically and Validate child’s 
feelings

4.Help child verbally label emotions –
helps sooth the nervous system and 
recovery rate

5.Set limits while helping the child to 
problem solve

5 Steps of Emotion Coaching



In Practice

Step 3 Problem-solving with the child 

Step 2 if needed) - Setting limits to behaviour

Step 1 Recognising, empathising, validating 
the child’s feelings and labelling them



















“Do these pupils really need more access to study opportunities, better teaching, different reading 

schemes, more computers, more effective discipline? What if they just needed more access to you 

and to me? A genuine relationship. Is this a possibility? What if it really wasn’t more complicated 

than that? What if the tool that we had overlooked – ourselves – was the bridge into a world of 

possibilities, that a genuine relationship with us, perhaps acting as a buffer, could switch on the 

pupil’s ‘thinking brain’ and integrate it with his ‘emotional brain’?”

Bomber & Hughes (2013)



Playfulness

Acceptance

Curiosity

Empathy

Developed over 20 years by Dr Dan Hughes

It is a way of thinking, feeling, communicating and 
behaving that aims to make pupils experience security 
and safety. 

It is an approach of four personal qualities which 
allowing adults to support a child’s develop their own 
self-awareness, emotional intelligence and resilience. 
Over time, and with practice, a child will gain strong 
tools to better understand and regulate their 
emotions. 

Key to this approach is a deep respect for the 
child’s own experiences and their inner life. 



Playfulness - an open, ready, calm, 

relaxed and engaged attitude

 This is about creating an atmosphere of lightness and interest when you 
communicate. It means learning how to use a light tone with your voice, like 
you might use when story telling, rather than an irritated or lecturing tone. 
It’s about having fun, and expressing a sense of joy.

 When teacher and student are feeling safe and relaxed. Neither feels judged 
nor criticised. Playful moments reassure both that their conflicts and 
separations are temporary and will never harm the strength of their 
relationship.

 Having a playful stance isn’t about being funny all the time or making jokes 
when a child is sad. It’s about helping children be more open to and 
experience what is positive in their life, one step at a time.

 When children laugh and giggle, they become less defensive and more 
reflective. Playfulness can help keep it all in perspective… It can also diffuse 
a difficult or tense situation when the teacher has a touch of playfulness in 
his or her discipline.



Acceptance -
unconditionally 
accepting a child 
makes them feel 
secure, safe and 
loved 

Acceptance is about 
actively communicating to 
the child that you accept 

the wishes, feelings, 
thoughts, urges, motives 
and perceptions that are 
underneath the outward 

behaviour. It is about 
accepting, without 

judgment or evaluation, 
her inner life. The child’s 
inner life simply is; it is 

not right or wrong.

Accepting the child’s 
intentions does not 

imply accepting 
behaviour, which may be 

hurtful or harmful to 
another person or to 

self. The parent may be 
very firm in limiting 

behaviour while at the 
same time accepting the 

motives for the 
behaviour.

The child learns that while 
behaviour may be criticised 
and limited, this is not the 

same as criticising the 
child’s self. The child then 
becomes more confident 

that conflict and discipline 
involves behaviour, not the 
relationship with teacher 

nor his/her self-worth.



Curiosity -

without 

judgement 

children 

become 

aware of 

their inner 

life 

 Curiosity, without judgment, is how we help children 
become aware of their inner life, reflect upon the 
reasons for their behaviour, and then communicate it to 
their parents or therapist. Curiosity is wondering about 
the meaning behind the behaviour for the child. Curiosity 
lets the child know that the adults understand.

 With curiosity the adults are conveying their intention to 
simply understand why and to help the child with 
understanding. The adult’s intentions are to truly 
understand and help the child, not to lecture or convey 
that the child’s inner life is wrong in some way.

 Curiosity involves a quiet, accepting tone that conveys a 
simple desire to understand the child: “What do you 
think was going on? What do you think that was 
about?” or “I wonder what…?”



Empathy - a 

sense of 

compassion for 

the child and 

her feelings

 Being empathic means the adult actively 
showing the child that the child’s inner life 
is important to the teacher and he or she 
wants to be with the child in her hard 
times.

 With empathy, when the child is sad or in 
distress the teacher is feeling the sadness 
and distress with her and lets the child 
know that.

 The teacher is demonstrating that he or 
she knows how difficult an experience is 
for the child. The teacher is telling the 
child that she will not have to deal with 
the distress alone.

 The teacher will stay with the child 
emotionally, providing comfort and 
support, and will not abandon her when 
she needs the adult the most.

 The teacher is also communicating 
strength and commitment, with confidence 
that sharing the child’s distress will not be 
too much. Together they will get through 
it.



Attachment Difficulties 

in School Setting 

Kim Golding





Learning Triangle - securely attached child

Pupil

Teacher Task

❖ Resilient

❖ Confident

❖ Self Esteem

❖ Independent

❖ Achieving

Golding et al (2013). Observing Children with Attachment Difficulties in School.



Pupil

Teacher Task

❖ Indifferent

❖ Underachieving

❖ Withdrawn or quiet

❖ Desire to be autonomous

❖ Sensitive to Teacher proximity

❖ Denial of the need for teacher support

❖ Can appear isolated, or friendships lack 

depth

❖ Hostility towards the teacher is directed 

towards the task

❖ Inexplicable tantrums or outbursts – appear 

from nowhere, which can quickly be over

The learning triangle 

reflects the reliance on 

the task which may be 

perceived as a safer area 

of engagement than the 

relationship.

Insecure - Avoidant attachment style 

Golding et al

(2013).



Strategies for Insecure -

Avoidant 

 Ask the child to help the teacher with specific tasks

 Gently encourage child to seek help from adults

 Get the child to participate in highly structured games but avoid those with 
strong winning/losing element (eg team games)

 Have the child work in pairs or small groups with an adult

 Structured writing tasks, mind-mapping, fast access to resources

 Use concrete structured activities (left brain functions)

 Use metaphors to describe emotions

 Demonstrate that child is held in mind (eg I was thinking about you when...)

 Gradually develop their ability to trust adults and express themselves



Pupil

Teacher Task

❖ Highly anxious

❖ Underachieving

❖ Attention needing

❖ Fears Separation

❖ Poor Concentration

❖ Dependent on teacher support

❖ Hypervigilant to what adults are doing

❖ Poor understanding of cause and effect

❖ Hostile towards teacher if frustrated

❖ May talk excessively, or act as a ‘clown’ in order to keep 

teacher's attention 

❖ May present as highly articulate but this does not correlate with 

achievement levels

Unable to focus 

on the task for 

fear of losing 

teacher’s 

attention

Insecure - Ambivalent attachment style 

Golding et al

(2013).



Strategies for Insecure -

Ambivalent

 Break the task into smaller steps

 Use of a timer to delineate tasks and aid concentration

 Use board games to help develop shared control and enjoyment

 Special objects to support transitions and to reassure

 Have the pupil be responsible for a task

 Small group work to improve social skills and awareness

 Plan and prepare the child for beginnings, separations and endings

 Identify a ‘Key person’

 Involve the parent in the pupil’s education

 Gently teach the child to regulate their emotions and build resilience



Pupil

Teacher Task

❖ Controlling

❖ Intense Anxiety

❖ Underachieving

❖ Distrusting of Authority

❖ May react to unseen triggers

❖ Likely to reject task or any educational 

challenge for fear of failing or not knowing

❖ Struggle in relatively unsupervised settings such 

as the playground or moving between lessons

❖ May be unable to accept being taught, and/or 

unable to ‘permit’ others to know more than they 

do as this triggers overwhelming feelings of 

humiliation

The teacher may be

frightened of or

frightening to the child

Insecure - Disorganised attachment style 

Golding et al

(2013).



Strategies for Insecure -

Disorganised

 Needs a key attachment figure with whom to link daily

 Provide frequent positive feedback in class and around school

 Avoid threats to safety, self-image and kudos

 Reduce proximity and engagement in crisis situations

 Contain child’s emotions calmly and predictably

 Provide cool-down and relaxation procedures including music and exercise

 Give closed choices to allow limited control

 Match emotional development of the child with strategy to support

 Use concrete and mechanical activities in between work tasks

 Consistent boundaries, rules and routines – calm and predictable

 Ensure all school staff are aware of child’s needs and agreed procedures



General insecure 

attachment style 

school interventions



Allocate a key 

person

 Create a secure base (active presence, 
helping the child become dependent 
before becoming independent)

 Providing emotional support ( build 
relationships with the child at the 
emotional age he/she is displaying and 
set emotional tone, provide 
relationship repair)

 Providing behavioural support (usual 
positive behavioural support and use 
‘time in’ rather than ‘time out’)

 Providing learning support (consistent 
boundaries and routines and help build 
self-esteem)

 Looking after the key person (ensure 
that you look after yourself, colleagues 
to look after the key person)



Blame

It’s his fault

Lie

‘I didn’t do 

it’

Minimise

‘It wasn’t so 

bad’

Rage

‘You always blame me’

‘I’m rubbish’

Shield against shame

Golding and

Hughes 2012
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Provide 

support for 

transitions

Transitions are particularly hard for pupils with insecure attachments

Child is likely to try to reject you (less emotionally painful for the child to 
reject you before you reject them)

Let them know that you are still there for them  

Keep the school day routine as normal as possible

Provide structured and mechanical work ( e.g. word searches, calculations, 
handwriting practice, jigsaws and pattern completion)

Let the child know that change does not mean loss

Tell them that you will remember them, recall times that you have 
enjoyed together

Provide a transition programme, social story and special objects



Thank you


