
Summary: tips for completion of checklist

• It may be helpful to have a student in mind who is of similar age and developmental 
stage when making observations of a student. This will provide a useful guide for 
the observer with regard to a typical young person, that is, a young person who 
would be recorded in the central column on the checklist. The observed student 
can then be compared to this ‘typical young person’.

• If a student is new to the school, the observer may be advised to wait a month to 
ensure that the student has had a chance to settle into the setting and that the staff 
are familiar with the student.

• Ideally the key person or a practitioner who knows the student well will complete 
the checklist. These observations can be part of the ongoing observations being 
made of the student. This member of staff may also need time to make additional 
observations of the student to inform the accurate completion of the checklist.

• Although the checklist assists the observer to make a structured observation, be 
careful not to simply observe the student as a ‘snapshot’. It is more helpful if the 
checklist is used as a reflective tool. Think about a typical day for the student in the 
educational setting while going through each section.

• Look at each row as a whole question, with the central column as the age-typical 
indicator.

• The question offers contrasting examples of behaviour. Don’t worry if the student 
demonstrates behaviour at both ends of the row. Simply tick both.

• It’s useful to write some examples of behaviours, or triggers if known, in the 
comments space. This can be used later to identify targets for an action plan or 
individual education plan.



Summary: developing support

Reasons for using the checklist

• Concerns about behaviour.

• Concerns about the student who is not achieving or managing socially.

• Baseline observation to compare the student to over time.

• Desire to raise awareness of needs of the student.

• Desire to monitor the student through period of change or transition.

Collecting contextual information

• Background, early experience and current functioning.

• Knowledge and observations of the student in educational setting.

• Knowledge about the impact of parenting and attachment difficulties.

Interpreting the checklist

• Look at pattern of ticks.

• Consider ticks at extreme, each side and in middle.

• Use this to build up a profile of the student.

• Relate to avoidant, ambivalent and controlling patterns of relating.

• What is the emotional age of the student?

• Does the student feel safe or unsafe?

• Is the student fitting in with classroom expectations?

• Are there any observable triggers for the student’s behaviours?

• Use notes to accompany checklist for extra guidance.

• Think about the meaning underlying the behaviours.

• Relate to background information.

Developing an action plan

• Support an action plan with an IEP or provision map.

• Identify targets to increase social and emotional support.

• Develop interventions to meet targets.



• Plan how interventions will be reviewed.

• Plan further periods of observation.

• Revise action plan.

• Consider further action: placing the student on an educational health care plan 
(EHC), involving other services, securing additional funding.

Implementing the action plan

• Identify key person and support to build a relationship with the student.

• Implement level of support needed for the student.

• Implement strategies and monitor progress with these.

• Stay curious about the student and wonder aloud.

• Continue to support the student who becomes more attention-needing.

• Notice when there are changes for the student outside of the educational setting.



Summary: what do students with attachment difficulties need?

Safety

• Until students feel safe, they will not be able to derive positive benefit from being in 
the educational environment.

• Establish a safe environment within which the student can start to feel secure.

• Provide clear structure, boundaries and routine in a relaxing environment.

• Recognize the fear and anxiety that lie beneath behaviour so that the student can 
be appropriately supported.

• Set the emotional tone, providing opportunities to co-regulate the student’s 
escalating arousal.

• Reduce stimulation and provide opportunities for relaxation, talking and reflection.

• Support during times of transition during the school day.

Building a relationship

• Students need relationships in order to feel safe.

• A key person gets to know and understand the student and begins engaging the 
student in the relationship, helping the student to feel safe enough to trust and 
respond.

• The key person will know the student well enough to notice distorted as well as 
direct requests for help.

• The key person will be aware of conditions that might throw the student, stepping 
in early to prevent escalating arousal.

• This key relationship will support emotional regulation, and help the student when 
feelings of shame or anger threaten to overwhelm.

• The key person can also act as advocate or champion for the student.

• An attitude of curiosity and reflection will allow the key person to stay in tune with 
the on going needs of the student, accepting the feelings that are leading to difficult 
behaviour and providing empathy and support for complex emotions.

Developing communication

• Communication is central to developing relationships.

• Teachers and support staff need a way to connect with and relate to these students 
to build their sense of trust and safety.



• As the relationship becomes stronger the students will then be able to accept 
boundaries, discipline and teaching.

• The DDP model provides some principles for connecting with young people.

• Central within these is the attitude of PACE. This provides young people with a 
relationship which is appropriately playful but also accepting, curious and empathic 
about their emotional experience of both current and past events.

Mind-minded teaching

• Teachers and teaching support staff will need to be mind-minded towards 
themselves and the young people they are supporting.

• This relies on mentalization skills: the ability to recognize and respond to the 
internal experience of another person.

• This helps the young people to organize their experience and to help them to put 
into words what they are experiencing, also contributing to emotional regulation.

• It is important to reflect on one’s own mind before the young person’s in order to 
stay open and engaged to them.

• As the adults reflect upon a young person they can better understand their internal 
experience and convey this using PACE.

• As connections deepen, the young people will experience a level of trust and safety 
that will help them to engage with education in a way that they couldn’t whilst in a 
state of mistrust and fear.

Emotional development

• The emotional needs of the student need to be met when meeting social and 
learning needs.

• Students with attachment difficulties are likely to be emotionally immature and to 
have only fragile control of emotional arousal, whether caused by excitement or 
anxiety.

• Co-regulation is an important part of supporting students whether or not they 
appear dysregulated.

• Students who have learnt to inhibit emotion through dissociative processes may 
also lack these essential regulation skills.

• Students will not learn to recognize their own or the feelings of others until they 
have experienced a sensitive, regulating relationship.

• Experience of emotional regulation comes before understanding.



• Attune to the student to recognize and support feelings, however these are 
displayed.

• Step in and provide co-regulation of emotion as required.

Empathy and discipline

• Provide regulatory support before discipline or expecting reparation.

• Discipline with empathy and not anger.

• When learning to follow rules, understanding what is acceptable and unacceptable 
behaviour arises out of the experience of an empathic, attuned relationship.

• As the adult comforts and helps the student regulate the feelings of shame, the 
student is learning what is socially acceptable.

• Students with attachment difficulties are likely to be emotionally young.

• Students will need limited and simplified choices and consequences, and help to 
understand cause and effect.

• Provide explicit rules with predictable and logical consequences for unacceptable 
behaviour in a calm and non-confrontational way.

• Support understanding of behaviour and its consequences and the impact of 
themselves on others and others on themselves.

• Avoid getting pulled into confrontation and anger.

• By providing an appropriate time for the child to feel in control the student will be 
supported to trust in and enjoy the adult being in charge.



Summary: the role of the key person

Creating a secure base

• Ensure that the key person has an active presence.

• Help the student to become dependent before becoming independent.

• Tune in (attunement) and be available.

• Develop capacity for enjoyment.

• Let the student know he or she is being kept in mind (mind-mindedness).

• Initiate and supervise games, activities and conversations between the student and 
his or her peers.

Providing emotional support

• Acknowledge, reassure and provide security in a physical, verbal or feelings-based 
way (emotional containment).

• Set the emotional tone (affect matching).

• Provide relationship repair following times of rupture.

• Give the student the experience of feeling safe and lovable.

• Provide a calm area for rest and relaxation.

• Provide a calm box with sensory activities.

• Support and build relationships with the student at the emotional age he or she 
is displaying.

Providing behavioural support

• Avoid confrontation.

• Reflect on the possible underlying cause.

• Be clear, while being supportive and empathic.

• Use ‘time in’ rather than ‘time out’.

• Ignore, pre-empt, redirect and distract.

• Wonder aloud.

• Don’t take projections personally.



Providing learning support

• Provide predictable and consistent routines and structure.

• Prepare the student for any change in routine in advance.

• Provide boundaries to help the student feel safe.

• Be flexible and adapt to the student’s needs.

• Give the student short periods to practise independence.

• Give consistent, clear and simple instructions.

• Use a visual timetable to reinforce instructions.

• Look for opportunities to build self-esteem.

• Celebrate success and good choices, e.g. photographs.

Looking after the key person

• Seek support. 

• Anticipate that change will take time.

• Use of supervision and opportunities for reflection.

• Notice and value small signs of progress.

• Remember behaviours directed at you are often not personal even if they feel  
that way.

• Use a back-up key person who also has a relationship with the student.



Summary: insecure avoidant attachment pattern of relating

Attachment pattern develops out of a relationship with a parent who is distant and rejecting. These students 
need help to focus on and express their feelings and to feel comfortable seeking and receiving comfort and 
support (see Delaney 2009).

Insecure avoidant profile Interventions
• Rely on knowledge and ignore feelings to guide 

behaviours
• Withdrawn and quiet
• Generally appear more self-reliant and independent 

than expected for their age
• Will try to work alone even when don’t know what 

to do. Prefer known tasks and give up quickly with a 
new or more open-ended task

• May appear more focused on activities than on 
people

• Reluctant to turn to adults when they need help; 
show apparent indifference to teacher, e.g. may 
ignore teacher and avoid eye-contact. If talked to, 
likely to shrug, or say they don’t care. Do not like the 
teacher to be close to them. Reluctant to engage and 
discuss a problem

• Resistant to help from the adult but also lack 
confidence in their own ability, e.g. may rip up their 
work or proclaim that it is rubbish before teacher can 
look at it

• Focus more on what they can’t do rather than what 
they can do. Fear of failure means they won’t take 
a risk with learning – thus will not take creative 
opportunities to learn

• Underachieve because won’t let adult help
• May try to take care of the adult
• Can appear happy or settled but, if stressed, may 

show a sudden and apparently inexplicable tantrum 
which is quickly over

• Relatively isolated as they lack emotional 
engagement with peers or with adults; avoid intimacy

• Act with indifference to new situations
• Distress is denied or not communicated
• Anxious but may not show this; however, can develop 

compulsive behaviours, e.g. stealing, self-harm, to 
increase feelings of control

• Find opportunities to nurture, support and comfort. 
Student will be uncomfortable with this, so need to 
build up very slowly

• Help student to experience trust in the relationship 
with the teacher. Gradually build student’s ability to 
accept help

• Support in coping with the proximity of the adult
• Help the student to experience being thought about 

and held in mind: ‘I thought about you this weekend 
when…’

• Encourage accepting the adult taking care of hurts, 
however minor, or listening to worries, however 
small. Again have to build this slowly

• Help to feel good about themselves and to cope with 
not being the best, and sometimes getting things 
wrong

• Organize small groups and a task or project to focus 
on as the student may find this easier. Gradually 
increase importance of relationships and working 
cooperatively, i.e. use task to develop relationship

• Student will find projects that focus on product 
rather than process easier. Have achievable goals

• Start with tasks that student enjoys and which can be 
self-directed

• Stay at one remove when offering support, e.g. ‘I 
wonder what would happen if…’ rather than ‘Now 
try…’

• Similarly ask student to focus on tasks that are 
one removed using story and metaphor rather than 
speaking about themselves, e.g. use TV, films and 
videos to help describe characters’ emotions

• Arrange for older students to be buddies for younger 
students

• Allow some choice in content of activities
• Use questions that are factual and precise
• Help student to stay regulated through concrete, 

mechanical tasks, sorting, organizing, categorizing 
• Use ‘writing frames’ – filling in boxes, completing 

sentences and writing brief sentences in defined 
spaces can help with the anxiety of ‘spilling out’ onto 
a blank page

• Initially avoid games that are about winning and 
losing but focus on games that are simply about 
having fun



• Think about how you use language, and try not to 
impose the relationship on the student by talking 
about self, e.g. ‘I think you should’; ‘Let me help 
you with that’, etc. Try to focus more on the student. 
‘What do you think you should do?’ ‘What would you 
like to happen next?’, etc.

Expressed need Hidden need

I will do it by myself. 
I fear my need of you. I will 

push you away.

I will not show my need for 
comfort and protection.

 



Summary: insecure ambivalent attachment pattern of relating

Attachment pattern develops out of a relationship with a parent who is inconsistent and unpredictable.

The students need lots of attention, support and nurturing while also being encouraged to cope with 
short periods without your constant attention. These students especially struggle to make the steps to 
independence expected in secondary settings (see Delaney 2009).

Insecure ambivalent profile Interventions
• Tend to make their presence known with highly 

dependent, attention-needing behaviours that can 
feel manipulative because they coerce the other to 
attend

• Preoccupied with relationships, alert to the 
availability of others, and in constant need of 
reassurance

• Will monopolize favourite teacher with constant need 
to share problems or gain reassurance. This can lead 
to inappropriate boundaries with teachers, with the 
student wanting to share personal information or be 
too close to the adult

• Overly focused on the relationship with the teacher 
or teaching assistant at the expense of learning

• Find it difficult to settle by themselves or with groups 
of students; unable to take independent action

• Will not want to go out at unstructured times, look 
for reasons to stay with the teacher

• Sometimes talk excessively, or act as ‘class clown’ in 
order to maintain the focus of adult attention. Skilful 
use of language to maintain teacher’s attention

• Concentrating and focusing on tasks is difficult as 
they remain hypervigilant to what the adults are 
doing and are easily distracted

• Very focused on feelings
• Find it difficult to attend to the rules and structure of 

the classroom
• Find it difficult to follow rules and to learn from 

consequences
• Rely on feelings rather than knowledge to guide their 

behaviour
• Poor understanding of cause and effect. Find it 

difficult to take responsibility for behaviour and 
learning

• Can escalate confrontation in order to hold the 
attention of others

• View the teacher as either all good or all bad, and 
may oscillate between these depending on their 
immediate feeling

• Need to meet need for attention without overly 
reinforcing dependency. Student will need increased 
support, but with opportunities for small periods of 
independent working which are gradually built up

• Provide some empathic but clear boundaries which 
increase confidence when not getting attention and 
with frequent check-ins so the student does not feel 
abandoned

• Provide highly predictable, structured routines; use 
visual timetables; and don’t reduce supports too 
quickly

• Differentiate tasks into small steps, and encourage 
turn-taking to help achieve some independence in 
activities

• Use a timer to help calm anxieties during short, 
timed independent tasks

• Gradually increase duration of independent tasks 
with a clear structure, letting student know when 
adult will be back to check in with them, i.e. clear 
time frames

• Be dependable by coming back when agreed, or if 
that is not possible apologizing and acknowledging 
how difficult that must have been

• Provide special transitional objects to take place of 
teacher for a short while: ‘Please look after this for 
me for a while’

• Notice the student frequently during the day. Use 
comments to let student know you are thinking about 
him or her

• Encourage responsibility for tasks
• Use stories around issues of separation, identity and 

independence
• Allow the student to develop more independence 

slowly
• Provide reliable and consistent adult support
• Gradually increase separation
• Support understanding of their behaviour and the 

predictable consequences: ‘When I do this, this 
happens; when you do this, this happens’



• Find it hard to maintain friendships and can be clingy 
and possessive

• Highly anxious and oversensitive to signs of rejection
• Quick to become abusive or rude if they feel they are 

being ignored

• Pay special attention to transition times, plan 
beginnings, separations, endings

• Support the anxiety of the unknown
• Support them in regulating strong emotions and in 

calming down so that they can learn how to calm 
themselves down

• Give ‘permission’ cards – these can be used by 
student to ‘bank’ if the teacher is busy and can’t give 
the student attention immediately. The student can 
use them to ‘book’ a prearranged time later on

• Plan calming and regulating activities involving 
physical resistance and deep pressure touch to help 
ground them

• Build up frustration tolerance by not over-helping, 
but acknowledge and empathize with anxiety and 
frustration

Expressed need Hidden need

I can’t trust in 
your availability. I need you 

to attend to me.
 

I will not 
show my need to separate 

and explore. I will pull you in and push 
you away.

 



Summary: disorganized-controlling attachment pattern of relating

Attachment pattern develops out of a relationship within which the parent is frightened of or frightening to 
the child.
When students are displaying a lot of controlling, manipulative and aggressive behaviour or overly 
compliant and withdrawn behaviour, they are signalling that they are feeling anxious, distressed and 
insecure (see Delaney 2009).
Disorganized-controlling profile Interventions

• May be either quiet and withdrawn or loud and 
aggressive, can explode in temper for no obvious 
reason

• Controlling within peer relationships. May want 
friendships but immaturity impedes this, can be very 
abusive to other students in the class

• Anxiety may be expressed as controlling, omnipotent, 
knowing everything already

• Demonstrate a diminished range of emotions, 
lacking the contentment and joy in activities of other 
young people

• Frequently afraid but tend to mask anxiety through 
more aggressive or powerful behaviours. May 
provoke, bully or challenge others to maintain 
feelings of control

• May have poor stress tolerance, detracts from 
learning

• Can be highly disruptive in school. They can run 
around uncontrollably, run out of class unexpectedly

• Abscond from classes and will bully other students 
into leaving the school with them

• Tend to be anxious and inattentive
• May demonstrate highly compulsive or obsessive 

behaviours which allow them to hold on to rigid 
control

• May appear compliant but resist attempts to be 
helped or comforted

• Some students portray a pseudomature caregiving 
role within the classroom

• Others may demonstrate more obsessive 
preoccupations with being noticed through a 
combination of aggressive and coy behaviours. Can 
rubbish the teacher and be very abusive but will then 
switch to appeasing and trying to win teacher around

• Hypervigilant to what is going on around them, 
making it difficult to concentrate or attend to a task

• Their early brain development has developed 
over-responsive fight–flight reactions, leaving a 
diminished capacity to concentrate or think

• Provide a period of reduced stress and high security
• Reduce excitement and provide a calm, predictable 

and low-key routine
• Provide highly safe and secure environments with 

reliable and predictable routines which help reduce 
stress. Avoid sudden change. Provide warning when 
change is going to happen and acknowledge how 
difficult this can be for student

• Help the student to feel physically safe and contained 
with attention to where sitting in classrooms and 
how getting around school

• Use calm, non-confrontational responses, empathy
• Help the student feel emotionally contained. A ‘safe’ 

area/activity/object helps with this
• Be aware of the emotional, social and developmental 

level the student is functioning at and provide 
activities and experiences that match to this

• Plan concrete, mechanical and rhythmic activities 
to help soothe an over-aroused student, e.g. word 
searches, card games, doodling and some computer 
games such as Tetris

• Use rhythmical physical exercise and music to help 
an aroused student calm down

• Develop safety and/or calming routines for when 
the student is very distressed. Think about the place 
(quiet, non-stimulating) and provide time with the key 
person

• Wherever possible, give positive comments about 
achievement, whether about behaviour or in terms 
of task

• Try to address the class/group generally rather than 
directly to student

• Depending on concentration span – engage in 
short task interspersed with mechanical tasks, e.g. 
computer or ‘safe’ activity, in order to calm the brain

• Give ‘permission’ cards – these can be used by 
student to ‘bank’ if the teacher is busy and can’t give 
the student attention immediately. Student can use 
them to ‘book’ a prearranged time later on



• Although hyper-aroused, some cope with excessive 
feelings of stress by dissociating – appearing 
‘switched off’, and they can oscillate quickly from 
agitation and demanding attention to switching off 
and telling adults to go away

• Strong feelings are overwhelming, and very little 
tolerance for frustration. Demonstrate frustration 
through extreme behaviours such as banging head 
against wall

• May find it hard to understand, distinguish or control 
emotions in themselves or others

• Immaturity and rigid, controlling style of relating to 
peers can lead to social isolation

• Likely to be underachievers and possibly at a very 
immature stage of learning

• May be unable to accept being taught, and/or are 
threatened by others knowing more than they do, as 
this triggers overwhelming feelings of humiliation

• Struggle in relatively unsupervised settings such as 
the playground or moving between lessons

• Carefully plan transitions and endings
• Important to have good level of support and helpful 

supervision for yourself

Expressed need Hidden need

I will not need you. 
Needing you is dangerous.

I must be in control.

 

I can’t explore the world. I am 
too busy ensuring I am safe.

 



Summary: challenges in supporting the emotional 
needs of students with attachment difficulties

Managing need for dependency versus independence

• Don’t be tempted to push the student to be more independent.

• The route to independence is via dependency.

• Understand the emotional age of the student and support at this age.

• Apparent ‘pseudomaturity’ can mask dependency needs of some students.

• Support the student to accept dependency.

• This can be challenging when it appears counter to the objective of the setting to 
help students be more independent.

Maintaining high boundaries and high warmth

• All students do best in an atmosphere of authoritative education support.

• This provides warmth, support for autonomy and appropriate boundaries.

• Boundaries provide consistency, predictability, routines and consequences.

• Warmth provides nurturing support, encouraging autonomy.

• If students are to benefit from consequences and behavioural guidance, they will 
need support for their emotional insecurity.

• Students with attachment difficulties often have core beliefs in their own badness.

• Without a high degree of warmth from supportive adults, students are much more 
likely to enter a state of shame.

• Experience of shame tends to cut students off from relationships.

Managing behaviour while supporting emotional development

• The challenging behaviour of the student with complex emotional needs can oppose 
our expectations and values.

• Behavioural management programmes respond in a way which discourages the 
inappropriate behaviours and encourages alternative behaviours.

• We provide a ‘correction’ by rewarding a behaviour we want to increase and provide 
a negative consequence for a behaviour we want to reduce.

• Emotional development thrives on connection, not correction.



• When we connect emotionally to a student, we recognize and understand the 
emotional experience which has led to the behaviour.

• Students with attachment difficulties are at particular risk of missing out on 
connection as their difficulties make them distrustful of emotional connection with 
another.

• When developing support tailored to the emotional needs of the student it is vital 
that connection precedes correction.

Supporting students with shame-based difficulties

• The experience of shame is part of the socialization process, via breaks in 
attunement leading to shame and behaviour inhibition.

• Attunement, breaks and relationship repair are healthy for students.

• When discipline is harsh, punitive or inconsistent and when relationships are not 
repaired, students will experience unregulated shame.

• If the healthy development of guilt does not develop – an emotion which drives us 
to make amends – the student gets stuck in shame.

• These students learn to put up a ‘shield against the shame’, leading to defensive 
behaviours such as lying, minimizing, blaming others and raging.

• Too much attention to the behaviours will only increase feelings of shame and thus 
reinforce the shield.

• By helping the student to regulate the feelings of shame with empathy and 
understanding, the shield will weaken and the behaviours will reduce.



Summary: working with students with multiple difficulties

Students with generalized learning difficulty

• The risk of attachment difficulties is increased, and the subsequent difficulties 
in attachment and relationships can cause emotional distress, leading to the 
development of challenging behaviours.

• Students may be less responsive, or less clear, in what they signal, leading to 
communication difficulties between adult and student.

• Learning difficulties may slow down the process of learning about relationships, 
and in adjusting to change and new routines.

• Students may take longer to respond to the consistent and nurturing care that the 
educational setting provides.

• It is important to focus on reducing emotional distress, increasing security and 
building relationships.

Students with autism

• Young people need the mental equipment (nature) and experience of other people 
(nurture) to allow them to experience interpersonal relations with others.

• Many young people with autism do develop secure attachments in early life.

• However, it can be more difficult for carers to interpret signals from the children 
because of their social difficulties – thus risk of attachment difficulty is increased.

• It might be that young people with autism are more vulnerable in families where 
parenting difficulties are already high.

• Students with attachment difficulties are similar to students with autism in 
responding well to a highly structured environment, with predictability and lots of 
preparation for change.

• The use of visual calendars and Social StoriesTM can be helpful, whether the 
emotional difficulties the student is presenting are due to neurodevelopmental or 
attachment difficulties, or a combination of both.

Students with sensory integration difficulties

• Students with attachment difficulties may have missed out on important 
experiences, usually occurring during nurturing care, which help the sensory 
systems to develop and to work in an integrated way.

• Exposure to trauma during pregnancy or early infancy can alter the way the infant’s 
brain develops and how he or she organizes sensory experiences.



• Young people who have a history of separation, loss, abuse and neglect are more 
likely to present with both attachment and sensory processing difficulties.

• Sensory integration is the ability of the central nervous system to organize and 
process input from different sensory channels to make an adaptive response.

• Students with difficulties in this area are not able to use sensory information easily 
to plan and carry out actions.

• Everyday experiences are unpleasant or overwhelming, e.g. sitting still.

• These difficulties can have a significant impact on a student’s emotional regulation 
and learning.

• Some students may over-respond (hypersensitivity) or under-respond (hyposensitivity) 
to certain sensory experiences to a greater or lesser degree.

Students who demonstrate extreme non-compliance and explosive behaviour

• These are difficulties that can arise within the development of attachment 
difficulties, although at its extreme it is likely to be the result of both genetic and 
environmental factors. Brain development in this area can be particularly influenced 
by lack of good early parenting experience.

• These students are developmentally delayed in the skills of flexibility and in being 
able to tolerate frustration.

• The root of this difficulty is poor executive functioning leading to emotional distress 
and frustration, which is displayed through non-compliant and/or explosive 
behaviour.

• These students can have difficulties in cognitive shifting; organization and planning; 
self-regulation; and attention and impulse control.

• These students benefit from being supported by a key adult who knows them well.

Students with ADHD

• Faulty executive functioning leads to poor attention span and impulse control, 
combined with excessive activity levels.

• It is hard to sort out cause from effect with these students, especially when there 
are known home difficulties for the student.

• Genetic difficulties with activity and attention may contribute to poor early parenting 
experience.

• Poor early parenting experiences impact on the development of these students, 
leading to or exacerbating the activity and attention difficulties.



• Education environments need to adapt to the difficulties that they are displaying.

• These students benefit from being supported by workers who know them well, with 
opportunities to get outside and ‘run off steam’.

• Rough-and-tumble activities can be beneficial for these students, improving their 
ability to focus and concentrate.

• Appropriately supervised time outside can help the student to be more successful 
with indoor activities.

Students with FASD

• This is a lifelong disability that can severely affect development because of a mother 
drinking alcohol during pregnancy.

• Drinking alcohol during pregnancy can cause miscarriage, stillbirth and a range of 
lifelong physical, behavioural, social, emotional and intellectual disabilities.

• Each child with FASD is affected differently. Some have more difficulties and 
challenges than others.

• The primary disabilities associated with FASD are difficulties with attention, 
filtering sensory information, language, memory, planning and initiating activities, 
regulating emotions and life skills.

• Often these young people have normal intelligence but have difficulty using the 
information they have in an organized fashion.

• If not properly understood and supported at home, at school and in the community, 
students can develop secondary difficulties including school problems, trouble 
with the law, drug or alcohol addiction, problems with employment and mental 
health disorders.

• Students with FASD will benefit from understanding and support which helps 
them to organize themselves and manage instructions. They are also likely to need 
increased support with peer relationships.



Summary

Adolescence as a life stage

• Transition from childhood to adulthood.

• Marked by move from primary to secondary education.

• Cultural differences in adolescence as a consequence of differing expectations, 
education and parenting.

• ‘Second chance’ to build resilience underpinned by brain reorganization.

Biological changes
HORMONAL AND CHEMICAL CHANGES

• Onset of puberty.

• Distinctly different male and female bodies develop.

PATTERNS OF SLEEPING

• Biological changes in sleep patterns.

• Wake later, sleep longer and have a different internal time clock.

BRAIN DEVELOPMENT

• Myelination of the cognitive structures of the brain facilitates maturation of thinking 
processes continuing into early adulthood.

• Synaptic pruning leads to reorganization of the brain with increased specialization 
and reduced flexibility.

• Executive functioning is maturing, leading to improved abilities to plan, problem-
solve, manage impulses and regulate emotions.

• Limbic system is very active, increasing risk-taking and emotionally driven 
behaviour. Impulsivity and pleasure-seeking are more intense.

• Driven by more immediate emotional stimuli and are more easily distracted.

• Areas involved in social understanding are reorganizing and maturing, but more 
driven by amygdala and less by prefrontal cortex compared to adults. Biases brain 
to be vigilant to social threat and to quickly triggered fight/flight responses.



Emotional and social development
SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT AND PEER RELATIONSHIPS

• Peer relationships change as social understanding increases.

• More able to take into account feelings and point of view of peers.

• Developing and maintaining close, reciprocal friendships including intimate 
relationships.

• Friendships used for emotional exploration and regulation.

• Experimentation in friendships and peer groups, including in groups and out 
groups; becoming more stable and continuous as adolescent matures.

ADOLESCENT IDENTITY

• Experimentation and formation of new sense of identity.

• More aware of global issues, with a growing political and moral conscience.

• Start to look to the future and have ambitions and aspirations.

• Confusion and uncertainty but also feelings of grandiosity, of knowing better than 
others.

• Peer influences for development of identity and social aspirations, whilst parents 
continue to be an influence on academic and career decisions.

• Establishing sexual identity, with high drive for sex and romance, and earlier-
occurring sexual experiences.

EMOTIONAL HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

• Increases in low mood and rates of depression and anxiety.

• Onset of eating disorders, antisocial behaviour and psychotic illnesses.

• Increases in self-harming behaviours, alcohol, drug use and sexual and criminal 
exploitation.

Attachment development

• Developing integrated strategy for approaching attachment relationships which 
predicts behaviour in new relationships.

• Previous attachment experience influences peer relationships as well as ongoing 
relationship with parents and supportive adults.

• Good relationships with parents facilitates relationship success, achievement of 
autonomy, flexibility and capacity for intimacy.



• Conflict with parents can increase alongside increasing influence of peer group.

• Increased ability to discuss, negotiate and resolve conflict.

• Secure attachment provides healthy dependency, making development of 
independence more straightforward.

• Peer group is new secure base; secure attachment experience predicts success 
within peer group, whilst insecure attachment experience will lead to adolescents 
who struggle with aspects of peer relationships avoiding emotional closeness or 
struggling with conflicting needs to join peer groups and not to separate from 
families.

• Opportunities for wider relationships with adults and peers to help young people 
move from insecure to secure.

Cognitive development

• Maturing thinking abilities.

• Developing ability for abstract thought and executive functioning.

Substance misuse

• Increase of risk-taking combined with vulnerable, reorganizing brain can lead to 
risks from lure of drugs and alcohol for some adolescents.

• Risks to hippocampus affecting memory.

• Risks of marijuana for memory loss and planning and attention difficulties.

• Smoking increases nicotine receptors in brain.

• Vulnerable to addiction from dopamine-increasing drugs.

• Cannabis use associated with increased episodes of psychosis.

The disadvantaged adolescence
Experience of early relational trauma impacts on development and adjustment in the following 
ways.

BIOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT

• Earlier onset of puberty in girls.

• Brain development is sensitized for danger with over-reactive and dysregulated 
amygdalae; hypervigilant for signs of danger; and reduced concentration and 
attention to task in hand.



SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

• Struggle to meet expectations of adults and peers.

• Difficulties in range of relationships with peers and adults.

• Heavily influenced by peers, increased conflict with parents and poorer ability to 
resolve conflicts.

• Vulnerable within peer relationships and more attracted to peer groups involved 
with delinquency and drug use.

• More likely to engage in substance misuse and antisocial behaviour, and vulnerable 
to sexual or criminal exploitation.

EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

• Emotionally immature.

• Difficulties regulating intense emotions.

• Less able to cope with transition and change.

• Increased risks to emotional ill health, with increased vulnerability to mental 
health difficulties.

ATTACHMENT DEVELOPMENT

• Struggle to renegotiate relationship with parents as driven to separate and search 
for independence whilst continuing to need parents for attachment security.

• Disorganized attachment increases risk of mental health difficulties, and will 
impact detrimentally on friendships and peer group participation, increasing both 
idealization and hostility towards peers.

COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

• Cognitive maturation is slower, and reflective abilities are weaker.

• Poor executive functioning leads to difficulties comprehending, organizing, 
planning and taking action; adaptive functioning can be poor, even in intellectually 
able children.

• Continue to think concretely rather than abstractly.

• Poor perspective-taking skills means struggle to understand or take into account 
the experience of other people, and reduced social understanding means they 
struggle to predict routine social interaction or anticipate how to resolve challenges.



Summary: insecure attachment patterns

Insecure avoidant pattern

PARENT  CHILD

• Distant and rejecting.

• Finds it difficult to cope with the child’s emotional needs.

STUDENT  ADULT

• Withdrawn or quiet.

• More self-reliant than peers of same age.

• Less likely to turn to parent or teacher for support and help.

• Can appear isolated, or friendships lack depth.

• Apparent indifference to uncertainty in new situations.

• Finds physical closeness threatening.

• Inexplicable tantrums or outbursts – appear from nowhere, which can be quickly 
over.

• More likely to be focused on ‘doing’ than relationships with people.

Insecure ambivalent pattern

PARENT  CHILD

• Parent will sometimes meet the child’s needs depending on their own mood. 
Therefore, unpredictably available.

STUDENT  ADULT

• High level of anxiety and uncertainty.

• Attention-needing.

• Hypervigilant to what adults are doing.

• May talk excessively, or act as a ‘clown’ in order to keep the adult’s attention.

• Accept negative or positive attention from adults.

• Difficulties attempting the task if unsupported.

• Difficulty concentrating and focusing.

• Poor understanding of cause and effect.

• May present as highly articulate but this does not correlate with achievement levels.



Disorganized/disorientated and controlling attachment pattern

PARENT  CHILD

• Parent is frightened of or frightening to the child.

• May be because they were frightened as a child so become unresponsive when 
their child needs them the most.

• May be overtly frightening to the child by exposing them to family violence, odd 
behaviour or harsh discipline. May be abusive or neglectful.

STUDENT  ADULT

• Sees the parent as both the potential source of comfort and terror – ‘I need you, 
but you frighten me.’

• May react to unseen triggers.

• Very controlling in their relationships.

• May be hyper-aroused or dissociated for much of the time.

• Their early brain development has developed over-responsive fight-or-flight 
reactions, leaving a diminished capacity to concentrate or think.

• 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.

• Struggle in relatively unsupervised settings such as the playground or moving 
between lessons.



Summary

Revisiting challenges of adolescence

• Settling to learn can be especially challenging when emotional energy is devoted to 
managing the changes of this developmental stage.

• The cultural context within which these changes are occurring also needs to be 
considered.

• Consideration needs to be given to the additional challenges this might present to 
young people who have experienced relational trauma early in their life.

The impact of early relational trauma

• Adolescence is a time of revisiting identity. This can be destabilizing, as the young 
person questions whether they belong and wonders whether there is something 
wrong about themselves.

• The increased stress can lead to a return to some earlier, challenging behaviours.

• Some young people will engage in new behaviours that are concerning to those 
around them.

• The young person might start to search for his or her birth family. Social media 
can make this easier. Without preparation and support, such contact can be very 
destabilizing.

• Educational staff need to be aware of the earlier experiences of their students, and 
to know what the risk factors are for a troubled adolescence.

• School staff can become a supportive attachment figure to these young people.

Managing the transition to a secondary setting

• Trauma has a restricting impact on an individual; change and novelty are experienced 
as threats, and the loss of familiar adults will trigger memories of previous losses.

• Transition can increase the fears of abandonment that the young person has been 
struggling with throughout their primary education.

• Relationship and stability are needed to support young people with necessary 
change and transition during adolescence. This needs to be preventative support 
rather than waiting for difficulties to arise.

• Traumatized young people do not have helpful frames of reference to support 
them in adapting to change. They will need support to manage a completely new 
environment.



• This also applies to change which is happening at unscheduled times, for example 
because of exclusion from a previous school or a change in care arrangements. 
Begin with a part-time timetable and build up to full-time and full integration.

• Find out as much about a young person as possible before they arrive. Plan a 
supportive environment tailored to the student’s individual needs.

• Use a fact file at the front of the student’s school records. This can be updated as 
the student progresses through education.

• Ensure a healthy ending of the previous stage of their education with opportunities 
for goodbyes.

Managing challenging behaviour at adolescence

• Traumatized adolescents can experience significant distress often communicated 
through challenging behaviours.

• These challenging behaviours can put considerable stress on the educational staff.

• Behavioural management strategies are less useful for these students. New ways 
of managing behaviour are needed.

• Behavioural management procedures are based on assumptions about relationships 
that do not hold true for relationally traumatized adolescents.

• There needs to be a move from consequences-based approaches to regulatory-
based approaches.

The value of relationship

• Relationship is needed to manage the challenges of distress communicated 
through behaviour.

• Relationally traumatized students remain highly stressed, emotionally immature 
and in need of, although still unsure or resistant to using, an increased level of 
support offered through a warm and nurturing relationship.

• Students also need discipline and boundaries but will often not respond to these. 
They want to feel in control and therefore fear being influenced by others.

• Boundaries, discipline, praise and rewards will only be successful if these young 
people also experience connection with the adults.

• The troubled adolescent is likely to fight this connection.

• DDP-informed ways of relating based on the attitude of PACE and connecting with 
students are as relevant in the adolescent years as they are for younger children.



• However, these can be more challenging to apply when educational staff have less 
time to connect with their students and they are met by growing young people 
whose defences have become stronger and whose resistance to relationship has 
become more entrenched.

• When students get relationship experience consistently from the adults that they 
are relating to, their levels of fear will reduce and their experience of school as a 
safe place will increase. They will become open to learning and achievement.

Building self-regulation at adolescence

• Traumatized adolescent students will struggle to regulate their emotional 
experience. Their nervous system has developed to manage stress and to be alert 
for danger.

• The level of stress that students are experiencing and the low levels of stress 
tolerance at their disposal need to be taken into account so that school environments 
become a place where stress is reduced and safety increased.

• They need help to develop self-regulation. Create environments which are 
regulating. Use the relationship to co-regulate.

• Be aware and alert to challenging behaviours being a sign of regulatory difficulties, 
and have ways of helping the student move out of these stressed, defensive, 
dysregulated states and back into the calm, alert and regulated states which will 
increase stress tolerance and which are conducive to learning.

• This requires an environment that provides external regulation as scaffolding to 
allow the young person to begin to develop internal regulation.

Sticking with it

• These young people need good relationships with adults who can support and 
guide them, but they will resist these relationships. Therefore adults need to stick 
with them.

• As they experience repeated connection and safety in an adult’s presence, and as 
they discover that they can be vulnerable and not hurt, they will begin to change.

• Persevere with the relationship whilst expecting to be tested. Try not to take the 
behaviours personally.

• To stick with these students adults need:

 » continuing professional development to gain understanding of adolescent 
development and the impact of trauma

 » to understand and practise using PACE



 » to develop teams around the challenging students

 » to ensure that there is one key adult who is coordinating the support for the 
young person

 » to have access to supervision

 » to support each other, and look out for secondary trauma

 » to have good support and good self-care to minimize the impact of this experience

 » to be aware of their own attachment and relationship history. Understanding 
their strengths and vulnerabilities allows a person to remain open and engaged 
to the student, however unpleasant he or she is being, instead of reacting 
defensively.

• Tailor support in a way that will aid regulation, build safety and build trust that the 
adults are acting from the student’s best interest.

• Anticipate resistance and keep things in place for long enough to have an effect. 
But don’t be afraid to review and make changes if a particular strategy is clearly 
not helpful for this student.

• These different approaches will need to be part of the ethos of the school. There 
needs to be a whole school consistency of approach supported from the top down.

• The headteacher, senior staff and governors can provide leadership which generates 
a sense of team work around the support provided to traumatized adolescents.

• Develop champions within the school who can develop the specialist skills and 
knowledge needed and share this with the rest of the team.

• Ensure that the key adults working with these most challenging of students get the 
support and the status that they need. Recognize the expertise that these adults 
bring through their knowledge, experience and skill.


