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Understanding Attachment 
Friendly schools

Based on academic research you have developed a school that is sensitive to supporting pupils with attachment and 
complex trauma histories. This new approach removed reliance on external sanctions and rewards to control behaviour. 
The emphasis changed to understanding the internal reasons for behaviour. This approach empowers pupils to control 
their own behaviour without external controls. 

Next steps for the school 
Leaders and those responsible for governance should ensure that: 
n staff continue to develop work with the local authority to share good practice in supporting pupils with attachment 
disorder.                                                                                                    
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ATTACHMENT DIFFICULTIES
BLURRED LINES: ASD OR AD?
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Summary
This young person’s special educational needs are:
He has a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) since he was two and is 
currently on the ADHD pathway.

Summary
This young person’s special educational needs are:
He is presenting with complex social interaction and emotional needs and he is refusing to 
attend school. He has been referred for assessment of his difficulties to the 
neurodevelopmental pathway. He is under assessment for ASD and ADHD.

Summary
This young person’s special educational needs are:
 
Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
Social Emotional Mental Health (SEMH) difficulties
Attachment Difficulties
 

EHCP



ADHD Assessment



Overall, although the literature on the prevalence of attachment 
difficulties in autism is confusing, it appears that children with 
autism show higher levels of insecure attachment than typical 
children and other clinical groups. This is not surprising as 
there is evidence from a variety of sources suggesting that 
children with autism and their parents may be subject to 
particular stresses, which make secure attachments less likely. 
A major misconception in considering patterns of insecure 
attachment is that maltreatment or severe lack of care must be 
the cause. In reality, most insecure attachment is the result of 
well-intentioned action in difficult circumstances (Dallos, 2006; 
Marvin & Stewart, 1990).





Theoretical model of the balance of a young 
person’s capacity for self regulation and need for 
adult support



"An infant who's held well enough is quite a different thing from one who is 
not been held well enough. The reason why this special property of infant 
care must be mentioned is that in the early stages of emotional 
development, before the senses have been organized, before there is 
something called an autonomous ego, very severe anxieties are 
experienced. In fact the word anxieties have no use. The order of infant 
distress at this stage being of the same order as that which lies behind 
panic. And panic is already a defense against the agony that makes people 
commit suicide rather than remember. I've meant to use strong language 
here. You see two infants, one is being held. And there is nothing to prevent 
the rapid emotional growth according to inborn tendencies. The other has 
not had the experience of being held well and growth has had to be 
distorted and delayed, and some degree of primitive agony has to be 
carried into life and living." 

D.W. Winnicott, the British child psychiatrist. 















Triggers 









shifting notes

Traditional behaviour 
management

Recognising brain differences and 
interpreting behaviour

• Staff need to be resilient – staff may suffer 
secondary trauma

• No revenge /threats
• No shaming
• Acceptance
 

Applying consequences Recognising causes of behaviour and 
maintaining high boundaries with high 
warmth

• Misinterpreting behaviour
• Seen as being weak
• Other pupils feeling unsafe

Changing the child (CYP) Changing environment • Can be resource intensive e.g key worker approach



Shifting … 

FROM TO

Traditional  behaviour management Recognising brain differences

Applying consequences Recognising causes of behaviour

Changing CYP Changing environments





The conditions for children to learn are:

Learning is an attachment dynamic:

• You learn when you are curious
• You learn when you are willing to try something and if it doesn’t 

work you try again. 
• You learn when you feel safe and you have relationship. 

This is the optimal emotional environment for Teaching and 
Learning.






