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Adapted from material produced by Family Futures

This information sheet has been designed to give some insight into some of the specific difficulties looked-after children might face, particularly those who have previously suffered from trauma through neglect and/or abuse. Traumatic experiences in childhood can have a significant effect on brain development, so pupils will often need extra support in developing the skills that will allow them to function well in school.


Outlined in the following pages are some of the issues that can underlie the behaviours in the blue box. The issues and strategies discussed would be relevant to all school staff as it is important that all adults who are working with these young people are able to provide a consistent approach.

Control
Early traumatic experiences and a chaotic upbringing can leave children feeling they need to be in control. This need can often be seen as being manipulative behaviour. These children need to gradually learn that adults in their lives can keep them safe and that it is better for adults to be in control, but this can be extremely difficult for them and will take time.

Shame
These children can have very low self-esteem and may in some way feel responsible for what happened to them and blame themselves. As a result of this children find it very difficult to cope with anything that singles them out, such as reading individual grades to the whole class, or in particular isolating punishments, e.g. standing in the corner, being sent outside, sitting in a ‘naughty’ or ‘thinking’ chair. These children find it very difficult to get past their feelings of shame if they do something ‘wrong’ so consequences for behaviour should be non-shaming. Try to ensure that the child knows it is the specific behaviour that is being punished rather than them being a naughty or bad person.

Hyper- 
vigilance
Children who have had experiences of trauma can often be hyper-vigilant as to what is happening around them. This stems from a survival strategy and can affect concentration levels. It may help to consider seating arrangements and whether or not the child will feel safe where they are sat. For example, they may feel safer next to a wall so that they have fewer things to look at or somewhere near the teacher if this is someone whom they trust.

Compliance
Sometimes children can be particularly helpful and eager to please and might be almost overly ‘smiley’. Be aware that these children may be working incredibly hard to avoid rejection. They need help to know that gaining acceptance from others is not reliant on ‘good behaviour’.
Separation 
anxiety
Early experiences may leave some children unable to trust that an adult will return or that their parent/carer will still be there when they get home. It might be beneficial to allow these children to arrive into school early, give them responsibilities or let them bring an item from home with them.

Sensory/motor
There might be issues around being under or over-sensitive to touch, noise, smells, visual effects, heat and cold etc. Children may also find it difficult to sit still and may fiddle a lot. Try to give them realistic goals that they can manage. Allow them to have extra time if necessary for getting changed etc in PE lessons or at the start and end of the day.
Triggers
Be aware that sometimes unpredictable or ‘explosive’ behaviour can be triggered by a memory in the child of an early trauma. Sometimes these memories can in turn be triggered by events that can be unknown to you and even the child.

Dissociation
Children can sometimes show a lack of focus or appear to be daydreaming. This ‘switching off’ can be a form of dissociation that was used to cope in stressful situations in the past, and can be brought on by an unknown trigger.
Peer relations
These children can find it difficult to form attachments and their need to be in control can affect their relationships. They are often vulnerable in school settings.
Food issues
Some children will have had difficult experiences with food and hunger stemming from experiences of neglect or not being fed. You may encounter issues around stealing or hoarding food, which stems from early survival strategies.
Executive 
functioning
Some children may have developmental difficulties that effect underlying skills such as problem-solving, behaviour inhibition, shifting from one activity to another, emotional control, initiating activities, working memory, planning, organising materials and monitoring their own progress. See below for more on this.
Anxiety
Some children will generally be more anxious due to higher cortisol levels from early and/or even in-utero experiences. This anxiety might underlie some of their disruptive behaviours and it is important to have this in mind when dealing with such behaviour.
Sexual issues
Early life experiences in some children, particularly those who experienced sexual abuse might use sexual language or display sexually acting out behaviours.

Home/school

relations
Children will sometimes try to split their behaviour and act differently in school to how they do at home in an attempt to gain some control. Children who are compliant at school can sometimes be very difficult to manage at home, or vice versa.

Curriculum 


Content
Because of their early life experiences, some children may find lessons about particular subjects difficult to cope with, e.g. alcohol, drug awareness, sex education, growing up or caring for young people.

Gross and fine
motor skills
Because of possible developmental delays, some looked-after children might struggle with balance, co-ordination; have poor body awareness, motor planning problems and difficulty in participating in PE or team sports. They may also have poor handwriting, problems with fastening buttons, skipping, doing shoelaces, using cutlery, or using a computer mouse.
Developing Executive Functioning Skills

As mentioned previously, looked-after children can sometimes display difficulties in a group of areas known as executive functioning skills. Difficulties in executive functioning are associated with developmental delays in certain areas of the brain. Below are a number of strategies that can be employed in school to assist pupils in the eight different executive functioning skills.
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If you are working with young people who have suffered trauma you might recognise some of the following behaviours in the classroom or around school:





- Disruptive behaviours				- Poor concentration





- Uncontrolled ‘explosions’ of anger		- Constant fiddling





- Lying	- Ignoring instructions





- Refusing to accept help			 	- Sulking 





- Separation anxiety					- Turning around	





- Disorganisation					- Incessant talking





- Being very compliant and pleasing others	- Stealing





- Sudden deteriorations in behaviour	- Problems with food











1. Behaviour Inhibition





Create situations where the child can succeed


Limit settings that are likely to create problems, e.g. if the child can not cope with assemblies or playtimes, make alternative arrangements until they feel supported enough to cope


Use peer-modelling, e.g. place the child in a group with pupils who are not disruptive


Reinforce appropriate behaviour with specific praise about that behaviour


Use role-play settings to explore alternative reactions and behaviours


Give them frequent short breaks and limit distractions


Use gentle, verbal reminders. You could perhaps arrange a code word with them that indicates when there behaviour is becoming too much.


Ensure the pupil has access to water, snacks etc. where appropriate.





2. Emotional Control





Adjust academic demands to suit the child’s emotional maturity


Try to help them to develop some emotional vocabulary so they can start to verbalise their feelings


Help them to try to identify stress-inducing situations


Give them prior warning of any events where you feel they might experience difficulty


Try to help them understand some of their physical body reactions, e.g. feeling hot, sweaty palms etc. and linking them to how they might be feeling emotionally, e.g. angry, scared, anxious etc.


Put interventions in place to limit stressful situations, e.g. alternative arrangements at meal and playtimes, sitting away from certain peers or allowing them to enter the classroom early.





3. Shift





Give them a visual planner/timetable


A visual timer (e.g. egg timer) might help them with the concept of time and spending only a certain amount of time on different tasks


Have consistent routines for beginnings and endings


Two minute warnings for the end of each activity


Try to prepare them for any changes to normal routine before they happen, e.g. a change of teacher, classroom etc.


Use task cards with specific instructions on them for starting something or winding down


Limit choices to one or two options and be prepared to make the choice yourself if necessary





4. Initiate





Provide additional support where possible at the beginning of each activity


Chunk work into small, easily achievable segments


Use verbal prompting and encouragement


Use visual examples of what the finished product/piece of work might look like


Keep instructions concise, simple and one at a time


Try to gain eye contact when giving instructions but don’t insist on them returning eye contact if they find this difficult


Make the most of any times in the day when they are at their best, lower expectations for times where they are likely to be tired or hungry etc.





5. Working Memory





Try to use games to support short-term memory development, e.g. Kim’s Game, pelmanism (matching card game)


Teach specific tactics to help with memory, e.g. highlighting necessary bits of text


Use mind-maps, diagrams and visual formats to help with revision


Where possible do assessments in the same room in which the learning took place


Share the plan for the day and lesson objectives with them


Present new material in easy to understand formats, e.g. coloured diagrams


Allow them extra time to process information


Use memory strategies such as mnemonics, words within words, categorising etc.


Giving them short breaks might help, incorporating physical exercise where possible


Verbal reminders, visual cues, calendars, alarms etc. for the management of everyday tasks





6. Planning and Organising





Idea-generating exercises like mind-mapping can be useful


Give support by verbalising a plan of approach


Provide a list of steps for common routines


Use closed ended tasks


Try to chunk their work into small, easily achievable segments, especially projects and coursework





7. Organisation of Materials





Use itemised lists where a child can tick off materials as they are collected. Visual organisers may also be useful, possibly using photographs


Try to have separate sets of books; one for home, one for school


Teach them how to keep their desk, drawers etc. tidy


Allow extra time at the start and end of the day for them to get themselves organised


Use transparent pencil cases and put names on belongings


Try to give support by verbalising a plan of approach





8. Monitor





Use different ways of letting them know how they are doing, e.g. a show of thumbs up, sideways or down, smiley face sheets or a traffic light system


When marking a piece of work, it might help to just focus on one criterion such as the specific lesson objective so they can understand more clearly how well they did


Think about using limited choices and explaining the likely consequences of choices


Choose for the child if they are unable to do so


Consider allowing them more time to complete a task to enable them to do it accurately


Use a scale of 1-10 to judge work or behaviour against a single criterion








