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TOP TEN TIPS FOR DESIGNATED TEACHERS
1

Don’t refer to us as ‘the looked after’.

2

Challenge stereotyping and prejudice.

3

Think about how you introduce yourself to us, for example,
send a letter in Year 6 with a photo and information about you.

4

Keep information confidential and use discretion.
Talk to us about what information you’re going to pass on to whom.
Help us to consider what information we want to share about
ourselves.

5

Make sure all school staff are aware of any strategies in place to
support us.

6

Be approachable and meet with us regularly. Alternatively, allow us to
talk to a different member of staff if we would find this more helpful.

7

Attend our Personal Education Plan (PEP) meetings.

8

Don’t put everything down to ‘problems at home’.

9

Arrange extra support for our education if we need it.

10

Talk to us about what other services are available to support and
help us.
(Provided by members of the East Riding Children in Care Council
aged 12 to 18)
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I don’t like it
when people
refer to me as
‘the looked after’

INTRODUCTION
Like everyone, looked after and adopted young
people are individuals and should be supported as such.
However, young people who have been looked after
have a number of things in common; many of them have
experienced neglect, abuse or rejection and possibly a
number of moves, both before and after becoming looked
after. Some young people may also have developmental
difficulties as a result of their early experiences.
Schools are crucial in supporting looked after young people to
overcome negative experiences. School can be the one
constant in their lives, providing good role models and
opportunities for positive social relationships. Schools also
provide structure and routine which can be lacking
elsewhere. It is well documented that looked after young
people are at risk of exclusion from school, poor examination
results and reduced life chances. However, with proper
support, many young people do go on to achieve success
in all areas of life. We hope the ideas in this booklet can
help schools to enable this.

THE BASICS
•

Children and young people who are ‘looked
after’ will tend to be either accommodated
under Sec 20 of the 1989 Children Act, this is a
voluntary agreement with the parents retaining
parental responsibility, or through a Care Order
under Sec 39 of the Act which gives the Local
Authority, in the main, parental responsibility.

•

All looked after young people need a Personal
Education Plan (PEP) as soon as they come into care.
An interim PEP meeting can be arranged at any time.

•

A PEP meeting is especially important if there are
any changes (school, care address, health, etc) or any
issues (with transition, timetable, attendance or
behaviour). The meeting will allow the carers, family,
professionals and the young person to plan for full
access to school and to overcome any issues.

•

The young person’s social worker or the Education
Welfare Service can help arrange PEP meetings.

•

The school designated teacher for looked after
young people should access training offered by the
Local Authority.

•

Schools should have a procedure to support the
educational achievement of looked after children
and young people.
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Being looked
after is only one
part of me

CHANGES OF SCHOOL
Young People who have experienced many
changes of school, home and carer often miss out on
the opportunity to develop a sense of stability and
therefore find it hard to manage change. When faced
with change some young people re-experience past
loss and trauma and may see change as abandonment.
•

Make inevitable changes easier through careful
transition support.

•

Make sure that you receive the young person’s
school file, and as much information as possible,
before they arrive so that appropriate support
can be put in place.

•

Support the young person to create an ‘All
About Me’ booklet which can help staff to get
to know them and could be passed on if they
transfer to another placement or school.

•

Provide the young person with information
about the physical environment of the new
school e.g. visits with a familiar adult, maps,
photographs and matching with a buddy etc.

•

Provide a secure base, often a space within the
inclusion department, where the young person
can find familiar adults when needed.

•

Use ‘transitional objects’ over the summer
holiday to demonstrate to the young person that
they are remembered and thought about when
they are not there. This is described as being
‘kept in mind’.  Transitional objects can be a card,
letter, something they have made or a photo
etc. but it is a reminder of the ongoing nature of
the relationship. The young person and the key
adult could swap objects.  

•

When moving schools, ensure that a transition
plan is in place. Do all you can to make endings
positive. Help the young person to learn through
the change, rather than experiencing it as
another loss. This is particularly important when
change of carer or school occur outside of the
usual transition points. Give the young person,
and those they are close to, opportunities to say
their goodbyes. You could organise a goodbye
card from the class/form group.

•

Ensure there is a key adult who can provide a
secure emotional base and can be physically
and emotionally available to the young person.
The time required for the role will depend
on the needs of the young person and will
hopefully decrease as they adjust to a new
school. However, it is important that the key
adult is a permanent member of staff in order
to give stability.

•

Be proactive; do not wait for the young person
to engage in negative behaviours in order to
be ‘kept in mind’.  Give them opportunities to
‘check in’ with the key adult at set times during
the school day, rather than expecting them to
seek out the key adult.

•

When providing additional support, e.g. literacy,
numeracy and speech and language support, try
to deliver this through the key adult. Where this
is not possible reduce the number of adults and
location changes as much as possible.

KEY ADULT
A young person who has experienced loss and
trauma within their primary care relationship (usually
with their parents) can develop a distorted view of
themselves and the world around them. This will
affect their emotional and social development at a
neurological level. However, research has shown
that new neural pathways can form in a young
person’s brain and new patterns of relating and
behaving can emerge when a relationship is formed
with a ‘good enough’ other. At home this will be
the young person’s foster carer or adopter, but in
school support can also be provided by an additional
‘attachment’ figure.

Staff who have time
to listen to me make
me feel supported
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Don’t send me home
instead of dealing with
situations. Things are
not always down to me
being looked after.

HOME AND SCHOOL
It is vital that home and school staff work
together to support the young person.
•

Develop consistency between home and school
through the sharing of what works.

•

The key adult should co-ordinate information from
school, should be the main point of contact for the
young person’s carers/parents and should communicate
with them on a regular basis. Regular contact will
help keep information sharing brief and will facilitate
preventative action as needed. Include comments
about strengths and weaknesses.

Everyone in school
does not need to
know everything about
my life. This can be
intimidating and I
already feel different.

•

Staff should be aware of ‘splitting’, a psychological
response where individuals can be viewed as all good
or all bad.  Resist perceptions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’
people in the young person’s life. Regular professionals
meetings are vital to ensure that anxieties can be
shared and splitting and blaming of individuals can be
avoided. Consistent and appropriate strategies should
be developed which are proactive and not reactive.

•

Keep exclusions internal as added pressure on foster placements can lead
to placement breakdowns. For all fixed term exclusions, legally, schools
must provide first day provision for all looked after young people.

FRIENDSHIPS AND PEER RELATIONSHIPS

Be aware that
some children are
bullied because they
are looked after and
need help with this.

Moving home and school a lot can make
interacting with peers and developing friendships
difficult. Additionally, some early experiences can
cause developmental difficulties which impact on
social relationships with peers.
•

Encourage the young person to get involved with
extra-curricular activities and hobbies.  This can promote friendships with
peers who share the same interests.

•

Consider whether a social skills group or interventions such as a ‘Circle
of Friends’ should be implemented to support interactions with peers.

•

Young people who have not had emotionally literate role models will
need additional support to develop this ability. Supporting the young
person’s social and emotional skills will help them manage conflict with
peers more effectively.

•

Consider whether the young person is being bullied. If so, ensure it is
addressed in consultation with the young person. Restorative practices
can be useful.

•

Give the young person opportunities to be helpful/nurturing to others as this
will support relationship development.
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PROMOTING RESILIENCE
Resilience is about doing well in the face of adversity.
A young person with a high level of resilience will have better
outcomes than might be predicted given the hardship that
has impacted on their life.
•

Support self-esteem and show the young person that s/he is
accepted and valued.

•

Provide opportunities for the young person to get a sense of
achievement. This does not need to be in public or based on
academic achievement. It could involve taking areas of
responsibility and should be within the young person’s capability.

•

Self-efficacy, where people believe their efforts make a
difference, is an important aspect of resilience. Provide
opportunities for taking responsibility and contributing to
decisions to support the development of self-efficacy.

•

Promote the development of social problem-solving skills through
whole class work.

•

Support the development of basic skills, in particular reading ability.

•

Identify the young person’s strengths and interests.

I was pleased when my school got
me the extra support I needed in
maths. It helped me to get good
results in my exam

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT FEELINGS

•

Many young people who have suffered trauma
and loss in their early lives have an overwhelming
sense of shame. As professionals working with
these young people, we need to ensure that our
interactions with them do not trigger this powerful
emotion. Make sure that emotional and social
expectations for the young person are in line
with their developmental level rather than their
chronological age, as would be the case with other
aspects of the curriculum.

Talking at the time of incidents is usually unhelpful
as the fight/flight pattern is engaged. Aggressive
behaviour is often triggered by fear and when
apparently most aggressive, young people can
actually be at their most afraid. Confrontation
can exaggerate the fear and escalate the incident.

•

It is easy to feel angry and rejecting towards
young people who are aggressive and
persistently refuse to co-operate.  Therefore
agreed procedures, responses and support from
colleagues are vital to protect staff and control
reactivity.

•

Avoid asking, ‘Why did you do that?’  Instead
support the young person to reflect on the
links between feelings and actions, for example,
‘What happens inside you before you…….?’  
Once young people are able to say something
about their inner state, they can be helped to
gain some control.

•

Notice and comment on small indicators of
self-regulation.  Self regulation is when someone
is able to consciously change how they feel and
respond to emotional triggers.

•

Ensure that the language you use is considered
carefully.

•

Decide upon a member of the senior
management team to take the lead in disciplinary
situations and ensure that only a minimum
number of staff are involved.

•

Make use of time-in, not time out.  Some
young people who have experienced neglect or
abandonment find time out difficult. Allow them
time-in with their key adult or in a quiet area of
the classroom.  It is also important to re-engage
with them soon after their time-in so they know
that your relationship has not been damaged.
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ATTACHMENT
There are a small number of young people who have attachment difficulties. Attachment Theory originated
from the work of John Bowlby.  He suggested that emotional bonds between individuals provide nurture, protection
and security and are fundamental to survival. Infants who have emotionally available and responsive carers develop
strong emotional bonds with them and benefit from good models for survival and social and emotional awareness.
In this context they become ‘securely attached’ and they learn to regulate their own distress/fear. Some infants do
not become securely attached, and crucially, do not develop their own stress regulation. This early development can
have long term implications for how young people cope with the typical stressors in everyday life.
Below are three main types of coping behaviours which some young people with attachment difficulties may have
developed and appropriate support strategies are suggested.

•

ANXIETY AND UNCERTAINTY

Some young people appear to need a high level of teacher attention, appear to be dependent on the teacher to
engage with learning and can appear demanding and bossy.
•

Differentiate tasks into small independent steps.  Use a timer to reduce anxiety during short, independent tasks.  

•

Make use of transitional objects to reduce anxiety when the teacher is not available for short periods, for
example, ask the young person to look after an object for you.  

•

Make explicit reassuring comments to show the young person that the teacher is keeping them ‘in mind’.

•

Behaviour seen as controlling or bossy can be directed into being helpful in the classroom.  Responsibility for
tasks allows the young person to be involved with others and promotes independence.

•

THE NEED TO BE INDEPENDENT FROM THE TEACHER

A small number of young people will find it difficult to accept support from adults and will
demonstrate a need to be independent from the teacher.
•

Ensure that expectations for the task are made clear at the start and that tasks are structured
with materials ready. Tasks should not require lots of teacher support or imagination.

•

If the young person has difficulties in verbal expression, provide a high level of structure for
writing tasks. Differentiate with opportunities to use writing frames and incomplete sentences
to reduce anxiety about the blank page.

•

Provide concrete tasks to avoid feelings which trigger reactive behaviour, such as structured
games with rules and clear right or wrong answers.

•

Use paired or small group work to allow the young person to get closer to the teacher.  
Older students can be used as mentors/intermediaries to reduce the pressure on the young
person/teacher interaction.

•

A LACK OF TRUST

A small number of young people may show high anxiety through controlling behaviour. Class work may
be a trigger for feelings of humiliation and lead to rejection of the task. They may have difficulty trusting
the authority of the teacher.
•

Demonstrate safety by providing rules which focus on keeping people and things safe.  Make use of
safe spaces such as dens, tents and quiet rooms.

•

Physical activities that are mechanical and rhythmic such as counting, colouring, sorting, building,
sequencing and copying can be soothing and help the young person to engage calmly.

•

At crisis points it is vital for adults to be non-reactive and to communicate some understanding of the
emotional issues.  This will demonstrate alternative ways of responding other than fight-or-flight.

•

Positive comments about the task or behaviour can help to develop and reinforce positive responses.

6

NURTURE GROUPS
The Nurture Group approach is designed for young people who have not had
the opportunity to form secure attachments because of family break up, bereavement,
family conflict, illness or abuse etc. This is likely to include young people who are
looked after and adopted.  Nurture Groups offer a secure base to young people
who are struggling to access full time, large group teaching.  The Nurture Group
approach has been implemented in slightly different ways in different schools.
The classic model has a group of up to twelve young people who attend all day
(except Friday morning) and return to class after two to four terms.  The New
Primary model has groups of up to nine young people who attend for four sessions
a week. The Secondary model often follows a primary model but slowly integrates
young people into mainstream classes as the term progresses. Young people for
whom a nurture setting may be useful are usually identified by their teacher
and assessment information from the Boxall Profile, which is a measure of
social, emotional and behavioural development.

LOOKING AFTER YOURSELF
Caring for/about someone who has experienced trauma can be a
complex and stressful experience in itself. School staff should make
use of the following support networks:
•

Supportive supervision at work.

•

Contact with people who understand trauma.

•

Social networks and close confiding relationships.
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