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"A new Estyn report highlights how further education 
(FE) colleges in Wales are facing increasing 
behavioural challenges, with issues such as 
absenteeism, social media misuse, and vaping 
becoming widespread"

Estyn (2025)

Nearly all the colleges Estyn visited reported an 
increase in learners with ALN as well as mental 
health and anxiety-based difficulties since the 
pandemic.
— Estyn (2024)

“Consistent and positive approaches to 
managing behaviour are vital in creating a safe and 
inclusive learning environment where all learners 
can thrive' 

Estyn (2022) 



Understanding Behaviour

Behaviour = observable actions/responses to internal/external stimuli

Skinner (1953): “any action that can be observed and measured”

Gray & Woods (2022) state that ‘effective practices are those that are flexible and responsive to the unique 

circumstances of each learner’

Behaviour in educational settings is complex, and there isn’t a single explanation for why learners 
behave the way they do. Understanding behaviour helps us respond effectively, create inclusive 
environments, and support engagement and progression—particularly for learners with Additional 
Learning Needs (ALN).
For learners with ALN, emotional, cognitive, social, and communication challenges mean behaviour 
is often a form of communication (Welsh Government, 2023).



Integrating Theories 
in Practice

No single theory fully explains behaviour.

For ALN learners in FE:

• Behaviourist strategies can provide structure and clear expectations.

• Cognitive approaches can help learners think about consequences and 
may help with  self-regulation.

• Humanistic perspectives ensure emotional and social needs are met.

• Social learning and systemic approaches consider the context and 
modelling of behaviour.

• Psychodynamic insights help us ask why the learner or learners are 
behaving in that way.



Maslow 
Hierarchy
Of Needs 
in 
Behavioural 
Support

Understanding Maslow helps educators 
address learners’ needs, boosting 
engagement and success (Walley, 2024)

• Unmet basic needs (food, rest, safety, 
structure) can lead to challenging 
behaviour.

• Meeting these needs supports 
engagement, motivation, and learning 
outcomes.

Practical strategies in FE include:

• Providing breakfast or snacks (NPTC 
Group of Colleges, 2022)

• Clear instructions, structured routines, 
IDPs for Autistic learners (Walley, 2024)

• Maslow is a guide, not one-size-fits-all 
approach: learners may pursue higher-
level needs even if basics aren’t fully met 
(Neher, 1991).

• Individualised approaches that are flexible 

are vital for ALN learners (Mohamed & 
Nordin, 2025).



Behaviour as 
Communication

- Challenging behaviour can be a form of communication 
for learners with ALN (Carr et al., 2013)

- Behaviour can reflect unmet needs, frustration, or discomfort 
when unable to communiate verbally. 

- Understanding behaviour helps staff respond supportively, 
not punitively (Dix, 2017)

- Integrates with behaviourist, cognitive, and humanistic 
approaches for holistic support

Limitations

- Requires time, trust, and consistency, especially in FE 
environments with multiple teachers (Estyn, 2022)

In Practice

- Have empathy and understanding – ask what is it the student is 
trying to commnicate

- Adjust teaching or add strateggies to meet individual needs

ThePhoto by PhotoAuthor is licensed under CCYYSA.

Behaviour can tell us something 

about what the learner is 

experiencing and what they need 

from us. (Dix, 2017)



Effective FE Classroom Behaviour Strategies- 
handout



Antecedent / Preventative           Rules and Routines
• Clear rules and routines provide structure for 

learners to thrive (Estyn, 2012).

• Begin the year with visible, consistent, and 
reinforced expectations (Marzano, 2003).

• Visual supports, such as timetables, enhance 
understanding for learners with ALN (Rutherford et 
al., 2020).

• Consistent routines reduce behavioural problems 
and support emotional regulation (Hatherly et al., 
2023).

• Predictable environments reinforce positive 
behaviour (Skinner, 1953).

• Balance needed: routines vs. autonomy and 
flexibility (Rogers, 1969).

• Prepare learners for unavoidable changes (e.g., 
cancelled classes, staff absence).



De-escalation

Calm communication and low-arousal tone reduce tension (Carr et al., 2013,  Dix, 2017)Calm

Allow personal space and minimise sensory distractions (Hatherly et al., 2023)Space

Model calm behaviour and use gentle cues (Bandura, 1977 - CBT principles)Model

Support learners to self-manage tasks, avoid over-reliance on staffSupport

Balance structure with autonomy in sessionsBalance



Positive Reinforcement

• Behaviourist: Operant conditioning 
(Skinner, 1953)

• Reinforce positive behaviour through 
praise, recognition, or small rewards

• Strengthens self-regulation and 
motivation (Parsonson, 2012)

• Useful for ALN learners — 
predictable and structured feedback

• Avoid over-reliance to support 
intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan 
2000)

Verbal – well done for waiting your turn

Symbolic – achievement points, certificate's,



Modelling 
Adult 
Behaviour

Adults act as role 
models; learners 

observe and imitate 
(Bandura, 1977)

Staff model:

Calm and respectful 
interactions

Pateince and Emotional 
regulation

Positive communication 
and conflict resolution 

(Dix, 2017)

Can support ALN 
learners in developing 

self-regulation and 
social skills

Examples:

• Speak calmly when learner shows frustration

• Show patience when explaining tasks and repeat or rephrase if needed.

• Handle conflicts fairly

• Encourage learners to apply calming strategies and offering encouragement 

  and praise effort



presentations hand out2.docx

https://uowtsd-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/personal/2418424_student_uwtsd_ac_uk/Documents/presentations%20hand%20out2.docx?d=w9e8a6d293a21453a88b5eaf97f577d9f&csf=1&web=1&e=lTiWNl


Individualised Interventions / 
Support 
• Baseline assessments to identify learner needs
• Use of IDP to idetify support needs
• Individual support plans and  strategies
• Person-centred / humanistic approach (Estyn, 

2022, Carr et al., 2013)
• IDPs, differentiated strategies, and personalised 

targets
• Promotes engagement, inclusion, and skill 

development
Implications 
• Can lead to an over-dependence on adult support
• needs ongoing review

In practice:
Adapting tasks using differentiated resources or visual 
supports, Setting individual literacy, numeracy, or 
communication targets,  sensory breaks or movement 
breaks to help regulation.  



Environment &  Technology

Strategies to support learners:
• Quiet zones & clear pathways (Estyn, 2022)
• Remove clutter & sensory overload (Ashburner et al., 2010)

• Allow a space for movement for ADHD learners (Barkley, 2015)
• Use adaptive technology & task management apps to help support 

individuals with their organisation, attention, and independent learning 
(Sugai & Simonsen, 2012)

• Benefits: reduces anxiety, supports focus, accommodates sensory 
differences

• Negatives : overly structured environments may limit autonomy and 
exploration (Sugai & Simonsen, 2012; Marzano, 2003)

• Su pportin g lear ners with additional learnin g needs (ALN) | Educatio n Wales

• Layout influences behaviour and engagement 
(Marzano, 2003)

• Safety and comfort are essential before learning 
(Maslow, 1943)

https://educationwales.blog.gov.wales/2024/12/12/supporting-learners-with-additional-learning-needs-aln/
https://educationwales.blog.gov.wales/2024/12/12/supporting-learners-with-additional-learning-needs-aln/


Boundaries and Expectations
• Boundaries are about clarity, not control

• Clear, fair, and consistent expectations support safety and respect (Dix, 
2017).

• Co-created rules promote ownership and self-regulation 

• Consistency and calm responses strengthen trust and relationships (Dix, 
2017).

• Flexibility prevents inequity for ALN learners (Packer et al., 2022).

In practice:

• Visual reminders of rules and routines

• Restorative approaches, not punitive

• Space for movement or quiet reflection when needed



Relationships and Respect  

• Unconditional positive regard builds rapport, engagement, and 
motivation (Rogers 1969)

• Structured routines combined with relational strategies support 
ALN learners (Marzano et al., 2003)

• Positives :

• Increases engagement and self-regulation (Dix, 2017)

• Promotes willingness to follow routines and rules (Rogers, 1969)

• Supports skill development and inclusion (Marzano et al., 
2003)  

Limitations:

• Some learners may appear compliant but experience internal 
distress (Packer et al., 2022)

• Diverse ALN/SEN needs require flexibility; no single strategy fits 
all Estyn, 2022)  

'Trust and positive connections shape behaviour more than rules or sanctions' (Dix, 2017)



Case Studies  - handouts
Max is a 16-year-old learner with ADHD participating in an Independent Living Skills practical cooking session. He is very energetic and 
creative but struggles with attention, impulsivity, and following multi-step instructions. Some behavious in the kitchen have resulted in 
near misses and often unsafe for himself and others.



Learner Profile:
Ellie is a 17-year-old student on an Independent Living Skills (ILS) programme at a Further Education college in Wales. She is Autistic 
and experiences high levels of anxiety, particularly in noisy or unpredictable environments. Transition between classrooms and changes 
to routine often cause distress.
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AI declaration

I declare I used co pilot on 14.10.25 to give an example for case 
studies  using behaviour strategies for students with ALN

I used co pilot on 14.10.25 to find "Etsyn reports that are relavent to ALN 
in FE"

I used co pilot 23.10.25 on "how do behaviour theories link to strategies 
for aln students"

I used co pilot 23.10.25 on "What are the limitations of behaviour 
strategies – help me with some example"
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