Critical Analysis of an Article
Title and background of the author

The title ‘Inclusion: the role of special and mainstream schools’ mentions the elements of the review but does not fully reflect the main purpose of the review.  The word ‘inclusion’ is the focus. However, the review examines the debate around inclusion and whether there is a place for special schools rather than simply the role of each provision.

The review was published in 2017 and is the first published article by the author, Anne Shaw.   In 1982, she completed a B.Ed in Primary and Special Education. Her background is in mainstream schools where she has held the role of Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO).  She is a Lecturer in Early Years Education at University of Bolton and does research on Educational Policy and Inclusion.    

The Abstract

The abstract summarises the purpose of the review through a conversational, narrative style of language rather than academic. For instance, its descriptive use of how changes were implemented with regard to segregation, ie ‘seeds were sown’ is a feature of this narrative style. Shaw (2017) opens the abstract by highlighting the apparent opinion change by Warnock (2005) who recommended that special schools should play a more significant role in educating young people with special educational needs which, it is argued, contradicts her views in her 1978 Report, recommending inclusion rather than segregation in mainstream schools.  Shaw explains that this change of direction has opened up the debate of mainstream versus special school provision and goes on to explain that her reasons for writing the review is to investigate the reported increase in special school provision (DfE, 2016) despite the drive for inclusion.   

Shaw explains how she does this through reviewing literature from Britain, Europe and New Zealand and studying national and international research into the experiences of children with special educational needs in both special and mainstream schools. Shaw mentions that she takes into account the voice of the child, however she does not mention that some of these views are taken from individuals who have left the education system.  This becomes apparent in the body of the review.

The abstract explains the fact that the review gives no definitive answer to the debate over mainstream versus special education.  Shaw states that there is ‘no clear indication that either setting leads to better outcomes’ (Shaw, 2017 p292).  She further states that her findings emphasise that it is the ‘quality of the setting’ that is important and highlights implications for staff training.  Shaw’s final recommendation is that further research is recommended which compares outcomes for children in different types of provision.
The key words listed in the abstract can be found in the body of the review and are appropriate and relevant to the debate.

Introductory section 
After the brief introductory paragraph which explains the changes of terminology from ‘handicapped’ to the term ‘special educational needs’ and which sets out the main drivers for reform (ie the Warnock Report 1978 and subsequent Education Act 1981), the author gives her reasons for the review and a brief synopsis of the way the review is set out.  It is not set out with subheadings signposting the introduction, method, research design, findings, discussion and conclusion as so many others are.  This is may be down to the fact that Shaw does not provide research of her own but draws on the research and studies of others.  However she does explain that the review is written in sections and names the literature and research used to give insight into the debate. This is useful to the reader as a form of reference should they need to refer or look further into what has been said by the original source. 

Body of the Review
The Discussion section forms the body of the review under subheadings relating to the policy and practice of mainstream and special school settings, the advantages and challenges of each and ends with the voice of the child.   Shaw makes the point that the review refers to educational inclusion rather than social inclusion.  

Throughout each section, Shaw looks at the research and literature covering primary and secondary phases.  However, rather than focus on one or two areas of need within a particular phase, Shaw examines a wide range of special educational needs (SEN) across the phases and sometimes compares one area of difficulty or disability against a different one or compares different age ranges within the same area of need.  It could be argued that Shaw is not providing effective, direct comparisons of these studies, but merely bringing together a body of studies in support for either mainstream or special school.  On the other hand, it could be argued that Shaw has taken a good cross-section of studies which gives a broader viewpoint, in order to reach her own opinions and comment on the debate of special versus mainstream school education.   

Shaw draws on research findings; conclusions from Government reports; inspection reports and academic literature to examine both sides of the debate.  The research discussed in the review varies and Shaw explains the method of each study.  Some of these include questionnaires and/or interviews from various stakeholders, ie past and present pupils, parents, Headteachers, teachers and TAs.  Where possible, Shaw also compares an international perspective.   

Throughout the review Shaw provides a brief synopsis of the opinions or findings of others and clearly references the source.  Sometimes she produces a counter argument against what has been said or provides an additional source in support of a point made.  There are occasions where a research or opinion is made and stands on its own. The reader has to trust the judgement of Shaw in correctly interpreting the literature she presents and be aware that some points made, may not be presented in the full context of the actual research.   If clarification is needed, the reader has the referencing to access further information. 

Shaw’s review is largely taken from an English perspective.  In the abstract she states that she looks at literature and research from Britain.  However, even though she includes research from Scotland and Ireland, there is nothing from the Welsh perspective to which the review is also relevant (especially in the current climate of ALN reform).    

In the section about policy and practice for mainstream and special schools, Shaw considers the literature and viewpoints from academics, Government papers, Educational Reviews and online articles to explain the reason for the controversy and give some background to the debate. She begins with the backdrop of the debate about special school provision which was resurrected by Warnock’s apparent ‘u turn’ from her Report in 1978, where she advocated inclusion rather than segregation.  She also presents Warnock’s later views in 2005 which were that some pupils were better suited to special schools, particularly those children with severe learning difficulties and those with difficulties that are not visible or obvious.  Warnock (2005) was of the view that these children suffer in mainstream so are better placed in special schools.   In order to present a balanced discussion Shaw includes a criticism from Barton (2005), who has a negative view of special schools (Ofsted 2006), and who suggested that Warnock’s opinion change was as a result of her failure to listen to the voice of disabled people and their organisations. Later in the review Shaw cites the Alliance for Inclusive Education’s (ALFFIE) views on how the voice of disabled people is taken into account. Shaw further presents the view of Baker (2007) who believes that there is no middle ground and advocates that ‘special schools and inclusion should be two sides of the same coin’. This is further supported by Norwich and Gray (2007), who stated special schools need to be part of an ‘inclusive system’.  Shaw shows that she has read around this argument by presenting the supportive views of others. 

The areas explored by Shaw in the section about policy and practice are also raised in other sections throughout the review.  She draws on the conclusions made and provides supporting literature to emphasise the points made.  For example, Shaw discusses the findings of the 2006 Ofsted report which was critical of mainstream schools where the main support came from TAs rather than specialist teaching but which also found that additional resources provision in mainstream schools were particularly successful in achieving high academic, social and personal outcomes.  This finding is reiterated in other studies in the review (Webster and Blatchford (2015), De Boer et al (2013)).   The Report concluded that it was not the type but the ‘quality of provision’ that was essential for children with learning difficulties and disabilities.  Shaw cites Male and Rainer (2007) who support this view and who not only reported a lack of appropriately trained specialist teachers and inadequate provision by TAs, but who were also of the opinion that full inclusion of profound and moderate learning difficulties (PMLD) children in England would be slow and possibly never achieved.  In support of this view, Shaw presents the conclusion of the House of Commons Education & Skills Committee 2006 which described full time mainstream placement for some SEN children as unrealistic.  Shaw presents the opposing view of ALLFIE (2012) who believe that the only way to build aspiration for disabled children and families, is to build the capacity of mainstream education.  Although they do not have evidence presented in a peer-review journal, it could be argued that they have a voice in the debate because of the stakeholders and members they represent.   

Also in this section, Shaw raises the issue that special schools are still very much part of the system despite inclusion being high on the agenda.  She describes the conflict between the educational agenda and the raising of standards and accountability (Norwich, 2014 and Glazzard, 2014) and gives a possible reason for the reported increase of 42.9% in special school attendance for statemented pupils from 2015-16 (DfE, 2016).  Shaw cites Galton and MacBeath (2015) who criticise Headteachers for guiding parents of children with SEN towards choosing a special school setting because of their concern about their attainment figures. They refer to this as a ‘deception of choice’. (Shaw 2017, p 296).    

Shaw gives a short summary at the end of the section which is useful to highlight the main points of the literature and findings referred to.  It clarifies all the arguments and raises a question which is explored throughout the rest of the review ie is the reason for the increase in special schools education as a result of the education agenda or is it due to the superiority of special schools in meeting the need of children?  This could serve as the title of the review as it is appears to be the thread that runs through the rest of the review.

Shaw’s second and third sections dealing with the advantages and challenges presented to special schools and mainstream schools analyse various studies from New Zealand, Norway, Ireland, England and the Netherlands.  Shaw suggests that these studies show that ‘even with improved training and resources in mainstream schools there will always be a role for special schools particularly for children with EBD and PMLD’ (Shaw, 2017 p299) but is of the opinion that there is a need for further research to investigating their effectiveness.  Shaw shows that she can reflect on studies of an international as well as national level.  However, there is a question over whether the research Shaw has drawn together can be comparable.  It could be argued that this research may not be directly comparable as the education system differs from country to country. Likewise, authorities within the UK also have different systems in place so may not be directly comparable. 
Furthermore, Shaw includes some studies in the review that do not give a balanced view or have small samples (Griffiths, 2007) which may not be representative. The Reed et al 2012 study for instance only looked at the perspectives of special school educators and not mainstream.   Also, it may be argued that a study that takes the views of EBD learners who have left school ten to fourteen years previously and who favoured special school provision over mainstream, may not produce altogether reliable evidence due to the time lag between recollections (Hornby and Witte 2008).  Shaw does not state why she includes it as being reliable evidence.  

Shaw does however include some extensive valid research across UK and Ireland which generally forms the opinion that there is a failure in mainstream provision to meet academic, social and emotional behaviour needs and recommends better links between special provision and mainstream with better training of staff.   Examples of studies in the Netherlands and Norway also establish that special school provision is recommended for certain individual’s needs.  Stoutjesdijk et al (2012) expressed the view that inclusive education cannot be achieved for some children with EBD.   Similarly Cook et al (2016) recommended the need for better interventions in mainstream to promote a school culture where autistic individuals can thrive). 

Shaw also reiterates the view that TAs do not necessarily provide better provision for SEN children in mainstream and backs this up with two studies from Norway (De Boer et al, 2013) and England (Webster and Blatchford, 2015).
It could be argued that the review is disorganised in that Shaw discusses one study then moves onto something unrelated within the same paragraph sometimes without a counter argument or supporting evidence.  This can make the thread of the argument difficult to follow and can be confusing to the reader who has to keep going back and fore to determine the point made and think about the relevance it has to the next point, if at all.  

In the final section, Shaw makes the point that it is important to listen to the views of all children in an equal society. She highlights the various ways that their views can be obtained, eg role play, drawing, questionnaires, circle time activities.  She draws on international research as well as UK research and identifies bullying and self-esteem issues as the main barriers to inclusion for children with SEN. Highlighting too the attitudes and beliefs of SEN children who are in different settings.  Her overall findings echo much of the research in the review and reveal the need for ‘the continued existence of special schools with links with mainstream schools and the wider community.’ (Shaw 2017, p305).

Conclusion of the Review
The conclusion of the review sets out clearly all the arguments and opinions in the review in a concise and uncomplicated manner. Shaw has cited sources from a wide range of works in the field of SEN and referenced the sources clearly.   
Shaw is of the view that ‘staff expertise is indeed crucial to the success of inclusion.’ (Shaw, 2017 p301).  She is also of the view that things will only improve when society changes its attitude towards people with learning difficulties.
Shaw references the points made in her conclusions which is useful to refer back to.  She concludes that the debate is ongoing but lists six recommendations which cover the issues raised in the review. 

Exploring a strategy to improve wellbeing and combat adverse behaviour in a mainstream primary school
‘All learning has an emotional base’ Plato

Introduction

One of the priorities of the School, the subject of this assignment, is to improve pupils’ wellbeing, behaviour and social skills. 
It is widely recognised that disruptive and challenging behaviour of children in the classroom not only has a detrimental impact on their own learning, but also that of other children.  It can also lead to a feeling of inadequacy in some teachers who find it difficult to manage extreme behaviours, meet their emotional needs or identify the cause of such behaviour (Farrell, 2005).  Research into how the brain works has highlighted the adverse psychological, cognitive and physiological affects childhood trauma and attachment can have on an individual through their life, if not addressed. (Bowlby, 1969).

This assignment will discuss how the School is seeking to develop wellbeing in pupils identified as needing social, emotional and behavioural support through an intervention called Relationship Based Play, (RBP).  It will discuss the theory underpinning the intervention, how the School organised sessions and consider the outcomes of the intervention to the children and parents involved.
Background 
The School, is one of four primary schools in a Federation of schools which also includes one comprehensive school.  It is a mainstream primary school with currently 173 pupils on role (including nursery).  It also incorporates a Learning Support Centre (LSC) for 17 pupils with moderate learning difficulties (MLD) who hold formal statements of special educational needs (SEN).  The LSC contains two classes, one for pupils in Foundation Phase and one for those in Key Stage 2 (KS2).   

The senior management team (SMT) includes the Head of the Federation, the Primary Phase Leader and a Lead Learner, who is also the Year 5/6 teacher.  Teaching staff include 2 LSC teachers, who are also joint Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinators (ALNCOs); 6 teachers, one of whom also covers the planning, preparation and assessment (PPA) time for other teachers, and 11 teaching assistants (TAs). 
The School is the largest of the four primary schools, in an area of economic disadvantage within a Welsh valley.  Consequently, it has access to Flying Start provision. This is an early years’ programme for families with children under 4 years of age living in deprived areas of Wales (Welsh Assembly, 2018a).   The percentage of Free School Meals pupils is almost three times higher than local and national averages at 61%.  In 2018, attendance was at 92.7%. This fell short of the 95% target set by the local authority. Of the 31% of pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), 5% are identified as having SEBD as their prime need.  Over the last three years, fixed term exclusions have been recorded for two pupils each year ranging from 3 to 6 days.  However, from September 2018 to November 2018, exclusions rose to four pupils with 10.5 days exclusions between them.  This number has increased for mainstream pupils over the last three years from 6 in 2016, 7 in 2017 and 9 in 2018.  It is a real concern for the school as exclusions are viewed a last resort to inappropriate, dangerous and unwanted behaviour. 

Many of the pupils recognised as having SEBD are at the School Action Plus stage of the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice for Wales (Welsh Assembly, 2004). At this stage, they may be accessing the school based counsellor service (if in year 6), or having support from the wellbeing team of the local authority. Some may also be having assessments or appointments with specialist agencies such as Child and Adult Mental Health Service (CAMHS) or the School’s Educational Psychologist, following referral by school or GP for neurodevelopmental or complex emotional needs.
The School is one of the top three Primary Schools in the County on the Vulnerability Assessment Profile (VAP).  This profile looks at scores in relation to a pupil’s attendance, attainment, school moves, exclusions, free school meals entitlement, additional learning needs, English as an additional language and whether they are classed as a looked after child.   57.9% are at Amber category and 14.6% are at Red category. Not all children identified on the VAP are on the ALN register.  However, it is important to note that these children are just as much a concern to the School in terms of their emotional and developmental needs as those that are on a staged response of the Code of Practice.  
National context and literature 
There is a growing problem with disruptive behaviour amongst pupils in the school which has a ripple effect throughout the school as lessons are interrupted, teachers and teaching assistants are called to deal with situations and time is having to be spent by senior management with reprimands and, at worst, exclusions.  Increasingly parents are asking the School for support and guidance with their own children as they too are dealing with unruly behaviour at home.  
The Chair of the cross-party Children, Young People and Education Committee, Lynne Neagle, has raised the profile for children’s emotional and mental wellbeing and resilience, which echoes the School’s priorities.  The Assembly Minister, in the report ‘Mind over Matter’, has called for children’s mental health to be a ‘national priority’ after stating the shocking figures obtained from the NSPCC at the end of 2016, which showed a rise of 41% of children in Wales being admitted to hospital after harming themselves (Welsh Assembly, 2018b).  
Notwithstanding the increase in funding to improve mental health services in both Wales and England, Neagle (Welsh Assembly, 2018b) and Greene (2009) believe that there is a real need to shift the focus from the ‘reactive to the preventive’.   Neagle asserts that early intervention is crucial to embed good mental health and develop coping strategies that can support an individual through life.  She refers to children who fail to meet the criteria for a diagnosed disorder, yet who still experience emotional distress or anxiety, as the ‘missing middle’.   She makes the point that with the right support, children will be able to learn and achieve more so that they can eventually find employment and become resilient adults.  
As a result, Welsh Government has made it a priority for schools to raise awareness with all staff to develop a deeper understanding of how developmental trauma, attachment and emotional difficulties can have an adverse effect on children and young people in school settings.  In fact, Nash, et al (2016) recommended that all members of staff in a school should have at least a day’s training to enable a different way of thinking about disruptive behaviour.  Likewise, Green (2009) advocated the need for ‘dramatic changes’ to provide effective management of disruptive behaviours ie by training staff to improve understanding; creating mechanisms which are proactive rather than reactive; creating processes to work on problems collaboratively and finally, ensuring training to enhance the understanding of future teachers.

The SMT of the School have already met one of these recommendations by facilitating the training of all staff in the Federation to gain a better understanding and knowledge of what can affect children’s behaviour.  Speakers have given talks on Attachment Awareness (Bowlby, 1969) and Adverse Childhood Experiences and all staff have had training in Relationship Based Play strategies.  

Theories and research 
Recent findings relating to attachment and trauma has built on the significant studies made by psychologists and behaviourists during the first half of the 20th Century.  At this time, many psychologists believed that no purpose was served in showing children affection.  One behaviourist, John Watson, even called mother love ‘a dangerous instrument’.  He believed that a child’s environment and experiences were the factors that shaped behaviours over their natural temperament.   However, the American psychologist Harlow (1958) disagreed and offered irrefutable proof that love is vital for normal childhood development.  In his famous, yet controversial experiment with infant rhesus monkeys, he substituted the actual mother and gave monkeys ‘surrogate’ mothers: one made of wire with food and the other made of soft cloth with no food.  He set up various controlled experiments and observed that the infant monkeys preferred to spend time with the comforting cloth mother once they had fed.  Harlow believed that the comfort of contact is overwhelmingly important to affectional bonds. (Harlow, 1958; Cherry, 2019).  This finding links to the RBP strategies which have contact and touch as the basis of its intervention. Harlow further believed that this showed that the function of a mother is to provide a haven of safety in times of fear or danger.  
Harlow’s theory was further explored by the British psychoanalyst, John Bowlby in the late 1960s who was thought of as the father of attachment theory.  His work was central to the understanding of the principle of ‘bonding’ between parents and children and the importance of emotional warmth and security in caregiving.  He defined attachment as a ‘lasting psychological connectedness between human beings.’ (Cherry, 2019).  Bowlby believed that a strong emotional and physical attachment to at least one primary caregiver is critical to personal development.  Bowlby stated: 
 ‘children are not slates from which the past can be rubbed by a duster or sponge, but human beings who carry their previous experiences with them and whose behaviour in the present is profoundly affected by what has gone before.’  (Bowlby, 1960, p.114) 
This underpins the current research on ACEs which links the work of Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth who demonstrate that nurturance and responsiveness are the primary determinants of attachment.   From her research, Mary Ainsworth (1970) concluded that there were three main styles of attachment: secure, anxious-avoidant, and anxious-resistant.  
To understand behaviour, we need first to be aware of how the brain develops and functions. The brain is constantly making new connections and the most effective is when the brain is interacting with another human brain.  It is important to understand that the key to optimal brain function lies in the regulation of stress hormones and challenge of any kind provides stress hormones.   However, humans are not born with an innate ability to regulate stress. Therefore, it is essential that children have healthy attachments with adults who can create deep brain patterns for feeling safe.   From an educational viewpoint, toxic stress levels can prevent the brain from functioning properly and lead to difficulties in learning.  Research shows that the brain functions optimally when people feel safe. (Lomax, 2018).  
Research by Lupien et al (2009) shows that stress factors from the prenatal period through to the aging period, can have an effect on an individual’s neurological or cognitive functioning.   Prenatal stress and exposure to poor care in the early years of a child’s life can result in adverse behaviours or psychiatric disorders in later life.  These can include unsociable behaviour, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), sleep disturbances or mood and anxiety disorders.  This research links to the body of research into ACEs which asserts that the kind of stress that comes in response to living with the factors of ACEs, can produce an overload of stress hormones, such as cortisol and adrenaline, which harm the function and structure of the brain.  This is particularly devastating to child’s development from before they are born to the age of three (Stevens, 2019).
It is recognised, that suffering ACEs increases an individual’s risk of health-harming behaviours in adulthood (Appendix 1).  ACEs can damage children’s developing brains and their immune system so significantly that the effects show up decades later in the form of chronic illness, mental illness, lower educational achievement and economic success in adulthood. Sadly too, ACEs are at the root of most acts of violence and can be perpetuated in future generations if not repaired in time. It is therefore crucial that awareness is raised publicly and professionally to prevent ACEs. The School has responded to this with its staff. 
Children who have suffered a trauma may act out in one of three ways:- fight, flight or freeze mode.  Staff see children display all three of these modes at some point.  The fight mode is often seen when a child gets into a rage and lashes out at others.  It is an adrenaline rush to overcome the perceived dangers ahead and deal with it head on.  To counter act this, staff try to identify and avoid the triggers that cause this kind of reaction.  The Flight mode is the impulse to remove oneself from the situation.  There are children in the school who act this way by absconding from class or even the school.  However, most commonly occurring in children than adults, is the freeze mode, where a child dissociates from the trauma and blanks out as if it is not happening to them. There is a risk that stimulus or reminders of the past trauma can lead to repeated paralysis. At its extreme, a diagnosis of post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can be made (Seltzer, 2015).
School support

Schools are increasingly expected to identify the reasons for challenging or adverse behaviours but it can often be difficult to work out whether a child has attachment difficulties, developmental difficulties or both. Geddes (2006) has devised a psychological framework in the form of a ‘Learning Triangle’ to help understand what drives disruptive behaviour in some pupils.   Her theory is closely linked to the theory of attachment.  It is however recognised that disruptive behaviour could also be connected to other difficulties such as speech and language difficulties, social communication difficulties, physical difficulties or neurodevelopmental disorders. Assessment and advice by an Educational Psychologist is often helpful in making this judgment.  

Schools are also being expected to identify children who are at risk of mental ill-health and intervene early to support them. This may be partly to ease the intense pressure CAMHS is under with long waiting lists.  However, many teachers feel ill-equipped to either identify or support children with mental health problems. In a survey, only 12% felt ‘very confident’ that they knew which organisations to approach and only 3 in ten teachers felt they could identify a child with mental health issues. (Weale, 2017)  
As ALNCO, I have consultations with specialists to discuss individual cases and seek advice so support and interventions can be put in place quickly.  The School has a well-trained and skilled workforce but more than ever, TAs are being expected to run social skills interventions where once they ran catch up programmes to support maths and literacy.  All too frequently Teachers and TAs are having to respond to extreme behavioural issues in the classroom where the level of disruption impacts detrimentally on all involved.  If not resolved soon enough, it can lead to a downward spiral where the child is then unable to access learning because of emotional barriers. 

When a teacher raises a concern, my role as ALNCO is to advise on the best course of action.  In cases of SEBD, assessment tools such as the BOXALL Profile, Coventry Grid and the Observation Checklist, may help identify the social and emotional difficulties experienced by the child. The Observational Checklist (Golding et al, 2013) in particular is a tool which looks at a child’s behaviour and helps structure support needed.  It is especially helpful in identifying the child with attachment issues. Once identified, individualised targets can be planned for and reviewed periodically.  The Observation Checklist is a useful tool to ascertain which attachment style the child is displaying most ie more ticks to the left show an ambivalent attachment style whereas ticks mainly to the right show an avoidant attachment style.   In identifying the style, the teacher can begin to put in place strategies or interventions to counter-act and address the problems.  A review of the Checklist provides a measure of outcomes, which is usually something difficult to show in cases of emotional behaviour.

The Intervention

Laying the foundations for emotional and cognitive development is the ability to regulate emotions, understand and think about their own and other people’s behaviour.  These are essential skills to engage in successful relationships and friendships.  The benefits of RBP is to strengthen relationships and enhance the child’s sense of connection and mutual understanding so that he/she no longer feels the need to resort to challenging or difficult behaviours. 

One of my duties as ALNCO is to ensure interventions and resources are made available to support pupil difficulties.   After receiving training in the areas of attachment theory, ACES and Relationship Based Play, I began the process of setting up sessions of RBP with parents and their children.  The intervention is modelled on healthy parent-infant relationships. It is effective for all ages as learning occurs on a non-verbal level.  It is about experience rather than talk. RBP allows for positive messages of giving, caring, encouragement and acceptance.  Gradually it is hoped these messages become part of the child’s internal sense and helps the child show more self-control and a desire to relate appropriately.  

The focus of the play is the relationship between child and adult where the adult is in charge (though the child is not told this).   Through the play, children have a sense that they are special, loveable and competent, that others can be responsive and that the child can count on others.  It re-establishes trust for those around them and they learn the pleasure of joyful engagement with adults and their peers. The activities are delivered in a non-competitive way so that the child succeeds.  This enables the child to feel more competent and confident.  It helps the child to challenge their self-image or ‘internal working model’ to help them feel successful and boost their self-esteem.  It is particularly useful to children who may have attachment difficulties.  By recreating the early attachment process, the child experiences adults within their setting as safe and reliable. 
To learn more about the best way to run the sessions, I attended a meeting with the TA responsible for planning and managing the sessions, and we listened to staff from four pilot schools who talked about what worked and what didn’t work (Appendix 2).  This gave us guidelines and made us think how we could make RBP sessions (or ‘Fun Fridays’ as they were named) work for our children.  
Armed with ideas and enthusiasm, we began the task of identifying the children we felt would benefit from RBP.  This was discussed with myself as ALNCO, class teachers, TAs and the Primary Phase Lead Learner.  Taking the advice of pilot schools, we decided that we would run the sessions with two TAs.  Both TAs chosen lived in the village and had a good relationship with parents in the area.  They also had some knowledge of family backgrounds.  

After identifying 25 possible children, KS1 parents and children were invited to an introductory meeting.  It was decided to choose mostly children who were identified as not having major behavioural issues but were possibly being overlooked within their families due to the disruptive behaviour of their siblings.  These children were  also beginning to display concerning behaviours themselves.  We felt this would be beneficial as both TAs were new to running the sessions and needed to become familiar with the games involved.   Also these children (who we referred to as the ‘glitter children’), were more likely to comply and work well within the group and could be good role models for others with more challenging behaviour.  It also encouraged engagement of parents who did not feel they were chosen because of the problems their children presented.  We discussed how a good start would be beneficial for future sessions and hopefully the parent feedback would encourage other groups of parents for the next cohort.    

In order to win parents over so they would want to engage with the sessions, the key worker (N), (who collates data from all schools running the intervention in the authority), was asked to come along and talk about the principles of RBP.  Ten parents were invited but unfortunately the turnout for the introductory talk / coffee morning was poor.  Only 2 parents turned up despite reminders being sent. Just before the talk however, one other parent arrived at the school and was asked to join us (her son was on the second cohort list in Year 3).   Once N had spoken about the principles of RBP and relayed some experiences from other parents in the pilot groups, the parents (all mothers) began to discuss their own children and seemed enthusiastic about the sessions which were to be called ‘Fun Fridays’.  We were optimistic that the parents would gel after listening to how open they were with each other about the problems they were experiencing at home.  They were delighted to have the opportunity to have quality time with their sons and daughters chosen for the sessions as they recognised, as we did, that these children did not have the attention at home due to the behaviour of their siblings.  They welcomed a chance to re-connect and have time together.  
After consulting once more with the parents who were invited but who did not attend the introductory meeting, one other child was brought to my attention as a matter of urgency.  The child’s mother had discussed her concerns with the class teacher about his unruly behaviour at home.  Mum felt that she needed help and when invited to attend the Fun Fridays, was eager to accept.  Eventually, a group of 5 children and parents were set up.  All with a range of attachment, emotional and social difficulties.  (Appendix 3).  
One of the aims of setting up the Fun Friday sessions with this particular group was to teach strategies and games that the parents could use at home with all of their children.  It was hoped that the children with more problematic behaviour at home may also benefit from the games and strategies and behaviour may begin to improve in all other areas of their life, including school, so they could access learning in a calmer, more confident manner. 

Many of the games in RBP involve touch of some sort.  Research shows this is an important nurturing factor in relationships and is a normal part of parent-child interaction (Harlow, 1958).  Without touch, humans may withdraw, become aggressive, lack trust and possibly feel unworthy.  It can be seen from Appendix 3 that one parent in the group (Parent C) had voiced her displeasure at being hugged by her children and could be described as overly-competitive in the activities.  Her twin boys, who have behavioural problems, are attention seeking, busy boys who will hug and look to hold the hand of any bystander.  It is hoped that the games may help her to become more tactile with her children to develop a more healthy, nurturing bond. 
There was only one change to the original plans for the organisation of the Fun Fridays.  Unfortunately, the supporting TA was unable to attend the sessions so another trained TA stepped in to cover.  This TA did not know the parents as well and was younger and less experienced.  However, she was able to offer support to the Lead TA who planned and organised the Fun Fridays and the parents responded well to her.  

It was agreed that parents should attend all sessions where possible.  Unfortunately two parents, Parent A and Parent E, had to miss one session each. It was decided that instead of sending the child back to class and feeling disappointed and let down by an adult, that the supporting TA would partner the child for activities.  This worked to everyone’s satisfaction.

Findings

Each week the Lead TA and ALNCO discussed progress and response of parents and children.  The Lead TA found that her planned activities usually worked out but there were some weeks where a planned activity needed changing.  This was due in part to some parents needing more encouragement or direction or children needing a calmer or more engaging activity. 
At the first Fun Friday session, parents completed an on-line questionnaire, anonymously which was sent directly to the local authority.  This is due to be repeated at the end of the block of sessions and feedback will be analysed by N to judge the outcome of the intervention.  

Schools however will be able to measure outcomes by reviewing the Boxall Profile and/or the Observation Checklist carried out before the sessions began.  The review should show whether there have been some improvement in the child’s emotional and social development in certain areas.   It should be borne in mind however, that it may take a little longer to notice changes.  Much will depend on whether the parent continues to incorporate some of the activities they have learned at home to build on the mother-child relationship.  Presently, most of the parents have reported back that they use some of the games at home.  One mum (Parent C) said that she tried it on her twins but it all got out of hand.   This may be due to the games not being performed with the same controlled environmental factors that are present during the sessions eg. too many distractions around them or not able to perform the activity one to one. 
From the Evaluation (Appendix 4) it can be seen that the parents were only just beginning to show confidence in learning to take the lead with their child by week 5  and there was obvious enjoyment building for all parents and children.  A decision was made therefore, to run the sessions for 8 weeks.  This would allow a few extra weeks to help further develop parental confidence and skills and enhance the trust and closeness being cemented between parent and child. 

By week 5 there were signs of progress in relationship building with parental control:   

Child A and Parent A show obvious enjoyment in each other’s company and appear to be enjoying the time they have together away from the stresses of home life.

Child B has began to respond more appropriately to requests from his parent during the sessions.  Parent B has learned to be more assertive and reports that Child B is responding appropriately at home with no further ‘melt downs’. This is a positive move in the right direction. 

Child C however still has a way to go.  She still appears uncertain of mum’s moods.  However, there are signs that mum is really trying to soften her ways and she is taking the lead from some of the other parents.  It is not easy to change such ingrained personality traits in a matter of 5 weeks but mum is becoming more self-aware and making the effort.   

Child D is also showing signs of responding better to Parent D.  However, Parent D needs to be consistent in her approach so that Child D is not confused about expectations. 

Child E and Parent E are beginning to relax more and be less self-conscious in the sessions.  There are obvious sings of respect and affection.  There is always much shared laughter between these two.  

It would appear from feedback in Week 5 (See Appendix 4) that parents have gained a lot of enjoyment from the Fun Fridays.  This may be down to the fact that the siblings chosen have been the less troublesome children in the family.  It may also be the fact that they have learned some fun activities while spending time with and enjoying the company of their own children, with no cost involved and all the benefits reaped.

Conclusions 
The training of current all staff in theories relating to attachment difficulties and ACEs has provided greater understanding into the behaviours of children experiencing social, emotional, behavioural difficulties and attachment insecurities.    The Observation Checklist is a useful tool to try to help staff identify whether issues correspond more to neurodevelopmental problems such as ASD or ADHD or whether the child has attachment difficulties.  The support for each is similar. 

Thankfully, research shows that most people can recover from traumatic life events when feeling emotionally supported and safe.  Therefore, training in Relationship Based Play strategies has been beneficial to staff’s continued professional development as well as meeting the requirements of the School Federation Improvement Plan to improve children’s wellbeing and emotional health.  RBP strategies provide a resource that could repair attachment difficulties or problems resulting from ACEs and possibly head off mental health illness or behavioural difficulties in a child’s future.  The resource strengthens relationships between adult and child and child and peers.

The Fun Fridays intervention was put in place to build better parent-child relationships so that children who may have attachment difficulties or show traits of having insecure attachment could regain a connection with their caregiver, build trust and grow in confidence.  From the Lead TA’s evaluation reports, there are indications that this has been successful for the majority of children who have begun to develop a feeling of security and competence from the sessions.  As a result, it is hoped that the children will be better equipped to engage successfully with others and regulate their emotions. This can only have a favourable impact on their wellbeing, social and emotional skills as well as their academic progress and attainment.  
From the Lead TAs comments and observations, it seems that much of the focus has been on the journey of the parents.  This may just be a reflection on parenting skills per se.  It has been interesting to observe the way parents have learned to communicate through play with their children.  A few have needed encouragement and guidance throughout the activities.  For some it has been a learning curve in how to be more assertive and for others it has been almost therapeutic to have the quality time to play without the distractions of day to day living.
Learning from the experiences of others was a major factor in the smooth running of the sessions.  The mix of parents and children chosen worked well, so that parents were supportive of each other and were comfortable in each others’ company.  It was also beneficial that the two TAs involved had a good relationship with the parents who felt encouraged and supported by them.  
Now that the TAs have had experience of organising and planning Fun Fridays, it would be useful to draw on these experiences to choose the next cohort of children. I would recommend that these may include children who present with more challenging behaviour alongside some children who could act as good role models like the ‘glitter children’ of this cohort.  This would be a good test to see whether the RBP strategies do in fact have a positive impact on children with difficulties regulating their emotions. 
It would also be good to share the experiences and outcomes of the Fun Fridays with other schools, which has been requested by ERW, as sharing experiences enables the whole community to work together to tackle the growing problem of behaviour. [image: image1.png]
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