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Understanding behaviour

Behaviour is communication.

e Behaviour can be a way of a child expressing any unmet needs they
may have.

e As children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) sometimes
struggle to express their feelings verbally they may use behaviour as
a way to communicate.

e For some children with ALN behaviour may indicate anxiety,
frustration, sensory overload or communication difficulties.

e Being able to understand the cause can be more effective than just
focusing on the behaviour itself.

e Early identification and support can improve outcomes . (Welsh
Governmen, 2026)

(Welsh Government,2026)
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Positive Behaviour Support

Positive behavioural support (PBS) in an In an ALN classroom, PBS may
ALN classroom include:
e PBS is an evidence based and person e Visual timetables
centred approach, the aim to understand e Structured routines
the reasons behind behaviour and to help e Sensory breaks
improve children’s quality of life, instead e Communication supports
of just trying to stop challenging

e Calm spaces

e Social stories

¢ Individualised behaviour support
plans

e Collaboration with staff, families
and other professionals.

behaviour.

e The main view is that behaviour is
communication, helping to recognise that
behaviour can indicate unment
communication, sensory, emotional,
social and physical needs.

The main aim is to reduce behaviours that challenge, to increase childrens independence, to improve wellbeing
and communication and to help learners participate successfully in school life.

(Academy and the Challenging Behaviour Foundation, 2018)
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Behaviour Theories

Skinner’s behaviour theory.

e Behaviour is learned through consequence.

Positive reinforcement increases desired
behaviour.

Negative reinforcement removes an
unpleasant stimulus to encourage
behaviour..

e Punishment aims to reduce unwanted
behaviour.

Extinction reduces behaviour by removing
reinforcement.

Widely used in classrooms through reward
system, praise and behaviour targets.
Useful for teaching routines and
encouraging positive behaviour in learners
with ALN.

(stephen Winokur, 1971)

L]

Bandura’s Social learning theory
Children learn by observing and imaging
others.

Teachers and peers act as role models.
Positive behaviours can be learned
through modelling.

Praise given to others can encourage
similar behaviours.

Useful for teaching social skill and
emotional regulation in ALN classrooms.
Supports relationship based behaviour
management.

(Saul McLeod, 2026)
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Relationship based practice

Why are positive relationships important? How to use in an ALN classroom:
o Children’s behaviour is a form of e Itsimportant to view behaviour as
communication of unmet needs. communication and not defiance.
e Trusted relationships help children feel safe, e Building trust through consistency and
valued and understood. empathy.
e Relationship based approaches support o By using Emotion Coaching and
self regulation, emotional development and restorative conversations.
learning. o Create an environment that gives
e Strong relationships can help to improve children a sense of belonging and
children’s behaviour and reduce emotional emotional safety.
distress.

Theory link: It links to Banduras social learning theory as children learn
positive behaviours by observing trusted adults.

(Nottinghamshire County Council, 2020)
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De-escalation strategies

What is de-escalation? Effective strategies:
e Itis a proactive approach thatis ~ ® Speak low and slow, having a calm
used to calm situations when voice and pace.
children show signs of distress, *  Use empathetic listening and
agitation or defiance. validate feelings.
e Itis based on the understating e Offer simple choices to increase
that behaviour is a form of control.
communication. o Set clear expectations and
e The aim is to prevent situations boundaries.
from reaching crisis point and * Provide time and space to calm
support emotional regulation. down.

e  Respond with consistency and
predictability
(Academy?21, 2026)
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Sensory and communication supports .

Communication support: Choice Boards are a useful communication tool as
they help to communicate children’s wants and needs independentl, this then
helps to reduce frustration and misunderstandings while a,so encouraging
independence and decision making skills.

Sensory support: Sensory breaks are a good tool to use as it helps children
regulate their sensory needs and emotions. Sensory breaks can include
movement breaks, walking, stretching or fidget tools. Which all help to reset and
re engage children.

Analysis: These tools help to address barriers to learning before behaviours
escalate, they support inclusion by meeting individual communication and
sensory needs. However, supports should be personalised and not all strategies
will work for every child.

(Inclusive Teach, 2024) ( MyVisualRoutine, 2026)
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Creating an inclusive classroom

Strategies for inclusion.
» Knowing the children’s strengths, interests and support needs.
» Use visual schedules and communication supports.
« Offer different ways to access learning and demonstrate understanding.
» Provide reasonable adjustments, this can include additional processing time or a quiet workspace.
» maintain high expections while adapting support.

Why is inclusion important.
e Creates an environment where all children can access learning, participate and feel they
belong.
e Understand that children may need different support to achieve the same goal.
e Promotes confidence, engagement and positive learning outcomes

Analysis: Inclusion does not mean treating all children the same, to have effective inclusion
you need flexibility and personalised support, without the right adjustments children with ALN
may experience barriers to learning.

(Sofia Jensen, 2026)
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Key takeaways

e Behaviour communicates need.

e Relationships matter.

e Consistency is critical.

e Visual supports reduce anxiety.
 Inclusive classrooms are essential.
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Understanding Behaviour

Children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) my face barriers to learning when in
school, this can stem from children’s learning difficulties, any disabilities,
communication needs, emotional difficulties, physical needs and any sensory
needs, this can then affect of a child’'s behaviour is in the classroom.

factors affecting behaviour Behaviour as communication

e Communication difficulties ‘Behaviour should be understood as a
e Emotional and social needs form of communication rather than

® Sensory differences simply something that needs to be

® Learning difficulties/ disabilities corrected’ (Welsh Government, 2026).
¢ long term medical conditions This is important to remember when

e trauma working with children with ALN as

e significant life experiences different behaviours are often children

When looking at a child’s behaviour it's trying to communicate their unmet
important to focus on the child as a whole needs.

and the meaning behind their behaviour

as factors to it are nit always visible.

ALN challenges that impact behaviour (welsh Government, 2026)
communication and interaction with others can have an impact on children
behaviour, this is because some children with ALN may struggle to understand
complex language, find is difficult to express their needs and feeling. By children
having these challenges it can often lead to them becoming frustrated or
withdrawn or having challenging behaviour as they cannot express their needs.

A child with Additonal Learning Needs emotional and social development can also
have factors that can affect their behaviour in the classroom such as learning,
transitions and interactions with other. This can stem from them having difficulties
regulating their emotions and managing difficulties social situations. Also, sensory
and physical needs may have a big impact on a child’s behaviour, as children
who have sensory sensitivities to noise, light, touch and movement or have
physical disabilities and difficulty accessing parts of the learning environment

may use behaviour as a way of showing discomfort or distress. | iy
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Behaviour theories

B.F. Skinner, Operant Conditioning is the theory that Skinner developed. This
theory suggested that behaviour is learned through consequence, this means that
when a Child’s behaviour is followed by positive outcomes that behaviour is more
likely to be reacted, whereas when a child’s is followed; by a negative outcome or
no reinforcement they are less likely to repeat that behaviour.

Positive reinforcement in the classroom can be implemented in many ways, this
can be through giving the children praise for there work or any achievements,
having reward charts or stickers, children having time to do a preferred activity or
additional play time.

Negative reinforcement is meant to strengthen behaviour it does this as once a
desired behaviour has happened you remove something that is unpleasant to that
child. This can be seen in the classroom as once a child has completed a task that
they may have found difficult, they could have access to an environment that is
quieter that they find less stressful. (Stephen Winokur, 1971)

Albert Bandura believed that children learn different behaviours through
observing others, then remembering what they have

seen and imitating those behaviours. In his Social Learning Theory believed that
learning does not just happen through rewards and punishment, but through
children learning by watching the actions of others and the consequences that
happen from those actions.

the four stages of learning, in Banduras theory he believed that for observational
learning to happen four processes had to happen. The first stage being attention ,
this means a child taking notice of behaviour, they then need to remember the
behaviour which is the second stage called retention, after that is the stage called
reproduction this is when a child is able to perform the behaviour that they have
seen, lastly is motivation this is where the child is wanting to copy the behaviour.

theory main idea classroom example

(Saul McLeod, 2026)
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Positive Behaviour Support

Positive Behaviour Support (PBS)

PBS is formed on the idea that behaviour happens for a reason and that behaviour
is often a child trying to communicate a need, it helps to find an understanding of
the behaviour to identify better ways to meet their needs. The purpose of PBS is
for making the focus be improving quality of life rather than just stopping
behaviou, it also encourages families/ carers to work with educators and to teach
new skills so that communication needs are met more effectively.

Benefits of PBS How to use in an ALN classroom

There are many ways that positive PBS can help educators to understand
behaviour support can benefit children why behaviour happens and then plan
with ALN and the staff who work with support around that understanding, PBS

them. the ways that it can benefit framework simplified into three stage:
learner is by it improving their quality of 1, understand the behaviour

life such as them having increased e what is happening?

independence, choice and control over * when does it happen?

their day, it also helps to improve their ¢ why might it be happening?
communication skills, which can then * what is the person trying to

also help to reduce their frustration and communicate?

anxiety, which can then help to reduce 2, Plan support

challenging behaviour. ¢ look for things in the environment
The ways it can be beneficial for staff is that could be changed that may be a
that it can help them to have a better trigger.

understanding of the learners needs, this e teach new skills and ways to

can then help to build more positive communicate.

relationships between the staff and e come up with strategies to prevent
learners. By the staff having more problems before they occur.
communication with families a d carers 3, Improve quality of life

the approaches being used can stay ¢ help to give more choice,

more consistent between school and independence, inclusion and positive
home. PBS can also give staff more experiences.

confidence in supporting behaviour and ¢ By ensuring that needs are met it can
give then more of a focus on strengths reduce challenging behaviour.

rather then difficultie.

S 6 J (PBS Academy and the Challenging Behaviour Foundation, 2018)
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De-escalation strategies

What is de-escalation ?

De-escalation is when proactive startegies are used to calm a situatio, such as
when a pupil starts to show signs of agitation, distress or difiance. It is focuses in
having the understanding that behaviour is often a form of communication and cai
be caused because of stress, sensory overload and unmet needs. The main aim of
de-escalation is to intervene early on and prevent behaviour from reaching crisis
point.

Low and slow communication
e speak quietly and calmly.
e Slow down your pace of speech.
¢ by doing this it helps the child to feel safe and encourage then to become
calme.

Empathetic listing and validation
e listen without interrupting or judging.
e acknowledge the pupils feelings.
¢ This helps to show the you are understanding even if their behaviour was not
acceptable.

offer clear, simple choices
* Give two acceptable options.
e thsi helps pupils regain a sense of control when they are feeling overwhelmed.
e Example, choosing between working at a desk or in a quiet space.

Set clear expectations and boundaries
* Remind pupils of behaviour expectations using simple language.
e focus on the behaviour rather than criticising the child.
¢ avoid creating power struggles.

Provide time and space to calm down
e Allow the pupils to take a break or move to a designated calm area.
e Give them time to regulate their emotions.

Be consistent and predictable
¢ Respond to challenging situations in a consistent manner.
e Predictable responses help children feel safer and more supported.
® Inconsistent responses can trigger further escalation.

(Academy21, 2026,
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Relationship based practice

Positive relationships in an ALN classroom can be central to understanding and
supporting children, this is because positive relationships can help children to feel
safe, help them to develop a sense of belonging and help them to regulate their
emotions by learning appropriate ways of expressing their needs.

Having positive relationships in an ALN classroom is important as many children with
ALN often experience communication difficulties, sensory needs, attachment
difficulties, anxiety or social and emotional challenge. Nottinghamshire County
Council (2020) says that by having a relationship based approach it encourages
educators to see behaviour as a form of communication rather than deliberate
defiance, this then helps then to identify and respond to children’s underlying
needs.

To apply the approach of positive relationships in the classroom you can do this
through responding calmly and consistently, using emotion coaching to help to
validate children'’s feeling, provide predictable routines and adapt to meet children’s
individual needs. When appl these factors it helps to promote inclusion and enables
children to develop self regulation skills, positive behaviour and confidence within
the classroom.

Emotion coaching theory
The theory of emotion coaching links to relationship based learning as it helps to
teach children how to understand and manage their emotions while keeping that
positive relationship with staff. The approach to this theory is ‘connection before
correction’, its purpose is for adults to recognise emotion, then to validate feelings
and the to set behavioural limits and to problem solve with the child .

Four steps of Emotion coaching

1, Recognise the child'’s feelings and 2, Labelling feelings and validating
empathise with them. them.
3, Setting limits on behaviour. 4, Problem solving.

(Nottinghamshire County Council, 2020)
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Case study activity .

Scenario

Sophie is 8 years old and she has autism. She becomes
very distressed when her routines change
unexpectedly. When an unexpected change happens
she may shout, head-but, leave her seat and not listen.
During school assembly they couldn’t play the song
that they play every assembly and Sophie became
distressed.

Questions
1, What could Sophie be trying to communicate?

2, what trigger can you identify?
3, what strategy do you think would be most effective?
4, which behaviour theory supports your choice?

5Is there any strategies or tools that you think would be
useful for Sophie that hasn't been discussed yet?
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Creating an Inclusive classroom .

Visual timetables

A visual timetable is a that is useful for children with ALN as it shows them
information about what is happening throughout the day, the timetables should

include pictures and written words.

This tool is important to have in an ALN classroom as it helps to clarify expectation,
show what is happening that day, can provide structure during instructed times,
help children with transitions through the day, it can help to reduce children’s
anxiety and help them to maintain regulation. (NHS Boards Children and Young
People’s Occupational Therapy Service, ND)

TofPaic [

Choice Boards

Choice boards are a visual
communication tool that show a
number of options using picture,
symbols or words, this helps
children to communicate what
they want by pointing at one or
more of the options. Choice boards
are very beneficial for children with
ALN as it gives them a clear and
accessible way to express their
wants and needs. By having this
tool accessible in the classroom it
reduces staff guessing what a child
needs, this then helps to reduce
frustration, anxiety or potential
behaviour difficulties. This tool
helps to encourage independence,
and decision making for
themselves. (MyVisualRoutine,
2026)

sensory breaks

Sensory breaks short activities used
to help children regulate their
sensory needs and reduce stress
throughout the day. You can
incorporate sensory breaks
throughout the day through
activities such as short walk,
movement breaks, sensory tools and
calming sensory experiences.
Calming visuals, such as timers,
soothing sounds can also help to
create a relaxing environment for
children. By using these tool you are
meeting children diverse sensory
needs and creating an environment
where children feel supported and
are able to engage in learning.
(Supporting Neurodiverse Students:
Benefits of Sensory Breaks, Inclusive
Teach, 2024)
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Reflection activity .

Think about a learner you currently support or have
previously supported.

completed the task below.
Behaviour you observed.
Possible underlying need.

strategy that you used.

Alternative strategy you could you next time.
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Workshop aims .

By the end of this workshop you will:

Understand behaviour as communication.

Explore key behaviour theories.

Understand Positive Behaviour Support (PBS). x
Understand de-escalation approaches.

Recognise the importance of relationship based
practice.

Identify strategies for creating an inclusive classroom

classroom. a E
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Why understaning behaviour matters

key factors

e Communication and interaction difficulties.
Children who struggle to communicate their thoughts, feelings or needs may express themselves through behaviour instead.

¢ Behavioural, emotional and social development needs.
Emotional difficulties , anxiety and challenges with social relationships can affect how a child responds to situations and interactions
with others.

¢ Sensory or physical needs.
Sensory sensitivities or physical disabilities may make certain environments overwhelming or difficult to access, leading to
behaviours that communicate discomfort or distress.

¢ Cognition and learning difficulties.
Children who find learning significantly harder than their peers may become frustrated, disengaged or anxious when tasks are too
difficult or support is not appropriate.

e Life experiences and circumstances.
Factors such as illness, trauma, bereavement or missing education can impact a child’s learning and wellbeing, which may also
influence Behavior.

(Welsh Government,2026)





