Part B
An evaluation of Relationship- Based Play intervention in an SEBD provision.
Introduction.
This evaluative study explores the importance of a Relationship-based play intervention amongst children within an SEBD (social, emotional and behavioural difficulties) provision. The small scale evaluative study has been undertaken in a newly established long-term provision. The provision is attached to a large, newly amalgamated mainstream school setting which currently has approximately 400 pupils on roll. The percentage of pupils entitled to free school meals (FSM) is 18.1% and below the national and local authority average. The percentage of pupils on the SEN (Special Educational Needs) register inclusive of the provision is currently approximately 25%.
As a practitioner working alongside pupils identified as having attachment difficulties, I have a particular interest in implementing strategies to support and nurture their individual needs and emotional well-being. There are many of the challenges the pupils in my care encounter however, as stated previously a primary concern their inability to trust adults and peers which has created significant barriers hindering their ability to fully access education and develop life-long learning skills.  Whitehead (2012) states that a decline in opportunities for pupils to develop trust and play skills can later impact on key developmental stages and also the ability to become independent young adults. The Looked After Children’s Education Service (2017) also supports the criteria by stating, that before the pupil can access learning, emotional and well-being needs should be fully met (LACES, NPT). Furthermore, the LACES team (2017) suggests that using play-based interventions such as Relationship Based Play helps to strengthen and develop trusting relationships, communication and social skills thus enabling the pupil to regulate their emotions.
This evaluative study explores the development of pupils and staff relationships through the Relationship Based Play intervention and the effectiveness it has on specific behaviours. The aim of the study was to identify strengths and areas of further development of the intervention to implement particular strategies to improve practise whilst promoting pupil voice through the gathering of the opinions of the pupils within the provision. I have also drawn upon relevant literature and case studies to support the importance of play skills within early childhood development and of the importance of nurturing relationships between staff and pupils. This study also identified how Relationship Based Play activities contributes to the fundamental development of young people in relation to the four core purposes of the new proposed curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2021). 
Broader context
The long term SEBD provision is one of two similar units within the local authority for primary school aged children. However, the similar provision is attached to a special needs secondary setting and has the capacity for just 7 children. Working alongside these units are two pupil inclusion centres (PIC’s). The aim of the centres is early intervention for children who are identified as having social, emotional and behavioural difficulties. These children do not necessarily have a statement of educational need however, they have difficulty in coping with the daily school life in mainstream settings. The children are assessed during a short-term placement and return to their mainstream school every week. The purpose of the PICs are to help the children develop alternative coping strategies to regulate behaviours. Many of the children who attend PIC’s are able to re-integrate into their original mainstream setting. 
Within the long-term provision there were two classes with a range of children between 7 and 10 years of age. Each class within the provision had 1 teacher, 1 key worker and 3 Learning Support Assistants (LSA’s) and have been supported weekly by outside agencies within the local authority. These professionals have included members of the well-being team, Educational Psychologists, Social workers and Looked After Children Education Service team (LACES). The provision has the capacity for 15 primary school aged pupils who all in receipt of a statement of Special Educational Needs with their primary need being social, emotional and behavioural difficulties. In addition to these difficulties, the majority of the pupils have clinical diagnosis of either Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Oppositional Deficit Disorder (ODD), severe medical needs (chromosome abnormalities, psychotic tendencies) and all pupils have variations of attachment disorder. Four of the pupils placed within the provision are classed as looked after children and reside in a long term foster care placements. Furthermore, nearly all of the pupils have had the involvement of local authority social service support. All the pupils within the provision have extreme difficulties with establishing relationships with their peers and adults and are unable socialise appropriately. As a result all of the pupils have been assessed and recognised as having attachment disorder. Therefore, the recommendations of their detailed statements of educational needs reflect all of the above mentioned.
In January 2015, there were 41 pupil referral units in Wales with 70% of the pupils attending being male (Children’s commissioner for Wales, 2016). Recent statistics from 2016/2017 published by Welsh government (2018) state that the number of permanent exclusions from schools had increased by 0.4% (see appendix) with special needs schools having the highest rate of exclusions. The reasons for these exclusions were including verbal and physical abuse. In view of this, consideration must be taken with regards to the validity of this data when comparing exclusion rates from previous years as pupil referral units had only been included in the analysis of data in the past three years. Therefore, the majority of data collated had focussed on mainstream settings or special schools (WAG, 2018).
Estyn (2015) states that in Wales in 2013/2014 there were 1,084 pupils attending pupil referral units with approximately 200 of these pupils being primary school age. 
Recent Welsh Government documentation (2017) suggests that through the transformation of the curriculum and education system in Wales, we as teachers need to contribute to developing ‘healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society’ (WAG, 2017). However, Whitebread (2012) believes that this is becoming increasingly difficult for young people as a result of the current challenges and changes in society.
From early childhood years, nearly all of the children within the SEBD provision have experienced a disregard to forming healthy attachments and attachment needs being met. Attachment disorder has become an increasingly favourable topic of discussion within Wales which suggests that early childhood experiences could contribute to specific behaviours which are being recognised amongst young children (Golding, Fain, Frost, Mills, Worrall, Roberts, Durrant & Templeton, 2013). For example, when a baby becomes frightened or upset, their attachment system adjusts, the caregiver provides stability and security for the child when needed (NICE, 2015) However Fraiberg’s in MUSIC (1982) study states that if the caregiver does not provide these nurturing responses and poor early care is evident then the child can display ‘fight’ responses. Children who have attachment difficulties can display ‘physiological reactions that occur in response to a perceived harmful event, attack or threat to survival’ (Townsend, 2017, pg 1.) The fight mode of the survival reactions can cause pupils to become ‘aggressive, controlling and demanding’ (Townsend, 2017, pg 18). These responses could be triggered by early life experiences, generally feeling unsafe and scared or frightened. Townsend (2017) suggests that the most successful ways to support the child in these times of need is to reduce anxieties and nurture the children’s emotional needs before implementing consequences of the behaviours. Townsend (2017) also states the importance of spending time with a trusted adult. Many studies support this and identify fragmentation in children developing early life attachments can affect trust, inability to regulate emotions, communication and concentration levels (Golding, Fain, Frost, Mills, Worrall, Roberts, Durrant & Templeton, 2013). 
Literature to support intervention 
The attachment theory was first introduced by John Bowlby (1973, 1980, 1982, 1998) whose studies identified the importance of the initial bonds that develop between a parent and child and the impact it has on future relationships (Bowlby, 1973, 1980, 1982, 1998). The initial theory of attachment that John Bowlby (1973, 1980, 1982, 1998) founded led to a number of studies that have favoured Bowlby’s work (Ainsworth……). In support of this, Edelman (2000) states that ‘current early intervention practice recognises that children’s relationships with their parents and other consistent caregivers are critical to development. Early intervention practices also reflect the importance of relationships between practitioners and parents’. In light of this, over the decade’s local authorities and multi agencies including Social workers, education and clinical professionals have been trying to identify ways to enhance the opportunities to develop secure attachments in order to promote a healthier mind set and implement strategies to regulate emotions and well-being through early intervention (Edelman, 2000). 
However, Griffiths (2019) states that often the psychological effects on a child’s development occur before the child is born. For example, heightened anxieties and stress of a mother carrying a child can have a significant impact on the development within the womb. Much of the tension and stress can be recognised by the unborn baby (Griffiths, 2019). 
As previously mentioned LACES (2017), recommend that in order to build positive, nurturing relationships, play based interventions are beneficial when meeting the well-being and emotional needs of the child. 
Similarly, Solter’s (2013) work on attachment play recognises the importance of promoting healthy child and adult relationships as it is has a substantial impact on the children’s emotional health. Attachment play should be an enjoyable experience for both parent and child and builds the foundations for the child’s social and emotional developmental stages (Solter, 2013). 
Arguably Music (2011) states that ‘attachment theory is a universal biological system and has been developed in a specific cultural framework’. Graham Music (2011) also questions whether the bias approaches to parenting in the West could be applied to a variety of cultures. 
The aim of Relationship Based Play is to engage pupils in adult led activities which in time will help to develop the ability to trust, follow rules and instructions and promote positive, nurturing relationships. Additionally, Relationship Based Play provides pupils with the opportunity to improve self-esteem skills, building and enhancing attachment through interaction with a good role model. 
Procedures and methods
Participants
Five Learning Support Assistants (LSA’s) who received extensive training on delivering Relationship Based Play took part in the study. All of the participants worked within the SEBD provision and delivered the intervention on a daily basis. These participants were selected based on how regularly they were delivering the Relationship Based Play sessions in order to identify patterns and progress through their observations over time. In addition to this, pupil participants were selected based on their willingness to participate in the intervention as a small number of pupils were still not ready to access Relationship Based Play. Therefore, 11 pupils participated in the study ranging from 7 to 10 years old. The data collected was heavily reliant on male views as opposed to female views due to more males participating in the study (2 girls, 9 boys). All the pupils who participated in the study attend the SEBD provision and all have a statement of Special Educational Needs. Relationship Based Play supports and contributes to the development of the outlined statement objectives relating to social and emotional well-being that each child is continuously working towards. Finally, all pupil participants were accessing the intervention on a 1:1 basis with a consistent adult. 
Procedures 
The data was gathered through a variety of methods- staff and pupil questionnaires, discussions amongst staff and pupils and observations of Relationship Based Play sessions with different pupils. The questionnaires were devised for the participants (see appendix 1) with a range of open and closed questions. The questionnaires offered opportunities to share opinions and identify strengths and weaknesses of the intervention. The staff questionnaire was organised with three key themes- behaviour, relationships and reflection. The questions relating to behaviour and relationships were to gain a better understanding as to whether the staff delivering the intervention thought that the intervention had been beneficial in developing these areas. The reflection element of the questionnaire was posed to identify ways in which the intervention could be further developed within the setting. The questionnaires were completed by a mix of female and male Learning Support Assistants (LSAs), 3 female and 2 male. Staff shared their opinions anonymously therefore, this gave opportunities to express views confidently.  
The questionnaires which were given to the pupils were specifically relating to the type of games they played, relationship building and general opinions on the intervention. The questions posed to the children were quite generic. The school devised the  questionnaire with the intention of making it easily accessible for all pupils and kept in mind that many of the pupils find difficulty in answering open ended questions as they fear being wrong which can heighten anxieties. Therefore, the simplest way of finding out opinions was through relaxed discussions with the children about the games they had played and time spent out of the classroom with a Learning support Assistant (LSA).   
In addition to this, at the end of each day debrief is held. This is led by a member of Senior Management within the SEBD setting. This offered opportunities for discussion as to whether Relationship Based Play sessions were successful that day, time to reflect on the practise and what worked and didn’t work during the sessions. Furthermore, this offered more experienced staff to share best practise and expertise with those members of staff who are not Relationship Based Play trained. 
Relationship Based Play sessions take careful planning of specific activities. Certain activities may be suitable for some pupils and not others. From observations, pupils respond differently to many of the activities. Therefore, it is important for an individualised timetable of sessions to be devised. The Key Worker in each class had the responsibility of listening to feedback from LSA’s and implementing the timetable based on what was working and what wasn’t working (See appendix for example of timetables). For example, Child A responded well to close contact games and therefore most of the games are energetic activities. However, Child B responded better to games which were less physically challenging. Through adult led play children learnt a variety of skills incidentally. As expectations were modelled by an adult, fundamental social and communication skills such as following rules, turn taking and sharing were being developed. All of which will contribute to healthier relationships with both peers, staff and parents/carers (DeVires, 2006 in Aypay, A. (2016). Relationship Based Play intervention is ideally implemented over a 6 week time scale with entry and exit data collected in order to track progress. However, following advice from the Local Authority well-being team, Educational Psychologist and members of LACES team, it had been suggested that the pupils within the SEBD provision would benefit from accessing the intervention on a long-term basis. All children have difficulties in building trusting relationships and would benefit from the nurturing 1:1 support. Therefore, we must take into consideration that the monitoring and assessment of the sessions would rely heavily on observations during Relationship Based Play, changes in behaviour and the ability to transfer the skills modelled by the LSA within a small group setting. 
Presentation and analysis of findings
Staff
From looking at the completed questionnaires and discussions with staff I recognised common responses throughout. The 3 significant findings were: 
· All LSA’s believed that the intervention contributed to improving relationships with the pupils. 
· Lack of space within the provision to deliver the intervention. 
· Lack of funding for resources to carry out intervention. 
All staff delivered Relationship Based play on a daily basis and worked through the individualised time table of sessions for each of the pupils. The staff delivered activities to the same pupils most of the time unless there was a change in circumstances. Through the consistency of staff, progress and limitations to sessions with particular pupils were identified. All staff enjoyed the 1:1 time with the child and felt it had been a contributing factor in developing relationships and boundaries. Previous research showed that attachment play should be an enjoyable experience for both parent and child and builds the foundations for the child’s social and emotional developmental stages (Solter, 2013). It was evident from looking at the questionnaires collected that this had similar effect between LSA and pupil. Furthermore, one of the staff, recognised that Relationship Based Play had improved behaviours and believed that it ‘consolidates the importance of rules and structure and defines the adult as the authoritative figure’. This is supported by Almquist and Angrist (1971) whose research suggested that pupils were more likely to engage where influential role models supported and nurtured meeting their individual needs. Chung (2000) argues that although it is important to have these role models in schools, there is also demand for a gender balance in jobs in order to offer a range of skills. 
Through discussions, LSA’s regularly shared information regarding on-going monitoring, assessment and evaluation during debriefs and also identified the progress of skills being transferred into a small group setting. Initially, all pupils began Relationship Based Play on a 1:1 basis. Recently, 4 pupils have shown significant progress following rules, turn taking and sharing with their peers therefore, as a result are now able to build on these skills during paired Relationship Based Play sessions. This has enabled them to further challenge their ability to regulate behaviours, show trust with another pupil and continue to follow direction from the LSA. This is supported by McInnes, Howard, Miles & Crowley (2009) who state that play has become the ‘main mode’ (McInnes, Howard, Miles & Crowley,2009, pg. 31.) for education and significantly impacts on social development for the child. 
On the other hand, the disadvantages that were noted by staff were not specifically relating to the intervention but rather environmental factors which disrupted sessions on a regular basis. The main issue was the lack of space for the interventions to be carried out. This meant that many times before the session, staff were wasting time locating a free space. This was a consequence of having a fairly open plan provision with large spaces and few enclosed areas where the intervention would successfully take place. Furthermore, as a result of the open spaces the noise level around caused distraction and many times the intervention would be less effective and efficient as the child would lose focus on the structure of the session. Salter (2019) argues that in order for the Relationship Based Play intervention to be successful, there must be a designated space for the sessions. Ideally, sessions should be carried out in one room consistently. Alternatively, a selection of quiet areas will be sufficient. Salter (2019) also states that sessions should be uninterrupted to ensure full engagement and participation from the pupil. Limiting distractions will ensure the adult led activities will be most effective and efficient (Salter, 2019). 
Furthermore, not all members of staff within the provision were trained to carry out Relationship Based Play and alternative nurture interventions.  Estyn (2015) refers to a case study undergone in Ceredigion local authority whose aim was to meet the needs of pupils with Social, Emotional and Behavioural difficulties within the local authority. All members of staff within pupil referral units in addition to mainstream staff were offered a variety of annual training through a behaviour support service to further develop their roles effectively. This also gave staff from different schools the opportunity to seek advice and discuss concerns with other professionals. The outcomes of the case study suggested a decrease in the number of exclusions within Ceredigion and improved skills and knowledge and understanding of staff (Estyn, 2015).  
In addition to this, the lack of funding to replenish quality resources was a barrier to creating best possible experiences for the children. Through discussions with staff, the constant need for more resources with little funding meant improvising certain games in the Relationship Based Play sessions or repeating games was a reoccurring encounter. As a consequence of this, sessions were not taking place as effectively as they should be and staff felt pressures to make do with little resources that were available. If additional funding was to be provided, easily available resources and more effective Relationship Based Play sessions would take place. Similarly, the pressures of financial constraints have been an issue in educational settings for many years.  However, The School Funding Wales Regulation (2010) state the school finances are dependent on many factors such as Local Authority budgets, the amount of money allocated to the school per child, Foundation Phase funding and Pupil Deprivation Grant (Millis, 2019). 
Pupils 
From looking at the completed questionnaires and discussions with pupils I recognised common responses throughout. The 3 significant findings were: 
· All comments from pupils were positive about the sessions.
· Nearly all pupils enjoyed Relationship Based Play intervention.
· The pupils would like Relationship Based Play sessions to be uninterrupted. 
All pupils received Relationship Based Play intervention on a weekly basis and worked through the individualised time table of sessions. Similarly, to staff pupils stated that they preferred Relationship Based Play with a consistent member of staff. All pupils who participated in the questionnaire enjoyed the 1:1 time with an adult and many children stated that they were in favour of the quiet time out of class where they had the attention of an adult. Through discussions, pupils identified the most important element of Relationship Based Play being the secret handshake between the pupil and adult that takes place prior to commencing the session. One child stated that ‘Miss knows that we are ready to start RBP’. 
On the other hand, only one child suggested that they didn’t like Relationship Based Play. This child was the eldest child that participated in the study and felt that the intervention was aimed more at younger children. Therefore, this child refused to participate in writing any comments which may have identified areas for improvement in order to adapt the intervention to accommodate the needs of all primary school aged pupils. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Finally, pupils were asked how they felt Relationship Based Play sessions could be improved. Through discussions and use of the questionnaire pupils would have liked to participate in Relationship Based Play sessions more often than once a week. However, although this shows that the pupils found the intervention enjoyable, it would be less effective if it was over delivered to the pupils. Similarly to the staff viewpoints, pupils would have preferred to carry out the sessions in a quiet, enclosed space where there were less opportunities for a high volume of noise and distractions. Pupils recognised that if the Relationship Based Play sessions were interrupted then they lost concentration of what was being asked from the adult. The pupils also stated that this often created less enjoyment within the sessions. Furthermore, a minority of pupils suggested that they would like to have the opportunity to begin to play Relationship Based Play games with an adult and peer. This could have a positive effect on many of the pupils as those who are reluctant to join in may do so once they observe activities between an adult and fellow peer. However, this could also offer opportunities to have a negative effect on the interventions for certain pupils. The pairing of pupils would be dependent on pupil’s characteristics and their behaviours during the Relationship Based Play sessions as peer’s behaviours could influence others leading to ineffective use and delivery of the intervention. 
Conclusion 
To conclude, there is limited literature to suggest the disadvantages of play from early intervention, supporting pupils with varying needs and developing relationships between staff and pupils. Through this evaluative small scale study that enabled the exploration of importance of Relationship Based Play, it is evident that the intervention had been successful. Relationship Based Play had contributed to the success in developing excellent relationships between staff and pupils. Many of the responses to the questionnaires were similar from both staff and pupils highlighting many positive comments and strengths of the intervention. Likewise, staff and pupils enjoyed participating in Relationship Based Play which in time will potentially contribute to ‘healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society’ (WAG, 2017). As previously mentioned, building trusting relationships can be difficult for these vulnerable pupils and early life experiences have significantly impacted their social and communication skills. Therefore, displaying the ability to begin to form trusting relationships can help pupils to regulate behaviours, communicate appropriately with peers and attain learn life-long skills (LACES, 2017). 
However, there were issues in regard to the intervention being utilised to its full potential. The concerns identified by the LSA’s throughout the study appeared to be problematic were environmental factors, in addition to the lack of funding for resources which was a result of the financial constraints. This had been a vital part of running the intervention as often staff would have to improvise games meaning the intervention would not be carried out as it should have been. In order to develop these areas in need of improvement, Senior Management within the school agreed to explore the extent in which the school would be able to contribute additional financial support for the replenishing of resources. In addition to this, parents and carers were also asked if they would be willing to provide a small contribution to enable interventions to be more successful with appropriate and correct resources bought for the Relationship Based Play games. 
Furthermore, to ensure effective and efficient Relationship Based Play sessions, the school also identified the need to designate a space specifically for interventions. This was evident as a key area in need of addressing from the viewpoint of both staff and pupils. As previously mentioned, Relationship Based Play is adult led and implemented to develop social skills such as listening, concentration and turn taking. It is important that these sessions run smoothly without any interruptions or distractions in order for these skills to be nurtured in the quiet environment. 
If this small scale study was to be undertaken again, possible suggestions to maximise effectiveness would be to explore Relationship Based Play intervention amongst both mainstream pupils and pupils within the SEBD setting. This would further develop an understanding of whether Relationship Based Play is as successful amongst mainstream pupils as it is with pupils in the SEBD provision. This will also offer opportunities to compare viewpoints, pinpoint limitations and develop ways to improve the intervention with a whole school approach in mind. Furthermore, in order to enhance personal professional development Estyn (2015) recognises that staff within SEBD provisions should share best practise and provide strategies for pupils with behavioural needs in mainstream as excellent practise. Therefore, it would be beneficial to discuss opportunities to implement whole school approaches with senior management.  
Finally, this small scale evaluative study has been beneficial in gathering information which took into consideration pupil voice and the viewpoints of staff. It has also offered opportunities for positive changes to be made in order to improve the Relationship Based Play interventions. However, most importantly, from listening to both staff and pupils it is evident that the intervention is of substantial benefit when supporting and developing the pupil’s life-long skills and individual needs. 
