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ECAD6013: The Learner: who am I teaching? 

 

Supporting your discussion with theory, practice, and evidence 

from literature, critically reflect on how you would support an 

individual learner whose progress is being affected by specific 

barriers to his/her learning during one particular transition period 

(horizontal or vertical). 
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Every day in the United Kingdom, it is estimated that more than one hundred children and 

young people are bereaved of a parent (Childhood Bereavement Network, 2019; Andiessen, 

2022).  The impact of bereavement on a child’s emotional well-being can be devastating, 

with a recent increasing concern on the association between parental loss as a child and 

consequent depressive episodes as an adult (Shuming & Bosi, 2022). However, whilst 

acknowledging that bereavement can be recognised as the most traumatic life event a child 

may face (Lichenthal & Cruess, 2015), the level and quality of intervention children receive 

following the death of a loved one can positively alter their wellbeing (Exline & Root, 2014). 

The Welsh Government support this notion as they plan for a compassionate Wales (Welsh 

Government, 2021), where bereaved children are supported through the acknowledgement 

of their grief and interventions that allow for regulating emotions.  

 

To understand the role of a practitioner in supporting a learner whose progress is being 

affected by bereavement, this assignment aims to provide a discussion of a specific support 

plan that helps develop the learner’s emotional wellbeing and grief as they transition back to 

school. Bereavement describes the experience of losing someone important, whilst grief 

refers to the intense emotional response to the loss (Freud, 1961; Jackson, 2011; Lucas & 

Diener, 2015). Recognising the entitlement of every individual to confidentiality and 

anonymity, the learner, along with details of his school and community, are fictitious (BERA, 

2018).  

 

Ceri Evans, a year six pupil at Ysgol Ynys, is in the process of returning back to school after 

a two month long period of absence. He has been absent from school due to the death of his 

mother to breast cancer. Ysgol Ynys were aware of his mother’s illness and have been 

working with Ceri’s Tadcu, whom he lives with, to support Ceri throughout. Expecting the 

death of Ceri’s mother, a separate support plan was previously put in place by Ysgol Ynys to 

support Ceri’s cognitive needs and academic progression during his time away from the 

classroom. Having enjoyed doing homework with his mother in the past, he has found solace 

in completing home learning activities during his time away from school. Whilst not 

disregarding the importance of behavioural and cognitive support for Ceri during his 

transition back to the classroom (Smidt, 2013), he is imminently approaching the 

descriptions of learning set out for him in his initial support plan (Welsh Government, 2019). 

Additionally, it was noted in a meeting between Ceri’s Tadcu and class teacher that Ceri has 

been enjoying completing his schoolwork, but the bereavement is notably affecting him 

emotionally. Whilst Ceri is at an age where the realistic conception of death being a 

permanent biological process can be understood (Kubler-Ross, 1986), the immense 
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emotional effect that grief has on a learner cannot be overlooked (Childhood Bereavement 

Network, 2019). Therefore, the provision planned to support Ceri in his transition back to 

class, will focus on his emotional well-being.  

 

Throughout our lives we experience several transitions. These transitions vary from starting 

a new job to forming serious relationships (Symonds, 2015). Recognising features of general 

transitions can help practitioners develop empathy towards specific learner transitions 

(Galton & Ruddock, 1999; Hampton, 2021). When viewed in an educational context, 

transitions can typically be placed among two categories, horizontal or vertical. Horizontal 

transitions occur on a daily basis and refer to movements between situations. For example, 

moving from classroom to canteen. When a transition constitutes a major change to a 

learner’s routine, such as Ceri returning back to school after his period of absence, the 

transition is classed as vertical (Kagan & Neuman, 1998; Baker, 2018).  

 

Whilst both may affect well-being (Fabian & Dunlop, 2002), unexpected vertical transitions 

can present greater challenges in hindering learner progression due to the nature of their 

uncertainty. When looking at what Ceri may need to progress successfully through his 

vertical transitions, emeritus educational professor Maurice Galton contends that effective 

transition can be identified through crossing two metaphorical bridges: social and academic, 

facilitated by timely and informed intervention (Galton & Patrick, 2018). Referring to Galton’s 

research, John Hattie further supports the concept of crossing this metaphorical social 

bridge. He states that a key success factor during a major transition is whether the learner 

can recognise, value, and manage their emotions within the first month of that transition 

(Hattie, 2012). Therefore, it seems crucial that Ceri receives a support plan that supports 

and advances his emotional well-being upon transitioning back to the classroom.  

 

Despite research evidence declaring that transitions are a less demanding experience for 

learners now in comparison to thirty years ago (Galton & Ruddock, 1999), some practitioners 

are directing planning and funding into ensuring an initial smooth transition processes in lieu 

of ensuring that learner progression is sustained (Packer, 2020). Furthermore, it is evident 

that learners can experience a hiatus in their academic progression due to lack of whole 

school cooperation and curriculum continuity following a transition (Galton & Ruddock, 

1999). Besides receiving support, the argument arises as to whether learners should be 

formally taught about transitions and their effect on academic achievement.  
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Conversely, these research findings are now dated and do not reflect the reformed 

curriculum in Wales which is designed to meet the needs of all learners (Welsh Government, 

2020). Putting the learner at the heart of the curriculum allows practitioners to help learners 

develop towards being healthy, confident individuals through building their emotional well-

being (Welsh Government, 2020). Moreover, grief is a complex and unsettling feeling for a 

child (Bryce, 2016), and the focus of Ceri’s support should be his emotional well-being, and 

not his understanding of the transition itself.  

 

Designed originally to support learners with Additional Learning Needs (Welsh Government, 

2015), one page profiles are used across Ysgol Ynys to support vertical and horizontal 

transitions, providing key information for supply teachers and supporting pupil voice 

(Coedwig County Council, 2022). Before returning to school, Ceri had the opportunity to 

revisit his one page profile from the beginning of the year (Please see Part 2). This was 

important in ensuring Ceri understood his feelings and thoughts are allowed to change 

(Colins & Foley, 2008), just as feelings of his grief may fluctuate (Morell-Velasco, 2020), 

offering him security through his transition.  

 

Before deciding on activities to support Ceri’s well-being, it was important to establish that 

Ceri was mourning a loss rather than experiencing a traumatic and distressful bereavement 

(Liberman, et al., 2003). This distinction was vital for if Ceri was suffering with traumatic 

bereavement, he may require trauma-specific treatment from external organisations 

(Lenfernik, et al., 2022). Whilst external professionals such as Crisis Support Service Co-

ordinators from the Local Authority are not deemed necessary in Ceri’s instance, their work 

helps support the delivery of statutory responsibilities (HM Government, 2004; Ferguson, 

2013; Welsh Government, 2021), and were drawn upon to simulate and encourage ideas for 

Ceri’s support plan. Through integrating statutory, pastoral, and academic ideas into Ceri’s 

support plan, Ysgol Ynys follow good practice (Estyn, 2020), ensuring a whole-school 

approach in supporting Ceri’s well-being (Welsh Government, 2021). Ysgol Ynys collectively 

acknowledge Ceri’s bereavement, making all teaching and support staff, governing bodies, 

and learners aware of the situation where necessary to best support Ceri (Hurst, 2001; 

Chadwick, 2012). This concept of a connected community is captured by the Welsh 

Government in their definition of Cynefin (Welsh Government, 2020, p. 241),  emphasising 

the importance of whole-school collaboration in supporting Ceri during his transition back to 

school.  
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Whilst appreciating the importance of whole-school collaboration, research indicates that 

children who have suffered a bereavement are best supported initially by their primary 

caregiver and familiar school staff (Stoebe & Schutt, 1999; Kenny, et al., 2020). Ysgol Ynys 

can support Ceri by continuing their daily school routine, being mindful of the bereavement 

(Chadwick, 2012), whilst the direct support Ceri receives will come from teachers whom he 

has already established a positive rapport with. Before returning to the classroom, Ceri and 

his Tadcu joined his classroom teacher, the year six teaching assistant and Ysgol Ynys’ 

intervention teacher for a meeting to review how best to support Ceri during his transition 

back to school (Symonds, 2015). During the meeting, Ceri was not showing any signs of 

distress or discomfort. Based on the influential stress theory developed by Lazarus and 

Folkman (1984), such signs of psychological stress may arise between a learner and their 

environment if the individual perceives the environment to be harming their well-being. Ceri 

reacted well to this initial transition back to school, and all initial meeting objectives were met 

(See Appendix One).  

 

It was discussed that Ceri will receive support for his emotional well-being from all three 

teachers, with it being made clear that Miss Woodley, the intervention teacher, would be 

Ceri’s lead supporter. Bereaved children are often reluctant to trust (Cipriano, 2019), 

therefore it was important that Ceri built a trusting relationship with Miss Woodley from the 

beginning to help him overcome possible avoidance of his feelings in later support sessions 

(Estyn, 2021; Lyjte & Dyregrov, 2022). This initial meeting was crucial in facilitating optimal 

communication between Ceri, his Tadcu and the school staff, allowing for Ceri’s emotional 

well-being to be supported in school and at home. Ceri’s ecological system was also 

supported here in line with Bronfenbrenner’s model of individual development where his 

mesosystem was met through the interaction of his microsystems, referring to the 

encompassing interactions between his immediate environments and caregiver. In this 

instance, his microsystems embodied of his Tadcu and staff at Ysgol Ynys collaboratively 

working to better his emotional well-being (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Smith, et al., 2003; Gray & 

MacBlain, 2015). Although Bronfenbrenner’s theory has been criticised as it does not place 

specific emphases on individual development (Christensen, 2016), Ysgol Ynys have focused 

specifically on Ceri and his well-being. Ceri and his Tadcu received several resources from 

Miss Woodley to encourage Ceri to express his feelings at home and in school (Appendix 

Two).  

 

Although it is clear that grief affects a child emotionally (Smidt, 2013; Lucas & Diener, 2015; 

Kenny, et al., 2020), no two children grieve in the same way. The way in which grief may 
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affect Ceri’s progression is dependent on a vast number of things, including his personality 

and stage of development (McKissock, 2004; Marie Curie, 2022) (Appendix Three).  

Whilst Ceri’s concept of death sits under someone between the age of four and seven, his 

signs of distress and emotional response to his mother’s death are in line with the 

developmental stage of someone his age, where he has the ability to mourn and understand 

mourning. Unlike Jean Piaget, who believed that stages of development were invariant, and 

that a child had to pass through one stage before progressing to the next (Piaget, 1947), Lev 

Vygotsky’s view on stages of development could be better aligned with the developmental 

stages of grief, where he does not advocate a staged approach to development, but rather 

believes development is gradual, recognising that a learner may move between stages 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  Practitioners have a crucial role in promoting the well-being of all leaners 

(Welsh Government, 2020), and understanding that Ceri will fluctuate between stages of 

grief is vital in supporting him.  

 

As grief is an ever-changing emotion and does not follow a specific timeline (Kenny, et al., 

2020), the support plan devised for Ceri is not confined to exact dates or targets. Whilst 

activities are rooted in theory and research, the concept behind Ceri’s support plan is that 

the various activities can be used as, and when, Ceri may require them. Although there is no 

direct timeline, the support plan will follow a consistent structure. Bereaved children benefit 

from consistent routine as keeping things familiar enables them to feel reassured, 

consequently benefitting their well-being (Goss, et al., 2022). In a similar way to how Miss 

Woodley being Ceri’s lead support is creating consistency for him, the activities planned will 

all begin with a check-in activity so that Ceri knows what to expect whilst simultaneously 

facilitating opportunities for Ceri to regulate his emotions (Appendix Four). This is also useful 

for Miss Woodley and Ceri’s classroom teachers to use as an assessment tool to measure 

whether Ceri’s well-being is progressing since his transition back to school, giving a quick 

overview of what is going well and what may need adapting (Wiliam & Black, 2006).  

 

The support plan consists of four main strategies to support Ceri’s emotional well-being and 

grief during his vertical transition back to the classroom after the bereavement of his mother. 

All four strategies will be focusing on separate grief focused goals and curriculum-based 

goals (Please see Part Two).  

 

The first activity identified in Ceri’s support plan is effectively a plan to help Ceri regulate his 

emotions. Since the bereavement of his mother, Ceri has had bouts of feeling extremely 

overwhelmed. To better understand the array of emotions Ceri may feel due to his 
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bereavement, we can acknowledge the loss of attachment Ceri is feeling. John Bowlby, a 

British psychologist, was a pioneer of the attachment theory in children. He hypothesised 

theories that attachment was a means of survival in human development, and that children 

grieved separation from their primary caregiver (Bowlby, 1951; Rose & Wood, 2016). In 

essence, Ceri is grieving twice, firstly for his mother, but also for the attachment he had to 

her. The subsequent emphasis on emotional development that followed Bowlby’s work was 

critical in understanding the effect of a child being separated from a parent, (Childhood 

Bereavement Network, 2019). Psychiatrist Colin Parkes expanded on Bowlby’s attachment 

theory to suggest the Four Stages of Grief: shock, searching, despair and recovery. As Ceri 

had a great emotional attachment to his mother, he is likely to feel all four of these stages 

(Parkes, 2006; Andiessen, 2022). Whilst the emotional response of grief to the loss of an 

attachment is undoubtedly true, these four staged linear grief experiences are not entirely 

logical for a child the age of Ceri (Parkes, 2006). Whilst psychologist William Worden also 

identifies grief to come in four separate processes, he himself recognises that grief does not 

fit neatly into boxes and is rather a fluctuating process in which children move between 

(Worden, 2018). Nevertheless, it provides practitioners with a good indicator of the possible 

emotions and stages Ceri may fluctuate between during his transition back to the classroom.  

 

To help regulate these emotions, building on an idea from Winston’s Wish (2019), a 

childhood bereavement charity, the use of a feelings first aid box will be used to encourage 

Ceri to safely express and manage his emotions. As he noted in his one page profile, Ceri 

wants to become a paramedic when he is older, and therefore may connect particularly well 

to this activity. It will be explained to Ceri that a standard First Aid Box helps soothe pains on 

the outside, whilst his ‘Look after myself First Aid Box’ will include activities that he feels may 

help his feelings on the inside. This will be available for him to draw upon at any point during 

the school day. In completing the activity, Ceri will negotiate things to make him feel more 

confident returning to the classroom and recognise how he can help himself, encouraging 

his self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).  

 

As noted in his one page profile, Ceri enjoys reading as he values time to himself. As part of 

his support plan, specific reading books were collected that deal with the topic of 

bereavement and also books related to Ceri’s interests. There are clear links between the 

positive impact of reading on mental well-being (Kidd & Castano, 2013; Paulus, et al., 2016; 

Welsh Government, 2021). The emotion focused strategy of reading to deal with grief is 

seen as a healthy way to regulate distressing emotions as Ceri identifies himself with 

characters who are in a similar situation to him, providing him with a sense of recognition 
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(Folkman, 1984). Furthermore, this identification can broaden Ceri’s understanding of the 

grieving process, allowing him to remember his mother with copious amounts of love, 

opening the dialogue to celebrate memories he has with her whilst acknowledging the 

sadness of his loss (Koopman, 2014). However, despite these recommended psychological 

mechanisms, it is also important to let Ceri resume and partake in normal childlike behaviour 

through reading books related to his hobbies and interests since these negative emotions 

and experiences can be readily replaced by their more positive counterparts. The negative 

implication of funding the books can not be overstated. According to official data, the cost of 

paper to produce textbooks has increased by thirty seven percent in the last three years 

(Martin & Fischer, 2019). That said, aiming to provide every learner in Wales with a book, 

the Minister of Education and Welsh Language declared an additional five million pounds of 

funding last year for reading programmes (Welsh Government, 2021). Whilst this won’t 

directly cover the cost of the books required for Ceri’s support plan, it alleviates some 

pressure for Ysgol Ynys. There are further ways to fund the books required, such as from 

charity shops, donations from teachers and caregivers, and the online library. 

 

Every other Friday afternoon Ceri will be offered the opportunity to partake in the Gratitude 

Garden club. Ysgol Ynys devised these nurture provision sessions to bring bereaved 

children in the school together through a specifically designed gardening project. Learners 

are given the opportunity to meet with learners from all ages across Ysgol Ynys, whilst 

connecting with nature and enjoying the benefits of gardening. Nurture groups such as the 

Gratitude Garden provide learners with a safe space to develop their well-being (Estyn, 

2018). Furthermore, gardening encourages learners to respect their environment and there 

is an increasing emphasis on the important of children having access to the outdoors to 

progress their understanding of the world around them (McMillan, 1919; Almers & Askerlund, 

2018). Ceri has already noted that he enjoys going to the Botanical Gardens, therefore being 

in nature may also help him feel close to his Tadcu in addition to his mother. Nurture 

sessions have been recognised to support transition as they offer a constant feeling of hope, 

allowing Ceri’s feelings to be heard and acknowledged  (NurtureUK, 2021). The Gratitude 

Garden is a metaphor for growth, supporting Ceri in coming to terms with his changing 

emotions during his transition and bereavement. The negative implication of funding the 

Gratitude Garden has been considered (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019), but with 

bursaries available from the National Garden Scheme and Winston’s Wish, sufficient funding 

will be found to run the project successfully. A further implication is that Ceri would be absent 

from class for a small period of time which could negatively affect his academic progression 

(MacBlain, 2014). This has been accounted for in the development of Ceri’s support plan as 
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the decision was made for the Gratitude Garden nurture provision group to occur biweekly 

during Friday afternoon, a time where Ysgol Ynys hold a whole-school assembly.  

 

As well as affecting Ceri’s well-being, his bereavement may affect the well-being of his peers 

as they have an emotional bond with Ceri, and feel empathy towards his situation 

(Rousseau, 1911; MacBlain, 2014). In addition to this, it is important that Ceri’s support plan 

does not isolate him from his peers. Highlighted in his one page profile, being around his 

classmates is incredibly important for Ceri, giving him a further sense of safety and security. 

This has been accounted for in Ceri’s support plan through a whole class Health and Well-

being lesson. With it being a sensitive and challenging subject, grief is not often a topic 

spoken about in school. However, it is something that affects us all, and it is important for 

practitioners to provide opportunity for children to learn about bereavement (Price & Barnard, 

2020). In line with the Curriculum for Wales guidance seeking to ensure that learners can 

make sense of issues that will be important in their future, such as managing their well-being 

(Welsh Government, 2021, p. 4), this lesson aims to develop the understanding learners 

may need to now and in the future deal with the feelings of grief surrounding bereavement 

(Appendix 5). Acknowledging the sensitivity of the matter, contact was made with therapists, 

bereavement organisations and other professionals in the field to help devise this lesson.  

 

Loss is universal, while the process of bereavement remains exceptionally personal (Kenny, 

et al., 2020). As practitioners, we have the power to positively influence the support learners 

receive. Upon looking at the policies of my PTE3 school, there is no bereavement policy in 

place. Having developed my understanding of corporate responsibilities regarding 

supporting a bereaved child, I will share my findings and research with my PTE3 school, 

opening a discussion as to how they support bereaved learners. Furthermore, I will be taking 

advantage of professional learning opportunities available through undertaking a three-day 

bespoke bereavement support training course with Winston’s Wish, broadening my 

understanding of supporting bereaved children. 

 

Whilst the impact of bereavement on adults is well understood, the impact of bereavement 

on children remains equivocal (Christ, Siegel, & Christ, 2002; McLoughlin, 2012). Death can 

occur suddenly and unexpectedly, and with so many factors to consider, it is evident that 

childhood bereavement is a complex subject that can affect a child in numerous ways 

(Jackson, 2011). Developing my knowledge on how grief can affect learners will not only 

progress my personal pedagogy but will be of benefit to my future students as I learn how to 

best support them physically, emotionally, socially, spiritually, and intellectually. Ultimately, 
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losing someone at such a young age is difficult, and the best way to cope is to be supported 

throughout.   

 

Word count: 3,498 
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