	
	
	




Resource Pack for Effective Classroom Management and Learning

[image: ]






Relationship-Based Play

Effective classroom management goes beyond discipline and rule enforcement. Contemporary classrooms are diverse, with learners showing a wide range of emotional, behavioural, and academic needs. Teachers are expected to maintain order and create secure, engaging, and motivating environments that help all learners succeed. This shift means moving away from traditional punitive methods toward relationship-centred practices that foster trust, empathy, and collaboration. The Relationship-Based Play Resource Pack helps teachers use play as a structured, relational tool for building positive connections and enhancing learning. Play is a powerful medium for relationship development, engagement, and improved academic and behavioural outcomes. Integrating play into daily routines lets teachers address challenges proactively, strengthen classroom culture, and promote holistic development for every child.
This resource is suitable for all age groups and promotes trust, empathy, cooperation, and communication among pupils. It offers opportunities for collaborative learning and self-expression in an inclusive, supportive environment. Research shows that children learn best when they feel secure and valued. The approach builds emotional connections between pupils, teachers, and peers, while fostering focus, confidence, and motivation. Relationship-based play helps children rebuild trust, express emotions safely, and rediscover the enjoyment of learning. It nurtures social interaction, empathy, and curiosity.
In relationship-based play, teachers act as co-players and relational guides. This approach fosters trust, stimulates curiosity through collaboration, and nurtures intrinsic motivation by making learning enjoyable. These elements are essential for academic growth and positive behaviour.
This resource also aligns with the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which emphasises that learners should become:
· Ambitious, capable learners;
· Enterprising, creative contributors;
· Ethical, informed citizens;
· Healthy, confident individuals.
This style of play supports children across the four key areas of the new curriculum: building confidence through emotional regulation, fostering creativity through cooperative play, promoting citizenship by developing empathy and social connection, and enhancing learning through collaborative problem-solving.
Relationship-based play supports both classroom management and learning. Strong teacher-pupil relationships drive higher achievement and better behaviour (Pianta, Hamre & Allen, 2012).
The Solihull Relationship-Based Play Framework (2023) identifies emotional awareness and connection as essential for learning. When children feel safe, their executive function, memory, and problem-solving abilities improve, which in turn enhances behaviour, literacy, numeracy, and communication.
The Curriculum for Wales advocates for inclusive environments that support both academic and emotional growth. Relationship-based play addresses behavioural challenges through connection rather than control, engaging learners with joy, curiosity, and a sense of belonging.





















Rationale
The rationale for relationship-based play is grounded in psychology, educational research, and policy, all of which consistently emphasise the centrality of relationships in effective learning environments. Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969) posits that secure, supportive relationships form the foundation for emotional safety and cognitive growth. When children trust their teachers, they are more likely to take risks, seek assistance, and engage with new ideas. This foundation is particularly significant for children who have experienced instability or trauma, as positive relational experiences can repair and strengthen their learning capacity. Watson (2018) observes that teachers who understand attachment can transform classroom management by shifting the focus from compliance and control to trust and connection, thereby fostering a classroom culture where learners feel valued, respected, and capable of success. 
The Solihull Relationship-Based Play model demonstrates how specific games and activities can support children with varying attachment styles. For instance, children with avoidant attachment benefit from non-competitive games and consistent adult guidance, which could reduce anxiety and promote security. Anxious children thrive with predictable routines, regular check-ins, and repeated opportunities to build trust with adults and peers. Those with disorganised attachment require a carefully sequenced approach: beginning with structure, progressing through engagement and nurture, and culminating in challenge. This sequence helps them feel safe enough to regulate overwhelming emotions and participate fully. These tailored strategies ensure that play is both therapeutic and inclusive.
Vygotsky’s Social Constructivism (cited by McLeod, 2025) states that learning is inherently social and occurs through collaboration within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Relationship-Based Play provides numerous opportunities for such interaction. Through these activities, children co-construct meaning, assist one another in understanding, and develop communication, empathy, and problem-solving skills that support deeper learning.
Humanistic theory, as developed by Rogers (1951), emphasises empathy and authenticity in teaching. When teachers participate in genuine, non-judgemental play, they model care and acceptance, thereby fostering self-esteem and a sense of belonging in pupils. This approach encourages children to take ownership of their learning and behaviour. Positive Behaviour Support (Carr et al., 2002) advocates for proactive strategies and emotional literacy in the classroom. Relationship-Based Play aligns with these principles by utilising safe, structured experiences to reinforce positive behaviour rather than relying on control or punishment.
Bates (2023) believes that effective teaching integrates multiple theoretical perspectives in practice. Relationship-Based Play shows this integration by combining attachment, constructivist, behavioural, and humanist principles. This comprehensive approach supports both emotional and academic development in children. Empirical research supports these claims: Pianta, Hamre, and Allen (2012) found that strong pupil-teacher relationships enhance achievement and behaviour. The Solihull Relationship-Based Play Framework (2003) also asserts that emotional awareness fosters neurological growth in attention, executive function, and empathy. A recent Public Health Journal (2024) study found that schools that focus on strong relationships experience enhanced engagement, regulation, and resilience. This mirrors the Solihull model’s co-regulated play, which supports focus and emotional balance by reducing stress. These experiences strengthen concentration, planning, and problem-solving.
Relationship-Based Play functions as both a proactive behavioural approach and a catalyst for cognitive development. It fosters emotional regulation, empathy, social understanding, and problem-solving. Structured play develops essential skills such as turn-taking and cooperation, which are fundamental for learning and positive behaviour. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) identifies these competencies as central to ‘personal and social capability,’ which this approach cultivates through interactive experiences.
The Curriculum for Wales encourages environments where every learner feels safe and included. Relationship-Based Play supports this by providing structured opportunities for belonging and care, helping children feel calm, rebuild trust, and develop confidence. This aligns with the broader educational focus on wellbeing as key to learning. It shifts classroom management from a focus on control to proactive connection, enabling children to thrive as confident learners and compassionate peers.












Instructions
Relationship-Based Play sessions can be one-to-one or group-based, lasting six weeks. Each session follows the same structure, regardless of the number of participants. Games are chosen from four key categories:
· Structure: The adult stays in control of the session to keep play safe, engaging, and supportive. The adult guides the group's interactions. 
· Engagement: The focus is on building and keeping connection throughout. The adult uses humour, responsiveness, and surprise to encourage playful interaction and engagement. 
· Nurture: This provides opportunities for comfort and care. The adult models empathy and reassurance, reinforcing the child's sense of being valued and supported. 
· Challenge: This helps children build skills and confidence. It promotes resilience with the adult's shared support.
Session structure: 
1. Entrance: Encourage children to remove their shoes and enter the room in a structured, playful way, such as pretending to be an animal or carrying an object together. This signals that the space is safe and welcoming. 
2. Greeting: Create a handshake or song to start. Use it each session for familiarity. Review rules: We are kind, we stick together, and we have fun. This reinforces safety and connection. 
3. Check-in: Encourage children to express how they are feeling at the start of each session to increase self-awareness. This also allows the adult to tailor the activities to the child’s needs. 
4. Activity: Begin with a calming and nurturing activity, such as gentle stretching, breathing exercises, or a sensory play task, to help ground children and prepare them for participation. Next, introduce more stimulating and challenging games that promote teamwork, problem-solving, and positive risk-taking. Examples include cooperative building tasks, relay games, or group storytelling. Conclude with a soothing activity, such as quiet drawing, guided relaxation, or listening to calming music, to help children transition back to classroom expectations. 
5: Snack and drink: Before ending the session, offer a snack and a drink. Using straws can promote calm breathing, while a crunchy or chewy snack like a biscuit supports sensory regulation.
6: Close and exit: Each session will end in the same way that it started. This helps children transition between play sessions and classroom expectations. 

Before starting any sessions, parental permission must be given and safeguarding protocol maintained. Schools must obtain consent for participation and ensure all activities comply with policies on appropriate touch, food, and inclusivity. Clear communication with parents and carers about the goals, structure, and benefits of Relationship-Based Play fosters trust and encourages family engagement.
Games are selected from each of the four categories above, ensuring balanced development of structure, engagement, nurture, and challenge. A list of games and required resources is in Appendices 1 and 2.
Teachers should adapt activities to their group's age, interests, and abilities. For younger children, more physical and imaginative play is recommended, while older pupils may benefit from strategy games or collaborative projects. It is important to observe group dynamics and modify sessions as needed in response to the children’s emotional states.
















Conclusion
Relationship-Based Play is suitable for all ages and abilities because it focuses on shared experiences rather than vocal ability. Activities are easily differentiated: children with additional learning needs can participate alongside their peers, and adaptations can be made for sensory sensitivities, physical limitations, or cultural considerations. Each activity is non-competitive and success-oriented, helping every child experience achievement and connection. Teachers should reflect after each session, noting what worked well and what could be improved, to ensure continuous development of their practice and maximise the positive impact. Relationship-Based Play integrates theory, practice, and care to establish emotionally secure classrooms where both learning and behaviour can thrive. By combining emotional safety with structured engagement, it enhances self-regulation, confidence, and motivation, which are essential for lifelong learning. Effective classroom management, as emphasised by Marzano (2003), requires the integration of organisation, instruction, and relationships. Relationship-Based Play supports all three by establishing predictable routines and fostering trust between pupils and teachers. When play becomes central to pedagogy, teachers shift from behaviour control to relational leadership, empowering children to self-regulate, collaborate, and take ownership of their learning.
This approach shifts classroom management from compliance to connection, enabling pupils to experience trust, empathy, and mastery through play. When used consistently, it nurtures empathy, cooperation, resilience, and a sense of safety and belonging that is foundational for learning. Inclusive environments created through Relationship-Based Play encourage children to take academic risks, persevere through challenges, and engage meaningfully with peers and teachers. Over time, these practices reduce disruptive behaviour, increase engagement in lessons, and improve academic progress. Teachers also report greater job satisfaction and less stress when using relationship-based methods, as they promote a more positive and collaborative classroom climate. School leaders are encouraged to integrate Relationship-Based Play into their whole-school approach to wellbeing and behaviour, supporting professional development and sharing best practices among staff. By adopting relationship-based strategies, schools can foster lasting cultural change that benefits the entire community.
Relationship-Based Play not only improves behaviour but also enhances learning by aligning emotional well-being with academic progress. It supports communication, creativity, and motivation, enabling pupils to become confident, capable learners who contribute positively to their communities. Consistent with the Curriculum for Wales (2022), this approach promotes the development of healthy, confident individuals and ethical, informed citizens who thrive both academically and socially. Ultimately, this resource demonstrates that effective classroom management is grounded in building the relationships that make learning possible, rather than exerting control.

Appendices

Appendix 1
Games to play for each of the four key areas and how they can support pupils, as suggested by Solihul Relationship-Based Play Framework (2023): 
Structure: focus on safety, boundaries and clear routines. 
· Simon says: develops listening, impulse control and the ability to follow rules.
· Mirror play: participants take turns to show an emotion, and others copy. Builds on emotional awareness.
· Balloon volleyball: pass the balloon between each person without it touching the floor. Encourages attention and coordination. Charades: Teaches emotional expression and self-regulation. 
· Trust fall: Builds reliability and confidence in adult guidance. 

Engagement: connection, enjoyment and shared attention. 
· Copy silly faces: emotional mirroring, attention and humour
· Guess the animal sound: turn-taking, imitation. 
· Cotton ball hockey: Using a straw, the aim of the game is to blow the cotton ball across your partners’ line.
· Collaborative drawing: joint creativity and thinking 
· Bubble catching: using ‘magic’ bubbles, catch the bubbles on the wand, then increase the difficulty by catching bubbles on different parts of the body like noses and elbows. 
· Piggyback ride: promotes physical connection with shared enjoyment.
· Puppet show: models emotional expression and develops empathy through storytelling. 

Nurture: warmth, care and emotional safety
· [bookmark: _Int_DjI3BjBW]Hand or foot massage: provides a calming touch and reassurance
· Lotion and talc handprints: gently massage lotion onto the hands, then press the hand onto black card before sprinkling talc on top. This combines nurturing touch with a creative activity while providing sensory comfort. 
· [bookmark: _Int_ueFPN479]Tracing hands/feet/body: encourages gentle touch and positive conversations about the child. 
· [bookmark: _Int_4sL05oVf]Mirrored face painting: combines creativity with safety and close interactions. 
· Sensory play: explore different scents and textures to provide grounding and tactile experiences. 
Challenge: Confidence and resilience
· Solving puzzles: teamwork and shared problem solving
· Sculpture making: creativity and perseverance through tactile exploration.
· Pillow fight: releases energy in a safe environment, helping to manage excitement and limits. 
· Balance challenges: try to balance in different poses. Develops trust and coordination while having fun. 
· Paper toss: all participants race to scrunch newspaper into small balls and throw the balls into a box/bucket. Offers non-threatening competition to practice control and trust. 

Appendix 2
Resources needed to carry out sessions include: 
· Black card
· Cotton wool balls 
· Straws 
· Pompoms 
· Hand or body lotion 
· Baby wipes/paper towels to wipe hands 
· Bean bags 
· Cushions 
· Newspaper 
· Talcum powder 
· Shape stickers 
· Feathers 
· Bubble mixture
· Snacks (bread sticks, biscuits)
· Drinks (juice cartons, water with straws) 
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