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A Quick Guide to Relational Needs 

What is a relational need? 
A relational need, or the term ‘attachment’ refers to the early bond and relationship an infant has to its caregiver(s). When the child receives consistent and empathetic care, trust develops. In time the infant is assured that their caregiver(s) will meet their needs. As they grow, infants feel safe and secure in this relationship. The child is therefore able to develop, learn and explore. For some pupils their early caregiving relationships are disrupted for a variety of reasons. This can result in the infant adapting their responses to their relationship with their caregiver(s) and subsequently others. 
We all have attachment styles, and they can fluctuate. A child’s presentation may change depending on the situation or setting.
Implications for a pupil
How relational needs may present in the school environment:
Ambivalent -
· Seeking lots of support from adults.
· Acting in ways that draw attention from others- positive or negative.
· More focus on and interest in interactions than learning. 
· Difficulties settling independently.
· Seeking adult input, then sometimes conversely rejecting the adult.
· Finds it hard to follow routines and structure.
· Can find changes/transitions difficult. 
· Has difficulty recovering from strong emotions.
· Is focused on feelings.
· Difficulties understanding of cause and effect.
· Not achieving their academic potential.
· Have periods of absence from school.  
Avoidant -
· Withdrawn, quiet or shy.
· Appearing independent. The pupil may seek to meet their own needs emotionally and physically.
· The pupil may fear failure and want to be the best.
· They may focus on negatives about themselves rather than positives. 
· The pupil can find it difficult to seek help.
· Exhibits indifference to social interactions with others. Presenting as being cool, aloof, and uninterested in relationships. Or seeking to dominate, trigger or be confrontational.
· Hesitant to express their emotions and thoughts. 
· Shuts down/disconnects when stressed.
· The pupil may be either quiet/withdrawn or noisy/forceful. 
Disorganised-
· Sometimes the pupil may be unpredictable in their responses to others and events.
· May appear self-directed/hyper independent adults and peers. This hides the anxiety and fear they really experience.
· Hypervigilant – looking around the environment, aware of sounds, movements etc.
· Has difficulty concentrating on tasks.
· Demonstrates difficulties with understanding and responding to emotions in themselves and others.
· May have habits, repetitive actions and preoccupations which enable the pupil to feel safe.
· Demonstrates risk taking behaviours such as removing themselves from an environment, climbing on items etc.
How to help – top tips
1. [bookmark: _Hlk77667974]Teach the pupil strategies to calm when the pupil is regulated (breathing techniques, mindfulness practices, muscle relaxation strategies etc). The adult will need to do the activities with the pupil to begin with. More info: Brainstem Calmer Activities (beaconhouse.org.uk) and Calming Anxiety — Coping Skills for Kids
2. Help the pupil feel safe – physically and emotionally. Use non-verbal communication such as a smile or thumbs up. 
3. Provide a predictable and structured routine – minimise changes and where these do occur pre-coach the pupil to reduce anxiety. 
4. Use visual timetables and instructions.
5. Break down tasks into small chunks, use timers for short duration activities.
6. Incorporate a safe space within the classroom to help the pupil calm/relax.
7. Notice the pupil frequently (check-in’s, meet and greet, check-out, thumbs up gestures).
8. Implement the ‘Being kept in mind’ strategy – ‘I’ll be thinking of you’. Should the pupil ask questions such as ‘When?’, be explicit about when you will be holding them in mind – ‘I’ll be thinking of you when XXXX’. 
9. Use empathy with the pupil. For example, ‘I understand XXXX’, or ‘It can be hard when XXXX’. 
10. After any negative incidents and only when the pupil is calm, ensure relationships are repaired. Use natural consequences where possible – acts of kindness, send a card to the offended person, tidy an area etc. The pupil may need an adult to help them complete the natural consequence.  
Further advice and support
Website:  A (simple) explanation of the 4 attachment styles (beaconschoolsupport.co.uk)

Reading: 
Primary - Geddes. H (2006) Attachment in the classroom. K.S (2013) Observing Children with Attachment Difficulties in School (5 to 11 years). 

Secondary - Bomber L.M (2009) Teenagers and Attachment. Golding. K.S (2013) Observing Children with Attachment Difficulties in School (11 to 16 years). 
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