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         PRAISE FOR AFTER THE ADULTS CHANGE


         After the Adults Change is a manifesto for change in schools, and is particularly relevant at a time when society has realised the huge importance and role of schools in delivering more than simply academic education.

         PHIL NAYLOR, PODCAST HOST, NAYLOR’S NATTER, DEPUTY HEAD TEACHER AND LOCAL AUTHORITY GOVERNOR

         After the Adults Change has something for everyone. It isn’t just about supporting the children who bring behavioural challenges; it also has practical ideas and advice and recognises the needs of those children who just want to learn.

         SHARON PASCOE, HEAD TEACHER, FOCHRIW PRIMARY SCHOOL AND BRYN AWEL PRIMARY SCHOOL

         Paul Dix provides a straight-talking practical blueprint to help schools create a positive and constructive culture around behaviour and relationships. Paul’s wealth of experience makes After the Adults Change a modern classic and a book of the times that is an essential read for all school leaders.

         JON TAIT, DEPUTY CEO AND DIRECTOR OF SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT, ARETÉ LEARNING TRUST

         Paul Dix is amazing! His writing is full of warmth and sincerity, and his care for teachers and students shines through in his latest offering. In our post-COVID-19 world, teachers and educators need to keep supporting our kids through these turbulent times – and After the Adults Change shows us how it can be done!

         KARL C. PUPÉ, TEACHER, FOUNDER OF ACTIONHEROTEACHER.COM, AND AUTHOR OF THE ACTION HERO TEACHER: CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT MADE SIMPLE

         After the Adults Change is written with a kindness and sensitivity that mirrors exactly the tone that a classroom or school built on ‘ready, respectful and safe’ would have. It is a positive, supportive and considered work that provides numerous reminders of why we do what we do along with strategies and suggestions, genuine examples of these in practice, and the characteristic, self-deprecating humour that made When the Adults Change, Everything Changes such an accessible and yet powerful read.

         COLIN GOFFIN, DIRECTOR OF EDUCATION, BIG PICTURE LEARNING UK

         BIf you want to transform the way that your school community ‘does behaviour’, then After the Adults Change is the book for you. Paul’s strong belief, based on real-life research and practice, that the culture of a school is a reflection of the behaviour and attitude of the adults is compelling and truly inspirational.

         MARC DOYLE, DIRECTOR OF EDUCATION, CONSILIUM ACADEMIES, AND EXPERIENCED HEAD TEACHER

         After the Adults Change is a refreshing, intelligent, thought-provoking and easy-to-read book. I love the layout and how Paul uses evidence based theory and real-life case studies to support his writing. The book contains many new heart-centred approaches and takeaways to put into practice, especially at the end of each chapter in the ‘Stop that!’, ‘How to lead it’ and ‘Nuggets’ sections. I could, in fact, write a book about this book; however, I will stop and allow you to read and digest this ground-breaking book for yourself.

         LAURA HENRY-ALLAIN, MBE, AWARD-WINNING GLOBAL WRITER, SPEAKER AND CONSULTANT

         This book is about sustained, achievable, long-term school improvement. The behaviour nirvana is characterised by an embedded whole school culture of high expectations, the development of skilled and reflective professional practitioners, and high levels of pupil agency.

         SIMON KIDWELL, HEAD TEACHER, HARTFORD MANOR PRIMARY SCHOOL AND NURSERY

         All children deserve to feel safe, loved and valued – and if this is your mantra, then grab this book with both hands and enjoy the read. From behaviour management strategy to everyday practical tips, there is something for everyone in After the Adults Change. Here’s to continuing the revolution and ensuring that school years lead to a bright future of choice and opportunity for all.

         KATIE ROBERTS, HEAD TEACHER, DA VINCI ACADEMY

         After the Adults Change is the perfect guide to strengthening relationships with children and young people and to ensuring positive behaviour, from both children and adults. This book should be your companion to introducing and embedding relational approaches, whether on a class or whole school level. It is a hugely practical resource for every adult who works with children and young people.

         JENNIFER M. KNUSSEN, HEAD TEACHER, PITTEUCHAR EAST PRIMARY SCHOOL AND NURSERY
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E
            DEDICATION

         

         My Granny was Austrian and she made the best vanillekipferl anyone has ever eaten. Don’t @ me with your recipes – I am not prepared to argue about that. She was gentle and kind with a strong Austrian accent that she tried to hide from years of having to. Mitsy, as she was known, had escaped the Jewish ghettos just before the Second World War, sponsored by an Englishman to work as a domestic servant in a large country house. She was a refugee who left her sisters and family behind to grab a chance of a safer life. That story is remarkable enough. Being an Austrian woman in England in 1938 and living without being able to speak English rendered her voiceless. Yet she had a voice stronger than we ever knew and a story that was only revealed to me recently.

         In 1937, at the age of 25, she wrote an article that was published in a German newspaper. That is a remarkable feat for a woman so young. The article was heavily and openly critical of Hitler. She did not hold back. Mitsy was subsequently arrested and spent a year in prison. A true heroine, she never spoke to anyone about it. We are still uncovering the details.

         I know that it is right to speak out against injustice, even in the face of those who seek to muddle the truth. Maybe strength is inherited, not created. So, this book is for you, Maria Hedwig Greimann, who, in the face of immediate risk to her own life and liberty, spoke truth to power. I hope I have even an ounce of her courage, humility and strength. I won’t hold back either.
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1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         There is a behavioural nirvana. One that is calm, purposeful and respectful, where poor behaviour is as rare as a PE teacher in trousers and relationships drive achievement. Annoyingly, and predictably, the road is hard and the ride bumpy and littered with clichés. It is achievable, though, and when you get there it is a little slice of relational heaven.

         The steps outlined in When the Adults Change, Everything Changes are about shifting the behaviour of the adults and changing the response the child receives.1 You will soak that up through this book too. Read them in any order – the core message is the same. Your deliberate, planned behaviour underpins everything.

         This book will challenge you to rejig your time to introduce coaching for every child and refresh your restorative approach to keep everyone thinking. We will look at the knotty issues that need to be overcome when holding to inclusive values and explore how to lead your classroom or school like a plodding tortoise, not a performance enhanced hare. We will look in detail at how to support those who cause chaos while protecting those who just want to learn. And we will do it all without blame or any notion that a child’s behaviour is the fault of the teacher.

         I will share work that I am inspired by, including the Glasgow Model (and from schools across Scotland) which has reduced exclusion and improved provision for those at the margins. We will drop in and learn from schools who have been ‘Paul Dixing it’2 for years and those who are innovating brilliantly with the strategies from the start. Along the way, I will reaffirm my commitment to managing behaviour with calm humility and the right of every child to learn in peace – and my utter disdain for ludicrous notions of zero tolerance/no excuses and any other euphemism for being shitty to kids.

         People, strap in, tables in the upright position, one hand on the oxygen mask and let’s go.

         
            2 A terrifying phrase apparently in common usage in Scottish schools. I am sure it is also to be heard with accompanying swearing.

         

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 1

            EMOTIONALLY CONSISTENT TEACHING

         

         
            Calm, predictable, safe.

         

         A deliberate tightening of consistency, which was central to When the Adults Change, Everything Changes, often achieves great leaps in improved behaviour. The essential daily drumbeat of the same rules, calm, smiling adults and predictable responses lay the foundations for a climate that works for everyone. When the adults change, everything changes is the first principle, so your behaviour is an important focus. As the revolution in practice begins to normalise, you will need to be ready to adapt your own behaviour further. You are no longer standing on the barricades persuading your colleagues to change, but don’t lower that flag just yet, soldier. There is work to be done.

         Once you have upgraded your own professional behaviour and relationships, there are further consistencies that will make your classroom a safer, more predictable and better place to learn. I know that your ability to suppress the natural emotional responses to poor behaviour is now well rehearsed and practised. I am sure you have perfected the poker face and can control your rolling eyes, screwface or twitchy blink like a mannequin. Legend. In your mind you have separated forever the child’s negative emotional response from your own. You have become curious about distressed children, not angry with naughty scrotes. You recognise secondary behaviour when it is thrown at you and you know there is a better time and place to respond to it. When you look back at your worst moments, you laugh at your own ridiculousness. There is now a different level of emotional control that pervades every interaction. Zen-like, you float between incidents. Your inner peace (or at least your ‘pretending to 6be at peace’) means that you can start to see through the behaviour to what is being communicated.

         It takes time to find the balance between being your true self and being the person your pupils need. The two are rarely the same. Context also matters. Being transparent, open and honest with some classes is a fast track to relational currency. With others, it means getting mugged off and asked by every giggling child you meet for the next six months, ‘Sir, is your middle name really Susan?’ Revealing too much of yourself too soon is a crapshoot. It might go brilliantly, but in all probability you will end up rolling a 7, walking home in the rain and wishing you had never picked up the dice.

         When you have been at a school for some time, you may allow yourself a slightly smug smile when you hear of another new teacher explaining that they told the class about their slam poetry YouTube channel. ‘You told them what?!’ is always funny because we have all trodden much the same route. I wanted so desperately to be the teacher I never had that I thought I could mimic the performance of a great teacher, but behind that performance there was no substance. Being an emotionally consistent adult takes most of us a long time. We get better incrementally, not in one dramatic leap.

         Emotional consistency and refining routines

         Visible and audible consistencies make the school live and breathe with your values. Emotional consistencies are harder to pin down but no less critical. Emotional consistency for the children comes with the ability of the adults to control their emotions in response to poor behaviour, and instead put empathy and logic at the heart of each interaction. Easy to say, hard to do on a Thursday afternoon when you have been run ragged by Chelsea and her attempts to gradually and discreetly complete a full facial over the course of three lessons. Unregulated children need obviously regulated adults, even if their behaviour seems designed to frustrate this. 7

         Predictability makes classrooms feel safe. Routines are central to this predictability. In lessons, refining the routines so they can be triggered quickly and executed deftly is a driver of productivity.

         I recently watched a teacher working with a class of 8- and 9-year-olds and was struck on entering the room that some of the children were proudly wearing golden, sparkly top hats. In fact, they seemed to walk a little taller in the hat – it bestowed a certain authority and swagger. Like a PE teacher with a new clipboard.

         The hats were ‘golden peer assessment hats’ (I know, dangerously progressive) and were used to recognise the ‘assessor’. The pleasure on the children’s faces when wearing and then passing on the hat to another child was wonderful to behold. They were having a whale of a time, yet the class were focused, disciplined and caught up in the learning. The transitions in the activity were effortless: the hat was passed and the roles changed.

         What was perhaps even more impressive was the transition to a new activity. The teacher’s count was just a quiet ‘Three, two, one.’ The hats disappeared in an instant and they were ready for the next part of the lesson. This seemingly effortless transition demonstrated how determined the teacher was to get her classroom running like clockwork. She was never going to be satisfied with routines that were just OK. Her high standards and expectations for routines translated into a very productive classroom, but they were also a model for the children and promoted a safe environment. The climate was set. With these mechanics in place, everyone worked more efficiently to squeeze a little extra out of every lesson. Everyone felt safer inside the predictable roles and rituals.

         Without refined routines there is too much improvisation, too much surprise and too much chance of some children losing their way, day after day. Around the site, the sharper the routines, the greater the predictability and sense of security. In many schools, fantastic walking (hands behind the back, chest out, walking with purpose – and an idea originally created by Margaret Farrell) has fast become wonderful walking. Young children particularly love it. It isn’t really a strategy for a secondary school, although with tongue in cheek I would have a go. Fantastic walking has also given birth to a series of alliterative offspring including legendary line-ups, spectacular silence, marvellous moving (where not all the children can walk) 8and perhaps, in some far off mutation, quintessential queuing. The same principles are at work.

         There is a world of difference between teaching positive routines using gentle reinforcement that the pupils enjoy and drilling children with micromanaged compliance routines. Some authoritarians pursue ‘do as you are told’ routines and pretend they are quite reasonable. Compliance routines – standing up when an adult walks in, fingers on lips, look at me when I am talking to you, track the speaker and so on – are more about exerting authority and control than improving teaching and learning. They chill the climate in the classroom. In these schools, relational practice is considered less important than power. Nobody is truly happy learning in such a culture.

         Chopper Harris

         Mr ‘Chopper’ Harris, my teacher for many years, was an expert in quashing any notion of a positive relationship. Chopper became a teacher after leaving the navy. He was called Chopper, as legend had it, because he shot off his own thumb with his rifle. Quite how you achieve that I have still not been able to work out.

         He was a uniquely strange and oft-times violent man with a dry sense of humour. Chopper was incredible and terrifying all at once. His opening ritual for the lesson was to slowly, dramatically, tilt his head backwards and spread his handkerchief over his face, cleaning his glasses and blowing his nose in one ridiculous but oddly mesmeric action. He would then lay out the pages of Sporting Life (a sports newspaper best known for its coverage of horse racing) across his desk, carefully turning each page by pinching the top right corner, and set about choosing the horses he would bet on while we got on with page 12, exercise 4.

         At lunchtime he would visit the betting shop and boozer that were conveniently situated next door to each other. If you had him after lunch, and the bets hadn’t gone his way, the board rubber was thrown with increasingly aggressive abandon. Once, memorably, his aim was blunted by a couple of extra whiskeys and the board rubber smashed the window and ended up on the street outside. He commanded me to go and pick it 9up so he could throw it at me again. Children would regularly get injured by mahogany board rubbers and not think it worth a mention. ‘Oh that [touches gaping head wound], just had Chopper.’ ‘Oh right.’

         It is safe to say that I struggled to learn much at all in his lessons, so fascinated was I by Chopper’s idiosyncrasies and propensity for rough justice. I lived in a perpetual state of fear that I would be the next recipient of board rubber justice and excitement that it might be someone else. You never quite knew where you were with Chopper. This was deliberate. Chopper was not a teacher ever in pursuit of relationships with his charges. He was not a man with empathy. At least, not at work.

         When teaching, Chopper had four levels of emotion which were triggered by four key phrases delivered in a voice as deep and gruff as you can imagine. ‘Pipe down’ was level one – a general plea to the assembled teenagers that he wanted their attention. It was expressed almost casually, as if he knew it would be ignored. With an increase in volume and a sense of urgency, ‘Will you pipe down’ signalled a shift in his degree of frustration. The third and fourth levels were often indistinguishable. There was certainly no gap between the final, ‘WOULD YOU KINDLY PLEASE PIPE DOWN’ and the throwing of the hardwood (polished daily) blackboard rubber at the head of some unsuspecting young miscreant. The terror was at times amusing, often bruising, occasionally terrifying.

         I am sure that you are not in the habit of shouting at children or throwing objects at them to make your point. However, you may have your own levels of frustration that trigger and accelerate your own emotions. Just check the next time you get annoyed: how ‘playable’ are you?

         The unprovokable adult

         Adults like Chopper, who wear their heart on their sleeve, create an anxious climate. They undermine the emotional security they should be nurturing. The direct connection between the child’s behaviour and the emotional state of the adult is obvious. Some children will immediately recognise the emotional state, empathise with it and change their behaviour. After all, they are able to accurately identify negative emotions and respond accordingly. Some children. Not mine. Not many. The obvious 10temptation for any child is to see how they can provoke that emotion. To test that the link between their behaviour and the adult response is still there. To find out just how playable the adults are.

         
            ‘Joel, stop swinging in the chair. It’s annoying me.’

            ‘Emile, that tapping is driving me crazy.’

            ‘Jasmin, if you interrupt me one more time I’m going to explode!’

         

         There may be a time, when trust has developed, for wearing your heart on your sleeve, but in the early days with a new class you might want to hide your heart up your jumper. There are better ways to build great relationships.

         Attending a speed awareness course recently provoked the same temptation in me to play with the ‘adults’. Interestingly, the vigorous bonhomie and jovial style came to an abrupt halt when I dared to ask a difficult question. The course facilitators threatened me with exclusion from the room. Apparently, the booths at the Holiday Inn are for a different purpose. However, I was saved, beautifully, by the appearance of a latecomer who burst in, sat down and promptly fell asleep and started snoring. They didn’t like that at all.

         If you lay out a buffet of adult emotions, don’t be surprised if some children want to try everything on the table. The connection between your emotion and their poor behaviour is one that you need to break. Instead, make the connection between their behaviour and the standards you expect in your lesson. Your behaviour → my emotion → emotionally fuelled punishment is a common chain of events. The change comes when you remove your emotion every time: your behaviour → our rules/standards/agreements → proportionate response.

         What children really need is an unprovokable adult, especially one who lives with adults not afraid of losing their temper. An emotionally predictable learning environment is one where the negative emotion of the adults is all but absent. When you are talking to children about their behaviour, even in the calmest moments, be careful not to reinforce the connection accidentally.

         
            ‘Now, you know that I can’t stand it when …’ 11

            ‘That noise really irritates me …’

            ‘The next person who shouts out/stands up/stage dives will not see another breaktime before adulthood!’

         

         There must be no chance of the children controlling the adults. If you give children a route map of your emotions, you are giving them the opportunity to take control away from you at a moment’s notice. Any climate adjustment must be your planned decision, not shifted by remote control by a bored child.

         Nurture from the first step

         Nurture starts at the school gate and the classroom door, but shaking hands with students now feels like a tale from the old country. The COVID-19 interruption to our lives, and the physical distancing that has accompanied it, means things have changed. In recent times, you would be more likely to run a successful CPD session on Thinking Hats than you would to shake hands with every child. What was formerly a great way to meet and greet will now be a safeguarding concern.

         We may need to adapt them for our socially distanced times, but the principles of meet and greet still apply. The connection may not be physical – no more handshakes, fist bumps or high fives – but we can still have fun:

         
            ■ Air high five

            ■ Bowing graciously

            ■ Cheesy double thumbs-up

            ■ Elbow bump

            ■ Foot tap

            ■ Hand on heart ‘shake’

            ■ Namaste

            ■ Salute 12

            ■ Sign language ‘Good morning’

            ■ Special dance

            ■ Wave

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         Or just smile. Door signs can seem gimmicky but they are so much more than that. They give children control over how to engage, relieving anxiety and making the interaction safe on their terms. Likewise, the videos that many teachers have posted on social media of children meeting and greeting their teachers seem schmaltzy but the children love them. They give some students something to look forward to in the morning. Accept that on some days you won’t feel like it, but for many young people it is the only positive adult greeting they ever get.

         Interestingly, meet and greet is a common intervention across very different schools. More traditional environments love it because it creates a formality and politeness that is a strong model for adult life. It fits well into silent corridors, the teacher as an authority figure and linear behaviour policies. More progressive schools love it because it connects adults and students ready for a collaborative approach to learning. It is where the roads meet: an essential part of very different school cultures and ways of managing behaviour and relationships.1

         13 The quickest way to kill enthusiasm for meeting and greeting at the door is to force adults to greet children in a certain way. No grown-up needs that level of micromanagement. The point of the meet and greet is to make the children feel safe, not to make the adults feel awkward. I love the embellished greetings and creative energy that has emerged, but it is important to remain authentic. If a high five doesn’t work for you and you are comfortable with simply saying hello at the door, then you should do just that. Children sniff out a fake very quickly. Letting meet and greet be more natural might allow everyone to relax and bring in those who were reluctant to ‘perform’ at the height of the behaviour revolution.

         The problem of expecting all children to shake hands was effortlessly dissipated by Newtongrange Primary School in Dalkeith, Scotland, with their classroom door checklists. Nobody is forced to do anything they are not entirely comfortable with and the children choose how they will meet and greet their teacher.

         On a visit to Newtongrange Primary School, I saw not only how far they had come in transforming behaviour, but I also, finally, achieved the status one can only dream of. The teacher welcomed me into the classroom like an old friend, and I was surprised that when introduced to the class they seemed to recognise my name. Not with the usual giggles that naturally accompany the announcement of my surname; no, this time with a mutter of appreciation. I thought it was odd for thirty 9-year-old children in Scotland to know my name. These weren’t my, ahem, ‘Endz’. The teacher then revealed that the class had recently been put into reading groups which they had named after significant authors: Burns, Shakespeare, Dickens and Dix. (OK, so I am not at all sure of the other three, but when I heard my own name I forgot everything else!) I still don’t think the teacher realises just how proud I am of appearing in that surreal line-up.

         
            LACEYFIELD: A HIVE OF RESTORATIVE PRACTICE

            When Emma Beveridge arrived at LaceyField (the home of Eastfield Infants’ and Nursery Academy and Lacey Gardens Junior Academy) as executive principal, the school had the highest rate of fixed-term 14exclusion of any school within the trust. In Louth, a relatively isolated market town, the school serves a deprived community with a high level of pupil premium children. The sanction led approach to managing behaviour was not serving the children, the staff or the community.

            Emma and the LaceyField team flipped the school from reliance on fixed-term exclusions and lesson removal to trauma informed, relational practice and calm, consistent adults. The school’s emphasis on a team approach meant that she was able to take all of her colleagues with her.

            At LaceyField, the children’s excellent conduct is recognised using the Bees. The mission, created by the staff, is to be busy being brilliant. The children are recognised for using their bee-haviours for learning: be brave, be kind, be in charge of me, be grateful, be curious, be on the team. They have Bees for learning, Bees for being brave and Bees for being brilliant. Recognition boards are buzzing with Bees! And there are hives of recognition all over the school. Adults use positive postcards and positive phone calls home to drive a culture that is dripping with recognition for those children going over and above.

            Relationships are at the heart of all they do. The school starts each day with a nurture breakfast and the children work in ‘Kingdoms’ which are made up of three classes. The family team of learning means that the children feel safe, supported and connected.

            The ethos at LaceyField is one of ‘done with’ rather than ‘done to’. They have worked with restorative legend Mark Finnis to shape their restorative practice. The leadership team believe in a ripple effect: if they are well in themselves and act with kindness and love, that will ripple out to the staff, and that in turn will ripple out to the children and their families. It is what they truly believe and why their restorative ethos is so strong.

            There is a dedicated care team which organises support for children who are struggling. At LaceyField, they seek to understand each child and meet them where they are. They know that relationships make the difference and use their understanding of the Neurosequential 15Model of Therapeutics to support children’s emotional, social and mental health development.

            They work on the ‘name it to tame it’ approach to emotional intelligence so that conversations about emotions are explicit. Children are supported to recognise and control their emotions. Self-regulation is taught deliberately and not left to chance. They also use sensory circuits where children engage in physical regulation activities – for example, using a yoga ball to apply pressure to a child’s back (like a massage). They call it ‘Squash’!

            Emma refers to LaceyField as a ‘brick mother’: ‘The culture is the foundation, and curriculum and pedagogy are the bricks and mortar. At LaceyField, we have a positive approach to behaviour relationships and life. We focus on the class as a family team and quality first teaching.’

         

         The other adults in the room

         Your introduction to a new class of children will inevitably also be an introduction to other adults who may spend all or some of their time in your lessons. Leaving them as an afterthought is not just rude, it is missing a trick. Another adult might complicate or unintentionally upset the emotional consistency in your lesson if agreements aren’t made and monitored.

         If you involve them in your thinking and your plan for managing behaviour and relationships, if you give them equal status in the room, then teamwork becomes natural – like two parents (without the sniping, plate-throwing and sleeping in the shed). There are some quick wins here. Spend time going through your behaviour plan with the adults who regularly work alongside you. It will be time worth investing.

         You might want to start with the classroom plan or with the values that sit behind it. The small stuff is important here: the tighter you are in the planning, the closer you will appear to be in front of the children. The parts of the plan that can go wrong easily when two people are trying to 16work in tandem need to be discussed. You will need to return to these at the end of every day until you are both in the same groove.

         Start with the basics: what is our agreed response to poor behaviour? What gentle nudges might we use before any reminders or warnings are necessary? When, how and why would we give a reminder or warning to a pupil? What would trigger a child to go on the recognition board? What will we say in public and what is better said in private? What three rules will we both refer to in response to fabulous behaviour and behaviour that needs to be adjusted?

         In time, you can unpick the routines together, agree prompts or mantras and consider how you are going to use restorative reflection to shift future behaviour. For now, make sure you can meet and greet the class together. Show unity from the door. Play the same first beats. There is nothing worse than having another adult in the room who slips in unnoticed and lurks, unloved, in the back corner. They often spend the lesson asking the children what on earth they are supposed to be learning. They become a wasted resource. When children behave badly, the adults either come to you for the answer or explode at the child before you can say, ‘We don’t do it like that.’ If you don’t work on being a team, you will have another human to manage. Someone else taking your time and attention. A potential inconsistency in your perfectly emotionally consistent plan.

         Finding the time for discussion after lessons is hard but crucial. Tea, biscuits and a chat go a long way. Picking apart a few positive examples of how it worked well should be accompanied with hard talk about giving Elisha too many chances or giving Carmen too few. It should never be a search for blame but a hunt for the learning that will make it better next time. At first, these are often difficult conversations, so no blame and no judgement are important principles to establish from the start. 17

         The first beats

         After the emotionally regulating meet and greet come the first beats of the lesson. As the pupils enter the room, identify – often loudly, sometimes subtly – the behaviour you want to see and acknowledge it. Get busy with it. Bury them in positive affirmations and acknowledgements and the climate of the lesson will begin to take shape. The fastest way to get a class of children to settle is to praise the behaviour you want to encourage. It is easy to bounce from ‘I appreciate that, Sam’ to ‘Great, right place first time, Kiran’ to ‘Max, you’re going straight on the Board of Fame for that – thank you.’ Those first interactions are everything. The mood is set and the expectations are reinforced – the teacher ‘proper knows what she’s doing, fam’. The first beats are amplified and enthusiastic. None of that energy is ever wasted. It is infectious and contagious in the best possible way.

         The first beats of positive recognition are a fast and efficient way to communicate your expectations. If they are affirmative and confident, then the emotional climate is established and will wrap around your initial instructions or activity. You can easily find yourself 20 minutes into the lesson without having made a negative observation. It is difficult to start an argument/confrontation/full-scale classroom riot in an atmosphere of appreciative acknowledgement, purposeful activity and high expectations. A positive climate is contagious, but it is not designed to be wheeled in when things start to go wrong. It should be your everyday strategy. After the initial flurry of affirmations the lesson will find a slower pace, but positive nudges are still there in the quietest of reinforcements and non-verbal acknowledgements. The thumbs-up, the sticky note placed on the table as you walk by, the whispered ‘Love that’ as you return their work. Predictable, consistent and relentless.

         Don’t do the rules lesson

         The ‘rules lesson’ is ubiquitous in many schools, particularly with older students. The idea is to lay out the boundaries from the start (also known as ‘laying down the law’) so that everyone understands how to behave immediately. Sounds easy, right? 18

         As a head of year, I would beg colleagues not to do the rules lesson on the first day of term. Quite apart from it being the dullest lesson possible and delivered six times for over an hour at a time, it was so at odds with the children’s experience when they came for an Open Day or Transition Day. Those lessons were incredible: engaging, memorable, enticing. Exploding science, French food, live performance, even teachers in fancy dress singing about the joys of schooling.

         Of course, not every lesson can be a show lesson, but the contrast between seeing the school at its best and seeing the school on rules lesson day was extraordinary. You could see the children’s disappointment when you walked into the room: ‘Everything alright, Mr Ahmed?’ ‘Oh yes, Mr Dix, just doing the rules lessons.’ The children’s eyes were screaming at you: ‘Help, please help. We signed up for inspiration – they said it would be fun. We’ve been mugged off, bruv.’ This isn’t an argument for making transition days dull and autocratic; it is a plea. I’m begging you – please don’t do the rules lesson.

         Consistency cannot be established in a single lesson any more than how to behave can be taught in a single lesson. Your students need high expectations, tight routines and essential rules drip-fed over time. Delivering it all at once is as realistic as delivering the entire science curriculum in a double lesson. Break down the rules lesson into smaller pieces and scatter them throughout your teaching in the first two or three weeks. The first day, week or fortnight will likely be a honeymoon of compliance as everyone settles in. A false dawn, certainly, but time enough to space out the learning of behaviour.

         Nobody has ever left the rules lesson thinking, ‘You know what, that was excellent. I will now be able to behave myself perfectly for the rest of the year.’ Especially not those who then walk into exactly the same tragic lesson six times that day and often the next day too. Sheesh. 19

         Co-regulating

         
            Relational trauma requires relational repair.

            KAREN TREISMAN2

         

         The frontal lobe regulates. Damage or late development of the frontal lobe means children can find themselves hijacked by their emotions. It is no longer about ‘choice’. Children are not choosing to lose control, they may well not be choosing their behaviour at all. Learning to recognise the difference between children who are making rational choices and those who have temporarily lost their rationale is central. Self-regulating is difficult, complicated and, for some children, an unrealistic expectation. They don’t just need you to co-regulate, they cannot do it without you. Putting the punishment away and shifting to support mode is a key skill of an emotionally consistent teacher. You cannot regulate with sanctions, and trying to regulate with rewards has a bad payback.

         The greatest example of meeting a child where they are is co-regulating. When supporting behaviour it might be as subtle as gently mirroring physical tension during a conversation or as obvious as lying down next to a child who has taken to the floor in distress. In moments of crisis, threats of punishment are futile. What children need are adults who are not just regulated but who have a flexible, responsive and adaptable plan. Unregulated people don’t behave in straight lines.

         Many children have difficulty managing their emotions and live surrounded by poor models of self-control. If the solution to being a deregulated adult at home is to take the short cut, grab the drink, punch the wall or kick the dog, then that example slowly percolates into the child. Similarly, if the model is to isolate, withdraw and hide what is happening, the child has no example to learn from or mimic, other than to say nothing.

         In areas where poverty has eroded calm families, adults working in schools have the additional pressure of making up for this lost emotional learning. They often need to provide an exaggeratedly perfect model of 20 emotional regulation, and at the same time mop up the fallout from less consistent adult responses. Without regulated adults trying hard to patch the gaps, we risk leaving children emotionally disadvantaged. This is disadvantage that lasts whether or not it is accompanied by academic success, so it is worth the extra time: clambering under a desk to speak to a 5-year-old or yomping across a field to chat to a teenager and climbing the tree where she is chillin’. Adults often need to behave counterintuitively when they recognise a child who is unregulated. 

         
            [image: ]

         

         At Firs Primary Academy in Birmingham, head teacher David Shakeshaft knows that the library and, perhaps most importantly, the librarian Rumena Aktar are an essential part of lunchtime regulation for many children – particularly those who are less extroverted. The atmosphere buzzes with the excitement of reading, exploring and gently regulating with books. David speaks highly of his librarian: ‘Rumena is an example of over and above – everything she does is driven by a dual love of supporting pupils and the power of reading to unlock the world for them. In these goals, she is relentless.’

         The children are safe, relaxed and relieved not to be in the bustle of a busy playground. The library is their safe space: surrounded by books and enriched by the deft interventions and encouragements of an excellent librarian. Libraries were never just for borrowing books, and at Firs it provides a space for much needed pupil support and regulation. 21

         Time pressures in schools, particularly the pressure of giving time to the rest of the class, are very real. It isn’t always possible to talk through the door for half an hour to persuade a child to open it or spend most of the morning dealing with a curled-up ball in a coat. Teachers responsible for 30 children need support. Pastoral teams are essential in every school. In areas of social deprivation it should never be low hanging fruit for the cuts of the bean counters. Pastoral support is not a cost, it is an investment. It is work deep in the disadvantage gap. Where support has been stripped out due to cost-cutting, punishment creeps in to try and force the children to regulate – often with disastrous consequences.

         Regulated adults develop best in schools where well-being and workload is taken seriously. Toxic school cultures result in stressed adults trying to manage unregulated children. Neither child nor adult wins.

         Before trying to help someone else regulate, make sure you regulate yourself:

         
            ■ Put the punishment clichés away – they won’t help.

            ■ Make a plan and be ready to adapt it.

            ■ Be ready not to react to an angry response.

            ■ Frame the situation – that is, calm adult helping distressed child.

            ■ Respect physical space.

            ■ Take away the time limits. ‘You have 10 seconds to comply’ isn’t going to work now.

            ■ Seek the support of key adults who have strong relational currency with the pupil.

            ■ Think about the environment/audience. Is this the best place to help or do you need to move elsewhere?

            ■ Try to offer empathy and not ‘solutions’.

            ■ Be ready for many waves of emotion, not a single tidal wave.

            ■ Have a distraction prepared/thought-through.22

         

         Grounding

         For some children, returning to work or routine immediately might be the best way to continue regulating. Often, more time, patience and distraction is helpful, so be ready to walk and talk. As the child begins to regulate, consider using a pre-prepared ‘calm box’ containing objects and smells that the child knows will help them reconnect with their calm place. There is no magic here but there are comforts and distractions that can help. The box might contain a small soft toy, photo of a family member/friend/pet, fluffy scarf, favourite poem, clicky pen, elastic band for twiddling or squashy ball for squishing. Mike Armiger, legendary educator and amateur Welshman, tells me that for many people peppermint oil (diluted in a carrier like grapeseed or jojoba oil) in a small rollerball bottle works well for panic and anxiety.

         Grounding activities help children to reconnect with the physical world and move away from the looping/enclosing/overwhelming emotions that are driving their behaviour. It can help them to regulate and gives everyone a plan when things get tricky. Callum Wetherill, fellow Lose the Booths enthusiast, works with children with additional needs. He has found that grounding activities are dependent on age. Sensory based activities like drawing, Lego, foam/massage, sand/water and small world play may help younger ones to move through distress. For older children, stuck behind a desk in a crushingly dull careers talk entitled ‘Leap into Accountancy’, grounding needs to be more subtle: squeezing and releasing the toes, pushing into the chair with back/legs/bottom, holding and pressing on a stone/squashy thing, focusing on relaxing the thumbs completely (I still can’t!) or breathing in through the nose for a count of seven and breathing out through the mouth for eleven.

         Being sensitive and emotionally responsive to a child’s behaviour is so much more than just being calm. The adult also needs to be emotionally available – a skill that requires almost impossible emotional dexterity when trying to teach 29 other children at the same time. Teaching assistants, mentors, pastoral leaders and counsellors can also regulate with the child, so funding matters. If you call for support and the bulb was taken out of the emergency light some time ago, teaching doesn’t feel so safe. 23

         Without strong pastoral support, it is unrealistic to expect a teacher to routinely regulate a child struggling with their trauma. The support rarely needs to be permanent; sometimes it could be a while before it is required again. But when a child does need help, patience and an available adult without a deadline, it must be there. Running a false economy and stripping out pastoral support from schools means that teachers and children suffer.
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