
Supporting the learning of children with attachment and trauma difficulties  

 

Introduction 

Feeling safe enough not to go into ‘fight, flight or freeze’ is essential for learning but 

not  all our children have this sense of safety, so to help them learn this safety – or 

‘secure attachment’ – needs to be built into our schools, classrooms and teaching. 

This is what is meant by being an ‘Attachment Aware School.’ 

 

This paper is designed to help senior leaders to consider the connection between 

effective learning and ‘attachment’, for individual learners and for whole school 

culture.  

 

‘Schools may be the optimum sites for buffering the impact of stress, building 

resilience and enhancing individual capacities for learning.’ (Nagel 2009) 

 

Early results from national research in which Stoke is a key partner, show improved 

attainment, attendance and well-being and a reduction in behavioural incidents in 

target groups where schools fully implement attachment aware approaches. 

 

The paper is a starting point. Getting the next steps right is vital and the advice is 

that these next steps are determined in consultation with the Virtual School and or 

Education Psychology service – please contact Tony Clifford or Anne-Marie McBlain 

[both @stoke.gov.uk]. 

 

Links to Ofsted and Keeping Children Safe 

Under the Ofsted framework for school inspection August 2015 inspectors are 
required to ‘…always have regard for how well children and learners are helped and 
protected so that they are kept safe…’ this now links explicitly to key vulnerable 
groups and to more detailed guidance in ‘Keeping children safe in education - 
Statutory guidance for schools and colleges - July 2015’ 

7. All school and college staff have a responsibility to provide a safe environment in 
which children can learn.  

8. All school and college staff have a responsibility to identify children who may be in 
need of extra help or who are suffering, or are likely to suffer, significant harm. All 
staff then have a responsibility to take appropriate action, working with other services 
as needed.  
 

What is attachment and how can it affect learning? 

Attachment is defined as a ‘lasting psychological connectedness between human 

beings’ [John Bowlby in 1969]. The external connections a child makes with its 

attachment figure [usually its parent] from birth, promote learning, which is really the 

development of internal connections in the brain. This learning process is innate: the 

brain is pattern seeking and survival oriented. In other words, attachment is central to 

learning. 

 



‘Nurturing adult attachments provide children with protective, safe havens and 

secure bases from which to explore and engage with others and their environment’ 

(Bowlby, 1969). 

 

Schools need to build on this capacity for connection and attachment, so all children 

can learn effectively. 

 

‘By building a child’s social and emotional capabilities we enable children to be 

happily engaged with others and with society, and to learn, to develop fully, to attain 

and to achieve’. (The Allen Report, 2011) 

 

‘Attachment influences students’ school success. This is true of students’ attachment 

to their parents, as well as to their teachers. Secure attachment is associated with 

higher grades and standardized test scores compared to insecure attachment. 

Secure attachment is also associated with greater emotional regulation, social 

competence, and willingness to take on challenges.’ (Bergin and Bergin 2009) 

 

The effects of ‘toxic stress’ 

Unfortunately, because of neglect or trauma, some children in our schools have not 

experienced secure attachment, or have experienced toxic levels of stress and this 

affects their learning: 

 

The brain needs the stimulus of positive interaction to prompt the development of 

internal connections. Both neglect and abuse produce toxic stress in children – a 

deep level belief that they will die or be killed. At both ends of the continuum of 

negative stimulus – abuse and neglect – there is damage to the formation of 

neurological connections. For children who have sustained this damage, learning is 

more difficult. High levels of stress ‘teach’ the brain to be ready for danger. The 

normal and necessary ‘fight, flight or freeze’ response is triggered very easily. Once 

this response is triggered, the brain blocks the higher level thinking skills - for 

example required to read, do maths, or deal with being ‘told off’ - in favour of survival 

reactions, just as if, as you were trying to read this with a tiger in the room. This 

reaction is not the child’s fault. They have been, and are trying to survive.   

 

 At least one third of children have an insecure attachment with at least one 

caregiver  (Bergin and Bergin 2009) 

 As many as 80% of children diagnosed with ADHD have attachment issues  

(Clarke et al 2002; Moss and St-Laurent 2001) 

 98% of children surveyed experienced one or more trauma event; for 25% this 

trauma resulted in behavioural and/or emotional disturbance. 

(Clackmannanshire Survey 2004) 

 

Useful Links 

1. www.ncb.org.uk/media/177349/understanding_why.pdf  
2. http://www.incareinschool.com  
3. http://www.attachmentawareschools.com/ 

http://www.ncb.org.uk/media/177349/understanding_why.pdf
http://www.incareinschool.com/

