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2.8 How do attachment difficulties manifest in education, health, social care and criminal 
settings?  

 

2.8.1 Education  

Attachment may be an important influence on school students’ academic success and well-being at 
school. Firstly, security of child-parent attachment has been found to influence a number of areas of 
child development that are extremely important in the school setting –self-regulation (controlling one’s 
behaviour, sustaining attention, controlling emotions), willingness to take on challenges and persist in 
the face of setbacks, social competence with peers and less aggressive behaviour (Bergin & Bergin, 
2009).  

Furthermore, children can and do form relationships with teachers that have an attachment quality to 
them, and serve a similar function of creating a feeling in the child of safety and security. The quality or 
security of that relationship in turn may influence the child’s emotional wellbeing and engagement with 
learning.  

For young people with attachment difficulties, the challenging business of learning and coping in the 
classroom can be very difficult.   

For teachers it is really important to be able to ‘read’ these behaviours and respond appropriately. It is 
a concern that the majority of teachers will not have covered such issues in their training.  

 

13.2 Supporting children and young people with attachment difficulties in schools and other 
education settings (including early years)  

 

Key Recommendations for implementation 

13.2.1.1 Schools and other education providers should ensure that all staff who may come into contact 
with children and young people with attachment difficulties receive appropriate training on attachment 
difficulties, as set out in recommendation 13.2.1.2.  

 

13.2.1.2 Educational psychologists and health and social care provider organisations should work with 
local authority virtual school heads and designated teachers to develop and provide training courses 
for teachers of all levels on:  

 how attachment difficulties begin and how they can present in children and young people  

 how attachment difficulties affect learning, education and social development  

 understanding the consequences of maltreatment, including trauma  

 how they can support children and young people with attachment difficulties.  

 

Children and young people with attachment difficulties, and their parents or carers, should be involved 
in the design of the training courses, wherever possible.  

 

13.2.1.3 Staff in schools and other education settings and health and social care professionals should 
work together to ensure that children and young people with attachment difficulties:  

 can access mental health services for children and young people and education psychology 
services for interventions  

 are supported at school while they are taking part in interventions following advice from mental 
health services for children and young people and education psychology services.  

 

13.2.1.4 When providing support for interventions in schools and education settings, staff should:  

 be aware of the possibility of stigma, bullying and labelling as a result of any absences from 
school  

 take into account the child or young person’s preferences for the setting of the intervention.  

 

13.2.1.5 Schools and other education providers should ensure that the designated teacher:  

 has had specialist training:  



 to recognise and understand attachment difficulties and mental health problems  

 in data protection and confidentiality  

 is aware of and keeps accurate and comprehensive records about all children and young 
people in their school who:  

 are in the care system  

 have been adopted or subject to special guardianship orders  

 have or may have attachment difficulties  

 has contact details for the parents, carers and health and social care professionals for all the 
above groups  

 maintains an up-to-date plan (a personal education plan for children and young people in the 
care system) setting out how they will be supported in school  

 provides a key person who can advocate for the child or young person and to whom the child or 
young person can go for support allocates a safe place in school, for example a room where a 
child or young person can go if they are distressed  

 attends looked-after children reviews  

 maintains an effective referral system with other agencies.  

13.2.1.6 Social care professionals, schools and other education providers should ensure that 

 changes or gaps in the education of children and young people in the care system are avoided 
by:  

 helping them to keep attending school when there are changes to their placements  

 supporting them while they develop new relationships and if they are worried about the new 
placement.  

 If a change is unavoidable, it should be planned in advance so that disruption is minimal.  

13.2.1.7 Schools and other education providers should avoid using permanent and fixed-term school 
exclusion as far as possible for children and young people in the care system with identified 
attachment difficulties. 

 

NICE Research Recommendations 

Interventions in a school setting 

Assess the clinical and cost effectiveness of an attachment-based intervention delivered in a school 
setting for children and young people on the edge of care, in the care system or adopted. 

Why this is important 

Providing an attachment-based intervention in a school setting is important for 3 reasons: teachers 
may be the first to identify some of the broader problems associated with attachment difficulties in 
children and young people; school may be one of the only stable environments for children and young 
people moving in and out of care; and school may provide a safe environment for the child or young 
person to take part in a therapeutic intervention.  

The majority of the evidence to date has been collected in non-UK settings .. it is important that more 
studies are carried out in a relevant UK setting. In addition, evidence on young people is limited, 
therefore age-appropriate interventions targeting attachment difficulties in this age group are needed. 

A randomised controlled trial should be carried out to assess the clinical and cost effectiveness of an 
attachment-based intervention that can be delivered in a school setting for children and young people 
on the edge of care, in the care system or adopted, and for the wide range of children in schools who 
may have attachment difficulties. The intervention should be deliverable by teachers within the school 
setting, and not disrupt the delivery of the curriculum. It should focus on improving the functioning of 
children and young people with attachment difficulties within the school setting, as well as more widely, 
and increasing the skills of teachers to meet the children and young people’s needs. Primary outcome 
measures may include:  

 attachment 

 teacher sensitivity 

 placement disruption 

 educational performance 

 behavioural problems.  

There should be at least a 6-month to 1-year follow-up. Qualitative data may also be collected on the child 
or young person’s experience of the intervention. 


