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Moorbridge PRU/NTSSS  Nurturing School Policy     

(relating to Attachment Issues) 
 

Introduction  
  

At Moorbridge PRU/NTSSS , a Register of Need is maintained on the ‘Tracker’ which 

provides both a record and survey of individual and whole-cohort need showing the 

Attachment Issues, ACE’s and Trauma issues relating to different pupils.   

  

One of the more common areas of need identified is that of ‘Attachment Concerns’ – found 

as an identified issue for around 30 – 40% of the cohort at any one time. This policy outlines 

the overarching responses of the school to this issue.  

 

Initial Thought’s  

  

'Cause I Ain't Got a Pencil  

  

I woke myself up  

Because we ain't got an alarm clock  

Dug in the dirty clothes basket,  

Cause ain't nobody washed my uniform  

Brushed my hair and teeth in the dark,  

Cause the lights ain't on Even 

got my baby sister ready, 

Cause my mama wasn't home. 

Got us both to school on time, 

To eat us a good breakfast.  

Then when I got to class the teacher fussed Cause I 

ain't got no pencil.  

   

By Joshua T. Dickerson  

 

  

What do we mean by ‘Attachment Concerns’/ACES and Trauma?  

  

The term ‘Attachment Concerns’ is based on a large body of research known as 

‘Attachment Theory’. The research has involved decades of study into the enduring family 

bonds that develop between a child and its parent/s – known as their primary attachment 

figure (or primary care giver).  

  

The research looks at how experiences of relationships with adults during our very early 

childhood shape how we interact with adults and how we experience social situations as 

we get older. As social creatures, these experiences in turn feed into our overall mental 

health and well-being.  
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A Secure Attachment Style occurs where a child experiences primary attachment figures 

in their early life who are reliably and predictably there to meet their cries for care (food, 

personal care), protection (responding to their fears with support) and overall engagement 

(play and talk).  

  

  
  

  

These repeated experiences provide a blueprint for how a baby feels about the world 

around them – specifically, in terms of how they navigate human social situations. 

However, for many of us life isn’t that simple and circumstances can get in the way. Events 

in our – and our baby’s – life may interfere with this process. These events may include:  

  

1. Difficult pregnancy – where the pregnancy is a surprise or causes other major 

lifestyle changes that make it hard adjusting to the demands of a new baby.  

2. Premature birth / serious illness during childhood - where a new baby and primary 

caregivers may be separated at abrupt moments and/or for lengthy periods as the 

new baby requires ongoing medical care / stays in hospital.  

3. Alcohol / drug dependency – where a primary caregiver has to balance the demands 

of an alcohol or drug addiction alongside the demands of a new baby.  

4. Post-natal depression – where a primary caregiver experiences depression as a 

direct result of the experience of pregnancy, birth and/or the arrival of a newborn 

into the household.  

5. Other health issues – where a primary caregiver has existing mental health needs 

or other medical issues that makes it difficult to cope with the demands of a new 

baby.  

6. Sudden disappearance of a primary caregiver – where a mother, father or even a 

sibling or grandparent disappears suddenly from frequent caregiving to the baby – 

be that due to family break up, death / trauma or imprisonment.   
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7. Domestic violence / abuse – where a child witnesses violence or abuse between 

one primary caregiver and another. Again, this can lead to one primary caregiver 

having to meet the demands of an abusive partner, and cope with the trauma of the 

situation, whilst also meeting the demands of a new baby.  

8. Economic challenges – where a primary caregiver has to work long and/or 

unsociable hours – or very emotionally or physically demanding work - to keep the 

household afloat financially whilst meeting the demands of a new baby.  

  

An Insecure Attachment Style is likely to develop when one or more of the events above 

occur. They may currently have and have always had some ever-present primary 

caregivers but their experience of any of the above, to a point, will have had an impact on 

how they approach relationships with others. Researchers have found a number of styles 

that fit into this category:  

  

• Avoidant Style – This occurs where deep down the young person does not believe 

their needs will be met by adults, based on previous experience. They are 

untrustworthy of adults, particularly unfamiliar adults, and will not seek to actively 

build a relationship. The default position may also be to reject / be defensive of 

attempts by adults to build relationships.  

  

• Ambivalent Style – This occurs where deep down the young person has a constant 

uncertainty / feeling of anxiety about whether an adult will meet their needs. This 

can result in the young person habitually trying to ‘check’ on the adult’s reliability 

through attention seeking, boundary testing and other behaviours that may appear 

to the outsider to be anti-social – when in fact they are seeking social interaction, 

albeit in an unhealthy way.  

  

• Disorganised Style – This occurs where deep down the young person has a fear 

of adults, often due to a particularly traumatic experience. This creates a situation 

for the young person where their major biological drives are in constant conflict: the 

innate drive to socialise with other humans and the instinctual drive to survive. It is 

called “disorganised attachment” because a pattern for the way in which a young 

person is navigating relationships is not easily established: both outwardly and 

inwardly. In turn, the young person will present in an erratic way in terms of how 

they navigate social situations, including:  

o Hyper-vigilance and defensiveness about adult interactions o 

Misinterpreting adult authority as an attack o Fear over physical 

proximity and contact  

o A tendency to engage in 'flocking' behaviours in which alliances are 

formed with peers against adult authority / other peers  

o Behaviour that fluctuates quickly between passivity and aggression o A 

lack of motivation, a depressed mood and self-destructive behaviour  

 

  

 



Page 5 of 13  

  

How do we work with attachment at Moorbridge PRU/NTSSS ?  

  

There are Six Principles of the Nurturing School, derived from The Nurture Group 

Network (Nurture UK), which shape our response to attachment concerns at Moorbridge 

PRU/NTSSS  – these are fully in-sync with our Vision and Ethos,  and its focus on care, 

engagement, transition and increases in enjoyment / content:    

   

 I.  Children's learning is understood developmentally  

  

In nurturing schools, staff plan for young people in a way that goes beyond narrow 

expectations about ‘attainment levels’, looking at the bigger picture of young person’s 

personal development (‘character’). The response to the individual young person is 

radical acceptance of them ‘as they are’, underpinned by a non-judgmental and always 

welcoming attitude.  

  

 II.  The classroom/school offers a safe base  

  

The organisation of the school environment and the way classroom groups are 

managed contain anxiety.  Nurturing schools offer a balance of academic and 

enrichment experiences aimed at supporting the development of the young people’s 

relationship with each other and with the staff. The nurturing school is organised around 

a structured day with predictable routines and clear boundaries. Great attention is paid 

to detail; the adults are reliable and consistent in their approach to the children.  

  

 III.  Nurture is important for the development of self-esteem  

  

Nurture involves listening and responding. In a nurturing school ‘everything is 

verbalised’ with an emphasis on the adults ‘wasting time together’ outside of the core 

academic business of the school, engaging with the young people in reciprocal shared 

activities e.g. conversation / meals / play. Young people respond to being valued and 

thought about as individuals, so in practice this involves noticing and praising small 

achievements; ‘nothing is hurried in nurturing schools’.  

  

 IV.  Language is understood as a vital means of communication  

  

Language is more than a way of instructing and sharing information, it is a way we can 

express our emotions and ultimately make sense of things.  

  

Young people with attachment concerns often ‘act out’ their feelings as they either lack 

experience or have negative experience of verbal interaction (the experience of 

communication about feelings becoming arguments). In nurturing schools the informal 

opportunities for talking and sharing, e.g. welcoming the children into the group or 

having breakfast together are as important as the more formal lessons teaching 

language skills.  Words are used instead of actions to express feelings and 

opportunities are created for extended conversations. Such conversations can prove 
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useful for reflecting on situations that have happened and ‘scripting’ how we might deal 

with future situations.  

  

 V.  All behaviour is communication  

  

By ‘reading behaviour’ through a focus on attachment, an adult can make the link 

between the external / internal worlds of the young person.  This principle underlies the 

adult response to the young person’s often challenging or difficult behaviour. ‘Given 

what I know about this young person and their development what is it they are trying to 

tell me?’  Understanding what a young person is communicating through behaviour 

helps staff to respond in a firm but non-punitive way by not being provoked, discouraged 

or feeling personally targeted. If the young person increasingly finds themselves 

amongst a staff who respond calmly and sensitively to their turmoil, this can help to 

diffuse further situations.   

  

 VI.  Transitions are significant in the lives of children  

On a daily basis there are numerous transitions the young person makes, e.g. between 

sessions and classes and between different adults. Changes in routine are invariably 

difficult for vulnerable young people and need to be carefully managed with preparation 

and support. By making transitions feel ‘safer’, the nurturing school helps the young 

person build a blueprint for how they may act in another educational setting, at home 

and in their neighbourhoods.    

  

At Moorbridge PRU/NTSSS , we put these principles into practice through three key 

actions:  

  

1) Recognition of Attachment in the Individual  

  

The first act to work positively with attachment is to recognise it as a driving factor in every 

one’s life – not just students, but adults also. At Moorbridge PRU/NTSSS , all staff receive 

annual training in attachment to ensure they have a sound platform from which to work.  

  

As part of our assessment process, designated staff at Moorbridge PRU/NTSSS  will look 

through referral paperwork and identify features that may point to an attachment concern.  

  

Following this, designated staff may also invite in parents/carers of young people to discuss 

attachment further. This is always undertaken in a non-blaming way – in a way that seeks 

always to build for the future rather than dwell too much on the past. It is important to note 

that the nature / character of a relationship at a particular point in time should not become 

a judgement of the people involved.  

  

Where it is noted that there is an ‘Attachment Concern’, this then forms part of the student’s 

Personal Development Plan – and where necessary, their Positive Handling Plan.  
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2) Recognition of Attachment in the School Situation  

  

The second act in establishing a ‘Nurturing School’ / ‘Attachment-Focused Schooling’ is 

recognition of the unique situation of schools and how attachment styles may manifest 

themselves as patterns of behaviour within school. It tends to be the case that these 

patterns will be mirrored in the home and neighbourhood, but not necessarily always.  

  

At a typical high school, a young person will have to navigate approximately 6 lessons per 

day. In turn, they will have to form and maintain relationships with at least 6 different adults 

per day which – for all the best policies and procedures – will also have different 

personalities and ways of interacting (different attachment styles). This is in addition to the 

academic and peer pressures of the school situation.  

  

Within school, attachment styles can typically present themselves as follows:  

  

Secure Pattern in School  

  

   TASKS  

  

  

  
   These children can experience and express both positive and negative emotions  

 These children fundamentally trust adults to respond constructively – as such they quickly  

   build up trust with new adults  

  
These children treat peers in the same ways as adults – as essentially trustworthy (not 

 
 

necessary likeable, not always their friends, but not to be inherently feared.)  

  
 These children have likes and dislikes in terms of subjects and tasks, but are nonetheless  
 generally involved in lessons (not just obedient, but interested and active).  
 
These children are tolerant of general day-to-day difficulties such as timetable changes,  
 critical feedback etc.  

  

 These children understand that at times relationships falter but can be repaired – they can  

 accept advice and criticism, can ‘move on’  

  STAFF              STUDENTS  
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Avoidant Pattern in School   

  

   TASKS  

  

  
These children may have experienced care givers who have been emotionally volatile or  regularly  

 aloof / distant / disengaged / 'missing'.  

These children appear independent, self  -contained, and self-sufficient – a positive is when motivated  
 with a task, they are often the ‘doers’  

  

They learn that showing vulnerability is unsafe  

  
   They learn not to show feelings and emotions  

 
  

They learn the quickest way to obtain approval is compliance  

  
   They blame themselves for their problems because their world is highly self-contained   

 They can appear abrupt, aloof and awkward but through the lens of avoidant 
  
attachment, there is clear  

 
  

‘rhyme or reason’ to their approach  

 

  STAFF              STUDENTS 
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Ambivalent Pattern in School   

  

   TASKS  

These children may have experienced care givers who   have struggled to balance their own needs 

and   uncertainties with those of the new born baby  

  
These children may have experienced caregivers who take the role of ‘friend’ or parent – for example, this  

 
  

might occur naturally if the caregiver happens to be a sibling of a similar age  

  
They  have learned to obtain their care givers response by increasing their emotional behaviour – both 

in   terms of ‘happy / encouraging’ and ‘sad / angry / demanding’.  

 Should they receive attention
 
, these children do not trust its consistency, so are not easily ‘calmed’  

  
These children are   so sub-consciously concerned / anxious with gaining adult attention they are 

unable to   focus on the task in hand.  

   These children can get fixated on past grievances, experiences etc.  

  
These children be clingy and overactive, coercive, oppositional or defiant – but the ‘rhyme or reason’ is all  

 with a view to gaining attention and certainty in the relationship  

  
   Likewise, when trust is established, these children can be loyal and highly malleable.  

 
  

STAFF  STUDENTS  
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Disorganised Pattern in School   

  

   TASKS  

  

 
These children have at some point experienced caregivers who are either frightening or  
frightened or both (alcohol, drugs or violence).  

  
These children may have experienced caregivers who   often have their own unresolved 

trauma from their childhood.  

  
   These children lack any consistent strategy to try secure positive attachment.  

 
These children have a sense of having little control over their situation - they cannot manage 

 
 

distress in themselves or others.  

  
 These children have little self-awareness / coherence in their views of adults – they may be  

 calm one moment, ‘haywire’ the next.  

Overall there is little   ‘rhyme or reason’ to their behaviour. Their behaviour, because it is 

erratic,  is threatening towards those around them which can perpetuate / reaffirm the 

experience of  

   ‘perpetual conflict’.  

  

  

 STAFF  STUDENTS  

  

  

 

At Moorbridge PRU/NTSSS , various assessments of triggers to anxiety are offered to 

students including: 

  

• the School Stress Survey,  

• the Learner Self-Esteem Questionnaire.  

• The Moorbridge Holistic Development Profile 
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This is not about diagnosis or labelling but they can help map how the school situation may 

feed into a student’s existing attachment needs, both negatively and positively. These help 

inform a student’s Personal Development Plan and, ahead of any reintegration / transition, 

help shape the Student Passport which advises the receiving school on how to work with 

the young person most constructively.  

  

3) Working Towards the Gradual Readjustment of Attachment Styles  

  

To date, no one has found a set treatment for instantly switching insecure attachment into 

secure attachment. Therefore any discussion around ‘restarting’, ‘resetting’ or ‘rebooting’ 

our attachment styles is false. But this is not say attachment styles cannot be changed 

over time.  

  

Changing from insecure to secure attachment is slow, often expensive and often 

experimental. And as Sir Richard Bowlby notes, “The cure is never complete - at times of 

stress, “ghosts from the nursery” return to haunt people.”  

  

Having noted this scale of challenge, it is also worth noting that the human brain as it enters 

the teenage years becomes highly malleable – research has shown that puberty involves 

significant changes in the brain. These changes create a ‘window of opportunity’ in which 

thinking and habits can be to a point learned and unlearned.  

  

At Moorbridge PRU/NTSSS , to help young people readjustment their attachment styles, 

we have adopted the following ‘Commitment to Action on Attachment’:  

  

.  

1. We prioritise employing and supporting key adults to build close working 

relationships with students - at KS3, KS4 PM Groups and KS4 Outreach, this 

involves a primary school model of delivery.  

2. We engage in quality staff care to optimise care giving capacities and ensure 

stability and retention of staff - as found in the Staff Well-Being Charter.  

3. We provide, as a bare minimum, annual training to all staff in Attachment and 

Trauma 

4. We regularly review classrooms and development through an attachment-friendly 

framework which seeks to create a hybrid home-school environment  

5. We regularly review and embed attachment-friendly approaches within all policies.  

6. We ensure timetable construction and update gives regard to providing sufficient 

time for adult-student relationships to be developed (eg Nurture Time), not always 

confined to the more traditional classroom setting  

7. We always look to facilitate relational proximity and continuity rather than distance 

at times of difficulty and conflict with the student – for example, whilst maintaining 

an Exclusions Policy, we are mindful that maintaining attachment is a priority over 

exclusion  
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8. As part of the commitment to relational proximity and continuity, we ensure any 

reduced timetables maintain the principle that every young person has access to a 

regular education - 'education everyday'.  

9. Whilst respecting privacy, we ensure all staff are briefed around the impact of 

significant relational traumas and losses upon individual students  

10. We create and maintain personal development plans for individual pupils that look 

beyond the subject to the whole child  

11. We provide specific attachment-focused interventions, involving appropriate 

opportunity for play, to help actively remodel adult-student relationships - such as 

Forest Schools  

12. We provide a range of other interventions relevant to attachment – focusing on 

anxiety, anger management and social situation reflection.  

13. Through assessment and observation, we track the wider development progress 

students make through the Holistic Development Profile – amending programmes 

and interventions where possible to maximise their development.  

14. We work closely with individual families to develop a shared understanding of the 

student reflecting on possible stressors and calmers.  

15. We share good news with the family on a regular basis to celebrate and affirm 

positive steps forward  
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16. We make available accessible resources on attachment for parents, 

visitors and students themselves.  

 

 

All of the above has direct relation to academic success, as noted by Bergin and Bergin 

(2009):  

  

“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, and with lower levels of ADHD and delinquency, each of which in 

turn is associated with higher achievement”    

   

It is a reality that academic achievement can only come with ‘attachment achievement’.  
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