
Supporting Vulnerable Pupils: 
The Big Twelve 

Nobody rises to low expectations



1. It’s about clear, consistent, collaboratively 
agreed expectations focused on pro-social  
and pro-learning behaviours

Nobody rises to low expectations



Do you do both well?

2. It’s both Management & Leadership: 
Creating an environment for students to achieve well today. 
Developing skills in students for their future success.



3. It’s evidence based …



We know that some children have weaker neural circuitry in the
area of the brain that controls Executive Function Skills.

This means they will find keeping to our high expectations more
difficult.

Neural Circuitry



“There is very little that suggests punitive 
measures are effective.” 



4. It’s the spirit of the approach …

If we position ourselves as punisher, the instinct is for the child to 
respond as if in battle; we thereby create wider rifts.

If we position ourselves on the side of the child, as ‘supporter with 
high expectations’, we build relationships. 

Positioning ourselves for rather than against the child: 



“Where did we ever get the crazy idea that 
in order to make children do better, first 
we have to make them feel worse?”

Jane Nelson



We can be just as rigorous, have just as 
high expectations and hold students to 

account just as tightly yet all in an ethos of 
kindness, support and understanding 
rather than punishment and blame -
with rather than against the child.

5. It’s rigorous …

Persistent, positive, supportive rigour.



Many types of ‘consequences’ make children feel bad, but 
they’re not rigorous in helping the child to: 
1. Work out their needs, stressors & missing skills
2. Plan how to scaffold for next time & build the missing skills. 
3. Repair relationships due to their words / actions   



Consider: are you putting your most vulnerable children 
on a roller coaster of positive & negative strokes?.   

Fantastic! We’re so proud of you! You’ve 
had such a brilliant day! 

I’ve given you points for every session 
today! 

We’re so disappointed, Jaiden! You’ve had 
another bad day. Such a shame because 
you did so well on Monday and Tuesday. 

You’ve let your Mum down too as it means  
you won’t be going on the trip on Friday.    



6. It’s about strong, positive, supportive yet    
challenging relationships ….

https://www.edutopia.org/video/power-relationships-schools

https://www.edutopia.org/video/power-relationships-schools


Adapted by K Messenger for young people from The Drama Triangle by S Karpman.  

What positions are your staff and pupils 
typically taking?  



7. It’s educating the inside not controlling  
the outside



“But Kit - rewards work well 
enough for dogs.”

“But Kit - they’re choosing not to; 
they manage it when I’m around.”

Extrinsic motivators (positive or negative):

We can all manage in the short-term 
with a big enough external control.

Dogs have to stay on leads for life.
We want our students to grow into intrinsically
motivated adults who do the right thing
because a) they know it’s right b) they want to.



Working to ensure our students develop a positive 
self-concept, confidence and self-efficacy. 

Let’s make sure young people do not become reliant on 
external ‘strokes’ to feel good.  



Make it meaningful: To Educate Not Control
Students are often given points or rewards for doing what we 
want them to do rather than focusing on learning.

How often do students receive ‘rewards’ for ‘engaging well’ 
even though they already find this easy?

Points, vouchers or positive behaviour points for something 
the student knows they can already do result in young people
being reliant on external praise to do the right thing or feel 
good.

Shift rewards to RECOGNITION of genuine progress/effort 
rather than reward for doing what we want. 



Flip the praise to build the child up from 
the inside:

E.g. “You can stay calm when things go wrong for you now – you used to 
find that hard but your practice & effort means you find it easier now. 
Making this progress must feel good inside.”

If you really want a point system in the school, focus on it being about 
building up the child rather than something from you:

e.g. “Kian, you used to find it difficult to think flexibly and shift from one 
lesson to another. You are doing that happily and quickly now. 
You could mark it in your Progress Booklet to remind you of your progress 
in this flexible thinking.”        



Educator or Controller?

To be prepared for life, the ultimate aim should be to move towards 
children developing internal control of responses. 



8. It’s skill based and taught …



Teaching about the brain, needs & stressors 
so children develop good self-awareness



Teaching Needs, Stressors & Missing Skills
A set of cards which provide a visual support. They help students work out their needs and 
prepare for things to go well. They also help to work out stressors when things go wrong. 

These cards help children (and adults) work out what stressors may be at play as a result 
of physical, emotional or learning needs not being met sufficiently well.



Explicitly teaching Executive Function Skills:



Planning lessons which get buy-in and meet the 
needs of every student (including those with poor EF skills). 

9. It’s preventative



Not everyone needs the same level of support



Looking behind the behaviour at needs, 
stressors and missing skills.

10. It gets to the core & focuses on solutions



Stressor + poor EF skills 

=         challenging behaviour



Teaching understanding of self and how we 
each tick….



Automated: don’t 
understand what drives 
the behaviour.





Coaching to Success
Tackling ongoing patterns of challenging behaviour with individual 

children through planned coaching conversations, clear goal setting and 
tracking of skills.



When a student is struggling to keep to expectations:

Coach



BUILD EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTION SKILLS 

Help the child build 
stronger Executive 

Function Skills
(see the EF skills checklist 

for further info)

PROVIDE SCAFFOLDS 
TO SUPPORT

Provide scaffolds for the 
child to try out such as 

timers, talking 
buttons/voice recorders, 

chair fidget bands & 
visual organisers

DEVELOP 
STRATEGIES

Help the child develop 
strategies to manage 
difficulties & stressors 

positively e.g. self-
regulation techniques or 

chunking to support 
working memory

High expectations + High support



High expectations + High support



Without high support, things fall apart



11. It isn’t a quick fix approach …

It needs time and takes time.

But time spent now will save
LOADS of time in the future:

This approach focuses on
sustainable progress rather than
external controls, so you won’t
have the problem of Year 11s
demonstrating the same
unwanted behaviours as they did
in Year 7.



12. It needs implementing rigorously. 

▪ Like antibiotics, you need to take the whole prescription, 
day-in-day out, for the medicine to work. 

▪ Like any SIP, it needs follow-up, follow-up, follow-up –
with staff as well as pupils.



1 2

3 4

Creating a new neural pathway takes practice –
children can’t change overnight  



Here are some reads which you might want 

to look at as a bedtime read – they don’t 

need the brainpower of academic papers and 

are interesting and full of examples. 




