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The purpose of this guide is to raise awareness of the needs and 

responses of adopted children who have experienced trauma, and 

how this may contribute to their engagement and experiences at 

school. Although the focus of this guide is adoption, the information 

also applies to looked after children and any child living with loss 

and the effects of trauma.  

 

Suggestions are provided on how to respond sensitively and proac-

tively to some of these challenges, and so improve the educational 

experience for all, by paying attention to the needs of these most 

vulnerable children. However, not all of the information is relevant 

to all adopted children all of the time, so feel free to pick and mix 

what works for each individual child, revisiting and revising often as 

needs change and the child develops. 

 

The need for partnership 

The importance of a good relationship between home and school 

cannot be stressed enough, if this guide achieves nothing else, we 

hope it promotes positive partnerships between parents, carers and 

teaching staff. 

 

 

 Thank you for taking time to consider 

this information, 

 

The Adoption Team 
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Full Parental Responsibility 

 
Adoption means that a child or children have become members of a new 

family on a permanent basis and all legal rights and responsibilities 

have passed to their adoptive parents 

 

Adoption – the basic facts 

History  

 
The majority of adopted children are removed from their birth parents 

and brought into the care system for reasons of neglect and abuse. 

 

If adopted from another country, children will have likely spent time in 

an orphanage. 

 

They may have experienced a series of carers before being placed 

with their adopters, and as a result had their education disrupted. 

 

Adopted children carry with them a history of loss and separation. 

Many have suffered considerable trauma from their early life experi-

ences. Their trust in adults may have been compromised. 

Additional needs 

 
As a result of their early experiences, adopted children may have 

been/be delayed in their development of emotional, social, physical and 

academic skills. 

 

The difficulties encountered may be the same as  some other children, 

such as lack of concentration or aggressive behaviour. However, these 

may sometimes be severe, extreme and long lasting. 

 

Challenging behaviours may be linked to a child’s early life experiences, 

and strategies that succeed in the classroom with other children may 

not prove effective with adopted children. 
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Teachers and school staff can play a crucial 

role in encouraging the acceptance of adoption 

as a valid way to build families – your knowl-

edge and acceptance will encourage other professionals, parents and children to 

comprehend adoption and build understanding of different family structures. 

As the family and society changes, teachers play an important role in increasing 

awareness and responses to ‘difference’. 

 

Partnership should focus on the well-being of the child and what works for 

them. The best people to directly inform school of this are parents. Communi-

cation with parents on a regular basis may enable the adopted child to adjust to 

and participate more positively in the school environment. 

 

Liaise fully with the parents prior to developing your own approaches or inter-

pretations of behaviour. They will know the triggers to emotional or behavioural 

difficulties, and will have their own tried and tested strategies to share with 

you. 

 

Identify a key figure in school who will be responsible for communicating with 

parents. Such communication could be in the form of a school to home message 

book, face to face meetings, or just passing in the playground. 

 

It is important for an adopted child to have a key person, who is well informed 

about their individual needs, this person would ideally be accessible to both the 

child and teaching staff.  

 

Adoptive parents have noted how it is vital for their children to actually see 

regular communication between school and home, to reduce misunderstanding or 

misinterpretation and to encourage comprehension of safe and shared values 

and aims. This joint working provides continuity and stability for the child. 

 

Teaching staff will need to remember that some information will be very sensi-

tive for the child/children and parents, so confidentiality will play a big part in 

the working relationship between home and school. It’s not a case of parents 

hiding things from you; it’s a case of parents having confidence in telling you 

what you need to know and not every little detail of their child’s background or 

potential traumatic experiences. The information you are told should be kept on 

a ‘need to know’ basis within the school.  

between home and school 
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 Understanding attachment 
A good understanding of attachment is indispensable in order to comprehend the be-

haviours that all children may exhibit. It is essential in comprehending and recognising 

the behaviours and needs of children affected by early trauma. Healthy attachments 

are paramount to a child developing well at home, school and in wider society. 

Although nobody is born attached, we are born with the 

drive to form attachments, primarily with our birth 

mother. Attachments are formed in infancy through the 

meeting of physical and emotional needs. All babies have 

needs; if a baby’s caregiver recognises and meets those 

needs consistently in the first year of life, then the 

baby begins to trust that their needs will be met. This 

trust creates a secure attachment, which gives a child a 

safe base from which to explore the world around them 

and return to when they need comfort and safety.  This attachment will lay the foun-

dation for future relationships. 

The power of primary attachment 
Adopted children are unlikely to have had this chance to build attachment security 

and this can make life hard for them. This is because the first attachment between 

birth mother and baby is critical to survival, so it is the one that sets the template 

for all other relationships in life. 

When a child has experienced neglect, trauma, abuse or pain, attachment difficulties 

may be severe. Poor attachments may be exacerbated by pre-birth exposure to ma-

ternal drug or alcohol abuse and the effects of maternal stress caused by domestic 

abuse.   These problems may be further compounded by the cumulative effect of mul-

tiple moves and care providers. As a result these children tend to have an insecure at-

tachment style that shows up as an anxious, avoidant, angry/ambivalent or disorgan-

ised way of relating to others and the world. They 

are also likely to have found alternative ways of 

trying to get their needs met. These behaviours 

are referred to as “attachment difficulties”. 

 

 

 

 

The word attachment can 

be described as a deep 

and supportive bond  

between a child and their 

caregiver that binds them 

in space, endures over 

time and creates a sense 

of safety and stability.  
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dealing with these  feelings and experiences and are  

placed in the school environment, away from your attachment figure for 

several hours a day competing for adult attention with up to 30 children having 

your work and behaviour criticised and trying to manage dozens of relationships.  

It should be stressed that these behaviours are a result of an ‘internal work-

ing model’ of how a child has learnt to survive in an unsafe world. And as such 

children will struggle to change the way they think, feel and behave. Only 

through a process of intensive re-parenting by adopters can they learn to feel 

safe enough to relax and learn new ways of relating to the world. 

Behaviour is the language developed before we have the words to 

name needs and feelings. Behaviour continues to be the adopted 

child’s first language.  

The child with attachment  

difficulties may be dealing daily 

with;  

 

Panic 

Rage 

Desperate efforts to please 

Loss 

Helplessness 

Control 

Identity 

Symptoms of attachment difficulties; 
 

Defiance aggression 

Controlling behaviour 

Attention seeking 

Persistent lying or stealing 

Lack of empathy or conscience 

Inability to make or keep friends 

Short concentration span 

An ability to accept or recognise  

help 

 

How does this affect children at school? 

Is that a child needs to feel physically and emotionally safe in order 

to benefit from learning opportunities.  

Please refer to the insert for strategies that may help with addressing  

behaviours exhibited by children with attachment difficulties. 
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Parents and teachers can achieve a great deal through being Playful, Liking,  

Accepting, Curious and Empathic, even in the absence of other strategies or re-

sources. 
Playful – A relaxed and playful environment is a more effective way of influencing a 

child’s behaviour than rewards, sanctions or anger based discipline. Playfulness engages 

children at precognitive levels and recognises their limited ability to follow instruc-

tions. Simply delighting in the child also conveys acceptance, regardless of their 

achievements or misdemeanours. Positive non-verbal communication such as soft eye 

contact and facial expressions, good touch and welcoming body posture communicate 

positivity, as does maintaining a happy school environment. 

Liking - show the child that you like them by staying calm even when they misbe-

have. Do not reject the child even if they reject you, and reconnect with them quickly 

after absences or disciplining. Find something valuable about the child and try to like 

that part of them when their behaviour is challenging. Remember, the behaviour gets 

worse when the child is frightened or stressed. As a baby or toddler they may have 

been frequently in this state. 

Accepting – It’s easier for adopted children to stay regulated and start to change 

if you can show you accept their behaviour. Reminding yourself that traumatised chil-

dren often ‘can’t do’ rather than ‘won’t do’; that they are doing their best, and their 

behaviours are a way of communicating needs and fears, can help you develop an ac-

cepting attitude. You can use accepting expressions like, ‘I really like having you in my 

class, but it is still not okay to hit people. Let’s see if we can find a better way for you 

to show me what you need’. 

Curious – being curious rather than angry about why children act in certain ways 

can help them to change. You can convey curiosity by wondering out loud why the child 

is behaving in a certain way. Simply saying something like, ‘I wonder why it is so hard 

for you to wait your turn/queue up for lunch’ etc can help a child to stop, think and be-

gin to make sense of their feelings and behaviours. This is usually more effective than 

asking directly what’s bothering them. A child who has ‘switched off’ their feelings may 

not know why they are upset. They may say something trivial, or withhold the informa-

tion through lack of trust. An educated guess such as, ‘I wonder if you are worried 

about the school trip on Friday’, can also be an excellent way to open discussion, in 

which you can listen empathetically. It is important to restrict this curiosity to pre-

sent circumstances and not be tempted to speculate on past experiences.  

Empathy – is the most important quality you can have when working with adopted 

children. To understand the child’s needs we have to put ourselves in their shoes and 

convey to them that we ‘get it’. For example, ‘I know that these spellings are hard for 

you to remember’. ‘Your knee is really red, I bet that hurts’. Empathy allows the child 

to feel their feelings and encourages the relief of grief, fear and rage behind emo-

tional and behavioural problems. Try to empathise with the child before disciplining and 

throughout the employment of disciplinary measures. It is vital that you remain genu-

inely empathic, not flippant or sarcastic.  

The PLACE attitude for teaching traumatised children 
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Developmental Trauma 
 

Abuse and neglect in infancy gives a child a deep sense of shame about who 

they are; they tend to feel unworthy of care, have little trust in adults and 

frequently feel unsafe in their environment. 

 

Neuroscience shows that a baby’s brain grows to 80-90 per cent of its adult 

size in the first three years of life. Each individual brain develops to ensure 

our survival in the environment into which we are born, so children born into 

hostile environments have a brain wired for stress and fear. The damage 

caused by these early experiences is so pervasive and enduring it is now rec-

ognised as developmental trauma. Affected children may have many of the 

symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder plus learning difficulties and an 

inability to articulate how they feel because much of the hurt happened be-

fore they had developed language. 

 

Key points about trauma 

 
1. Adoption does not fix it. 

Trauma can be triggered by 

stress and sensory reminders 

for years. When activated, chil-

dren typically respond by becom-

ing hyper-aroused and/or disso-

ciating. 

2. Many adopted children will have 

some level of developmental 

trauma, which can be reactivated 

by experiences in school. 

3. The trauma is relational and so it 

can be helped by good relation-

ships or triggered by difficult 

ones. Adopted children need 

adults to be trustworthy, and 

to engage with them in a 

friendly, fun, nurturing and 

structured way. 
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Adopted children often feel, think and act much younger than their chronological 

age. It’s as if they get ‘stuck’ at critical development stages which leaves gaps in 

their development. 

Common developmental gaps include; 
Having the emotional control and  

concentration levels of a toddler 

Unable to wait for reward or attention 

Controlling behaviour 

Not able to regulate stress and stimulation 

Unable to play or socialise well 

Sensory issues and difficulties with motor skills 

Being excessively clingy or overly  

independent 

Having overwhelming shame  

 

 

 

 

 

These gaps can create challenges for them at school, 

where they are expected to behave with the same 

maturity as their securely attached classmates. This can be frustrating for a child 

who may have the concentration and stimulation levels of a much younger child and 

may need learning tools, play activities, nurture, supervision, targets and boundaries 

appropriate to their developmental, rather than their chronological age. 

 

A good rule of thumb when parenting or teaching a child with attachment difficul-

ties is to “think toddler”. In other words, actions that you would accept as 

normal in a much younger child may be linked to attachment, trauma and loss in 

school age children. “Babyish” behaviours can become more pronounced in periods of 

stress when we all naturally revert to earlier patterns of behaviour and more primi-

tive survival responses, but less obvious gaps can persist unnoticed throughout 

childhood and adolescence. 

Developmental Gaps 
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Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) 
This is due to developmental trauma that occurs before birth. It is an um-

brella term for several diagnoses that are all related to prenatal exposure to 

alcohol. The term "Spectrum" is used because each individual with FASD may 

be on a spectrum of mental and physical challenges. In addition each individual 

with FASD may have these challenges to a degree from mild to very severe. 

Some adopted children will have a diagnosis of FASD by the time they start 

school; many other children may be affected by it, but not have a diagnosis.  

 

Special Educational Needs 
There is a significantly higher prevalence of SEN among children who have 

been in care. However, school staff need to be aware that even those that 

have a diagnosis of SEN still need adults to be mindful of their attachment 

style and trauma histories so that they feel safe and settled enough to learn.  
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 Things to bear in mind when planning  
 

Some areas of the curriculum have the potential to cause anxiety or distress to children 

who have been adopted. Please bear in mind this list is not exhaustive: 
 

Family history; children may not have the information needed , or want to talk 

about it.  

 
Ask ing a child t o writ e about  t heir  earliest  memory or br inging in baby photos or bir t h 
cert if icates  may t r igger dist ress, confusion or unwelcome behaviour.  
 

Talking about inherited characteristics may be uncomfortable for the child, particularly for 

those who are trans-racially adopted and do not share physical characteristics with their adop-

tive family 
 

A child t hat  has suffered sexual abuse in their  ear lier l ife may have an unusually ear ly 
awareness of sexual issues and may make inappropriate comments or act ions.  
 

Children may find films or literature about pregnancy and birth upsetting, as their experi-
ences may differ from the expectation that all others (and wider families) bond, love and 
care for their babies. 
 

Children who have been abused may feel uncomfortable when they are required to change 

for physical activities. 
 

Some stories or texts may emphasise parallels to a child’s own story causing distress 
and anxiety. 
 

Topics such as substance misuse may be a reminder of painful and confused circum-
stances, which may have brought children into the care system and continue to affect 
contact plans. 
 

Any significant celebrations during the year may be 
particularly difficult for adopted children – for exam-
ple; a birth family birthday may create complex emo-
tions and making a card for mother’s day or father’s 
day could contribute to confusion. 
 

Some children have been trans-racially adopted 

so sensitivity will be required to help children 

celebrate their identity in ways that value their 

own ethnic origin and that of their new family. 
 

Some schools may ‘adopt’ an animal, which may convey difficult 

messages to adopted children and their families. Teaching staff 

could consider using the term ‘sponsorship’ rather than ‘adoption’ 

should this arise. 
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 Tested school routines may not be immediately accepted by adopted 

children and can instead exacerbate insecurity and challenging behav-

iours. 

 
Afternoons can be particularly stressful for adopted children as the longer they are separated from their family the more anx-

ious and unsettled they may feel. Parents can alleviate this by giving their child a ‘transitional object’ to take to school and return 

to their parents at the end of the day. A photograph of the family in the child’s bag may also help soothe the child.  
 

Predictability will help a child feel safe and contained, therefore transitions and routines should 
be carefully managed and prior warning given, to the child of  any changes. A day planner can 
prove to be invaluable for this.  
 

It is important for teachers to prepare the best way to respond to other children when 

they are enquiring about their adopted classmate or adoption in general. It is helpful for 

staff to prepare possible answers, in advance, in conjunction with adoptive parents. 

Similarly, if an adopted child discloses elements of their past to their peers, questions 

may arise that need careful answering.  
 

Unstructured times; such as playtime can feel very unsafe for adopted children, so 

they may benefit from close supervision at these times.  
 

Managing  ‘schoolwork’ outside the school environment and routine can be a particular source 
of stress for some adopted children. Adopted children can have huge difficulties with organisa-
tion and may appear lazy or uncooperative – homework needs to be clearly set and achievable. 
Homework can also lead to control struggles if a child refuses to comply and this can lead to 
parenting battles which can compound difficulties that children can experience. Some adoptive 
parents may independently decide that it is not productive for their child to complete home-
work, due to the amount of stress it may bring to the family home. Consequently teaching staff 
should look at each child/ children/ family individually in order to find the route that will work 
for them.  
 

 

Safe place/calm corner 

Children may climb under a desk, hide, run off or simply ‘switch off’ when 

frightened or over stimulated. If they are to learn anything they will need time 

out to regulate. Providing a sensory-comforting space in the classroom can allow 

them to do this. Ideally, the child would go to the 

space with a trusted adult. The child needs to know 

that it is a place of safety because you care and not 

a punishment zone.  

 

Mentor 

Appointing a member of staff to act as a mentor can 

help the child feel valued. A mentors duties could 

include; greeting the child on arrival, being avail-

able when times are hard for the child, giving the 

child special tasks of responsibility, making posi-

tive comments.  
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Looking at things from the adopted parents perspective 
 

Having children can be exhausting. For adopters, instant parenthood can be 

overwhelming and leave them feeling vulnerable. They will have much to con-

tend with: 

 

A range of emotional, social and behavioural issues 

Often no gradual nurturing into the education system via playgroup 

and nursery 

The need to build up a supportive network of other parents 

A feeling of being different from other parents 

If a child is experiencing difficulties in school, parents are likely to 

be concerned by the negative feelings expressed by other parents 

A possible incomplete picture about the child’s past – they may not 

have the detail you require 

 

 

Remember  that when first ‘placed 

for adoption’ with their new family, 

prior to an Adoption Order being 

granted,  children will always have 

their own social worker, who can be 

contacted with worries and con-

cerns. The Adoption Team is also a 

good source of advice and support. 

 Like to know more? 
 

If you  would like to know more about any of the topics raised, please 

contact the Adoption Team.  

 

01452 427753 or  adoption@gloucestershire.gov.uk  

mailto:ruth.cooke@gloucestershire.gov.uk
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The most important things to remember 

about me 

Please try to think less about managing my behaviour and more about reducing my anxiety – 

reducing anxiety will lead to better behaviour. Behaviour is how I signal my needs and fears. I 

first experienced need when I had no language to describe it, so my behaviour is my first 

language. I will revert to it when I’m stressed or anxious. 

 

I learn much better when I feel safe – emotionally and physically. I need you to like me and 

I need to like you, otherwise I just won’t learn and school will be harder for both of us. 

Deep down I feel I am bad and that nobody would want to care for me, so I will challenge 

your interest in me. Please don’t get angry when I don’t trust you. Use the PLACE attitude 

and give me consequences for my misdemeanours – without anger! This will help me build 

cause and effect thinking, reduce my shame and encourage a healthy sense of guilt. Try to end 

each day on a positive note. 

 

Please avoid threats of removal or exclusion, as these will simply reinforce my perceptions 

of being unworthy and unlovable. Remember ‘time in’ rather than ‘time out’ at times of 

stress, it helps me to be closer to you rather than being sent away. 

 

I may act much younger than my years. Because difficult things happened to me when I was 

young, parts of my development got stuck, so I find it hard to get through the day without 

my mum or dad and I may need sensory reminders of them to make me feel safe. I need you 

to supervise me, give me boundaries, and relate to me as you would to a much younger child. 

With me the motto is always, “think toddler”. 

 

I am not good with change or surprises. I need a timetable for my day, so I know what is 

coming next. I need you to prepare me for any changes in teacher, classroom assistant, or 

pupils. Also, if we are going on a school trip, to a different class or if lunch or break arrange-

ments are going to change. If I am sent out of class for any reason, please tell me where I am 

going and who I will be with. If I am sent to a different teacher as a discipline, please let it 

always be the same teacher, where possible. If I go somewhere new, let me check out the space 

before we settle down to learn. Please don’t leave me isolated or alone at any time.   

 

Please remember that you, me and my family are all doing are best. Don’t take my 

behaviour personally; it may feel personal,  but it is not about you and it is not delib-

erate. Model how you want me to behave. It helps if you can say “sorry” if you get it 

wrong and “thank you” even when my behaviour is bad e.g. “thank you (name) for showing 

me that it is hard for you. Now let’s see if we can find a better way for you to show 

that you need help”.  

 
Finally you may pick up on my feelings and begin to feel anxious, demoralised 

and deskilled yourself. Please get support if this happens. You make a real difference 

to children’s lives, we need you to take good care of yourself. Thank you  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


