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Case Studies 

William Henry Smith School - SEMH Residential

Specialist Education Services - Dual Registered Children Homes

Embark Federation - 16 Schools - Mainstream Primary, Secondary and Special

Meridian Trust - 30 Schools - 14 primary, 14 Secondary, 7 16 - 19 College, 2 Special



Ultimately, the learnings from the Co-SPACE study are mostly not new. Economic hardship, special 
educational needs and neurodevelopmental conditions, parental stress, and child and adolescent mental 

health are closely related.


 However, the disruption caused by the pandemic has put these risks for child and adolescent mental health 
in stark relief. The findings illustrate that some groups of children appear to be less likely to bounce back as 

restrictions have eased which brings further cause for concern.
http://cospaceoxford.org/



• understand the basic neuroscience underlying anxiety, fear, anger and rage - possibly as a result 
of adverse childhood experiences - ACEs


• how to support children (and ourselves) to manage stress regulation 


• recognise some of the behaviours that communicate anxiety, fear, anger and rage


• develop ways to help children to recognise sensations and linked emotions - to stop feel and 
then think about responses


• develop ways of helping children to regulate their emotions and feelings, to stop think and then 
choose a response


• increase self-awareness and understanding of one’s own triggers for anxiety, fear and anger

Colleagues across the entire system would  benefit from 
being able to identify and….



neuroscience

/ˈnjʊːrəʊsʌɪəns/


noun: neuroscience; plural noun: neurosciences


1. any or all of the sciences, such as neurochemistry and experimental 
psychology, which deal with the structure or function of the nervous 
system and brain.


2. Neuroscience, also known as Neural Science, is the study of how 
the nervous system develops, its structure, and what it does. 
Neuroscientists focus on the brain and its impact on behaviour and 
cognitive functions.



■ Decade long -  17,000 people involved. 


■ Looked at effects of adverse childhood 
experiences over the lifespan.


■ Largest study ever done on this subject

ACE Study

The ACE study revealed irrefutable evidence showing that childhood experiences are 
the most powerful determinants of who we become as adults.  


And that traumatic childhood experiences – when unaddressed – have a significant 
graded relationship to the development of the most troublesome health, mental 

health and social problems of today

Attachment aware, trauma informed approaches, why so important across the entire system???



Our stress-regulation system involves:

• brain

• aspects of nervous system

• aspects of endocrine 

(hormone) system

Our stress-regulation system is vital to our survival and is activated by our 
primitive survival circuits: rage, fear and separation distress.



a - What are your sensations - what is happening in your body that indicates that things 
are not ok?


b - What are your feelings/emotions - what is the emotional or felt reaction that 
accompanies these sensations?


c - What are your immediate behaviours - what would others around you see in your 
behaviour (external manifestation of emotions/feelings)


                        Now, consider how you might regain control and take appropriate actions

Exploring our own 

        

             stress regulation system



The parasympathetic 
nervous system – acts 
like a brake, slowing us 
down to rest, digest and 
connect, or in extreme 

situations to shut the body 
down in the freeze 

response.

The sympathetic 
nervous system – acts 

like an accelerator, 
preparing us for action, 
such as fight or flight

The autonomic nervous system



• Regulated by parasympathetic nervous 
system (myelinated vagal system)


• Optimum level of arousal

• Steady heart rate and breathing

• Relaxed, calm and responsive

• Connect to others through eye contact, 

facial expression, vocalisation

• Regulated by sympathetic nervous 
system


• Mobilisation 

• Hyper-arousal

• Racing heart and fast breathing

• Alert, tense, angry or fearful

• Defensive towards others

• Regulated by parasympathetic nervous 
system (unmyelinated vagal system)


• Immobilisation

• Hypo-arousal

• Reduced heart rate and shallow breathing

• Numb, dissociated, collapsed

• Withdrawn and shut-down from others

Social 
engagement 

system

vLife Threat - Freeze responseSafety - Social engagement system

Danger - Fight/flight response



Anxiety and stress


If stress in early life has disrupted the child’s development, their stress response will be poorly 
regulated. 


The child’s brain is like a trigger-happy alarm system, wired to fire at any sensory stimulus that is 
reminiscent of an earlier threatening situation: a voice tone, a sudden movement, a smell that 
triggers unconscious memories. The survival response is triggered that propels the child into fight, 
flight or freeze. 


When the child feels threatened, they have limited access to thinking because their lower brain 
regions (brain stem and limbic system) are dominant and they are surviving the best way they can. 


Learning is therefore blocked until regulation happens and for this, the child is dependent on the 
presence of a self regulated/regulating adult.
How does the environment we create feel for some of our children - when in our care?



What does Betty do?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IJj5xkfwUUM


“The energy that exists between people when they feel seen, heard and valued; 
when they can give and receive without judgement;

Our need for connection………………

and when they derive sustenance and strength from the 
relationship.”


                                                      Brene Brown 2020 

Creating physically and psychologically safe environments for all 
stakeholders. Therefore facilitating the secure base from which everyone can 

flourish and thrive. 

                                                             Wholeheartedly



“We live in a world where most people still subscribe to the belief that shame is a 
good tool for keeping people in line. Not only is this wrong, but it’s dangerous. 

Shame is highly correlated with addiction, violence, aggression, depression, 
eating disorders, and bullying. 


“Researchers don’t find shame correlated with positive outcomes at all—there 
are no data to support that shame is a helpful compass for good behaviour. In 
fact, shame is much more likely to be the cause of destructive and hurtful 
behaviours than it is to be the solution.” 


― Brené Brown, Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent, and Lead

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/19175758


• Creates the conditions of safety needed for activation of the social engagement 
system


• Promotes good physiological  regulation

• Integrates brain systems by developing the connections between right and left 

hemispheres, and between the frontal cortex and lower brain structures 

• Buffers the negative effects of stress on the nervous system

• Supports the immune system

• Significantly reduces the impact of ACE’s!

The key that unlocks the door to learning

            Positive human interaction

	 “Being able to feel safe with other people is probably the single most 
important aspect of mental health; safe connections are fundamental to 

meaningful and satisfying lives.” B.V.D. Kolk



How our adults endeavour 
to be, the stance we will 

take in relationship to 
support each other, our 

children, families and wider 
community.


Everyone a leader, everyone a learner, 
everyone together, together stronger.



Leading from a place of self-
awareness rather than self 
defence with compassion, 

empathy and kindness with 
candour.


                                      

 A shared understanding of a 

‘Child First’ Approach

PACE - Dan Hughes

Threads throughout 


Secure Stairs approach





Learning to drive our own ‘Body 
car’ before then building and 
driving these cars that run on a 
car battery at 15 mph!

Great fun for the adults and children, with the adults finding driving their own body cars 
quite a challenge at times - but a real necessity!!! 


Teaching into the ANS - for staff!!

Co-regulation is key, to then support awareness and self regulation.


Behaving and leading from self awareness as opposed to unconscious self defence, 
self protection

Self Awareness, Self Regulation



Scuba Diving in Egypt - Deepest Classroom



Regulation, 

Relationships, Resilience


from the earliest of ages to 

KS3 and 4



“I have come to the frightening conclusion that I am 
the decisive element. It is my personal approach 
that creates the climate. It is my daily mood that 
makes the weather. I possess tremendous power 
to make life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of 
torture or an instrument of inspiration, I can 
humiliate or humour, hurt or heal. 

In all situations, it is my response that decides whether a crisis is escalated or de-
escalated, and a person is humanised or de-humanised.” 

 
 Haim G. Ginott, Teacher and Child:            A Book for Parents and Teachers 

The Weather…………

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/212291.Haim_G_Ginott
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/808076


Relational Approaches

‘It’s a thousand little moments that lead to great attainment for 
disadvantaged pupils rather than those big, shiny interventions.’ 


Marc Rowland

Clearly Marc is suggesting that the majority of these ‘golden moments’, as he puts it, are happening in the 

classroom, across the educational community, but the impact of these interactions all over the school must not be 
underestimated.

Relationships
Relationships



 

Many of you will be familiar with Enhanced Case Management (ECM), a psychology-led service.

 

ECM includes multi-agency case formulation and intervention planning, enabling youth justice practitioners to tailor and sequence 
interventions more effectively according to the developmental and mental health needs of individual children.


An evaluation of the enhanced case management (ECM) approach found that children identify that they want a good relationship 
with their worker, but that their worker must be someone who:

• they can trust

• has empathy

• is reliable

• does not let them down

• helps them to explore their interests and what they might do in life.


Children also want to feel cared for and valued as individuals and able to feel they can manage what they are being asked to do. In 
terms of practice, this is helped if they are not overwhelmed by multiple professionals and numerous appointments.


The YJB continues to develop its trauma informed work. This includes a new ECM pathfinder in the South West with plans to share 
any learning towards embedding that approach as business as usual.


With the youth justice workforce in mind, the YJB also launched an Effective Practice Award in trauma informed practice in July 
2020, which was developed by Unitas, a specialist provider of youth justice courses. Other resources and training materials are 
also available on the Youth Justice Resource Hub.

https://gov.wales/evaluation-enhanced-case-management-approach-0
https://yjresourcehub.uk/search.html?q=trauma&Search=
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Looking with 

fresh eyes??



26



We desperately need adults who are committed to courageous, wholehearted approaches and who are self-aware 
enough to act with steadiness from their hearts and minds, rather than self protection, defensiveness, hurt and fear.


We also have to invest time attending to our own fears, feelings, and history or we’ll find ourselves managing our 
own unproductive behaviours. As daring leaders, we have to stay curious about our own blind spots and how to pull 
those issues into view, and we need to commit to helping the people we serve find their blind spots in a way that’s 

safe and supportive.


Unsteady adults, will not create the secure base required for unsteady, anxious, frightened children and their 
families.

Having the courage to sit with 
vulnerability and discomfort



And a final message. 

Be kind. 


We need to look after ourselves, and each other authentically, 

support one another, reach out with empathy, compassion and kindness with candour.


Endeavour to truly ‘show up’ be you, courageous in the vulnerability that we know that one person has 
all of the answers in this situation, but by working in a connected way, we can be part of the solution. 


We may well make mistakes, indeed we most definitely will not get it right all the time, but we will 
venture through this together and will, together, find our way through.


Much love and all the very best, 

Sharon

Sharon.Gray@YJB.Gov.UK

mailto:sharon.Gray@YJB.Gov.UK

