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This Action Research case study was completed as part of the Department for Education (DfE, UK) nasen
Universal SEND programme.

Abstract

Context: Focussed on transition at the end of the Summer term, this study was conducted in a
mainstream primary school setting and aimed to address the needs of a child with insecure and
disorganised attachment. The focus on attachment recognises the importance of emotional connections
in facilitating smoother transitions for children.

Aims: The primary aim of the research was to explore and understand how planning tailored provisions
for a child with attachment needs could enhance their transition experiences. By examining the skills
required for successful transitions, the research sought to identify strategies that could be implemented
to support the pupil effectively.

Methods: Two action research cycles were conducted. Cycle 1 involved focus groups, solution circles, and
literature review to identify gaps in current transition practices. Cycle 2 focused on developing and
trialling the “Attachment and Transition Case Study” tool, which outlined key skills for transition and
matched them with RAG-rated strategies based on attachment needs. Data was gathered through staff
discussions, observations, and ongoing review of the tool’s effectiveness. Ethical consent was obtained
from participants to present this data anonymously.

Findings: The tool proved effective in identifying and tracking progress in key transition skills such as
feeling safe, seeking help, concentrating, and maintaining peer relationships. However, some targets
shifted over time, highlighting the need for flexibility. Staff found the visual and structured format
helpful, and the child’s feedback and behaviour informed ongoing adjustments. Crucially, the research
team found that adjustments made for children with SEND, can gradually develop into approaches that
create a more inclusive environment for all children in our school.

Implications: The study highlights the potential benefits of integrating attachment theory into transition
planning for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). Other educators may learn
the importance of understanding a child's emotional needs and individual skills required for transitions,
providing a framework that can be adapted to similar contexts. Additionally, the structured action
research approach showcases how iterative cycles of planning, execution, and review can lead to
effective adaptations in educational practices.
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Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities; mainstream primary; attachment needs; school
transition; Social Emotional, Mental Health needs
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability
(ISEND): Case Study

Focussing on the skills a child needs for transition, provided a useful starting point for planning
additional provisions for a case study pupil with attachment needs (Mainstream, Primary School).
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting Mainstream Primary School

Age range of pupils 2-11

Roles of the Research Inclusion Leader (Lead Researcher), Headteacher
Team

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES
Appendix 1 illustrates the Action Research Cycles.

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

SUMMARY
Research focus Attachment, skills, transition, social emotional mental health
(SEMH), special educational needs and disabilities (SEND).
Research question What can you do to support a child with attachment needs during
transition?
Overview/Key information As a school, we have a good transition programme between classes,

but we wanted to think about the children who have significant
social, emotional and mental health needs (SEMH), and attachment
needs. As part of this work, we looked into the ways we could
develop more individualised transition arrangements.

Having analysed our current practice in this area, we felt that as a
team we wanted to focus in on the transition from Foundation
Stage 2 (ages 4-5) into Key Stage 1 (ages 5-7).
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To start this research, we wanted to gain a clear understanding of
the current landscape, and so conducted a range of discussions with
key members of staff.

From these discussions, we decided to focus on the skills needed
for transition for individual children with attachment needs.

The focus on skills led to the development of an ‘Attachment and
Transition Case Study’ (see

). This document is designed to focus on skills and strategies:

1. the skills a child needs to learn to transition successfully;

2. the practical strategies that could teach the skills needed for a
successful transition.

To start with, we used the Attachment and Transition Case Study
with one child; our longer-term expectation is that the strategy
utilised for one child becomes the starting point for developing
more inclusive environments for all children in our school.

Evidence-informed theory Working as a team, it is helpful first to identify the skills an
individual child with attachment needs requires to transition into
their next class successfully. This first step then becomes the basis
from which to plan the additional provisions required.

RESEARCH TIMELINE

Summer Term 2 Summer term 2 and Autumn 2
Autumn Term 1

Action Research Cycle 1 | Action Research Cycle1 | Action Research Cycle 2 Share and disseminate
Step 2: Study Step 9: Study 2 the research
Step 1: Establish the first Steps 3-5: Plan 1 Steps 10-12: Plan 2 (anonymised) with
step actions Step6: Do 1 Step 13: Do 2 other interested parties.
Steps 7-8: Step 14-15: Review 2
Review 1

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1
RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1

Initial research interest How to support transition and attachment?
aim/question (Step 1)

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2

Reference Anna Freud. (n.d.). Childhood Trauma and the Brain | UK Trauma
Council [Video]. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYBUY1kZpf8

Beacon House Therapeutic Services and Trauma Team. (2024).
[Resources]. https://beaconhouse.org.uk/resources/
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Bronfenbrenner, U. (1994). Ecological models of human
development. International encyclopaedia of education, 3(2), 37-43.
https://www.ncj.nl/wp-content/uploads/media-
import/docs/6a45cla4-82ad-4f69-957e-1¢76966678e2.pdf

Kirk, B. A., Schutte, N. S., & Hine, D. W. (2008). Development and
preliminary validation of an emotional self-efficacy scale.
Personality and Individual Differences, 45(5), 432—436.
https://doi.org/10.1016/.paid.2008.06.010

Lewis, Stephanie & Arseneault, Louise & Caspi, Avshalom & Fisher,
Helen & Matthews, Timothy & Moffitt, Terrie & Odgers, Candice &
Stahl, Daniel & Teng, Jia Ying & Danese, Andrea. (2019). The
epidemiology of trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder in a
representative cohort of young people in England and Wales. The
lancet. Psychiatry, (6)247-256.

DOI: 10.1016/52215-0366(19)30031-8

Perry, B. D., & Szalavitz, M. (2008). The boy who was raised as a
dog: and other stories from a child psychiatrist’s notebook: what
traumatized children can teach us about loss, love, and healing.

BasicBooks.

The Attachment Project. (2025). Do you know your attachment
style? Mind Only. https://www.attachmentproject.com/

The Consortium of Therapeutic Communities. (2022). How
Therapeutic Communities Work.
https://therapeuticcommunities.org/how-tcs-work/

Key point(s) of note Research indicates that secure attachment is a factor linked to
children’s more successful engagement in school, in terms of social
competence, curiosity, effective play and investigation. A secure
enough start prepares the child to learn and become a pupil.

In order to support us with the case study, we are taking into
consideration that all forms of attachment need to be supported.
The child’s behaviour helps to identify the kind of attachment type,
and from this assessment point, appropriate support strategies can
be planned.

Taking a holistic approach to supporting a child has a more positive
outcome.

If a child comes into school with a wheelchair, the school will put in

a ramp or look at accessibility across the school. The same needs to

apply to a child with social, emotional, mental health needs (SEMH);
critical to the effective removal of barriers is therefore the provision
of relevant reasonable adjustments.

PLAN 1: Step 3
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As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase,
the research question can evolve and become further refined.

Revised research question - Isthere a practical resource to use to support transition for a child with
attachment needs?

- What steps can be taken to improve the transition for children with
attachment needs?

- How can you measure the transition progress for children with
attachment needs?

PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6
Methods of data collection
- Focus Group discussions
- Solution Circle discussion — this is a discussion which is directed at understanding the
problem and focussing on actions that will lead to finding a solution.

Resources reviewed

- GLassessment tools (wellbeing)!

- Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale?

- Wellbeing Measurement Framework for Schools?

- The Individual Profile of Emotional Well-being (Fox et al., 2019)*
- Coping in Schools Scale (CISS) (McSherry, 2001)°

Description of research sample, timing and location
The starting point for this research involved reviewing what was already in place. We did this
through a Focus Group and Solution Circle discussion.

Focus Group
- Discussion with Foundation Stage and Year 1 (ages 5-6) staff (1 hour).
- Key questions:
a. What does transition between the Foundation stage and Year 1 look like in your context?
b. What do you put in place for the children with additional needs?
c. What is missing and what can be improved?

Solution Circles
- Discussion with key members of staff with the child, including Family Support Worker,
Current class teacher, Pastoral workers (1 hour).
- Discussion with an Educational Psychologist around attachment types (1 hour).

NB: There are four types of attachment: 1) secure attachment; 2) insecure anxious/ambivalent; 3) insecure
avoidant attachment; 4) disorganised attachment.
For more information, see: https://thewaveclinic.com/blog/what-are-the-different-types-of-attachment/

1 GL Assessment a Renaissance Company (2025) Wellbeing, Brentford. Available at: https://www.gl-
assessment.co.uk/assessments/

2 Rosenburg, M., (2006) Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) [PDF], Available at: https://www.apa.org/obesity-
guideline/rosenberg-self-esteem.pdf

3 Anna Freud. Wellbeing Measurement Framework for Schools. Available at:
https://www.annafreud.org/resources/schools-and-colleges/wellbeing-measurement-framework-for-schools/
4 Fox, M., Laverty, L., & Chowdhury, S. (2019). Supporting the Emotional Well-being of Children and Young
People with Learning Disabilities. Abingdon: Routledge.

> McSherry, J. (2001). Challenging behaviours in mainstream schools: practical strategies for effective
intervention and reintegration. London: David Fulton.
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PLAN 2: Step 5
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 1: Step 7-8
Data Analysis: process
The lead researcher reviewed and synthesised the content from the Focus Group and Solution
Circles discussions, identifying:
- What works and where are the gaps?
Next steps action(s).

Summary of Findings

Research Questions

- Is there a practical resource to use to support transition for a child with attachment needs?
- What steps can be taken to improve the transition for children with attachment needs?

- How can you measure the transition progress for children with attachment needs?

Social, emotional, mental health (SEMH) knowledge and support was identified as a gap in our
transition processes.

Focussing in on the provision required for one case study child, the lead researcher identified the
key strategies from the research literature that could support transition for a child with
attachment needs.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2
We initially focused on:
- learning about attachment;
- reviewing our current practice for supporting transitions and identifying how they might be
adapted to support children with attachment needs.

Developing inclusive practice
Adjustments made for children with SEND, can gradually develop into approaches that create a
more inclusive environment for all children in our school.

Applying the ‘developing inclusive practice approach’, we decided to identify one focus child as
the case study for this research project. We aim to learn from our initial case study, so as to better
support other children with similar needs at a later point in time.

Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2
The next steps included working with the case study pupil’s current class teacher and their next
class teacher (Summer term 2).

- Consider what additional information is needed from the child and family. Based on the
information gathered in Action Research Cycle 1, develop a range of visual resources that will
support a child with insecure attachment®.

- Produce a document that staff could begin to trial in Summer term 2.

6 Yassin, F. (2020) What are the different types of attachment. London: The Wave Clinic. Available at:
https://thewaveclinic.com/blog/what-are-the-different-types-of-attachment/

NB There are 4 types of attachment: 1) secure attachment; 2) insecure anxious/ambivalent; 3) insecure
avoidant attachment; 4) disorganised attachment.
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ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9

Reference No further literature was drawn upon at this time.

PLAN 2: Step 10

Revised research question | Following the completion of Action Research Cycle 1, the
researchers continued to explore the original question further; thus,
no revisions to the original research question were needed for
Action Research Cycle 2.

PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13

Develop the ‘Attachment and Transition Case Study’ — see Error! Reference source not found.
Develop the ‘Supporting Children to Gain the Skills Needed for Transition’ document — see

Appendix 2 (page 1) details four attachment-focused ‘skills needed for transition’ that were
identified as a priority for our case study child:

1) Feeling safe

2) Seeking help from an adult

3) Ability to concentrate

4) Continue with positive relationships with peers

Appendix 2 (page 2), details suggested strategies for teaching the ‘skills needed for transition’
identified on page 1 of the document.

The suggested strategies are coded according to the level of a child’s attachment need. The level
of need is defined in terms of a red, amber, green rating (RAG), red being the highest level of
need, green the lowest.

A key part of this Plan and Do phase was to work with relevant staff to review and implement the
plan.

REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15
Data Analysis: process
Met to discuss the Attachment and Transition Case Study (Error! Reference source not found.).

Summary of Findings
Research Questions

- Isthere a practical resource to use to support transition for a child with attachment needs?
- What steps can be taken to improve the transition for children with attachment needs?
- How can you measure the transition progress for children with attachment needs?
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The Attachment and Transition Case Study (Appendix 2) did function well as a tool for identifying
targets and visually presenting progress.

The skills that we had targeted for the child to achieve in the Summer and Autum terms did
however shift during this timeframe.

The case study child did not feel safe moving into the new class, so referring to page 2 of the
Attachment and Transition Case Study (Appendix 2) will help us to further support this child and
monitor their progress.

Analysis and next steps leading to research conclusions
The focus on ‘seek help from an adult’ needed amending; this was possibly due to the child having
not yet built up a relationship with the new staff in Year 1. Therefore, we referred back to the
RAG-rated strategies detailed on page 2 of the Attachment and Transition Case Study (Appendix
2) and put in:
- More regular check-ins - the class teacher to provide the child with jobs to help with the
relationship and trust. Taken from Appendix 2 Feeling Safe strategies;
- Reminding the child that you are keeping them in your mind — built in time for the child and
adult to do mirroring activities (3- 4 times a day) (see

- for more information). Taken from Appendix 2 Seek Help from an Adult strategies.

Positive relationships with peers continued to be a concern, so rethinking the strategies and
adding to them was important. This is something that we needed to keep considering as there
continued to be no progress.

CONCLUSION

Research aim/question

This research aimed to produce a resource that would support and monitor a child with significant
SEMH and Attachment needs. It was important that the monitoring was manageable, so the use
of RAG rating was utilised.

Conclusion(s)

- Transition periods are a significant challenge for children with attachment needs. We found
that key attachment figure(s) are needed with whom the child can link daily. It is important
to match the emotional development of the child with support strategies. Consistent
boundaries, rules and routines need to be calm and predictable, so this needs to be taken
into account when staffing is considered for transition.

- Relationships with peers are a key focus issue for children with attachment needs.

- Creating a secure base for the child allows for opportunities for the child to become
dependent before they become independent.

- For some time ahead, transitions will continue to be a challenge for this case study child, so it
is about pre-warning at every opportunity, always letting the child know that key adults are
still there for them. During periods of transition, keeping the day as predictable and routine
as possible is particularly important.

As the case study child transitioned to a new class, we have found that it is important for key
adults in the old class to keep a link with the child, letting them know that you will remember
them and recall positive memories. A key point that we have learnt is to let the child know
that change does not mean a loss.

Next Steps
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Continue to use this tool with the child it was designed for, amending and adding to it with
the current class teacher and all relevant staff involved.

Gather feedback from staff - is the Attachment and Transition Case Study a useful tool to
support the child with transitions?

Continue to explore practical strategies for removing barriers to attachment need, and add
these to the Attachment and Transition Case Study (Appendix 2).

Share the research project with the Virtual School-Attachment and Trauma programme.

Page 9 of 15



Appendix 1 — Action Research Cycles

Establish the
research focus

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which requires
research.

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature.
First Plan
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research.
Acti Plan 1 Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take
Rwh (direct or enquiry).
% Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics
syce checklist).
Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or enquiry
- as action).
Step 7: Review and Reflect.
Review 1 Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required.
Second Plan
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this
may involve revising or developing the research questions) and
Plan 2 plan the next actions.
- Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct
Action or enquiry).
Research Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage
Cycle 2 with ethics checklist).
Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan — (either direct action or
- enquiry as action).
Step 14: Review and reflect.
Review 2

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
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Appendix 2 — Attachment and Transition Case Study

Attachment and Transition Case Study

Name of child: xxxxxx

Year Group transition: FS2 -Year 1

want the child to
achieve?

Term: Autumn Spring Summer
Not achieved Notes relevant about the child:
Partly achieved
Achieved
What skills do we Summer 2 Autumn 1 Autumn 2 Spring 1 Spring 2 Summer 1

Feel safe

Seek help from an
adult

Ability to concentrate

Continue with
positive relationships
with peers

Strategies to support

(Safety, security, comfort, relief and

validation)

(Insecure Attachment)

Feel safe

Increase in visuals
Physical comfort

Is there any familiarity in
class?

Previous TA support

More regular check-ins with
key adults throughout the
week

Know where there is a quieter
space within school

Emotion coaching language

Visual reassurance
Check-ins with key
adults - as and when
throughout the
day/week




Routine and structure to be
talked through
Regular daily check-ins

(Insecure Avoidant Attachment)

Seek help from an adult

Find out their interests

Build up relationship and with
the child and family

Have a sticker/picture on your
lanyard that the child has
given you “keeping them in
mind”

Remind them regularly you
are keeping them in your
mind

Mirroring activities

PACE strategies (Playfulness,
acceptance, curiosity and
empathy)

Jobs for the teacher
Encourage to seek help
throughout the day
Work in pairs or small
group with an adult
Tell them you are
keeping them in mind

(Insecure Ambivalent Attachment)

Have the ability to concentrate

Carefully plan and prepare for
beginnings, separation and
ending

Structured small group tasks
Identify a key person

Breaking tasks down into
small chunks

(Disorganised attachment)

Continue with positive relationships
with peers

Self-regulation
strategies/intervention 3
times a day

Regular use of the zones of
regulation throughout the day
with support from an adult
Acknowledge their feelings

Self-regulation strategies
/interventions 1 per day

Use of the Zones of Regulation
throughout the day with
support from an adult
Constructively discussing the
feelings in the Zones
(strengthens the bond
allowing them to trust you)

Self-regulation strategies
weekly

Grounding activities
Encourage relationships
with peers who have
secure attachment




Appendix 3 — Supporting C

hildren to Gain the Skills Needed for Transition
e Removing Barriers to Insecure Attachment

Skill Needed for Transition
To be able to ‘seek help from an adult.

This resource is focussed on supporting a child to learn that an adult can be
trustworthy and a source of support.

When the child and the adult have done a piece of work together, they both get a
sticker as a visual reminder of the working time together. Both the child and the adult
getting a sticker for working together is referred to in the case study as ‘mirroring
activities’.

The photo is of the adult’s sticker lanyard. Worn by the member of staff, the lanyard
serves as a visual reminder to the child that the adult is ‘always keeping them in mind’
even when they are not together.



Removing barriers to Disorganised Attachment

Skill Needed for Transition
To be able to ‘continue with positive relationships with peers’.

This resource is focussed on self-regulation strategies which the child uses throughout
the day.

Removing barriers to Disorganised Attachment

Skill Needed for Transition
To be able to ‘continue with positive relationships with peers’.

Constructively discussing feelings — support from an adult



Removing barriers to Insecure Attachment
This space was designed to be a quieter place within our school.

Skill Needed for Transition
To learn to ‘feel safe’ and secure in school and ready to learn.

The purpose of the space is to support children with the process of feeling safe and
secure in school.




