SNAP–B:  Relationships with adults

The socialisation that children experience today is very different from that experienced by their parents and grandparents. Differences include work and financial pressures on parents today, the tendency for families to live apart from their extended relatives, the increasing influence of the media and the secularisation of society. These factors combine to result in children learning to behave in very different ways. 

In the past, schools were perhaps dominated by a model of passive learning. Irrespective of children's personal knowledge and experiences, they came into school to sit still and have ‘knowledge’ poured into them (the ‘empty jug’ model). The ideas of Skinner dominated. Children’s behaviour was controlled through behaviour modification techniques. Times changed, though, with the growing influence of Piagetian thinking leading to ‘discovery learning’ and the ‘Plowden revolution’. Children were viewed as active participants in learning – they were seen as scientific explorers.

We do not know what the future world is going to be like, so how can we educate children for it? The world is changing much faster. Schools today tend to follow an active learning model. The ideas of Vygotsky are more influential and we expect children to work collaboratively, to share ideas, and give constructive feedback. Yet many children enter school without these prerequisite skills. The National Curriculum puts more pressures on both teachers and taught to succeed. For a significant minority of children, this is another stressor in their lives. For some, it is the first time they have been faced with clear boundaries and expectations – ‘stay there and finish that work’. It is natural for all children to wish to increase their own personal autonomy: doing what adults want them to do is anathema.

When these factors combine with some of the severe ‘at risk’ factors that some children face, there is a recipe for conflict. The ‘at risk’ factors include:

· inconsistent parenting

· family breakdown

· bereavement

· poverty

· physical neglect

· emotional/physical abuse.

The above represent only a few ‘at risk’ factors.

All children face challenges in their lives, but when several at-risk factors coexist, children are likely to be negatively affected. They develop behavioural, cognitive and emotional responses that help them to survive in the contexts where they live. These coping strategies become over-learned and over-depended upon. Whereas most children adapt their behaviour to the social context they are in, some bring the behaviours into all contexts.

For example, children who have in their head a subconscious notion that adults are negative and abusive will hit out in the classroom when a teacher insists that a piece of work is redone. Or children who have learned to think that they are ‘stupid’ will not readily engage in new learning challenges: they may mask their fear of failure with behavioural difficulties.

In learning contexts, many children face social, emotional and behavioural barriers to them succeeding. Through increased understanding, we as educators need to be able to view a child's behaviour as a form of communication from the child. A child may be telling us through their behaviour such messages as:

I need more attention.

I've been hurt.

I lack control.

and so on.

If we are able to make sense of their messages, the support we put in place is more likely to be effective in enabling them to access the curriculum. Sadly, it is often young people with SEBDs who most need the benefits of education that are excluded from it. But if adults can analyse rather than personalise the child’s behaviour, the adults will be less stressed by it and more confident in their efforts to support all children in being successful learners.

