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Spen Valley High School: Becoming an Attachment Secure school 
 
Introduction: 
Three years ago, against all key performance indicators our school was struggling; behaviour, attendance and 
student progress were all a cause for concern. The school had become a victim of chasing performance tables by 
using ‘gaming qualifications’ and had lost sight of our core purpose; improving the life chances of our students. The 
theory of how to improve was simple; as well as developing a high-quality curriculum and improving the quality of 
teaching, we believed the key lay in changing from our sanction-led behaviour policy to a trauma informed 
approach. The practice, on the other hand was much, much harder, especially convincing staff this was the right 
direction for the school, and it has taken courage, resilience and a LOT of hard work to implement the many changes 
we have since September 2018. These changes are documented below but don’t tell the full story of what we have 
done to change the ethos of the school. We are far from being the finished article but we know this approach takes 
time; there are no ‘quick fixes. It can be exhausting and challenging but we are already seeing ‘green shoots’ - not 
only are our students safer, happier and better behaved but they are also achieving more. As a teacher of 31 years 
and a Headteacher of 9, I believe this is singularly the most important thing I have been involved in professionally; 
this feels like we are doing something that is genuinely right and good. 

 
The journey so far: Key points 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In addition, the following training and research has taken place, both whole school and with key individual staff: 
- Reading key texts 
- In house training on restorative Approaches 
- Training delivered by Pivotal Education on behaviour (both whole school and with identified staff 
- ELSA Training 
- Therapeutic story writing 
- Emotion Coaching 
- Training on the Anxiety Curve 
- Further additional bespoke training 
  

Systems & procedures:  
- Changed from Sanction-led Behaviour Policy to one rooted in Trauma Informed Practices. This evolved into our 

new Relationship Policy (launched September 2021) - both staff & students were involved in the process of 
creating this. 

- Removed Isolation booths; replaced by Reflection, Restorative Meetings, Catch UP work and Community Service. 
 

COVID 
COVID 

COVID 

November 2021: Win ARC Alex Timspon Award 

 

June 2021: Work with Rees Centre & Hadley Trust 
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IMPROVED PROVISION:  

• Full curriculum review: To become attachment secure school, it is essential to have high quality teaching in 
place so that students enjoy lessons, and want to attend. They need to feel secure enough to try new things and 
of course make mistakes in a safe and protective environment. To be able to provide this, we have completely 
overhauled our curriculum ensuring it is aspirational, engaging, accessible and above all well taught. Where 
applicable we ask Curriculum Leaders to look at how they can incorporate attachment trauma awareness in the 
students’ learning.   

• Student Well Being Centre: This was opened in September 2019 and it is a place 
where students come if  they are meeting with our Inclusion Manager (Deputy 
DSL), our School Student Counsellor or meet with any specific outside agencies. It 
is a quiet space with two private counselling rooms. 

• Developed Personalised Learning Provision: This is not one specific room; 
instead, whilst there are several key spaces, it describes the range of bespoke 
support available to our students including; literacy and numeracy, bereavement 
counselling, meditation & relaxation; emotion coaching, zones of regulation, 
therapeutic story writing, Lego therapy, art therapy and access to the mainstream 
curriculum for those students who need to catch up with their work but are 
currently not able to access mainstream lessons.  

• Well Being Dogs: We have two well being dogs who work with our students. 
Steve is in school most days, whilst Ted is a less frequent visitor. We are also 
currently training up Ralph. These dogs are risk assessed, and a member of staff is 
always available when students are working with the dogs. They seem to have 
‘magic powers’ in helping a dysregulated student calm down or a sad student 
regain their smile. 

• Meet and Greet: Senior and pastoral staff meet and greet students at the school 
gates, and teachers are expected to do the same as they enter the classroom. This 
gives us an opportunity to check and see how the student is. Because we know 
our students well, we can see if they are calm and ready to start the day, or if we 
need to intervene and help them to re-regulate. 

• Sensory Room: This was opened in September 2021 and is a relaxing space, with 
soft lighting and furnishings, where students who are ‘high on the anxiety curve’, 
can calm themselves and re-regulate.  

 
THE IMPACT OF COVID-19: Whilst the pandemic has meant that we had to halt our face-to-face 
trauma informed training, the biggest barrier has of course been in being able to maintain good 
strong relationships with our students and our families. This has therefore, been a priority for 
us, and the following is a list of actions we have taken over the past 18 months. 

- Fortnightly wellbeing phone calls to ALL students; weekly to vulnerable students  
- Lots of individual communication with ley families 
- Socially distanced home visits where contact could not be made or where there were concerns 
- Regular keeping in touch tweets 
- Keeping in Touch You Tube Videos; made by our staff to our students. These focused on ‘fun, keeping in touch 

messages 
- A Letter & sunflower seeds sent to all students during lockdown two to let them know ‘We are thinking about 

you’ 
- Personal, face to face communication with home when bubbles closed; this enabled us to discuss any potential 

issues. 
- In summer holidays (2020) after lockdown 1, weekly home visits to 46 identified students and holiday activities 

for 23 vulnerable students. In summer holidays (2021), weekly activities held. 
- Food packages distributed where required, in addition to FSM vouchers. 
- School open during each holiday from March to December 2020 to support parents who are key workers, and 

those who are vulnerable. 
- Lockdown 1: Live tutor sessions introduced, for additional check in 
- Face to face sessions for identified year groups from June onwards 
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- All lessons delivered ‘Live’ during lockdown 2, thus allowing us to support students in their learning but also 
check their well-being. 

- Student’s supplied with laptops/dongles as required 
- All Schemes of Learning available on Google Classroom to support any catch-up learning 
- A common-sense approach to uniform on students’ return 
- Swift and effective communication and instructional videos on the new systems and processes before returning 

in Sept 2020 (to manage everyone’s anxieties) 
- Year 6 to 7 transition in the summer holidays. 
 
PARENTS/CARERS: To support our students it is essential that we also develop strong relationships with our families. 
Part of this is having good forms of communication with an early response to any queries; this helps allay any 
anxieties a parent/carer might have. We have a commitment to ensure an initial response to all enquiries within 
24hours. In addition, we have regular phone calls and face to face meetings with parents/carers. In some cases, it 
can be daily if this is what is required. We have also held Saturday SLT ‘surgeries’, where parents/carers could come 
and discuss any concerns. As we have developed our trauma informed approach the need for this has reduced. Prior 
to lockdown, as we started our journey to become an attachment secure school we held a Parent/Carer Information 
evening on Attachment Trauma. 
 
STAFF WELL-BEING: We appreciate that when you give students ‘permission’ to express their trauma it can lead to 
them expressing this in different ways which may include dysregulation. This is much harder to manage than simply 
‘kicking students’ out. Therefore, we have a wide range of support for staff including: 
- After school staff relaxation and meditation sessions 
- A comprehensive wellbeing programme including: menopause workshops, men’s mental health; stress 

management; ‘burnout’ 
- We employ a staff counsellor  
- External counselling for specialised support (EHC) 
- ‘Welcome Packs’ for all new staff 
- Bespoke CPD for all staff; including a wide range of online training to fit in with colleagues’ time 
- Coaching for all middle leaders 
- The opportunity to develop and progress with NPQ available 
- Additional non-contact above the recommended 5% 
- Individual personalised support as needed   
 
PARTNERSHIPS: We are continually reflecting and looking to adapt our practices through our networks, and through 
research to support our students, families and the community.  
- We continue to have links and work with Hope School in Liverpool  
- We regularly support other schools to prevent permanent exclusions across the LA by providing, respite 

placements and managed transfers  
- We are part of the Red Kite Teaching School Alliance and share with colleagues our attachment aware work, 

including meeting with ITT students on their SCITT programme.  
- We worked with The Rees Centre to showcase our close links with Kirklees and to be part of a study to create a 

suite of materials that will be shared widely with other local authorities, national policymakers and other 
stakeholders.  

- The Headteacher and Assistant Headteacher have joined the LA Educational Psychologist Team in delivering a 
presentation to other schools who are in Wave 2 of the Alex Timpson Programme in Kirklees.  

- We are in the early stages of supporting the West Yorkshire Adversity, Trauma and Resilience (ATR) programme. 
The aim of this work is to support young people to be able to access and receive integrated support from a range 
of professionals across health, education, social care, youth justice, the police and the voluntary sector to ensure 
that their needs are met in a co-ordinated way.  

IMPACT: 
✓ Improved quality of teaching, leading to improved student engagement 
✓ Significant reduction in the number of lesson removals 
✓ Significant reduction in the number of detentions 
✓ Significant reduction in the number of fixed term exclusions 
✓ Improved staff retention (2020/21 saw the lowest number of staff leaving in 9 years) 
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✓ Improved student outcomes (CAGS were awarded following a robust process) 
✓ Improved staff/student relationships 
✓ Improved student feedback (See below) 
✓ NB: Comparisons for attendance cannot be made because of high cases of Covid over the past 2 years. 
 
EXTERNAL VIEWS: Feedback from External Review of Leadership, April 2021: 
- Feedback on students’ attitude to learning and behaviour in school are also positive. They say it is much 

improved and there is less tension in school as a result. Students no longer exhibit ‘extreme’ behaviour and 
lesson call-outs to remove students are significantly down this year. The work introduced to support the Alex 
Timpson restorative practice model is having a beneficial and tangible impact. Middle leaders report that it has 
changed student mind sets and keeps students involved in their learning. 
 

- Vulnerable students spoken to talk positively about their school experiences and how the school has supported 
them to improve. They could all identify and name staff with whom they have a good working relationship. One 
had appeared in a promotional video with the headteacher on restorative practice.  

 
- One student was clear that a key improvement was ‘getting rid of detentions’. She felt the school was now 

meeting her needs and summed it up by saying, ‘it is a good school because it cares’. Another boy who had 
recently transferred from another school said there were fewer interruptions at Spen Valley High School and that 
is Mum could see that he was now enjoying his time at school. 
 

- Student movement around the school is calm and purposeful. Students are polite and willing to talk about their 
experience of school. Corridors and outside play areas are well supervised. Sensible decisions have been made by 
school leaders regarding school uniform choices and student year group ‘bubbles’ given the pandemic. 
 

- One group of Year 10 students were able to reflect on the improvements they have seen in behaviour over their 
time at the school. Previously, the school was ‘shouty' and that there used to be a lot of pushing and shoving on 
corridors. Students reported that they felt the behaviour was ‘good’ and that there was little disruption seen in 
their lessons. 
 

- Students are clear that safeguarding is a strength of the school and identified the school’s work around mental 
health well-being as being a real strength. 
 

- It was very clear that all the students spoken to feel safe in school, trust adults and can name the staff, including 
the safeguarding leads, they would go to if they, or their friends needed advice and support. They said that the 
staff are ‘good’ and always ‘friendly’. 
 

- Students feel safe in school and know that older students will help and support them. They universally agree that 
they would recommend the school to others. 

 
In addition to the positive responses in our parent/carer survey (Jan 2021) we have also received many emails and 
cards from parents/carers praising the support we give students.  
- Year 11 student’s Carer: “I wanted to thank you and all your staff, particularly those who have supported M and 

myself through difficult times both for us and yourselves. M has many demons giving her extra hurdles to 
overcome in life and I know I can be a pushy and protective grandparent (since M’s mum died) BUT at every 
request, every email, every phone call and every meeting, M and I have been treated promptly and with respect, 
courtesy and reassurance. My questions answered, my request for support given, the advice both Mand I have 
received have made what could have been a very difficult time a more positive experience, enabling M to flourish 
in her experience at Spen Valley High School. I cannot begin to know what the pressures have been on you and 
all your staff, in trying to manage the children’s education over the last 18 months but I suspect your workload 
has doubled. With all that incredibly your staff have found the time to support us… I hope now Mi will go on to 
college with the confidence you and your staff have engendered in her and continue to flourish. With the very 
kindest of regards and best wishes, LR (grandparent)  and MW.” 

- Year 9 Parent: “I wanted to write a note to appreciate all the efforts of you and your leadership team to put the 
mental health of students as the highest priority. Many claim this, but your actions evidence this”. 


