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Westfield School opened in September 1996 as a 
primary special school for pupils with EBD.

It wasn’t complicated. 
We did a good job, 
but nothing changed.



By 2007, we were an SEBd school, and things were 
changing.

• Our rates of academic 
progress slowed.

• We lost our sense of 
community.

• Behaviour became highly 
challenging. 



No-one could tell us how to address needs, only 
strategies to get around them. 
So we kept doing more…
• More sanctions
• More rewards
• More teaching
• More “fun” as a community
• More being “nice” reasonable 

adults with consistent 
boundaries.

• More talking therapies, SEAL, 
Circle Time, buddy systems.

Impact …
• Progress slowed even further.
• Behaviour got worse.
• Staff got de-skilled.



We got involved into some research into 
callous-unemotional traits.

• We were introduced to executive 
functions and equifinality.

• Suddenly, things began to make 
more sense.



We started looking at what wasn’t effective in 
changing children and acted upon it. 
Our children couldn’t link cause and effect and delay 
gratification so we:
• Stopped talking.
• Got rid of sanctions, time out, telling off, pointing  out 

how they were making other people feel (expecting 
reciprocity, ‘restorative justice’).

• Got rid of medium term rewards e.g. golden time on 
Friday, reward play at the end of the day.

• Started giving specific needs designed feedback 
immediately.

• Gave immediate mini rewards.



Then we looked at what would take the place of 
all those things that were our bread and butter.

How do you teach? What do you teach?
National Curriculum relies on 
development and use of EF 
to apply, generalise and 
build on skills, knowledge 
and understanding. 



The problem came when…
• Some staff wanted/needed 

reciprocal relationships.
• Some staff found it really difficult to 

adapt their delivery of the curriculum 
into “teaching forensically”.

• Some teachers felt deskilled. How to 
prove you have an impact when 
progress in learning and behaviour is 
rarely in a straight line?

• We removed the crutches that some 
staff used to “be in control”. They 
wanted/ needed to use sanctions to 
feel like they had power.
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The problem came when…
A class of 8 Year 4’s.
• Child A is ASd and wants no 

change, reduced 
communication and low 
stimulation.

• Child B is ADHd and wants 
novelty.

• Child C is ASd and doesn’t 
notice or adapt to any new 
information. 

• Child D is SLCn and needs loads 
of visuals. 

• Child E is EBd and wants to be 
friends with everyone.

And so on…. 



The Specialist Learning Curriculum was born.
Focus on discrete teaching of:
• Attentional control
• Inhibitory control
• Working memory
• Goal oriented thinking skills
• Recognition of emotions and 
arousal

• Response to arousal / 
processing states

Generalise and embed that 
teaching:
• Working memory 
opportunities throughout the 
curriculum

• Selecting, using and 
disregarding information and 
concepts through a task.

• Finding the right activity in 
Quiet Time to get yourself 
organised for effective 
learning.



We found a common language to use with 
therapists which led to more effective learning for 
children.

Working memory deficits led to 
difficulties with phonological 
processing. How we and the 
speech and language therapist 
worked on phonics, speech 
sound production and auditory 
discrimination changed.

Children with poor attentional 
control didn’t notice when 
they became overloaded or 
over aroused, or why. We 
worked with the occupational 
therapist on modulation and 
sensory processing differently.

Children with “spiky” profiles didn’t form attachments in 
an organised way. We started to work with CAMHs 
differently. 



We were teachers, so we had to have levels to 
assess and track progress against. 





We had to involve the children.

They came up with:

 

1 

 Calm 

Angry Happy 

Unhappy 

High arousal 

Low arousal 

Positive Negative  
2 

4 
3 

2 

5 

4 
3 

2 

5 5 
4 

3 

2 

5 
4 

3 

1 



We group children according to a profile of 
needs instead of chronological age.

e.g. Jupiter Base (KS2)

• SEMh
• Disorganised attention 
patterns leading to overload.

• Speech and language 
difficulties

• Working memory deficits
• Reactive/instrumental 
behaviours

• Inconsistent cognitive profiles



Example : Jupiter 1
Needs Profile

• Difficulties maintaining 
relationships, 

• reactive behaviours due to 
low level apparent 
emotional lability, 

• inconsistent cognitive 
profile reduces functional 
performance, “scatter” 
attentional control, 

• inhibitory control deficits, 
• working memory deficits.

Class provision
• Specific sensory approach to organise 

cognitively
• Focused learning on recognising 

physiological changes due to emotions 
throughout the curriculum

• Noticing and selecting relevant information.
• Holding information in mind to attain a short 

term goal academically and behaviourally
• Stop button learning games and filtering out 

irrelevant information
• Cause and effect processing throughout 

the curriculum and debrief across the day. 
• Working memory activities to teach and 

embed core vocabulary and concepts



We group children according to a profile of 
needs instead of chronological age.

e.g. Mars Base (KS2)

• Social cognition and 
communication

• Sensory processing
• Mostly rigid attention patterns
• Particular speech and 
language difficulties.

• Spiky working memory profiles



Example : Mars 1
Needs profile

• highly sensory, 
• rigid attention patterns, 
• clear strengths in visuo-

spatial working memory 
against clear deficits in 
verbal working memory, 

• semantic difficulties,
• sequencing inconsistencies

Class Provision
• Environmental control and sensory aids.
• Visual prompts for taught behavioural 

responses
• Sensory activities linked to specific triggers 
• Working memory activities focused on 

verbal strand
• Classification of concepts and language, 

including broadening attentional control 
to adapt to new information

• Specific cause and effect, planning and 
noticing patterns within social behaviours 
and academic learning. Will move onto 
adapting and changing plans in light of 
new information after Easter.



Grouping children this way allows us to:
• Directly and discretely provide learning activities within the 

Specialist Learning Curriculum that address the identified 
underlying needs.

• Provide embedded opportunities to generalise and apply learning 
from those activities using the National Curriculum as a vehicle.

• Provide classroom environments, resources, teaching styles and 
social situations that reflect the needs profile of the class.

• Use responses to behaviours that reflect the needs rather than the 
behaviour or incident. 

• Fully understand the whole child rather than pockets of 
information about them. 

• Be rewarded by the progress they make in ways that might 
otherwise be missed. 



I notice when I’m 
getting jumbled 
up. I go to quiet 

time with a sorting 
puzzle. Then I feel 
like I can learn.

That feeling is 
worried? Really? I 
always got told I 

was angry.

I like it when 
someone says 
stop say and I 

can think. 

I never noticed 
what went 

wrong before. 
Now I can put it 

together. 

It’s easier now 
my stop think 
works. I only 
have to think 
about one 

thing at a time.
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What have we learned?
• Using labels and ‘Ds’ does not give staff the most effective 
strategies to use. 

• Understanding the whole profile of functioning and how 
different areas of cognition interact, is key.

• If it’s not working, don’t do more of the same.
• There is always an answer, the hard bit is working out what 
to do with it. 

“These students have been characterized as ‘actively 
inefficient learners’ (Swanson, 1989; Torgesen, 1982) because 
of their difficulties accessing, organizing and co-ordinating 
multiple mental activities simultaneously in academic areas...” 
Meltzer, Krishnan 2007 



Where are we now?
• An ethos and school culture that expects children to start from 
where they are, not where we think they should be. 

• No sanctions (and we’re looking to do away with rewards too!)
• Happy children that are learning, making better than 
expected academic progress and understand what they find 
easy and difficult about life.

• Very few incidents requiring physical 
management, damage or escalated 
adult control. 

• Expansion from 35 pupils to 55 in 18 months.
• Staff who feel skilled, positively challenged



In short…
Westfield now works for our children because we 
base our provision on a deeper understanding of the 
neuroscience-based profile of needs of each child. 


