
     
Disorganised Attachment        

This attachment pattern may develop out of a
relationship in which the parent /carer is frightened

of - or is frightening to the child

Behaviours that are barriers
to learning and successfully 

relating to others

Anxiety may present as 
controlling behaviour

Manipulative

May be overly 
compliant

Maybe aggressive 
- or conversely 

maybe withdrawn

May demonstrate highly 
compulsive or obsessive 

behaviours

May provoke, bully
or challenge

Often hyperaroused

May dissociate to deal
with excessive stress

- appeared "switched off"

May struggle 
in less or

unsupervised 
situations

Helplessness may 
present as 

omnipotence
May be very 

disruptive 

What they are feeling...

Anxious DistressedInsecure
Diminished range

of emotions

Afraid

Poor stress tolerance Resist attempts
to comfortStrong feelings are

overwhelming

Poor self esteem

Learning

Likely to be
underachievers

Possibly at very immature
stage of learningLikely to be 

anxious and 
inattentive

Resists attempts of 
teacher or others 
to help with work

Poor stress tolerance 
may impact on learning

Relationships

Controlling within peer 
relationships leading to 

lack of friends May bully or provoke

May be socially isolated
due to behaviours

Needs....
What teacher's can do to helpProvide periods of 

reduced stress, 
high security

Provide a calm,
predictable, low 
key routine to 
reduce stress

Help child to feel
physically safe and

secure

Use calm,
non-confrontational

responses + empathy

Have a "safe"
area/activity/object to help
student to feel emotionally

contained. Calm space with key adult

Plan concrete, mechanical activities
 to soothe over-aroused child eg

matching, ordering activities
sensory activities

Use rhythmical physical exercise 
and music to help aroused child to 

calm down (eg jumping jacks, cross crawl,
 line dancing, drumming)

When possible give
positive comments 
about achievement 
(behaviour or task)

Try to address class/group 
generally rather than directly 

at student

Be aware that when children are displaying a lot 
of controlling, manipulative and aggressive behaviour, 

or are overly compliant and withdrawn, they are signalling 
that they are feeling anxious, distressed and insecure

Disorganised Attachment

Golding, K. (2012); Bomber, L. (2007); Geddes, H. (2006)                                                                                                                            © Anne Maree Taney 2018

There are many reasons why a child may not develop secure attachment e.g. Mum suffering from post-natal depression, either parent suffering from 
mental illness including addiction, separation from the primary carer due to illness of parent or child, death of a parent, relationship breakdown,  
trauma (including intergenerational trauma & associated issues), lack or parenting skills, the parents experience of grief and loss etc.



Insecure Avoidant Attachment
This attachment pattern may develop out of
a relationship with a parent who is distant

and rejecting

Behaviours that are barriers
to learning and successfully

relating to others

Withdrawn and quiet

Rely on knowledge of rules 
and norms to guide behaviour. 

Ignores feelings

Appear more self-reliant and
independent than would be

expected for their age

Reluctant to turn to
adults for help

Act with indifference
to new siuations

What are they feeling...

Distress is denied or
not communicated

Can appear happy or
settled much of the time

If stressed may show a sudden and
apparently inexplicable tantrum

which is quickly over

Fear of failure

Emotionally distant 

Learning

Lacks confidence
in own abilityResistant to help

from teacher

Student tends to 
focus on what they 
can't do rather than 
what they can do

Limited use of 
creativity and 
imagination

Likely to be
underachievers

Limited use of 
language

Relationships

Generally isolated as they lack
emotional engagement with

other children or adults

Avoids intimacy

Appears more focused on
activities than people

Needs...
What teachers can do to help

Find
opportunities 

to nuture

Encourage the student to 
accept the adult taking 

care of hurts and upsets 
- even minor ones

Help develop positive self image 
- to feel good about themselves

Help to cope with not 
always getting things right 
and/or not being the best

Support student to cope
with the proximity of 

the adult

Design some level 
of choice into activities

Ensure games
have clear rules

Plan clear, concrete
structured tasks

Use questions which are
factual and precise

Use sorting objects and
building structuresUse TV, films, video to help

describe character's emotions

Plan activities that involve swinging,
rolling, spinning to help where low 

arousal is an issue

Initially focus on
games that are fun
- without winners or

losers

Insecure Avoidant Attachment
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There are many reasons why a child may not develop secure attachment e.g. Mum suffering from post-natal depression, either parent suffering from 
mental illness including addiction, separation from the primary carer due to illness of parent or child, death of a parent, relationship breakdown,  
trauma (including intergenerational trauma & associated issues), lack or parenting skills, the parents experience of grief and loss etc.



Insecure Ambivalent Attachment
This attachment pattern may develop out of a

relationship with a parent/carer who is
inconsistent and unpredictable

What are they feeling...

Separation AnxietyVery focussed
on feelings

Overly sensitive to
feelings of rejection

The constant need for attention
- particularly by adults

Behaviours that are barriers
to learning and successfully

relating to others

Poor understanding of 
cause and effect

Appear to constantly 
seek attention

Find it difficult to
follow rules and

structure in classroom

May act as class clown to
maintain adult attention

Tend to talk excessively

Relies on feelings rather than knowledge 
of rules and norms to guide behaviour

May escalate confrontation 
to hold attention of others

Learning

Continually seeking the
attention of the teacher

Focus is on relationship 
with adults in the 

classroom - rather than 
learning

Easily distracted  - 
difficulty focussing

/concentrating

Find it difficult to 
take responsibility for 
learning or behaviour

May view the teacher 
as all good or all bad 
- and may oscillate
between the two

Relationships

Highly dependent on 
adults in the classroom

May appear coercive or 
manipulative in relationships

Find it difficult to be by themselves - 
or in groups - without an adult

Maybe clingy and possessive 
making it hard to maintain 

friendships

Relatively isolated - lack reciprocal 
engagement with others (adults or children)

Needs.....
What teachers can do to help

A lot of attention, support 
and nuturing while also 

being encouraged to cope 
for short periods without 
your constant attention

Break tasks
into small 

steps

Use sand timer to 
help calm anxiety 

during short 
independent tasks

Provide a Transitional Object - 
to look after for a short while 

(Teacher attention replacement)

Notice child 
frequently

Increase separation
very gradually - allow to 
develop independence 

slowly

Plan calming and
regulating activities

Provide highly 
predictable 

routines and  
use visual 
timetables

Reliable consistent 
adult support
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There are many reasons why a child may not develop secure attachment e.g. Mum suffering from post-natal depression, either parent suffering from 
mental illness including addiction, separation from the primary carer due to illness of parent or child, death of a parent, relationship breakdown,  
trauma (including intergenerational trauma & associated issues), lack or parenting skills, the parents experience of grief and loss etc.



Secure Attachment                    
A child with a secure attachment will have had their

physical and emotional needs met promptly and
consistently.

What are they feeling....

Able to be soothed
if distressed

Generally confident

Feels worthy of love

Internal model of self that
is safe and secure

Learning

Confident to learn
and explore as appropriate

to developmental age

Able to problem 
solve

Ability to be 
attentive

Able to work in groups
or independently

Able to seek and 
accept help

RelationshipsPositive, open and engaged
style of interacting

Have a positive expectation that
significant others will generally be

accepting and responsive

Secure Attachment

Golding, K. (2012); Bomber, L. (2007); Geddes, H. (2006)                                                                                                                            © Anne Maree Taney 2018
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