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Department for Education call for evidence 

Behaviour management strategies, in-school units, and managed moves: Centre 

for Mental Health response, August 2021 
 
About Us 

Centre for Mental Health is an independent not-for-profit organisation dedicated to eradicating 

inequalities in mental health. Our research, analysis and evaluation work seek to inform policy 

and change practice in pursuit of social justice and equality for mental health.  

Summary 

This paper is submitted as the Centre’s contribution to the Department for Education’s (DfE) call 

for evidence on behaviour management strategies, in-school units, and managed moves. We 

welcome the opportunity to contribute to the Department’s work on this important area and 

share our relevant research in relation to behaviour management strategies. 

Centre for Mental Health are members and the host organisation of the Children and Young 

People’s Mental Health Coalition and we therefore also endorse the submission made by the 

Coalition. 

Our research finds there are close links between pupil’s behaviour, mental health, and 

educational outcomes. This call for evidence presents a crucial opportunity to recognise these 

links and introduce effective measures to promote positive behaviour, inclusion, mental health, 

and wellbeing.  

Our key recommendations: 

• The Department for Education should take an evidence-based approach in assessing and 

responding to the scale of behaviours that challenge in education settings. 

• The Department for Education should clarify how policy initiatives on behaviour, mental 

health and SEND are aligned and add value to effectively meet the needs of children and 

young people with multiple or complex needs. This should include aligning and 

streamlining guidance on mental health and behaviour. 

• The Department for Education should publish nationally agreed definitions of the 
different types of restrictive interventions approved in education settings. This should be 
accompanied by guidance on the various risks to children of different forms of restrictive 
interventions, based on up-to-date research evidence, and should explicitly state that 
these measures should be used as a very last resort.   

• The Department for Education should undertake and publish an Equality Impact 

Assessment for this call for evidence on behaviour in schools, and for their wider 

initiatives and policies focused on behaviour in education, including the assessment on 

the roll out of Behaviour Hubs.   
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• A cross-government approach is needed to tackle the causes of behaviours that 

challenge recognising that deprivation closely correlates to emotional and behavioural 

problems, children with diagnosed and undiagnosed SEND can present with behaviours 

that challenge, systemic, and direct discrimination based on ethnicity, sexuality or other 

protected characteristics can lead to behaviour issues or disproportionate sanctions.  

• The Department for Education should ensure that there is national implementation of a 

whole school and college approach to mental health and wellbeing, that is well 

resourced. Trauma-informed approaches should be integrated within such approaches. 
 

1) The scale of the issue 
1.1. While there is evidence to highlight concerns about pupil behaviour and its impact, it is 

important not to overstate problem and risk introducing potentially counter-productive 

punitive measures that alienate many pupils and worsen their outcomes. 

1.2. A late 2019 Education Endowment Foundation Improving Behaviour in Schools Evidence 

Reviewi highlighted Ofsted data indicates that behaviour in schools is generally good 

with Ofsted giving 85% of all schools overall ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ ratings (Ofsted, 

2019a) for behaviour. Also, from a teacher voice survey (Department of Education, 2018) 

the majority of senior leaders (86%) rated behaviour as ‘good’ or ‘very good’. The 

behaviour from most children and young people in most schools is therefore considered 

good. 

1.3. The latest National Foundation for Educational Research surveyii of senior teachers found 

that on return from lockdown some pupils’ behaviour is better than before the pandemic. 

The survey found that the main reasons for poor behaviour are a lack of social skills and 

pupils ‘acting out’. Several leaders point out that behaviour is often a sign of underlying 

issues, such as pupils experiencing trauma and being unable to self-regulate or 

communicate their feelings in more appropriate ways. These issues have been 

exacerbated by pupils’ experiences during lockdown. Several leaders feel it is 

inappropriate to respond to these as purely behavioural issues because they view 

‘behaviour is a communication tool’ (i.e., pupils are communicating their distress 

through their actions). 

Recommendation: The Department for Education should take an evidence-based approach in 

assessing and responding to the scale of behaviours that challenge in education settings.  

2) A coordinated departmental approach to behaviour, inclusion, mental health, and 
wellbeing 

2.1. Whilst the links between behaviour, mental health and attainment are well recognised 
within the department’s own research and guidance, this is not clearly represented 
within current departmental workstreams.   

2.2. We echo concerns raised by the Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition 

regarding divergent approaches towards behaviour, wellbeing and Special Educational 

Needs and Disabilities (SEND) provision. We know that it is often the same groups of 

children and young people who require support delivered through these respective 

programmes. 
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2.3. As highlighted by the Coalition, departmental advice to schools appears to promote 

competing narratives on mental health and behaviour. For example, the ‘mental health 

and behaviour in schools’ guidance recognises that behaviour can be the result of 

underlying factors, and states that where there are concerns about behaviour the school 

should trigger an assessment to determine these factors.iii This guidance also advocates 

that approaches to behaviour should form part of a whole school approach to mental 

health and wellbeing.   

2.4. This is in direct contrast to the behaviour and discipline in schools guidance which 

advocates a sanction-based approach where ‘poor behaviour’ has been identified and no 

reference is made to the links between mental health and behaviour.iv 

2.5. Further consideration should be given to ensure that departmental initiatives and 

guidance are closely aligned to maximise benefits for children and young people.   

Recommendation: The Department for Education should clarify how policy initiatives on 

behaviour, mental health and SEND are aligned and add value to effectively meet the needs of 

children and young people with multiple or complex needs. This should include aligning and 

streamlining guidance on mental health and behaviour.  

3) Trauma, challenging behaviour, and restrictive interventions in schools 
3.1. We are concerned about current proposals for school-wide punitive and ‘zero-tolerance’ 

approaches to address behaviour and discipline within education settings. 

3.2. Last year, we undertook a literature review to examine the links between challenging 

behaviour, trauma, and restrictive interventions.v The use of restrictive interventions in 

schools such as the use of seclusion, restraint, and exclusions in schools form a major 

part of school’s response to behaviour. Thousands of young people are subject to some 

form of restrictive intervention in schools in England every year for challenging 

behaviour.vi These measures can have a negative impact on children and young people’s 

mental health, especially in young people who have experienced trauma. For example, 

exclusion and seclusion can echo relational trauma and systemic trauma, while physical 

restraint can echo physical and sexual abuse. As a result, these interventions may cause 

harm and potentially drive even more challenging behaviour as illustrated in below 

diagram.vii 

3.3. Figure 1: Trauma, challenging behaviour, and restrictive interventions. 
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3.4. What is more, the use of such interventions disproportionately impacts on specific groups 

of children and young people, with Black Caribbean and special educational needs.viii  

3.5. According to general guidance, restraint and seclusion should only be used as a last resort 

when there is real possibility of harm to the child, staff, or others, and then it should only 

be for the shortest time possible using the least restrictive means possible (e.g., DH, 

2014; NHS England, 2015; NCCMH, 2015; NICE, 2015a; NICE, 2015b; Ofsted, 2018, HM 

Government, 2019)ix. 

3.6. Guidance also does not limit how long a young person can be kept in isolation or the 

number of days they can be sent to an isolation booth in a single term, leading to a variety 

of practices across schools. There is no legal requirement for schools to monitor restraint. 

While the Department for Education collects and annually publishes national data on 

exclusions, there is no equivalent data set for restraint and seclusion.x The Centre 

therefore also echoes calls from the mental health charity, Mind, to ban the use of 

isolation as a disciplinary measure.   

Recommendations:  
• The Department for Education should publish nationally agreed definitions of the different 

types of restrictive interventions approved in education settings. This should be 

accompanied by guidance on the various risks to children of different forms of restrictive 

interventions, based on up-to-date research evidence, and should explicitly state that 

these measures should be used as a very last resort.   

• The Department for Education should require schools to publish a policy on the use of 

restrictive interventions, which is accessible to parents and carers. Such policies should 

explain the different types of restrictive interventions, how they should be recorded and 

monitored, and how restraint will be used as a last resort.   
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4) Behaviour management strategies: addressing inequalities   
4.1. The evidence around inequalities and disproportionality regarding the use of behaviour 

measures, such as school exclusion, are well established. The Government 

commissioned review into school exclusions lead by Edward Timpson confirmed that 

some groups of children and young people, including those on Free School Meals, those 

with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities, Black pupils and those from Gypsy, 

Roma and Traveller backgrounds were much more likely to be excluded than their 

peers.xi  
4.2. Because such interventions disproportionately impact on specific groups of children and 

young people, with Black Caribbean and special educational needs children more likely 

to be excluded than their peers it is important a proper Equalities Impact Assessment is 

carried out on any new policies that extend the use of interventions like these. 
4.3. Research finds that deprivation correlates to childhood emotional and behavioural 

problems: The research on the effects of neighbourhood disadvantage on childhood 

emotional and behavioural problems is significant and robustxii. Research using data 

from the UK Millennium Cohort Study (MCS), found that neighbourhood deprivation, 

measured with a general composite index of various forms of area disadvantage was 

related positively to trajectories of emotional and behavioural problems in early and 

middle childhood (Flouri et al., 2015; 2016).xiiixiv  
4.4. While we recognise that reducing poverty is beyond the scope of this call for evidence, 

there is strong evidence to suggest that is deprivation causes and exacerbates poor 

behaviour and it is worth addressing on a cross-government basis. 

Recommendations:  
• The Department for Education should undertake and publish an Equality Impact 

Assessment for this call for evidence on behaviour in schools, and for their wider 
initiatives and policies focused on behaviour in education, including the assessment on 
the roll out of Behaviour Hubs.   

• A cross-government approach is needed to tackle the causes of behaviours that 

challenge recognising that deprivation closely correlates to emotional and behavioural 

problems, children with diagnosed and undiagnosed SEND can present with behaviours 

that challenge, systemic, and direct discrimination based on ethnicity, sexuality or other 

protected characteristics can lead to behaviour issues or disproportionate sanctions.  
 

5) A whole school and college approach  
5.1. We need to support schools to respond effectively to behaviour. This means creating safe 

and inclusive school environments for children and young people have been through 

traumatic experiences and offering help to those who are struggling most.  

5.2. Research conducted by Centre for Mental Health and the Children and Young People’s 

Mental Health Coalition found that building on the protective factors in a school 

environment is important in both managing behaviour and promoting children’s overall 

wellbeing.xv 
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5.3. Schools can reduce exclusions and the use of other punitive approaches in the longer term 

by promoting belonging, wellbeing and implementing a whole school and college 

approach to mental health.  

5.4. A whole school and college approach is crucial in ensuring every pupil is recognised and 

valued. It takes a universal, school-wide and multi-component approach to the promotion 

of children and young people’s wellbeing and mental health. 

5.5. Trauma-informed practice is a crucial element of a whole school approach to mental 

health. Such approaches seek to minimise the trauma-causing potential of the school 

environment. One aspect of this is using less emotionally harmful alternatives to 

restrictive interventions. A trauma-informed school also seeks to maximise the healing 

potential of the school environment. One way of doing this is through education, teaching 

young people about mental wellbeing. Another way is by creating a positive ethos, 

providing young people with a direct experience of reliable attachment figures and a safe 

and caring environment. 

Recommendation: The Department for Education should ensure that there is national 

implementation of a whole school and college approach to mental health and wellbeing, that is 

well resourced. Trauma-informed approaches should be integrated within such approaches. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact us 

To discuss any element of this briefing, potential amendments to the bill or the mental health 

implications of any other aspect of the bill, please contact Ed Davie 07805 942 095 or 

ed.davie@centreformentalhealth.org.uk 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/promoting-children-and-young-peoples-emotional-health-and-wellbeing
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/promoting-children-and-young-peoples-emotional-health-and-wellbeing
mailto:ed.davie@centreformentalhealth.org.uk
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