
 

Avoidant Attachment Style 

 

An insecure avoidant attachment develops out of a relationship with a parent who, from the child’s        

perspective is consistently unresponsive and insensitive. This can be for a variety of reasons. In many  

cases the parent finds it difficult to cope with the child’s emotional needs and is not sensitive to those 

needs. Expression of those needs from the child tends to lead the parent to withdraw further. As a    

consequence the child becomes anxious when experiencing strong feelings and learns to minimize their 

attachment behaviours to remain close to the adult. This is expressed through undemanding behaviour 

with limited displays of emotional distress. These children also may demonstrate compulsively compliant 

behaviour being anxious to please and do things right.  As time goes on the child continues to be anxious in 

his/her relationships with others as they do not trust or believe that others have the ability to keep 

them safe or meet their needs in any way.  When things go wrong and when their anxiety rises they see 

no value in seeking support and rely upon themselves to regulate their feelings. If they cannot regulate 

these feelings and they become too intense they may start to exhibit often difficult behaviours such as 

refusal to cooperate or walking out of class or they may have sudden and inexplicable outbursts but soon 

appear to be as normal as they begin to self regulate again.  

 

These children are likely to have a negative self image and lack in self esteem as they interpret the lack 

of care to mean that they are somehow deficient or not worthy.  

“Adults are rejecting or intrusive. So when I meet you I will avoid or ignore you and 

look  after myself. I won’t be asking you for help no matter what I face. Love? Care? 

Why would I trust you? You have no idea what I need.” 
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How these children may present in class 

 Can be withdrawn and quiet, avoids adult contact. 

 Can be difficult to work with as often give nothing back and teacher feels rejected. 

 Relies on knowledge and ignores feelings to guide behaviours. 

 Generally appears more self-reliant and independent than expected for their age. 

 Reluctant to turn to adults when they need help. 

 Distress is denied or not communicated, avoids crying. 

 May try to take care of the teacher. 

 Can appear happy or settled much of the time – almost ‘too good’. 

 May show a sudden and apparently inexplicable tantrum which is quickly over.  Iceberg –   

emotions hidden under the surface. 

 Relatively isolated as they lack emotional engagement with other children or with adults. 

 Avoid intimacy. 

 May appear more focused on activities than on people. 

 Resistant to help from the teacher but also lack confidence in their own ability. 

 Focus more on what they can't do rather than what they can do. 

 Act with indifference to new situations. 

 Can have limited use of creativity. 

 Can show limited use of language. 

We must be careful to understand that these children and young people are showing us what they 

need.  They need attention, relationships and support in order to feel safe and to be able to learn 

and achieve in our schools.  They are not merely attention seeking or trying to upset us personally. 

 

 Heather Geddes       

illustrated the           

relationships        

between an              

avoidantly           

attached child, 

teacher and task 

with this learning  

triangle.  



 

Shame 

Also as a result of their poor experiences of care when infants, these children often 

develop a poor sense of self and a negative self image which exhibits itself as poor self 

esteem in school.   

These children expect to be “bad” people or not to be good at things and therefore    

struggle to take risks in school.  They will often be looking out for evidence that their 

self image is true and prove to be very “hypersensitive” when even small things go wrong 

and outbursts may occur.  

These outbursts occur due to the child experiencing very high levels of shame. Strong 

feelings of shame stimulate the sympathetic nervous system, causing a fight/flight/

freeze reaction.  Children/young people feel exposed and want to hide or react with 

rage, while feeling profoundly alienated from others. They may not be able to think or 

talk clearly and be consumed with self-loathing, which is made worse because they are  

unable to be rid of themselves.  

A child’s reaction in these circumstances tends to follow the pattern as illustrated by 

the Shield Against Shame. 

These children and young people need specialised and different support to other 

young people to help them begin to be more settled, behave more positively and be 

able to attend to learning within school. This is because many of the traditional or 

more behavioural strategies that teachers use to correct a child’s behaviour often   

inadvertently serve as proof to the child that they are “bad” and may actually cause 

shame, anxiety and  outbursts to escalate. 



How do we support avoidantly attached children and young people in school? 

 

Support the child to feel safe 

It is important to recognise the fear and anxiety that lie beneath behaviour so that the child can 

be appropriately supported.  Until children feel safe they will not be able to derive positive benefit 

from being in the educational environment. Clear structure, boundaries and routine in place and in a 

relaxing environment are best but this can be tricky in school. Adults also need to set the        

emotional tone, providing opportunities to co-regulate the child’s escalating arousal. Support during 

times of transition during the school day is especially important as times of change will escalate 

anxiety and therefore the child’s avoidant tendencies may escalate.  

  

Build a key relationship with the child 

Children need relationships in order to feel safe and will greatly benefit from the allocation of a 

key person who gets to know and understand the child and begins engaging the child in the          

relationship, helping the child to feel safe enough to trust and respond. The key person will know 

the child well enough to notice distorted as well as direct requests for help and will be aware of 

conditions that might throw the child, stepping in early to prevent escalating arousal. This key   

relationship will support emotional regulation and help the child when feelings of shame or anger 

threaten to overwhelm. The key person can also act as advocate or champion for the child.   

  

Support their emotional development 

We need to meet the emotional needs of children when meeting social and learning needs. Children 

with attachment difficulties are likely to be emotionally immature and to have only fragile control 

of emotional arousal, whether caused by excitement or anxiety.  We need to attune to the child to 

recognise and support feelings however these are displayed. When things get tricky we need to 

step in and provide co-regulation of emotion as required.  Children will not learn to recognise their 

own or the feelings of others until they have experienced a sensitive, regulating relationship.        

Experience of emotional regulation comes before understanding.  

  

Provide empathy and discipline 

Empathy is an important precursor to discipline—we need to discipline with empathy and not anger. 

E.g. “I can see you are cross, he knocked down your tower.“  Learning to follow rules; to understand 

what is acceptable and unacceptable behaviour arises out of the experience of an empathic,       

attuned relationship and as the adult comforts and helps the child regulate the feelings of shame, 

the child is learning what is socially acceptable. 

Children will need limited and simplified choices/consequences and help to understand cause and 

effect.  We need to provide explicit rules with predictable, logical and consistent consequences 

for unacceptable behaviour, in a calm and non-confrontational way ( Noticing and Wondering 

Aloud). The children will need support with their understanding of behaviour and its consequences 

and the impact of themselves on others and others on themselves; by providing an appropriate time 

for the child to feel in control the child will be supported to trust in and enjoy the adult being in 

charge .   

  



 
Insecure avoidant profile Interventions 

Attachment pattern develops out of a relationship with a parent who to the child is distant 

and rejecting. These children need help to focus on and express their feelings. 

 Withdrawn and quiet 

 Rely on knowledge and ignore feelings to 

guide behaviours 

 Generally appear more self reliant and  

independent than expected for their age. 

 Reluctant to turn to adults when they 

need help.  

 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. 

 Relatively isolated as they lack emotional 

engagement with other children or adults.  

 Avoids intimacy.  

 May appear more focused upon play or 

tasks than people. 

 Resistant to help from the adult but also 

lacks confidence in their own ability.  

 Focus more upon what they can’t do rather 

than on what they can.  

 Fear of failure. 

 Act with indifference to new situations. 

 Can show limited use of creativity and  

imagination. 

 Likely to be underachievers. 

 Limited use of language.  

 Find opportunities to nurture. 

 Encourage acceptance of adult taking care of 
hurts however minor. 

 Gently encourage them to feel good about 
themselves. cope with not being the best and  
with sometimes getting things wrong.  

 Teach the child in small groups as the child 
may find this easier. 

 Recognise that the child may need support to 
cope with proximity of an adult.  

 Arrange for older children to be buddies for 
younger children to support their development 
of relationships. 

 Allow some choice in content of play and      
activities.  

 Build the child’s ability to accept help        
gradually.  

 Help the child to experience being kept in 
mind - “I thought about you this weekend when 
…” 

 Structure games and activities with clear rules 
and  expectations. 

 Plan clear structured tasks with all materials 
to hand. 

 Use films and videos to help to describe    
characters‘ emotions to teach emotional       
literacy in a one step removed way - this is 
less intense. 

 Plan activities that support regulation of     
anxiety.  

 Avoid activities that are about winning and 
losing - focus on games/activities that are 
about having fun.  

 Keep adult support as subtle as possible (e.g. 
sitting at the table but not next to the child).  
Remember child/adult relationship is           
uncomfortable and threatening to them. 

 Use presence of another child to diffuse the 
potential tension between adult and child. 

 Talk about/focus on the task when in          
conversation with the child. 

 Set clear, well structured tasks, which enable 
the child to be self sufficient. 

 Set concrete rather than open ended tasks. 

Expressed need Hidden need 

I will do it by myself. 

I fear my need of you. 

I will push you away. 

I will not show my need for comfort and    

protection so I need you to notice this and 

help me to accept it in time. 



 

The strategies provided are mainly general strategies that can be used to support a child 

with an avoidant attachment pattern in school by the staff around the child or even the 

whole school.  There are also more specific strategies that can be put in place by the 

adults in the child’s more  immediate support network in school.  These include the use of a 

specifically trained Key Adult, use of the PACE (Playful, Accepting, Curious and Empathic) 

approach, use of a Safe Place, Relationship Based Play (Based on Theraplay principles). 

 

Relationship is the key.  So many interventions will need to centre around relationships and 

may lead to allocation of key adult. 


