10 Classroom Changes That Keep Pupils in School
Simple strategies to prevent school avoidance before it starts

Small changes to your classroom environment and routines can make the difference
between a pupil thriving or avoiding school altogether. These adjustments work because
they reduce anxiety triggers whilst building confidence and connection. Most cost nothing
and can be implemented immediately.

When pupils feel safe, predictable, and capable in your classroom, their underlying anxieties
about school naturally decrease. These evidence-informed strategies focus on prevention
rather than crisis intervention.

1. Create predictable daily routines

Anxiety often stems from uncertainty about what's coming next. When pupils know exactly
what to expect, their nervous systems can settle into learning mode rather than survival
mode.

Start each lesson the same way - perhaps with a brief check-in or review of the day's
structure. Display the lesson outline visibly and refer to it throughout. End with a consistent
routine that previews what's coming next. This predictability becomes a safety net for
anxious minds.

Suggested script: "Good morning, everyone. As always, we'll start with our five-minute
review, then move into today's main topic, and finish with reflection time. You'll see today's
plan on the board."

Implementation tip: Create a visual daily schedule template that you can quickly fill in and
display at the start of each lesson. Keep the same format but change only the content.

2. Offer multiple ways to participate

Traditional participation models can feel threatening to anxious pupils. Create various
pathways for involvement that don't rely solely on speaking aloud to the whole class.
Use written responses, small group discussions, thumbs up/down signals, or digital
platforms where pupils can share thoughts anonymously. This removes the performance
pressure whilst still ensuring engagement. Some pupils will gradually build confidence to
participate more openly.

Suggested scripts: "You can share your answer by writing it down, telling your partner, or
giving me a signal" or "There's no wrong way to join in today's discussion."

Implementation tip: Introduce three participation options at the start of term and use them

consistently. Display these options visually so pupils always know their choices without
having to ask.
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3. Build in regular breaks and movement

Long periods of focused attention can overwhelm pupils who are already managing
underlying anxiety. Short, purposeful breaks actually improve learning outcomes and
prevent the buildup of stress that can trigger avoidance behaviours.

Incorporate two-minute movement breaks, brief mindfulness moments, or simple stretching
into lessons. This isn't lost learning time - it's investment in sustained attention. Position
these as normal parts of learning rather than rewards or special accommodations.

Suggested script: "Time for our learning break - everyone stand up and take three deep
breaths. This helps our brains process what we've just covered."

Implementation tip: Set a gentle timer for every 15-20 minutes as a reminder to pause and
reset. Have a standard set of three movement activities you can rotate through.

4. Establish quiet spaces within the classroom

Designate specific areas where pupils can go when feeling overwhelmed - a reading corner,
quiet desk, or calm zone. This prevents the need to leave entirely whilst providing immediate
relief.

Teach all pupils how and when to use these spaces appropriately. Frame them as tools for
self-regulation rather than punishment or exclusion. Ensure these areas feel safe and
contained, not isolated or exposed.

Suggested script: "If you need a moment to reset, our calm corner is always available. Just
move quietly and rejoin us when you're ready."

Implementation tip: Set up the quiet space with soft lighting, comfortable seating, and
simple calming tools like fidget items or breathing prompt cards. Establish clear boundaries
about when and how it's used during the first week of term.

5. Use clear, consistent communication patterns

Pupils with school-related anxiety often struggle with processing information when stressed.
Consistent communication patterns reduce cognitive load and prevent misunderstandings
that can trigger avoidance.

Always give instructions in the same order: what we're doing, why we're doing it, how long it
will take, and what support is available. Use the same phrases for common situations. This

creates linguistic safety nets that pupils can rely on.

Suggested scripts: "In the next ten minutes, we'll be working on..." or "If you're stuck,
remember you can ask your partner, check the help sheet, or put your hand up for me."

Implementation tip: Write your standard instruction sequence on a small card and keep it
visible on your desk. Practice using the same phrase patterns until they become automatic.
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6. Implement gentle accountability systems

Traditional behaviour charts can increase anxiety for vulnerable pupils. Instead, create
private systems that help you monitor wellbeing whilst building trust and connection.

Use simple check-in systems like private hand signals, colour-coded cards pupils can display
discreetly, or brief one-to-one conversations. Focus on understanding rather than
compliance. This prevents small anxieties from growing into avoidance patterns.

Suggested script: "I'm going to check in with everyone individually today. When | stop by
your desk, just let me know how you're finding the work - thumbs up, sideways, or down."

Implementation tip: Develop a private signal system with individual pupils - perhaps a
thumbs up/down behind their back to indicate how they're feeling. Use this consistently at
the same time each lesson.

7. Adjust assessment and homework expectations

Pupils avoiding school often fall behind, which creates a cycle of increased anxiety about
returning. Flexible assessment approaches break this cycle whilst maintaining academic
standards.

Offer multiple ways to demonstrate learning - oral presentations, projects, written work, or
practical demonstrations. Consider shorter, more frequent assessments rather than high-
stakes tests. Provide clear success criteria and opportunities to improve work.

Suggested script: "There are several ways you can show me what you've learned. Let's find
the approach that works best for you - we could try a written piece, a presentation to me, or
a creative project."”

Implementation tip: Create a simple menu of assessment options that you can offer to
pupils. Include time limits and success criteria for each option so pupils can make informed
choices.

8. Foster positive peer connections
Social anxiety often underpins school avoidance. When pupils feel connected to classmates,
school becomes a place of belonging rather than isolation.

Use varied grouping strategies, partner work, and collaborative projects that allow pupils to
interact in low-pressure ways. Teach social skills explicitly and model inclusive behaviour.
Address exclusion or unkindness immediately and clearly.

Suggested script: "Today we're working in pairs. I'm going to assign partners to help
everyone work with different people. Remember, good partners listen, share ideas, and help
each other succeed."

Implementation tip: Change group compositions regularly using structured methods

(counting off, birthday months, random draws) rather than letting pupils always choose. This
prevents friendship cliques from excluding anxious pupils.
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9. Maintain consistent expectations with flexible approaches
Pupils need to know that you believe in their capabilities, but they also need accessible
pathways to success. This balance prevents learned helplessness whilst reducing
overwhelming pressure.

Clearly communicate non-negotiables (respect, safety, effort) whilst offering flexibility in
how these are demonstrated. Provide scaffolding and support without lowering
expectations. Celebrate progress and effort alongside achievement.

Suggested scripts: "The expectation stays the same - showing respect to everyone. How you
do that might look different for each person" or "l know you can do this, and I'm here to
help you find your way."

Implementation tip: Create a visual display of your non-negotiable expectations and refer to
it regularly. When providing individual support, always link back to these consistent
standards.

10. Plan proactive re-entry support
When pupils have missed school, returning can feel overwhelming. Proactive planning
prevents single absences from becoming extended avoidance patterns.

Create simple re-entry protocols: brief catch-up conversations, essential work summaries,
and buddy systems for missed content. Focus on connection before curriculum. Make
returning feel easier than staying away.

Suggested script: "Welcome back. Before we worry about catching up on work, tell me how
you're feeling about being back today. We'll take things one step at a time."

Implementation tip: Keep a simple template for missed work that highlights the most
important points rather than overwhelming pupils with everything they've missed. Have this
ready to use immediately when pupils return.

Please feel free to use and share this resource with appropriate credit.
For enquiries about working with Pooky, email ellie@speakingofbooks.co.uk
To access online courses and resources, visit: pookyknightsmith.com
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