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Children in Scotland was commissioned 
by the Scottish Government’s Pupil 
Support Staff Working Group to engage 
directly with children and young people 
with additional support needs.

 The intention was to further develop  
understanding of what is important to 
children and young people with additional 
support needs and how best to support 
them on their educational journey. 

This is to inform the vision and values 
for pupil support staff currently being 
developed by the Scottish Government 
and Education Scotland. It forms part of a 
wider Scottish Government engagement 
programme relating to pupil support staff 
in Scotland. 

From May to July 2022, we gathered 
views from children and young people 
with additional support needs. We 
used a number of approaches to collect 
this evidence including direct work, 
engagement packs and an online survey. 
We worked with partner organisations 
and parents and carers to facilitate this 
activity. 

The views provided by children and 
young people will contribute to Scottish 
Government and Education Scotland 
work to develop a vision and values for 
pupil support staff. 
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The Project



Introduction 

About Children in Scotland
Children in Scotland is the national 
network improving children’s lives. Giving 
all children in Scotland an equal chance to 
flourish is at the heart of everything we do. 
By bringing together a network of people 
working with and for children, alongside 
children and young people themselves, we 
offer a broad, balanced, and independent 
voice. We create solutions, provide 
support, and develop positive change 
across all areas affecting children in 
Scotland. 
We do this by listening, gathering evidence, 
and applying and sharing our learning, 
while always working to uphold children’s 
rights. Our range of knowledge and 
expertise means we can provide trusted 
support on issues as diverse as the people 
we work with and the varied lives of 
children and families in Scotland.

Additional Support for Learning

Additional Support for Learning is where a 
child may receive extra support in school. 
Enquire, the Scottish advice service for 
additional support for learning, say:‘A child 
is said to have ‘additional support needs’ 
if they need more, or different, support 
to what is normally provided in schools or 
pre-schools to children of the same age. 
Children might need extra help to be able 
to take part in school or get the most from 
their education.’1 

Scottish Policy Context 
Our engagement work for this project has 
been conducted at a time of change and 
reflection within Scottish Education. 

1 https://enquire.org.uk/parents/what-is-asl/
2 https://webarchive.nrscotland.gov.uk/web/20210425012928/  |  https://www.gov.scot/groups/additional-support-for-learning-re-
view/
3 https://www.gov.scot/publications/additional-support-learning-action-plan/ 
4 https://www.gov.scot/publications/putting-learners-centre-towards-future-vision-scottish-education/

The Education (Additional Support 
for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 (as 
amended) places legal duties on education 
providers to meet the needs of children 
and young people who require additional 
support. Ultimately, it underpins provision 
of additional support for learning in 
Scotland.

The Independent Review of the 
Implementation of Additional Support 
for Learning was conducted by Angela 
Morgan and published in 2020. This 
has subsequently fed into the Scottish 
Government’s Additional Support for 
Learning Action Plan23. Both documents 
recognise the importance of children and 
young people receiving the right support 
with their learning and emphasise the 
importance of support staff. 

In addition, Ken Muir recently published 
his independent review on education 
reform. The report, Putting Learners at 
the Centre: Towards a Future Vision for 
Scottish Education, has laid out a series of 
recommendations for reforming education 
in Scotland.4  Subsequently, further work 
has been taken to develop a national 
conversation on education in Scotland 
and to review the delivery of exams and 
assessments. Going forward change is 
expected in the constitution of national 
bodies involved in delivering assessment 
and improvement within education. 

Add to all this the ongoing impact of the 
coronavirus pandemic. Over the past two 
years, this has had a significant impact 
on the delivery of education and the 
experiences of children and young people. 

https://enquire.org.uk/parents/what-is-asl/
https://webarchive.nrscotland.gov.uk/web/20210425012928/ 
https://www.gov.scot/groups/additional-support-for-learning-review/
https://www.gov.scot/groups/additional-support-for-learning-review/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/additional-support-learning-action-plan/


It has caused uncertainty for and 
influenced how people could access 
additional support for learning as they 
moved between home and school-based 
learning. These issues were highlighted in 
the 2021 Inclusion Ambassadors report.5   
There was also a concern that the views of 
children and young people were not heard 
in decision making about education over 
this period.6 

What children and young 
people want 
Children in Scotland has delivered a range 
of participation projects in recent years 
exploring what children and young people 
want from education professionals. Since 
2017 we have been working with The 
General Teaching Council for Scotland  
to support children and young people’s 
input into the Professional Standards for 
Teaching. 

Across all our participation project we 
continue to hear about the  importance of 
relationship-based practice and nurture-
based approaches.7 

These findings have also been reflected 
in our ongoing work with the Inclusion 
Ambassadors, a group of young people 
with additional support needs from across 
Scotland who work to ensure the views 
of young people with additional support 
needs are heard in discussions about 
education policy. Throughout our work 
with them we discuss the importance of 
the right support and the role of adults 
within school.8  

5 https://childreninscotland.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/IA_Report2021_Final-pdf.pdf
6 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cee5bd0687a1500015b5a9f/t/628ce16c8300231cfa2cfc92/1653399920999/YS+Educa-
tion+Recovery+Report+2021+Final+%281%29.pdf

7 https://childreninscotland.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Children-In-Scotland-Review-of-Professional-Standards.pdf
8 https://childreninscotland.org.uk/inclusion-ambassadors/
9 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cee5bd0687a1500015b5a9f/t/628ce16c8300231cfa2cfc92/1653399920999/YS+Educa-
tion+Recovery+Report+2021+Final+%281%29.pdf
10 https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child

Similarly, the final report by the Education 
Recovery Youth Panel emphasised the 
importance of the right support being 
provided by adults in school.9  

Children’s Rights and Education 
– the role of pupil support staff 
Article 28 of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states ‘Every 
child has the right to an education which 
respects children’s dignity and their rights’. 

Article 29 adds detail to the right to 
education, supporting the development of 
the learner’s personality, talents, mental 
and physical abilities, cultural identity, and 
respect for the natural environment.10 

The Education (Additional Support 
for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 (as 
amended) aims to ensure that young 
people with additional support needs 
receive the support they  need and are 
entitled to and ultimately that children’s 
rights to education are realised. Changes 
to this legislation in 2018 gave children 
aged significant new rights to have their 
views listened to when decisions are made 
about their support.  

Pupil Support Staff are central to the 
delivery of this approach in practice 
and to ensuring that children and young 
people with additional support needs can 
participate fully in learning opportunities.

https://childreninscotland.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/IA_Report2021_Final-pdf.pd
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cee5bd0687a1500015b5a9f/t/628ce16c8300231cfa2cfc92/1653399920999/YS+Education+Recovery+Report+2021+Final+%281%29.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cee5bd0687a1500015b5a9f/t/628ce16c8300231cfa2cfc92/1653399920999/YS+Education+Recovery+Report+2021+Final+%281%29.pdf
https://childreninscotland.org.uk/inclusion-ambassadors/
 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cee5bd0687a1500015b5a9f/t/628ce16c8300231cfa2cfc92/1653399920999/YS+Education+Recovery+Report+2021+Final+%281%29.pdf
 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cee5bd0687a1500015b5a9f/t/628ce16c8300231cfa2cfc92/1653399920999/YS+Education+Recovery+Report+2021+Final+%281%29.pdf


Methodology

We have used a mixed methods approach 
to explore what school aged children and 
young people with additional support 
needs want from pupil support staff. 
This approach was directly informed by 
previous participation and engagement 
work undertaken by Children in Scotland.

Our engagement has had three key strands. 
In so far as possible we took an assets-
based approach and intended to identify 
what works well and what children and 
young people with additional support 
needs want from their pupil support staff. 

Direct Engagement (May-June)
We worked directly with 24 children 
and young people from across Scotland. 
This included young people involved in 
two national groups or services and two 
local groups. Participants were identified 
through Children in Scotland’s network.

Direct engagement sessions were delivered 
by Children in Scotland staff, with support 
from staff of the projects or organisations 
who worked with children and young 
people where required. Two sessions were 
delivered in person and two sessions were 
delivered online.

These sessions focussed on two main 
activities. Firstly, a Head, Heart and Hands 
activity was used to discuss the skills, 
qualities and actions of a good member 
of pupil support staff. The second activity 
focussed on overcoming challenges 
between young people and their support 
staff. We also discussed how support staff 
could deal with these situations. 

It is important to note that the engagement 
with Hyndland After School Club was not 
specifically intended to be with children 
with additional support needs. However, it 
was agreed that an early years perspective 
was important, which they were able to 
provide. 

Engagement Pack (May-June)
To engage with a wider range of children 
and young people we developed an 
engagement pack which supported 
practitioners to work with children and 
young people to gather their views. 

The pack provided a number of activities 
that could be completed by practitioners 
with children and young people who 
knew them best. These activities were 
intended to be considered a starting point 
for engagement and could be adapted 
to suit the preferences of children and 
young people.  Forty-five children and 
young people participated through the 
engagement pack. All responses were 
collated and sent to Children in Scotland 
staff. 

Survey (June-July)
A survey was  developed to ensure we 
heard from a wide range of children and 
young people. This survey was to be shared 
through parents and carers.It focused on 
the qualities of a good member of support 
staff in school as well as what people dislike 
in their support staff. 

Our intention was for this survey to be 
responded to directly by children and 
young people, with support from parents 
and carers if required. However, it became 
clear from some responses that parents 
and carers had responded on their own 
behalf.  As such the following exclusion 
criteria were created: 

Referring to parental needs (unless 
saying, ‘please talk to my parents 
about my needs) 

Use of ‘My Child’ (unless clearly 
communicating views of a nonverbal 
child) 

Outside age range  

•

•

•



A total of 150 responses were received. Of 
these, 106 responses were included in the 
final analysis. 

Further information on participants 
involved in the survey, and local authorities 
represented, can be found in Appendix 1 
(page 20-21). 

Analysis
Children in Scotland staff collated evidence 
from across the different methods of data 
collection. Evidence has been analysed 
thematically and synthesised in the findings 
section of this report. 

In section five we have compared this with 
findings from other work with children 
and young people and make a series of 
recommendations for the proposed values 
framework for pupil support staff in 
Scotland. 

Limitations
We are confident the approach taken for 
this engagement work was appropriate 
and provides an accurate understanding 
of what children and young people  want 
from their support staff. However, it should 
be acknowledged that the project was 
conducted during an extremely busy time 
of year for schools and children and young 
people themselves. The short turnaround 
time for submissions to our engagement 
work meant that many interested groups 
could not get involved. 



Participant data

We heard from a total of 176 children and 
young people across three  engagement 
methods.

We heard from children and young people 
aged 4-19 from across 27 of Scotland’s 32 
local authorities. A breakdown of numbers 
by each local authority can be made 
available on request. The local authorities 
who we did not manage to engage with 
include Orkney, Shetland, Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar, the Scottish Borders and North 
Ayrshire. 

Engagement packs and direct 
engagement
We worked with a total 70 children 
and young people through our direct 
engagement and the engagement packs. 

We worked directly with 24 children and 
young people. Nineteen of these young 
people in person across two sessions and 
five online across two sessions. 

Forty-five children and young people 
participated in the project through the 
engagement pack.  These submissions 
came from  five schools and a range of 
organisations. 

Through the direct work and the 
engagement pack we heard from one 
national group and  young people in 11 
local authorities. 

A breakdown of this information can be 
found in Table 1, below.

Organisation/ School / 
Group

Location Engagement 
Route

No of 
participants

Inclusion Ambassadors National In person 8
Hyndland After School Club Glasgow In person 11
My Rights My Say Glasgow Online 1
Stirling Young Carers Stirling Online 4
St Thoma Aquinas Glasgow Engagement Pack 6
Linwood High School Renfreshire Engagement Pack 16
Salvesen Mindroom Centre South Lanarkshire

North Lanarkshire
East Lothian
Edinburgh
West Lothian

Engagement Pack 6

Down Syndrome Scotland Fife
Angus
Edinburgh
Renfrewshire

Engagment Pack 5

St Catherine’s Primary 
School

Renfrewshire Engagement Pack 13

Total N/A N/A 70

Table 1: Partipants in engagement activity



Survey
We received a total of 150 responses to 
our survey. Forty-four responses were 
excluded from the data as they were 
deemed to be representing parent / carer 
perspectives. Exclusion criteria has been 
laid out in the methodology section on 
page 5. In total, 106 survey responses were 
included in the final analysis. 

We have included a breakdown of 
participants in the survey by age and 
local authority in Appendix 1 (please see 
page 20). Please note the numbers of 
participants in the survey by age is higher 
than the number of responses. This is 
because some parents engaged with two 
children before submitting. 



Findings

We have split our findings into six key 
sections:

• Nurturing approaches
• Relationships and knowling people       
as individuals
• Knowledge of support and school
• Communication
• Dealing with challenges
• Improvements to additional support

It is worth highlighting that what we heard 
from the children and young people 
involved in this engagement activities 
reiterates and add further weight to what 
is already well known -  that having the 
right support improves children and young 
people’s experiences of school. It can make 
people feel happier and safer in the school 
environment. We also heard that children 
and young people are more likely to feel 
welcome, respected and more independent 
as a result of receiving the right support. 

Children and young people told us that 
supportive pupil support staff can make 
them feel more motivated and put them 
in a better position to learn. This highlights 
the importance children and young people 
place on pupil support staff and the 
positive impact they can have if they get 
things right. 

Using these themes we highlight how 
children and young people want to be 
supported, what they  feel is needed to 
make this support work well and how they 
want people to interact with them.

“Awesome - it 
makes you feel 
really good that 
someone can help 
you learn” 
Engagement Pack

“If I didn’t have one 
I would be really 
sad and gloomy. 
I would not feel 
comfortable and 
safe”
Engagement Pack

“[Good support 
staff] makes me 
enjoy school and 
want to learn”
Survey



Nurturing approaches
The children and young people we heard 
from identified that they want their 
support staff to display a wide range of 
positive qualities that fit into a nurture type 
model. Appendix 2 (page 22)  provides a 
visualisation of some qualities highlight by 
children and young people in this project.

Patient, empathetic and understanding

It was obvious from across our work that 
children and young people want staff 
members to be patient, empathetic and 
understanding of their needs. They want 
staff to know about the challenges that 
they may be facing and to respond to these 
in a way that makes them feel listened 
to. They also want staff to be able to 
understand and recognise how they are 
feeling. These comments came up regularly 
across all our data collection and their 
importance must be recognised. 

“They know what support 
you need. Know what you are 
going through. They have to 
understand you as they need to 
know how you learn” 
Engagement Pack

It is also important to recognise that 
children and young people were aware 
of how challenging developing this 
understanding could be for support staff. 
They realised that staff might not always 
be able to tell how people are feeling and 
that some children may try to mask their 
emotions. What was important is that pupil 
support staff try to support them. 

“Sometimes it’s quite hard 
to tell what emotions people 
are feeling depending on the 
person. There are people who 
can hide their feelings and it’s 
difficult to tell”  
Engagement Pack

We heard about how  a lack of empathy 
and understanding was disliked by children 
and young people with additional support 
needs. They told us qualities they did not 
like included when support staff were quick 
to anger or were impatient with them. 
Participants also told us about how they 
dislike it when support staff are dismissive 
of them. We also heard about how children 
and young people do not want pupil 
support staff to do things that may single 
them out or highlight their differences from 
peers, such as taking them out of the class.

Being kind, welcoming and respectful

Participants in our research spoke about 
how they want support staff to be fun, 
kind and welcoming and to treat them with 
respect. They want staff to greet them 
kindly when they see them and to cheer 
them up when they are upset. For some 
children this might mean giving them a 
hug, however this depends on individual 
preferences.

“They cheer you up when you 
are sad. Make you feel better 
about yourself. [You have] a 
good bond if you can laugh 
with them”  Engagement Pack



“They would be happy to see 
me. If I am not happy that day 
they could give me cuddles or 
bring me my [...] comforter”  
Engagement Pack

Children and young people also used words 
such as happy, helpful and supportive. They 
spoke about how staff would be reassuring 
when they were struggling with work or if 
they were upset. Ultimately, this highlights 
the importance of displaying positive, 
nurturing traits in pupil support staff roles. 

It was also clear from our work that children 
and young people want staff to be socialble 
and  have fun with them. In their words, 
they welcomed when staff were able to ‘ 
have a laugh’ - though not to the point it 
distracts them from their work). Creating 
this relaxed environment was thought to 
help many children and young people. 
However, some children and young people 
were less keen  further emphasising the 
need to understand people as individuals. 

“I think it’s very important for 
them to not just see you as a 
job but see you as a person and 
be willing to have fun. Showing 
emotion is good”  
Engagement Pack

Getting the balance right

Children and young people indicated that 
they want support staff to work with them 
in assets focussed way. They do not want 
staff to over support them and do not want 
to feel like they are having things done for 
them.

“I prefer to be independent 
when I can” Engagement Pack

“I didn’t want someone to be 
standing next to me all the 
time. They make you feel 
“outed”, like you’re not capable 
of doing things on your own” 
Engagement Pack

Much of this relates back to the idea 
of knowing people as individuals and 
understanding the type of support people 
need with their learning. What support 
looks like for people will differ and it is 
clear that pupil support staff need to be 
committed to knowing people’s individual 
preferences.

“You don’t need to speak slowly 
and loud it’s embarrassing. I 
don’t like it when you draw 
attention to me. Just be a fun, 
cool person that everyone in 
the class likes so I don’t feel 
awkward when you are with 
me.”  Engagement Pack



Relationships and knowing 
people as individuals
It became clear  from  our engagement 
that children and young people with 
additional support needs want their pupil 
support staff to know them well and build 
meaningful relationships with them. We 
heard from many different young people 
that they did not want to feel like their 
additional support needs define them. 
They want support staff to relate to them 
as individuals and to take an interest in their 
life outside of school.  

“I think if they don’t know you, 
they’re not going to be helpful 
as they don’t know exactly 
what you may need.”  
Engagement Pack

By getting to know children and young 
people as individuals, support staff could 
demonstrate their commitment to those 
children and that they valued them for who 
they were.

“Important that they talk 
about things I like and what 
they do outside of school.”    
Engagement Pack

“Someone who talks to you 
and makes you feel like your 
time is worth it- not just doing 
it because it’s their job. They 
don’t sound like they’re talking 
off a script.”  Engagement Pack

For children and young people, this was 
about more than just feeling valued. 

Ultimately, they felt more confident that 
they would get the right support in school 
when people know and understand them. 
This is discussed in greater detail later in the 
section focused on individual learning and 
support needs. 

It is important to reflect that children and 
young people understand ittakes time to 
develop these relationships, which can 
sometimes be challenging. However, it is 
clear they want support staff to make the 
effort in this regard. They also wanted 
support staff to understand where the 
boundaries are. They did not want people 
to act like their friend or  try too hard to be 
‘cool’. 

Knowledge of school and 
support
While the children and young people we 
worked with did want their support staff to 
know them as individuals, they were  clear 
that support staff were there to  provide 
support with their learning. We heard about 
this both in the broad sense about being 
able to help out with class, the importance 
of knowing about additional support needs 
and also the importance of knowing a child’s 
individual support needs.

Supporting learning 

Respondents across the survey and the 
engagement pack were clear that support 
staff need to be able to provide support for 
learning in class. People want them to be 
able to support with work across a range of 
subjects, however they acknowledged they 
were not there to provide answers.

“They wouldn’t give the actual 
answer but would help me find 
the answer” Engagement Pack



“They shouldn’t be needed 
to tutor you or help with 
homework but they should be 
able to help you cope. They 
don’t need to be teachers. 
They should be willing to help 
and understand, even if they 
don’t know”  Engagement Pack

“They will have knowledge 
about different areas so they 
can answer questions”  
Engagement Pack

It was also important that they were able 
to try different ways to help people learn 
and to use various support materials. One 
young person identified the importance 
of finding what consistently works for the 
individual. Clearly it is important therefore 
to have a variety of options but to know 
what works for each learner. 

“They should have multiple 
different ways, just in case 
they can’t do one strategy 
one day. Doing whatever 
works is the important thing, 
rather than having a bunch of 
different ways to do it.” 
Engagement Pack

Knowledge about additional support 
for learning/additional support needs

Young people also wanted support staff 
to be well trained in additional support 
for learning. They wanted staff to know 
about the breadth of issues that people in 
the school may experience. This included 
knowledge and understanding about 
Autistic Spectrum Disorder, ADHD, 

sensory issues, learning disabilities or the 
needs of young carers, among others.

They highlighted the importance of being 
able to respond to challenges people may 
face because of their support needs, as 
well as understand how it affects their 
learning and their life more generally. 

We also heard how children and young 
people feel support staff should 
know about the range of different 
communication methods that are available. 
This could involve using Makaton signing 
or flash cards , such as  talking mats, to 
support communication, for example. 

Children and young people also told us 
about the need for support staff  to be 
willing to learn new things and to take on 
training to develop their skills, knowledge 
and understanding further. 

Knowledge about individual support 
needs

While young people want staff to have 
broad training on additional support needs 
it was clear  they also wanted support staff 
to have a knowledge of their individual 
needs, how they learn and any support 
plans that are in place.  

As discussed previously, children and 
young people with additional support 
needs do not want their needs to define 
them. They want to be seen as individuals 
and supported as such. 

They were keenly aware that what works 
for them might not work for someone else 
and vice versa. They felt that support staff 
should know about individual learning 
approaches that might work for them, 
issues that might be affecting children and 
young people outside school and factors 



that could make children and young people 
with additional support needs unhappy, 
anxious or upset. This included not singling 
people out or putting people on the spot in 
class. 

“The techniques that work 
with me don’t always work with 
others.  I am a person [and] not 
the same as some else who has 
my condition. I’m not trying 
to be bad or disrespectful or 
disruptive. Please treat me with 
respect and not shout at me.”   
Survey 

“They need to know me, what 
I struggle with, that I don’t 
like asking for help in front of 
people [or] being called out to 
answer questions.”  Survey

Some participants also highlighted that it 
caused issues when staff assumed all young 
people with additional support needs 
were the same and tried to use the same 
techniques or approaches with everyone. 
They wanted staff to respond to issues 
based on their individual needs and to 
work based on their support plan. 

Flexibility & Adapting

It was also obvious that for many children 
and young people they wanted their pupil 
support staff to be flexible and able to 
adapt to different situations. This involved 
finding new ways of learning but also trying 
different things to support children. 

Communication

Sharing information

Across our engagement with children and 
young people, we heard regularly about 
the importance of trust. This was often 
highlighted in relation to communication 
with other professionals, staff members or 
parents. 

We also routinely heard about the 
importance of good, and respectful, 
communication.  Children and young 
people told us that poor communication 
was often a key factor in relationship 
breakdown with support staff.

It is clear children and young peoplewant 
to have relationships with support staff 
where they can discuss issues without 
feeling like everything is going to be shared 
with others or escalated. They do not 
want smaller issues to be ‘blown out of 
proportion’. 

Participants in the engagement work 
understood that often support staff will 
have to share information with other 
staff members if there is a serious issue. 
Indeed, they wanted support staff to help 
them share information with teachers or 
other adults when appropriate/needed. 
However, they felt it was important to 
be told if this was happening and to be 
included in the discussions. If this could not 
happen, for whatever reason, they should 
see notes that are being shared about 
them. 

Approaching information sharing in a 
non-transparent way was thought to 
make young people less likely to bring 
issues forward in the future and to be less 
trusting of support staff and professionals 
more generally. 



Listen and respond

It was clear that listening to and then 
acting on what is heard was considered 
a key quality that support staff must 
have. Several respondents spoke about 
the importance of knowing how to 
listen to specific groups of children and 
young people who may have particular 
communication support needs.  

We also heard how young people wanted 
to be listened to about their support. They 
want staff to respond when they say that 
approaches are not working and to adapt 
their practice accordingly. 

Not listening to children and young people 
came up regularly as something that 
people disliked about pupil support staff. 

“When they think they know 
what to do instead of asking 
me.”  Survey

“When they tell me I’ll be fine 
and to stop being silly.”   Survey

No Shouting/Staying Calm

It was clear from the evidence we gathered 
that shouting is not well received by 
children and young people. This supports 
what we have heard from previous 
projects. 

We heard how people do not want to be 
shouted at by support staff when they 
have done something wrong but also that 
they do not like hearing when staff shout 
at other children and young people in the 
school. Many highlighted how responding 
by shouting actually risked escalating 
situations. 

Responses generally highlighted that they 
preferred calm responses to situations 
and when staff use quiet, low voices when 
dealing with an issue. This makes them feel 
safer and more like support staff are in 
control of a situation. 

Dealing with challenges

Consistent and actions focussed

Children and young people articulated to 
us that they want their support staff to 
be consistent and action focussed. While 
they want people to try different things 
and use individualised approaches, they 
also need staff to be consistent in how 
they interact with them. This helps people 
feel more safe and secure in the learning 
environment as they know what to expect. 

They want to know that support staff 
will follow up on issues, make sure there 
is action and ensure that they are getting 
the support that they need. In particular 
we heard how people want support staff 
to follow through on the things they say 
they are going to do. The importance of 
not keeping promises made to children and 
young people was highlighted.  

We also heard how they wanted support 
staff to be able to contribute to relevant 
discussions about support for learning 
based on their experiences of working with 
a child or young person. 

Being the bigger person

Participants in our research identified that 
they want pupil support staff to be  ‘the 
bigger person’ when issues did arise. By 
this, they meant that support staff should 
focus on repairing relationships rather than 
holding grudges. 



From pupils who identified this as an issue, 
they felt that often children and young 
people are required to apologisebut this 
happens less regularly from staff members. 

Children and young people explained 
that in order to support people to move 
beyond challenges that may have arisen, 
support staff should be willing to apologise 
and then initiate new conversations. They 
do not want to dwell on issues once they 
have been dealt with and feel that chatting 
about things outside of school can be a 
good way to move past issues. 

Importantly, some children and young 
people told us that if issues were left 
unresolved it could make it harder to work 
together going forward. 

Managing situations 

Children and young people also identified 
in our research that they wanted pupil 
support staff to be able to manage 
situations effectively in school. They 
wanted  staff to be able to calm people 
down and de-escalate issues. They also 
wanted support staff to listen to both 
sides of the story and not just put the 
blame on to children and young people for 
things. 

Improvements to pupil support

We heard what children and young people 
would do to improve their experiences of 
support for learning and pupil support. 

Participants told us that they wanted more 
support for learning staff in schools, more 
1-1 support for those who needed it and 
more group support for those who wanted 
it. They also told us that they wanted more 
time to chat with support for learning staff 
about things outside of class. 



Discussions and implications

This has been a short project engaging 
children and young people with 
additional support needs about the 
qualities they want from their pupil 
support staff. 

What we have heard reaffirms the 
value and importance placed on pupil 
support staff. They are key to fostering 
a positive learning environment and 
supporting wellbeing. They are also 
key to realising children’s rights to 
education. 

Much of what we have heard fits  with 
the originally proposed vision and 
values that were to be included in the 
consultation. We have not provided a 
direct comparison in this report but 
will reflect on where our findings fit 
with the values. We have also identified 
new areas for inclusion in the values. 
We have taken into consideration 
how the children and young people 
communicate and how this can inform 
sharing of the vision and values. 

It is important to highlight that the 
numbers involved cannot hope to be 
an entirely representative sample. 
However, much of what we have found 
confirms what we already know about 
what children and young people want 
from supportive adults in their lives. As 
such we are confident that what we have 
heard provides a meaningful evidence 
base for informing the new vision and 
values framework. 

Content of the new vision and values

The findings from our engagement work 
highlight that support staff must be 
committed to nurture-based approaches. 
Support staff need to be welcoming, 
kind and supportive but also patient and 
empathetic. There also needs to be a 
genuine concern for well-being and an 
understanding of how this affects learning. 
It is our view that this should be at the 
centre of the vision and values for pupil 
support staff. 

Many of the desired qualities for pupil 
support staff are similar to those that 
children and young people expressed 
they wanted from teachers in Children in 
Scotland’s work for the GTCS’ review of the 
Professional Standards for Teaching.  This 
included a focus on relationships, being 
kind, nurturing and not shouting. Their 
priorities also reflect other work conducted 
with children and young people including 
our ongoing work with the Inclusion 
Ambassadors.  

It is obvious from our body of evidence, 
that any vision and values must be positive 
and rights based. Children and young 
people with additional support needs have 
identified a wide range of positive qualities 
that they wish to see demonstrated by their 
support staff. 

There is  a clear desire for more meaningful 
relationship-based practice where adults 
get to know, and engage with,children 
and young people as individuals.  Children 
and young people with additional support 
needs are not a homogenous group and 
support  needs to reflect this. It was clear 
that for children and young people that 
working in this way puts them in a better 
position to learn. This must be reflected 
within any future vision and values 
framework for pupil support staff. 



Beyond this, there must be a further 
commitment to rights-based practice 
in relation to communication. We heard 
repeatedly about how children and young 
people want staff to include them in the 
sharing of information and do not want to 
be talked about without their knowledge 
or consent. We know from previous work 
that this can leave people feeling excluded. 
This is an issue that has also regularly 
come up  in our work with the Inclusion 
Ambassadors. We would encourage the 
final vision and values to take account 
of this and contain explicit references to 
rights-based approaches and to open, 
clear and respectful communication. 

We are also confident that having support 
staff who are committed to all of the above 
recommendations will have a positive 
impact on learning. It has been clear from 
across much of our engagement work with 
children and young people that they feel 
where people support their wellbeing, 
their learning will follow. We will be 
interested to see how this is reflected in 
future engagement with practitioners.

Unsurprisingly, we also identified the 
ongoing need for support staff to be 
knowledgeable about additional support 
needs. It is clear that a commitment to 
developing knowledge and practice should 
be recognised within the vision and values. 
This should be paired with a commitment 
to being action focussed as young people 
want to feel reassured that any issues they 
raise will be addressed or taken forward.

Ultimately, we believe that the wide range 
of priorities identified in this study should 
be included in any final vision and values. 

Language and context 

Children in Scotland would recommend 
that the vision and values proposed to the 
workforce at the next stage of the project 

adopt language used by the children and 
young people who were involved in this 
study and that ultimately this is reflected 
in the vision and values. This will imbue a 
key framework with the language and voice 
of children and young people themselves. 
It would also be of value to use examples 
from this report about what works well 
in order to add context to the vision and 
values. While we understand there will 
be future engagement with practitioners, 
we believe it is important to root the final 
framework in the views and voices of 
children and young people with additional 
support needs. 

It would also be worth considering how 
further engagement could be used to 
develop examples or case studies that 
support the final vision and values and set 
these firmly within the voice of children 
and young people who will be accessing 
additional support for learning.  

Beyond a vision and values framework

It is also important to reinforce that 
children and young people with additional 
support needs tend to want more time 
with support staff and an increase in the 
numbers available. The range of skills, 
knowledge and qualities identified across 
our research provides ambitious standard 
for support staff to meet. Trying to do so 
in the context of decreasing capacity will 
obviously be challenging. 

It is important that pupil support staff 
receive appropriate opportunities for 
continuing professional development. 
This may be include learning about 
specific support needs or in nurture-
based approaches. Building confidence in 
relationship based approached should also 
be prioritised.

We would particularly support approaches 
which allow support staff to learn from 



Next steps

We have identified a number of key next 
steps for this work. 

ONE The Pupil Support Staff 
Working Group should aim to ensure 
findings from this engagement 
work feed directly into the final 
framework vision and values 

TWO The Pupil Support Staff 
Working Group should give 
consideration to how children and 
young people can reflect on the final 
vision and values to ensure that it 
reflects their views.

THREE Children in Scotland will 
continue to work with the Pupil 
Support Staff working group to 
ensure the views of children and 
young people with additional 
support needs are embedded 

FOUR Children in Scotland will liaise 
with Education Scotland to ensure 
learning from this project is included 
in the wider engagement programme 
to be delivered by Education 
Scotland 

FIVE Children in Scotland will aim 
to disseminate the findings of this 
research more widely to support 
practitioners to learn from the views 
of children and young people in the 
interim period before the new vision 
and values framework is finalised

SIX Children in Scotland will share 
a summary of the findings with 
the children, young people and 
organisations who were involved in 
the research. 

what works for children and young 
people. Recently released podcasts 
developed in collaboration between 
Children in Scotland and the Inclusion 
Ambassadors highlighted what 
children and young people want from 
their support.  Utilising resources 
such as this, which put children’s 
voices at the centre, should be key 
to learning opportunities that are in 
place for support staff going forward. 

Whilst we recommend all of the 
above and believe that doing so will 
greatly improve the experiences 
and outcomes of young people 
with additional support, we do 
acknowledge the complexities and 
the balance required. Time, space 
and support must be provided to 
the pupil support staff in order to 
develop, nurture and embed the 
approaches recommended. 



Table 2: Survey participants (Age)

Age (years) Number of participants in survey

4 1

5 2

6 5

7 4

8 11

9 10

10 8

11 5

12 13

13 13

14 10

15 9

16 7

17 9

18 1

19 1

Total 109

Appendix 1
Survey participant breakdown (age)



Table 3: Survey participants - Local authority breakdown

Appendix 1 
Survey participant breakdown (area)

Local Auhority Number of participants in survey

Aberdeen City Council 1
Aberdeenshire Council 13
Argyll and Bute Council 1
City of Edinburgh Council 12
Clackmannanshire Council 1
Dumfries and Galloway Council 2
Dundee City Council 3
East Dunbartonshire Council 1
East Lothian Council 2
East Renfrewshire Council 1
Falkirk Council 2
Fife Council 6
Galsgow City Council 11
Inverclyde Council 1
Midlothian Council 2
North Ayrshire Council 1
North Lanarkshire Council 11
Perth and Kinross Council 4
Renfreshire Council 3
South Ayrshire Council 3
South Lanarkshire Council 8
Stirling COuncil 1
The Highland Council 6
The Moray Council 1
West Dunbartonshire Council 2
West Lothian Council 5
N/A 2
Total 106
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