
The Rt Hon Gavin Williamson CBE MP 
Secretary of State for Education 
Sanctuary Buildings 
Westminster 
SW1P 3BT 
 

4 March 2021 / 15 March 2021 
 
Dear Mr Williamson, 
 
This is an open letter about changing the emphasis on ‘catch up’ for children and young people 
returning to school this month. 
 
We are writing to you in relation to the comments that you have recently made in press briefings 
and in your speech on 1 March 2021 to the FED National Education Summit about wanting children 
to ‘catch up’. We are writing to you in both a personal and professional capacity, representing the 
views of many individuals from psychology, education, and mental health backgrounds.  
 
Children and young people have learned so much during the past 12 months, whether this be in 
school or at home. We must recognise that learning begins with curiosity, which is cultivated when 
a child feels emotionally and physically safe. To focus on academic catch up immediately creates a 
greater divide between those who have experienced home environments which have been able to 
foster learning during the pandemic, and those who have not been able to due to larger traumatic 
experiences being a part of their everyday life such as poverty, abuse, domestic violence and so on. 
 
We recognise that many children will feel safe upon their return to school, and many will not have 
experienced previous trauma. However, our thoughts below set out some key considerations to 
support the positive mental health and wellbeing of all children and young people. We would also 
like to draw your attention to a recent press release from the British Psychological Society’s Division 
of Educational and Child Psychology which concludes: 
 

We're urging the government to reconsider its emphasis on the idea that children and 
young people need to ‘catch up’ on their education and saying that supporting the 

wellbeing and educational needs of all children should be a priority.1 
 
Trauma informed, trauma responsive and trauma recovery approaches 
 
Whilst we are pleased to hear about the additional funding being made available to state primary 
and secondary schools, we believe that it is essential that every effort is made to use it to ensure 
that all children in schools, early years and college settings can access education. We recognise that 
children who have experienced trauma will likely find their worry or anxiety exacerbated through 
the additional pressures of the pandemic and will need additional support to settle to learn. Your 
statement describes the kinds of goals and cultures in schools that can often escalate feelings of 

 
1 https://beta.bps.org.uk/news-and-policy/unhelpful-narrative-lost-learning-during-pandemic  
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powerlessness and fear. The behaviours that often follow automatic fear reactions would not 
change with conversations, discipline, a culture of good behaviour or punishment. In fact, often, a 
culture where it is easy to ‘make the wrong choice’ can cause behaviour to escalate.  
 
“Disciplined, safe and orderly environments” 
 
In your speech, you commented that “traditional teacher-led lessons with children seated facing the 
expert at the front of the class are powerful tools for enabling a structured learning environment 
where everyone flourishes”. You also commented that “students must learn that the expectation is 
they will follow reasonable adult instructions the first time - without dispute”. These expectations 
do not show an understanding of the substantial percentage of children who are struggling with 
their daily life due to experiences of trauma. 
 
Statistics suggest that in each class there are many children who are living with abuse, living in 
foster care, living in poverty, living with a mentally or physically ill parent, and many who have 
additional learning needs that makes adult instructions incredibly challenging. Therefore, we know 
that the focus must be on building trusting relationships that nurture children and help them to feel 
safe. Children must have opportunities to learn collaboratively and navigate their social world, as 
well as learning from the ‘expert’ at the front of the classroom.  
 
Psychological research tells us that high levels of support alongside high expectations from adults 
will allow for a culture in which children can thrive. The phrase ‘connection before correction’ is used 
to explain how important it is to ensure that before any correction or ‘challenge’ the child needs to 
feel emotionally connected, known, and valued by the adult. Without this relationship, the child may 
feel further disconnection and isolation which can lead to increased negative behaviour.  
 
The view of behaviour management outlined in your speech does not recognise the neurobiological 
automatic reactions to prolonged stress. Research has suggested that when a child experiences fear, 
their abilities to access language, thinking, negotiation and reflection are significantly impaired. 
Research has also shown that a child can access those areas of the brain when they feel safe and 
known by the adults who show consistent care, compassion and understanding. 
 
We recognise that when the children “get it wrong”, as you describe, they need adults to help them 
feel safe again, and thus if teachers were to “constantly teach and challenge them to do better”, 
their feelings of failure, rejection and shame would escalate, which in turn may lead to more negative 
behaviours. This model of behaviour management does not work for many children and is unlikely 
to help children to self-regulate in these challenging times.  
 
What do children need in the coming months? 
 
1. Children need to be afforded the opportunity to play, enjoy the summer holiday, and ‘catch up’ 

with friends and family. Play is vital for learning, connection, and emotional development. 
 

2. Whilst not all children are traumatised, all will need an opportunity to recover to some degree. 
We have an opportunity now to prioritise wellbeing and mental health for all. Talking to 
children about ‘catching up’ is unlikely to be helpful as it suggests that they have not been 
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learning over the past few months. We can therefore find ways to focus on making learning 
motivating, meaningful and fully inclusive. 
 

3. We know that some children will have enjoyed learning at home, while many children will have 
had traumatic and sad experiences. Many children will be excited to come back to school and 
see their friends, others will be terrified. It is vital that teachers and school staff have time and 
resources to welcome children back, to connect and to (re)build relationships. This reconnection 
will be essential in building positive mental health and emotional wellbeing. 
 

4. It is essential to prioritise the wellbeing of teachers and educational staff who have worked 
(and continue to work) relentlessly to ensure that all children have had opportunities to learn 
over the past 12 months. 
 

5. We must prioritise the social and emotional needs of children by focusing on enabling schools 
to build a culture that recognises that the foundation to learning is one of emotional safety, 
where relationships are offered to the children which model compassion, empathy and nurture. 
Children have told researchers that they need safety, relationships, certainty, and opportunity; it 
is our duty as educators to provide these. 

 
A school culture that is built on discipline and punishment will likely cause a rise in exclusions and 
chaos within our school systems. It is imperative that we understand the effects of this pandemic 
through a trauma recovery lens and aim for those who have experienced trauma to be given the 
opportunity to recover from that, which in turn leads to an appetite for learning and helping others.  
 
It is our shared opinion that your focus upon a reward-punishment approach to raising behaviour 
standards, without duly prioritising the emotional stability upon which they depend, is a house built 
on sand. It represents a fundamental misunderstanding of the emotional, social, neurological, and 
therefore behavioural development of children. We urge you to reconsider and we would be 
overjoyed to meet with you and support you in developing a more psychologically informed 
approach to achieving your ambitions in this area. 
 
Please do not hesitate to get in touch to discuss any aspect of this letter.  
 
Yours faithfully, 
 

Betsy de Thierry     Dr Will Shield  
Psychotherapist, Teacher and Author  Child and Educational Psychologist 
Founder of Trauma Recovery Centre UK  wspsychology@outlook.com  
training@betsytraininguk.co.uk    @willpsyc 
@betsydet       
 
Dr Amber Elliott 
Consultant Clinical Psychologist 
Director of TCPS and Author 
@dramberelliott 
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Co-signatories (updated 15.03.21): 
 
Prof Alexander Hassett, Educational Psychologist and Professor of Applied Psychology  
Stuart Guest, Head Teacher, Colebourne Primary School, Birmingham 
Dr Warren Larkin, Consultant Clinical Psychologist, Visiting Professor University of Sunderland 
Dr Sarah Sivers, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Graham Music, Consultant Psychotherapist, Tavistock Centre 
Sue Cowley, Author, Behaviour Specialist and Chair of Preschool Committee  
Dr Dan O’Hare, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Natasha Ellis, Educational Psychologist  
Louise Michelle Bombèr - Clinical Lead & Director of TouchBase, Teacher, DDP practitioner, Trainer and Author 
Dr Kim S Golding CBE, Clinical Psychologist and Author 
Paul Dix, Behaviour Specialist, Author, Educator 
Elly Chapple, Parent, Specialist Consultant Studio III, Writer, Founder #FlipTheNarrative  
Dr Sarif Alrai, Educational Psychologist  
Mr Pran Patel, Equity Activist  
Mark Finnis, Author and Director at L30 Relational Systems 
Dr Maddi Popoola, Educational Psychologist  
Dr Laura C N Wood. Academic Paediatrician, Director at VITA (Child & Family Modern Slavery and Health) 
Lisa Cherry, Author, Trainer & Speaker on Trauma, Recovery, Resilience and DPhil on care experience and school exclusion  
Callum Wetherill, SEND Deputy Manager and Specialist Leader in Education 
Helen Knowler, Lecturer in Education / Equality and Diversity Officer 
Dr Mary Stanley-Duke, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Dan Lake, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Tina Rae, Child Psychologist, Author and Mental Health Specialist 
Victoria McIndoe, Behaviour Support Team Teacher and Parent 
Michelle Johnson, Head Teacher, Oxfordshire Virtual School for Children We Care For 
Sue Penna, Occupational Therapist and Creative Director Trauma Informed Programmes, Rock Pool Life CIC 
Graham Chatterley, Author and Consultant, Director at Changing Perceptions Limited 
Dr Virginia Lumsden, Clinical Psychologist  
Natasha Colley, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Sarah Woods, Educational and Child Psychologist 
Autumn Walsh, Care Leaver  
Dr Joe Wilson, Child and Educational Psychologist 
Ciara Close, Educational and Child Psychologist  
Dr Kate Turner, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Amanda Hayllar, Educational Psychologist 
Chris Norton, Educational Psychologist 
Kirsty Wagner, Educational Psychologist  
Dr Susanna Rebbeck, Educational Psychologist 
Jennifer Jones MBE, Trainer and Consultant, Inspired Foundations 
Dr Matt Baker, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Duncan Gillard, Educational Psychologist 
Dr David Lamb (Educational Psychologist) 
Dr Jonny Craig (Educational Psychologist) 
Dr Laura Partington (Educational Psychologist) 
Dr Emma Graham (Educational Psychologist) 
Dr Jenny Dutton (Educational Psychologist) 
Fiona Dale (Educational Psychologist) 
Dr Paula Baxter (Educational Psychologist) 
Julie Burnell (Educational Psychologist) 
Dr Dan Small (Educational Psychologist) 
Diana Lynch-Bodger, Play Therapist 
Dr Helen Tyson, educational and child psychologist 
Janice Poplett, BAPT Play Therapist 
Lynne Borrowdale, Chair of Communications and Public Relations for @BAPTplaytherapy 
Melanie Cotterill, Independent Reviewing Officer for Looked After Children 
Dr Gemma Costello, Specialist Educational Psychologist in Paediatric Neuropsychology 
Karen Tyrkot, SEMH Teaching Assistant 
Dr Kirstie Summers, Educational Psychologist 
Nina Ridsdale. Child and Adolescent Therapist 
Amanda Seyderhelm, Certified Play Therapist at Helping Children Smile Again and author 
Heather Lucas, SEMH Support Ltd 
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Dr Jennifer Waite, Educational and Child Psychologist, Waite Psychology Ltd 
Hayley Lan, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Sue Peters, Area Senior Educational Psychologist. 
Dr Victoria Erbes, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Shoshanah Lyons, Clinical Director Beacon House  
Tracey Dunn, Headteacher, Fitzmaurice Primary School  
Sue Bell, CEO Kids Inspire 
Emma Soares, Chartered Educational Psychologist 
Dr Anna Lund, Consultant Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist  
Scott Casson-Rennie, Parent, Trainer, Consultant and Co-Host – Adoption & Fostering Podcast. 
Dr Marie Kershaw, Clinical Psychologist, Birmingham 
Sarah Miles, Publisher, Hinton House Publishers Ltd 
Dr Sue Knowles, Consultant Clinical Psychologist and Author 
Dr Hannah Want 
Fiona Collins, Teacher (EOTAS), Adoptive Parent, Independent Panel Member, Trainer 
Wera Hobhouse, Liberal Democrat MP for Bath 
Dr Emma Dixon  
Katherine Kinshaw, Former MAT lead and Headteacher, School Improvement Advisor and School Governor. 
Sarah Henry, Safeguarding Consultant 
Jenna Ball, Clinical Psychologist 
Dr Katie Bohane, Consultant Clinical Psychologist 
Dr Becky Chasey, Clinical Psychologist 
Stephanie Jamieson, Consultant Clinical Psychologist  
Dr Ruth Fishwick, Clinical Psychologist working with children and young people  
Dr Jo Temple, Clinical Psychologist 
Dr Adele Freeman, Clinical Psychologist Clinical Lead, The Child Psychology Service 
Joanna Foster BA (Hons) Oxon, PGC, Managing Director, Fabtic 
Daniela Shanly, Proprietor - Beech Lodge School, Director – Fagus Resource 
John Radoux, Child and Adolescent Psychotherapeutic Counsellor (School-Based) 
Dr Stacy Borlase, Educational Psychologist  
Dr Helen Andrews AFBPsS, CPsychol HCPC Registered Clinical Psychologist 
Dr Cath Lowther, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Rebecca Best, Educational Psychologist 
Tom Vodden, School Improvement Coach, Trainer, School Governor 
Tom O’Hara, Pastoral Welfare Leader 
Dr Ed Sayer, Educational Psychologist 
Dr Sue Roffey, Educational Psychologist, Author, Academic, and Director of Growing Great Schools Worldwide 
Dr Joe Wilson, Educational Psychologist 
Parents United UK 
Tracy Godfroy, Child Psychotherapist, Clinical Supervisor, UKCP 
Nicki Rosser, Play Therapist, Teacher and Lead Professional Trauma Recovery Centre  
Cheryl Unthank, Paediatric Nurse and Lead Professional Trauma Recovery Centre 
Dr Rosie Riley BSc MBChB, GP Trainee, CEO of VITA 


