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CHALLENGING  BEHAVIOUR

Children with learning disabilities or autism are much 
more  likely to behave in a way that other people find 
difficult.

Challenging behaviour is behaviour which puts the child 
or  others at risk, makes it hard for them to go to 
ordinary places  such as shops or playgrounds or stops 
them having a normal  home life.



Why do children challenge?

• It works!

• to gain choice & control

• to communicate something:
o personal reasons – hunger, pain

o environmental reasons – noise, people

o specific purpose – get something,  
attention, escape, sensory



 Sad

 Confused

HOW MIGHT THE CHILD OR YOUNG  
PERSON BE FEELING?

 Scared

 Upset

 Anxious

 Frustrated

 Helpless
WE MAY FEEL SIMILAR 

EMOTIONS WHEN SUPPORTING 
SOMEONE WHOSE BEHAVIOUR 

CHALLENGES.



Daniel’s mum, Viv, 
didn’t know what to do 

when Daniel started 
head-banging aged one. 

Daniel was sent far 
away to a school which 
used PBS to help Daniel 

communicate. Viv 
thought, ‘why didn’t we 

know this earlier?’

12-year-old Josh was 
sent to a unit 6 hours 

from home because his 
self-harming was so 

severe. Cornwall said 
they had no facilities to 

help him. His family 
spent years 

campaigning for his 
return. He returned 

home at the age of 15.

Josie was excluded 
from her school and 

respite centre because 
of aggression, even 

though it was known 
her behaviour was due 
to anxiety. She was at 

home for 8 months 
then sent to a school 

200 miles away.

20 YEARS

LATER



No local 

behaviour 

support when 

children are 

small

Professionals 

with little or no 

training or 

expertise in 

challenging 

behaviour

Continued 

stress and 

emotional 

challenge for 

families over 

many years

Children at risk 

of poor 

outcomes, 

bullying and 

abuse

High cost 

services, often 

far from home, 

leading to 

restricted adult 

lives

THE WELL-TRODDEN PATH

Professor Peter McGill



£171,176 Cost per year for a 52 week placement in a 
residential special school.

£250,000

£89,335-
£358,415

Average cost per year for an inpatient (17 or under) 
in an ATU.

Cost per year for an adult service catering for adults 
with severely challenging behaviour.



EVIDENCE PAPERS

Evidence papers were written in 
collaboration with leading LD 
professionals including doctors, 
professors and representatives 
from national charities. 
Contributing authors included 
experts from their fields with 
strong backgrounds working in 
the area of learning disability
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The Lenehan Review, January 2017

1. Children’s Rights

2. Residential Special 

Schools and 

Colleges

3. 18-25s in inpatient 

settings

4. Model of Care

5. Professional 

Responsibility

6. Local Authority role

7. Keyworker/named worker

8. National and local 

coherence

9. Local Implementation

10. Workforce

11. Financial Incentives



What works?



Evidence based interventions

CBF academic expert group recommended:

 Early behavioural interventions;

 Training and emotional support for families;

 Systematic early identification and a family-centred rapid
response;

 Positive behavioural support (PBS), based on a functional
assessment
and applied consistently across home and school settings.



PAVING THE WAY – best practice



Andrew
Supported by Bristol Positive Behaviour Support Service

Andrew is 11, and has a severe learning disability. He likes watching videos, 

and  DIY with his Dad. Placing demands on Andrew could lead to aggressive  

incidents. As these increased, Andrew was excluded from school. A functional  

analysis of Andrew’s behaviour was carried out and a Positive Behaviour  

Support programme was used to help Andrew label his emotions so he could  

express his feelings through Makaton signs rather than aggression. Andrew’s  

family learnt new skills so they could help Andrew with his emotional literacy  

and communication skills. Andrew was described as a ‘joy’ by the time he left  

the service, and was much calmer and happier.



Parent carer



Any questions?



The Challenging Behaviour Foundation

• Enquiries: 01634 838739 or info@thecbf.org.uk

• Family Support Worker: 0300 666 0126 or 
support@thecbf.org.uk

• Websites:

• www.challengingbehaviour.org.uk
www.pavingtheway.works

• Facebook:

• www.facebook.com/thecbf

• Twitter:

• @CBFdn
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