
A guide to rebuilding broken pupil-teacher relationships and supporting 
pupils with social, behavioural, emotional and well-being needs. 

PUZZLING PARTNERSHIPS 



You lost your temper… again. This was never the kind of  
teacher you pictured yourself as, but you see no other option: 

This pupil just will not listen to you.  
 

This booklet will: 
 

• Help you understand the common underlying causes of 

poor/disruptive behaviour. 

• Provide a guide to repairing a ‘broken’ pupil-teacher rela-

tionship. 

• Outline some effective behaviour management strategies to support students with so-

cial, behaviour, emotional and well-being needs who demonstrate poor/disruptive exter-

nalized behaviour. 

Looking beneath the Surface 

Understanding Externalised Behaviour 

DENI (2019) explains pupils who fail to meet expectations in school and in some cases disrupt the 

learning of others, can be referred to as having social, behavioural, emotional and well-being 

needs (SBEW). It is important to understand that the problem often does not lie with the learner 

but with their circumstances (CCEA, 2014).  

Therefore, it is vital for teachers to not merely focus on interventions which simply control the be-

havior of pupils, but rather to take a step back and try to understand the meaning of the behav-

ior (Lawrence, 2017). 

Pupils with SBEW may display both internalised behaviours such as stress and anxiety and exter-

nalized behaviours such as aggression. The following diagram illustrates the various factors that 

may be underlying the externalized behavior: 



Perhaps you regret how you have handled a pupil’s poor/disruptive behaviour and found yourself 
resorting to shouting.  

Maybe you failed to look beyond the behaviour, considering the potential underlying causes.  

Has this caused a breakdown in your pupil-teacher relationship? 

If so, it is not too late. 

The resource outlined below provides a structured and reflective way of rebuilding pupil-teacher 

relationship after a breakdown. 

What is the resource? 
This resource focuses on repairing the relationship 

between a pupil and teacher when a break 

down in their relationship has occurred, as a result 

of the pupil’s poor/disruptive behaviour.  

When using this resource the teacher and pupil will 

engage in an open and honest conversation re-

flecting on what has occurred, how they reacted 

and how their actions affected the other party. 

They will then be guided to discuss what they  

must do moving  forward in order to restore their 

relationship. 

 
Why is this activity necessary? 
 

A child with SBEW may encounter difficulties with communication, which can often result in poor 

relationships with peers and adults. This is a serious issue as research shows the teacher pupil rela-
tionship is of central importance in promoting and developing children’s social and emotional de-
velopment (Cooper, 2011).  

 
Therefore teachers need to ensure they have positive relationships with all pupils. 

 
 In order to achieve this, GTCNI (2011) explains teachers should have: 

 
 “a knowledge and understanding of a range of strategies to promote and maintain  
 positive behaviour, including an acknowledgement of pupil voice to establish an effective 
 learning environment.”   
 

(GTCNI, 2011, p.13) 
 

We must be reflective practioners, continually reviewing our behaviour management strategies 
and acknowledging the voices of our pupils. 
 
Therefore, this resource provides a pro-active way of rebuilding a broken down relationship with a 

pupil through a structured time of reflection and target setting. This ensures issues do not go un-
solved and further hinder a child’s social and emotional development. 

What do I do if my relationship with a pupil has broken 

down, due to their externalised behaviour? 



Some points to consider before commencing: 
 
 
 

  

 
 

  

A step-by-step guide to successfully 

using this resource within your classrooom 

Step 1 
If an incident occurs, locate the repair puz-

zle pieces as soon as you can and give the 

child the pupil piece (see fig. 1) to complete 

independently, preferably in a ‘time-out’ 
zone if there is one in your classroom. Pro-

vide the pupil with whiteboard markers to 

complete. 

Fig 2: The teacher piece (red text). See pg. 6 for a 
worked example. 

Fig 1 : The pupil piece (blue text). See pg. 5 for a worked 
example 

Step 2  
Once you have the rest of your class settled, take 

time to complete the teacher piece (see fig. 2). 

You will be guided to reflect on what happened 

and how you reacted. Make sure you also white-

board markers to complete this. 



A closer look at the pupil piece… 

 

 
  

 

 

1. What happened? 
The pupil should be encouraged to 
consider what happened, including 
their own actions and the actions of 
others (the teacher’s and other pu-
pils’).  

The diagram below shows a worked example of a ‘pupil piece’:  

2.  How did I react? 
This involves the pupil reflecting on their 
own actions, causing them to consider 
their appropriateness. This also allows 
the teacher to understand the pupil’s 
perspective of what happened 

3. Is that how I 

should have  

reacted? 

This provides 
the pupil with 
the opportuni-
ty to evaluate 
their actions. 

5. How was I feeling? 

These images can es-
pecially aid pupils with 
poor emotional literacy 
to express how they 
felt. It also allows the 
teacher to further em-
phasise with what mo-
tivated the pupil’s ac-
tions in terms of how 
they were feeling.  

4. Why did I react that way? 

This provides an opportunity 
for the pupil to explain to 
the teacher the reasons for 
their actions. This may help 
the teacher identify the un-
derlying causes for their be-
haviour, such as problems 
at home. 

6. How did my reac-

tion make others feel? 

This allows the pupil to 
develop a greater self-
awareness, in terms of 
how their actions af-
fect others (including 
the teacher and other 
pupils)  



A closer look at the teacher piece… 

 

1. What happened? 
As the teacher you should take time 
to reflect upon what the pupil’s ac-
tions were and what your own ac-
tions were before, during and after 
the incident. 

The diagram below shows a worked example of a ‘teacher piece’:  
2.  How did I react? 
It is important to revisit the situation and 
reflect on your reactions carefully before 
trying to discuss anything with the pupil. 
Try to be honest here, diluting or altering 
the truth is a poor example for the pupil 
and will hinder reconciliation.  

3. Why did I react 

that way? 

This allows the pu-
pil to see the rea-
soning behind 
the teacher’s re-
actions, allowing 
the development 
of empathy and 
understanding 
towards others 

5. How was I feeling? 

This activity allows the 
pupil to see how they 
made the teacher feel, 
developing their self 
awareness in terms of 
how their actions make 
others feel. 

4. Was my reaction fair? 

There is a chance here 
for the teacher to criti-
cally evaluate their ac-
tions and possibly con-
sider what a more ap-
propriate reaction could 
be in similar future situa-
tions. 

6. How did my reaction 

make others feel? 

This allows the pupil to 
see that the teacher 
understands how they 
made them feel. This 
helps the pupil know 
that their feelings are 
heard and recognised. 



Step 3 
After both you and the pupil have reflected on the incident individually, find a quiet 

place in the classroom to sit down together to complete the third piece of the puzzle 

(see fig. 3) – A discussion of what happened and how to move forward from the inci-

dent. 

1. How do we feel now? 
After taking time to show each other 
your reflection pieces and discuss your 
answers, talk about how you both feel 
now.  
 

Hopefully, after discussing each other's 
answers you will both have developed 
empathy for each other and/or the ap-
propriate party/both parties will have 
apologised. In this case, both parties 
felt happy after their discussion. 

2. What steps will we take to move forward? 
Now there is an opportunity to discuss what both parties will do when a similar 

scenario may arise. The pupil’s part in agreeing and deciding the steps they will 
take allows them to take ownership of these new agreements.  

 
The steps should include strategies which increase pupil autonomy and their 
ability to access support and make good choices. Some potential strategies 

you may choose to use will be discussed on page 8 and 9.    



 
  

 

 

  

Effective behaviour management strategies 

Step 4 
On completion of all three puzzle pieces, 

place them together like a jigsaw and take a 

photo for evidence which can either be 

saved on a computer or printed out as a hard 

copy. 

You can explain to the pupil that putting the 

puzzle together is a symbol of relationship be-

tween the pupil and the teacher being ‘put 
together’ again. 

This resource can be brought out to remind 

you and the pupil of your agreement. If lami-

nated the resource can also be updated and 

edited (provided it was carried out with white-

board markers). 

Below are a number of potential steps a pupil/teacher can take to prevent future inci-

dents similar to the one which caused the relationship breakdown: 
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