
When working with a student who presents as having PDA traits: 

Suggestions Areas to be mindful of 

1. Try and start with a positive. It’s 
best not to confront them about 
their uniform or being late or not 
having the right equipment right 
from the outset. That’s not to say 
you ignore these issues but rather 
get them in, get them onside and 
then quietly say something indirect 
and/or jokey.  

If the student is already in the fight/flight 
/freeze mind-set saying anything 
confrontational may result in them 
responding by ‘flying off the handle’ – the 
“What have I done now?” response. 

2. If choice is possible, the advice is to 
give two pieces of work, either 
both of which you would like 
completed or one that you would 
like completed and another much 
harder piece. The perception of 
control helps to lower their anxiety. 

Think of the way you frame instructions, 
knowing that direct instructions cause the 
student to compulsively avoid the demand. 
Try “I wonder if you can complete the first 
three questions…” 
“I bet you can’t do three questions by half 
past…” 

3. If the student needs to feel some 
control to lower their anxiety, the 
feeling that decisions are being 
made about them that they aren’t 
involved in will make them more 
anxious and more likely to react 
against them. 

Any choice given needs to be supported 
with written conditions. If the student 
believes that sitting in a different seat 
means they will be able to manage better, 
ask them to prove it. Give them three 
lessons to change their behaviour or it’s 
your turn to decide. Note down what has 
been agreed. 

4. Big displays in response to their 
behaviour are likely to prompt big 
displays in their response to you. 
Wherever possible underplay 
rather than overreact. The student 
will ‘fight their corner’, if you don’t 
want to get into confrontation, 
don’t.  

It is likely that the student has an inability 
to understand what other students would 
know instinctively, (that you don’t talk to a 
Head Teacher like that) The PDA student is 
aware that everyone else seems to know 
how to do this, and it leads to confusion 
and an anxiety that means they might 
always be feeling on the edge. 

5. The student will want to be treated 
like everyone else, (this might be 
because it is becoming more and 
more apparent to them that they 
aren’t like most other students), 
however you may need to have 
realistic expectations and manage 
them accordingly, while seemingly 
treating them like everyone else. 

The student may or may not have a 
diagnosis or have a relatively new diagnosis 
of autism however they may have been 
struggling all their school life, their 
experience of school is largely negative. We 
have twice the work to do to make them 
feel good about themselves. 
Praise might not always work. A Student 
who presents with PDA traits might not 
want praise for something they feel they 
should be doing anyway. 
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