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1. Strengthen Understanding of Demand Anxiety
Actions
· Recognise that demand avoidance ≠ defiance; for many neurodivergent children, demands trigger fear‑based responses (fight, flight, freeze, fawn). 
· Communicate to staff and families that even “small” demands (e.g., transitions, questions, praise) can feel like threats to autonomy. 
· Share examples from the session (menus, praise, social norms, time limits, implied expectations) to help teams identify hidden demands. 

2. Improve Identification of the Root Causes Behind Demand-Related Behaviours
Actions
· Train staff to consider underlying contributors before interpreting behaviour: 
· Anxiety & intolerance of uncertainty
· Perfectionism
· Sensory sensitivities (noise, texture, smells, clothing)
· Executive functioning challenges (planning, sequencing, flexibility)
· Masking at school followed by overload after school

· Use reflective questions: “What is making this so hard?” rather than “Why won’t they? 

3. Use the Bucket Model to Anticipate and Prevent Escalation
Actions
· Help staff and families understand the “bucket model”: stress builds across the day until a small trigger causes overflow 
· Review daily routines to identify cumulative stressors (e.g., changes in staff, sensory overload, unstructured times, peer challenges).
· Adjust expectations depending on whether the child’s “bucket” is low, half-full or overflowing.

4. Embed Low-Demand Approaches Across Home and School
Actions
· Reduce or disguise demands to lower anxiety and enable shared control. Strategies include: 
· Reduce eye contact
· Allow long processing time (at least 12 seconds; more when dysregulated)
· Use “we/us” language to increase collaboration
· Build movement breaks and sensory regulation opportunities into the day
· Use humour, playfulness, competition, or “help me” phrasing to soften demands

· Allow flexible boundaries that adapt to the child’s emotional capacity on the day.
· Provide choices that are limited and structured, e.g.
“Bath or shower?”, “6pm or 7pm?” instead of open demands. 

5. Develop Staff Skill in Declarative Language (Instead of Commands)
Actions
· Train staff to replace instructions with statements, e.g.: 
· Command: “Put your shoes on.”
· Declarative: “Your shoes are by the door when you’re ready.”
· Command: “What do you want for dinner?”
· Declarative: “I wonder what you’d like for dinner…”

· Reinforce that declarative language: 
· Reduces performance pressure
· Supports autonomy
· Encourages natural problem-solving
· Minimises emotional escalation



6. Adapt the Use of Praise and Rewards
Actions
· Avoid direct praise that implies future expectations (“Well done for 10/10” → pressure to repeat).
· Use indirect or low-key recognition: thumbs up, “The room looks tidy,” praising to a third party.
· Avoid reward systems that create additional demands or encourage masking.
· Prioritise immediate, natural reinforcers (access to special interests).

7. Implement Low-Demand Classroom Practices
Actions
· Build trust: follow through on agreements, maintain consistency, and warn about upcoming changes.
· Allow flexible participation (listening from under the table, drawing instead of writing on difficult days).
· Avoid blanket expectations (e.g., constant eye contact, sitting still, same pace as peers).
· Create whole-class accommodations to avoid singling out children: 
· Stand‑up instead of hands‑up
· Accessible fidget baskets for all
· Ear defenders available to everyone
· Movement-based roles (taking messages, distributing resources)
· Recognise masked presentation: monitor for subtle signs (withdrawal, quiet distress, chewing sleeves, hidden avoidance).

8. Support Families with After-School “Re-Entry” (Post-Masking Unload)
Actions
· Recommend a low-demand routine after school: 
· No questions about their day
· Snack, drink, quiet time
· No immediate homework or errands
· Minimal instructions and long processing time
· Provide guidance to families on transition support, sensory decompression, and flexible expectations.

9. Distinguish Between Demand Anxiety and Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD)
Actions
· Train staff on the differences: 
· Demand Anxiety → fear-based, seeks to regain control, calms when demands reduce
· ODD-type behaviours → authority-based opposition + impulsivity; may escalate even when demands are removed
· Encourage SENCOs to gather multi-context evidence (home + school) before forming hypotheses.
· Support families to raise concerns during assessments (autism, ADHD, ODD profiles often overlap).
· Use appropriate approaches depending on the profile: 
· Demand-anxious → reduce demands, flexibility, co-regulation
· Defiant/impulsive → firm structure, clear predictable consequences

10. Strengthen Communication with Families
Actions
· Encourage schools to proactively discuss with parents what they observe at home (e.g., post-school meltdowns).
· Support parents to apply low-demand strategies and share successful approaches with school.
· Invite families to describe sensory needs, coping strategies, and meltdown triggers.

11. Next Steps for Schools
Recommended Practical Actions
· Provide staff CPD on: 
· Low-demand communication
· Masking and post-school regulation
· Understanding hidden demands
· Supporting PDA-like profiles
· Review behaviour policies to ensure they do not inadvertently escalate anxiety for neurodivergent pupils.
· Develop a whole‑school approach to low-arousal practice (tone of voice, pace, sensory awareness).
· Ensure consistency across teachers, TAs, lunchtime supervisors, and admin staff.

