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Building Positive Classroom Cultures
Session 1: The Foundations of Positive Behaviour
Slide 1 — The Foundations of Positive Behaviour
Welcome to our first Behaviour Spark and the first session in our series on Building Positive Classroom Cultures.
Across this series, we’re going to think about behaviour slightly differently. Rather than beginning with sanctions, consequences or what we do when behaviour goes wrong, we’re going to begin with culture.
Because positive behaviour doesn’t simply happen because we have a behaviour policy. It grows from the culture pupils experience every day: the relationships they have with adults, the expectations that surround them, the routines they can rely on and the way adults respond when things inevitably go wrong.
That’s why our starting point for this session is simple:
Positive behaviour doesn’t begin with sanctions. It begins with culture.

Slide 2 — By the end of this Spark…
Today we’re going to explore some of the foundations that sit underneath positive behaviour.
We’ll consider why relationships, routines and expectations matter, but also the significant role we, as adults, play in shaping classroom culture.
That’s an important thread that will run throughout these Behaviour Sparks.
It is very easy when discussing behaviour to focus almost entirely on the child: What did they do? Why did they do it? What consequence should they receive?
But we also need to remain professionally curious about the environment and the adult response.
What are we modelling? What are we reinforcing? How predictable are we? How clear are our expectations?
And, as always with CPD Sparks, we won’t finish with a huge list of things to change. We’ll identify one small change that we can take back into practice this week.

Slide 3 — Safeguarding Spark
Before we move into behaviour, we begin with our Safeguarding Spark.
Imagine a pupil who is usually punctual, engaged and well-presented.
Recently, something has changed.
They are beginning to arrive late. They look tired. Perhaps they’re less engaged in lessons or increasingly withdrawn.
Take a moment to consider the three questions on the screen.
What might you notice?
What would you record?
Who would you speak to?
Allow a short discussion here.
The key message is that safeguarding concerns do not always arrive as disclosures.
Sometimes they arrive as changes.
A change in presentation. A change in behaviour. A change in attendance. A change in relationships. A change in emotional regulation.
Our job is not to investigate or diagnose the reason.
Our job is to notice, record and report in line with our school’s safeguarding procedures.
We do not need to know why something has changed before sharing a concern.

Slide 4 — Behaviour Doesn’t Happen in Isolation
Look at the behaviours at the top of this slide:
Calling out. Refusal. Disruption. Withdrawal. Conflict.
These are the things we can see.
And understandably, they’re often the things adults respond to.
But underneath those visible behaviours may sit many different factors: relationships, belonging, regulation, previous experiences, unmet need, the classroom environment or the expectations surrounding a pupil.
This does not mean that inappropriate behaviour suddenly becomes acceptable.
Understanding behaviour is not the same as excusing behaviour.
Instead, it helps us ask a more useful question.
Not simply:
“How do I stop this behaviour?”
But:
“What might be contributing to this behaviour, and what will help this pupil behave successfully?”
Two children may display exactly the same behaviour for completely different reasons.
If we only respond to what we can see, we can miss the opportunity to address what is actually driving it.

Slide 5 — Culture Comes Before Correction
Strong behaviour cultures don’t happen accidentally.
They are built deliberately, interaction by interaction, day after day.
Pupils need to know what is expected of them. But importantly, they also need to know what that expectation actually looks and sounds like.
“Show respect.”
“Be ready.”
“Make good choices.”
These phrases may make perfect sense to us as adults, but have we explicitly taught pupils what they mean?
Pupils also need to know that adults will respond consistently, that mistakes can be repaired and, crucially, that they still belong when things go wrong.
That final point is particularly important within a relational approach.
We can challenge behaviour without rejecting the child.
We can say, in effect:
“That behaviour was not okay. We are going to deal with it. And you remain a valued member of this classroom.”
Positive behaviour therefore becomes something we teach, model and reinforce, rather than something we simply demand.

Slide 6 — The Adult Sets the Weather
This idea is central to the work of Paul Dix and When the Adults Change, Everything Changes.
We cannot control every behaviour a child brings into the classroom.
But we can control the behaviour we bring into the interaction.
Look at the connections on the slide:
Calm creates the conditions for calm.
Predictability helps children feel safe.
Consistency helps develop trust.
Respect strengthens connection.
Our emotional response matters.
If a pupil escalates and the adult escalates too, we now have two dysregulated people trying to resolve a situation.
This is why adult behaviour management begins with adult self-management.
That doesn’t mean being passive.
Calm adults can have extremely high expectations.
It means that we don’t need to match a pupil’s volume, frustration or emotional intensity in order to maintain a boundary.
As Paul Dix's work encourages us to consider, the behaviour we model becomes part of the culture we create.

Slide 7 — Connection and Boundaries
And this is where there can sometimes be a misconception around relational or restorative approaches.
Being relational does not mean lowering expectations.
It does not mean avoiding consequences.
And it certainly doesn’t mean allowing pupils to behave however they choose.
Effective classrooms combine two things:
Warmth and boundaries.
The message to the child is simultaneously:
“I care about you.”
and
“I will hold you to this expectation.”
Those two statements are not opposites.
In fact, pupils often feel safest when they experience both.
Restorative practice asks us to maintain dignity, accountability and relationships when something goes wrong.
We hold the boundary, but we avoid humiliation.
We address the behaviour, but we protect the relationship.
We expect accountability, but we also create a route back.

Slide 8 — Teach the Behaviour You Want to See
There’s a useful comparison on this slide.
We explicitly teach phonics.
We explicitly teach mathematics.
We explicitly teach writing.
We would never introduce a new mathematical concept once and then become frustrated because a child couldn't immediately apply it perfectly.
We model. We practise. We revisit. We give feedback.
So why would behaviour be completely different?
Think about some of the behaviours listed here.
Entering the classroom calmly.
Listening while someone else is speaking.
Moving from one activity to another.
Asking for help appropriately.
Managing disagreement.
Recovering after making a mistake.
These are actually quite sophisticated skills.
Yet sometimes we only teach them after pupils have got them wrong.
Instead, we can proactively teach the behaviour we want to see.
Show pupils what successful transitions look like.
Practise how resources are collected.
Model what disagreement sounds like.
Teach pupils what they can do when they feel frustrated.
Behaviour can be taught, practised and strengthened.

Slide 9 — Consistency Creates Safety
Consider the question on the slide:
“Which version of the adult am I getting today?”
For some pupils, unpredictability can create significant uncertainty.
If something is ignored on Monday, challenged sharply on Tuesday and laughed about on Wednesday, pupils are constantly trying to work out where the boundary actually sits.
Predictability reduces that uncertainty.
Clear expectations.
Calm responses.
Reliable routines.
Consistent language.
And importantly — follow-through.
But there is an important distinction here.
Consistency does not mean treating every pupil identically.
Fairness and sameness are not always the same thing.
Individual pupils may need different support to successfully meet the same high expectations.
The consistency comes from our values, boundaries and approach being dependable.
Pupils know where they stand.
And they know that tomorrow, those expectations will still be there.

Slide 10 — Catch the Culture You Want
There is a very simple principle here:
What adults notice becomes important.
In busy classrooms, our attention can naturally be drawn towards the behaviour that is going wrong.
The child calling out gets our attention.
The child refusing gets our attention.
The conflict gets our attention.
Meanwhile, twenty-five children may be quietly demonstrating exactly the culture we want.
So we need to deliberately notice it.
Notice kindness.
Notice pupils meeting expectations.
Notice recovery after difficulty.
Notice a child making a better choice.
Notice self-control.
And where possible, make that recognition specific.
Rather than simply saying:
“Good boy.”
or:
“Well done.”
We might say:
“I noticed you were frustrated, but you stopped and tried again.”
Now we have named exactly what was successful.
We’re not simply reinforcing compliance. We are helping pupils recognise the behaviours and characteristics they are developing.

Slide 11 — A Restorative Lens
When behaviour goes wrong, our instinct can sometimes be to immediately ask:
“What punishment does this deserve?”
A restorative lens broadens that conversation.
We might instead ask:
What happened?
Who has been affected?
What needs to happen now?
How can we repair this?
And perhaps one of the most useful questions:
What will help this pupil succeed next time?
Notice that none of those questions removes accountability.
If somebody has been hurt, learning has been disrupted or a relationship has been damaged, that matters.
But the end point becomes more than simply “the pupil has received a consequence.”
We want the pupil to understand what happened, recognise the impact, repair where appropriate and develop a better strategy for next time.
The goal is repair and learning, not simply compliance.

Slide 12 — Reflection
Take a moment now to think about your own classroom.
Imagine a visitor walked into the room tomorrow morning.
They don't know your behaviour policy.
They haven't read the school values.
They simply watch what happens.
What would pupils' behaviour tell them about the culture of your classroom?
Would they see safety?
Would they see belonging?
Would they see respect?
Would they see predictability?
Would they see high expectations?
Would they see warm relationships?
And importantly, don't approach this as a deficit exercise.
Identify what is already strong.
Then consider:
What could be strengthened?
You may want to give staff a minute individually here before briefly discussing with a colleague.

Slide 13 — Spark Forward
As always, we finish with something deliberately small.
We are not asking anyone to completely redesign their behaviour practice this week.
Instead, choose one behaviour you regularly find yourself correcting.
Perhaps pupils regularly talk during transitions.
Perhaps resources aren't put away successfully.
Perhaps pupils call out during whole-class teaching.
Whatever it is, try changing the sequence.
Rather than waiting for it to go wrong and then correcting it:
Teach it.
Model it.
Practise it.
Notice it.
Reinforce it.
Then pay attention to what happens.
At the end of the week ask yourself:
Did explicitly teaching the behaviour reduce the amount of correction I needed to give?
That is your Spark Forward for this week.

Slide 14 — Final Thought
Our final thought brings us back to where we started.
Culture is built in the small interactions that happen every day.
Every greeting.
Every correction.
Every boundary.
Every repair.
It can be tempting to think that improving behaviour requires a big new initiative, a new system or a new strategy.
Sometimes it does.
But classroom culture is also being shaped in hundreds of tiny moments that happen between adults and pupils every single day.
And when those interactions repeatedly communicate:
You belong here.
I will treat you with respect.
I have high expectations of you.
I will remain calm.
And when things go wrong, we will repair them.
— they begin to create something much bigger.
Small interactions, repeated consistently, become classroom culture.

Slide 15 — Evidence & Further Reading
The thinking in this Spark is supported by several key sources.
Paul Dix’s When the Adults Change, Everything Changes provides an accessible exploration of adult consistency, calm responses and relationships.
Tom Bennett’s Creating a Culture looks more broadly at how strong behaviour cultures can be deliberately created within schools.
The Education Endowment Foundation’s Improving Behaviour in Schools guidance provides evidence-informed recommendations around classroom management, relationships, learning behaviours and targeted support.
And the Department for Education’s Behaviour in Schools guidance provides the national framework around behaviour cultures, expectations and responses.
You don’t need to read all of these before next week. They are there if you would like to explore the evidence and thinking behind today’s Spark in more depth.
Next time, we’ll build on today’s foundations by looking specifically at building trust and strong relationships — and why those relationships are not an optional extra in behaviour management, but one of the foundations that makes high expectations possible.
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SMALL STEPS, STRONGER PRACTICE!




