Supporting PDA in the Classroom: Practical Language Swaps 

Students with Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) can experience heightened anxiety when faced with direct demands. Adapting language to be less pressurising can help reduce anxiety and increase engagement. This resource offers practical language alternatives, organised by activity type, along with space for personalised phrases.

General Tips for Language Adaptation
· Use indirect suggestions rather than direct instructions.
· Offer choices to promote autonomy.
· Keep communication light and non-confrontational (e.g., using humour or curiosity).
· Avoid words that imply strict control, like "must" or "have to."
· Be mindful of tone and body language—calm, patient communication is key.

Language Swap Examples by Activity

Starting a Task
	Instead of Saying...
	Try Saying...

	"Start your work now."
	"Would you like to begin with this question or that one?"

	"You need to focus."
	"How about we take a look at this part together?"

	"Don’t waste time."
	"What do you think is a good way to get started?"



During Lessons
	Instead of Saying...
	Try Saying...

	"Pay attention!"
	"Let’s see if we can figure this part out together."

	"Be quiet."
	"Can we try some quiet time to help us all think?"

	"You’re doing it wrong."
	"How about we try a different way? What do you think?"



Transitions or Changes
	Instead of Saying...
	Try Saying...

	"It’s time to stop now."
	"Shall we finish this part and then move on?"

	"Hurry up! We’re going to be late."
	"We’ve got a few minutes left; what’s your next step?"

	"You can’t stay here."
	"Would you like a heads-up before we move to the next activity?"



Managing Behaviour
	Instead of Saying...
	Try Saying...

	"Stop doing that!"
	"I’m wondering if there’s another way we can work through this."

	"Don’t argue with me."
	"Let’s pause and think about this together. What do you reckon?”

	"You’re being disruptive."
	"Is there something I can do to make this feel easier for you?"



Deadlines and Expectations
	Instead of Saying...
	Try Saying...

	"You must finish by Friday."
	"What’s a good time for you to work towards finishing by Friday?"

	"This is due tomorrow."
	"Let’s break this into steps. What would you like to work on today?"

	"Don’t forget your homework."
	"Would a reminder help for your homework? How would you like that?"



Create Your Own Language Swaps
Work with the student to identify specific triggers and co-create alternative phrases that feel less demanding.
	Current Phrase
	Alternative Phrase 

	


	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	



Reflection Questions
· How does the language you use impact student anxiety and engagement?
· Are there opportunities to provide more choices and autonomy through your communication?
· Can you involve students in creating personalised communication strategies?

Quick Tips
· Practice indirect language until it feels natural to reduce pressure and anxiety.
· Use visual or written cues to minimise the need for verbal communication.
· Offer small, manageable choices to give students a sense of control.
· Allow processing time by giving students space to respond without pressure.
· Regularly review and adjust strategies to ensure they meet the student’s needs.
· Maintain calm, positive non-verbal cues like a relaxed tone and friendly expressions.
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