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This document gives additional teaching guidance around reluctance to engage with health and safety, dealing with health and safety sensitively, and improving engagement with role play.
Reluctance to engage with health and safety
Health, safety and welfare is commonly cited as a topic that vocational teachers don’t look forward to teaching. This is often because of their own experience as a student. It is helpful to reflect on some of the reasons for this, as shown in the table below.
	Reason
	Why
	Consequence for teaching and learning

	It feels repetitive and routine.
	Vocational staff often teach this content:
every year;
at induction;
every time a new unit starts;
before every new practical task.
	This repetition can feel like ‘going through the motions’ rather than meaningful teaching.

	Pressure to cover legal requirements.
	Creates a sense of risk for them:
‘If I don’t teach this well, someone could get hurt… and it’s my responsibility.’
	That pressure makes the experience stressful rather than enjoyable.

	Can feel like policing, not teaching.
	Teachers may feel more like:
enforcers;
rule-checkers;
compliance officers, rather than educators.
	Undermines a sense of professional creativity and autonomy.

	Interrupts ‘real’ practical learning
	Vocational teachers come alive in:
workshops;
animal units;
studios;
fieldwork;
machinery bays;
laboratories.
	Health and safety sessions can feel like a hurdle before the ‘real learning’ begins. This can sap enthusiasm.

	Content can be dry
	Teachers often rely on:
long PowerPoint presentations;
policies;
checklists;
standard induction packs.
	Vocational staff prefer hands-on, demonstration-based, applied teaching.

	Fear of ‘getting It wrong’
	Teachers may worry about:
missing a crucial warning;
not explaining a risk clearly enough;
not having up-to-date guidance;
being blamed if an accident occurs.
	This anxiety can reduce confidence or enthusiasm.


	Lack of time to make it engaging
	Practical sessions are time-pressured. Teachers often feel they must:
rush through session induction;
reduce interactivity;
prioritise quick compliance over depth.
	This makes it feel transactional, not educational.


	Students start disinterested
	Students sometimes:
think the content is boring;
believe they already know it;
switch off;
resist rules or boundaries.
	Teaching a topic students already don’t value is naturally demotivating.



Students also tend to dislike learning about health, safety and welfare, for several reasons:
	Reason
	Why
	Consequence for teaching and learning

	Perception that it is boring or repetitive
	Content is often seen as:
rule-heavy;
common-sense;
repetitive (especially if (re)taught each year.
	Many students feel they already know it, even when they don’t.


	Lack of relevance to their interests
	Students disengage if they cannot see how a safety lesson links to:
their course;
future job;
personal experience.
	Abstract health and safety rules feel disconnected from real consequences.




	Emphasises danger, which can cause resistance
	Talking about accidents, injury or legal responsibilities can trigger:
discomfort;
avoidance;
defensiveness;
‘It won’t happen to me’ thinking.
	Students become emotionally disengaged.

	Delivered in a dry or compliance-focused way
	Traditional delivery often relies on:
long PowerPoint presentations;
checklists;
lengthy policies;
passive learning.
	Motivation drops because teaching feels like a ‘tick-box’ exercise.


	They feel overwhelmed by rules
	Too many rules at once can cause cognitive overload.
Students may think:
‘I’ll never remember all of this.’;
‘I don’t know what actually matters.’.
	Students ‘switch off’ to protect mental bandwidth.


	‘Invincibility bias’ in younger students
	Younger students often underestimate risk due to:
a belief that serious accidents happen only to older or less-skilled people
peer pressure
feeling confident or fearless.
	Students may view safety messages as unnecessary or exaggerated.


	Poor timing or placement in curriculum
	Because health and safety is always taught:
at induction;
at the start of the year;
before students have context;
without practical examples.
	Students may feel that health and safety is an interruption to their vocational subject, rather than meaningful learning.


	They see it as something forced on them
	Because health and safety is usually a requirement, not a choice, some students feel:
controlled;
restricted;
patronised;
treated as incapable.
	Intrinsic motivation is undermined.



Dealing with health and safety sensitively
Before teaching, it is important to recognise that conversations about health and safety may act as a trigger for a student(s), or you as a teacher. Examples are shown in the table below.
	Trigger factor
	Reason for trigger 

	Past accidents or trauma
	Discussion of risks or injuries can cause memories of previous incidents to resurface.

	Personal loss
	References to fatalities or injuries can remind individuals of losing a loved one or colleague.

	Anxiety about personal safety
	Worst-case scenarios in health and safety can be overwhelming or frightening.

	Threat to sense of competence
	Individuals may fear being judged or making mistakes that could cause harm.

	Previous blame or disciplinary experiences
	Past incidents where blame was attributed can generate fear or shame.

	Cultural or family memories
	Those raised around high-risk work may associate safety discussions with past family trauma or emergencies.

	Health-related fears
	Topics involving illness, long-term harm, or exposure risks can trigger health anxiety.

	Distressing language
	Strong terms like 'fatal', 'catastrophic', or 'severe injury' can cause emotional distress.



Consider starting sessions with an ‘advance warning’ to check student readiness. For example, ‘We’ll be talking about accidents and injuries. If anyone needs a break or wants to step out, that’s absolutely fine.’
During sessions, encourage questions, be observant of possible signs of distress and use real examples carefully and sensitively.
Improving engagement with role plays
There are numerous reasons why role-play activities can be challenging for students to engage with:
	Reason
	Underlying reason

	Embarrassment / self-consciousness
	Students feel uncomfortable performing in front of peers and fear being judged.

	Unclear purpose
	Students don’t understand why they are doing role play or how it links to assessments/workplace practice.

	Lack of confidence in content
	Students worry they don’t know enough about the topic (e.g., legislation, hazards).

	Discomfort with unfamiliar roles
	Acting as an inspector, manager or witness feels unrealistic or intimidating.

	Group dynamics issues
	Dominant peers, reluctant peers, friendship groups or quiet students reduce engagement.

	Negative past experiences
	Previous awkward or forced role-play activities discourage participation.



Consider using the following teaching strategies to support students: 
	Teaching strategy
	Examples

	Use low-pressure warm-ups
	Start with short, simple paired tasks before full role play, to reduce anxiety.

	Explain the purpose clearly
	Show how role play links to T Level assessments and real workplace communication.

	Provide scaffolds
	Offer prompt cards, question starters, scenario sheets and structure so students feel prepared.

	Give students choice
	Allow choice of roles or scenarios to increase ownership and comfort.

	Use small groups or pairs
	Reduces embarrassment and builds confidence in quieter students.

	Normalise mistakes
	Reinforce that role play is for practice, not perfection.

	Make scenarios realistic
	Use authentic industry examples (machinery, near misses, inspectors) to increase relevance.

	Include props or visuals
	Items like clipboards, PPE or mock forms reduce awkwardness and boost engagement.

	Provide clear success criteria.
	Tell students exactly what is expected (e.g., ask three open questions, identify hazards).

	Give structured feedback.
	Use peer or self-reflection tools so students feel supported, not judged.




Agriculture, Environmental and Animal Care: Health and safety
Version 1, June 2026	© Gatsby Technical Education Projects 2026


6
image1.png
Technical

¢ ‘v Education

Networks




