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Abstract

There have been a number of significant developments in the practice of Local
Authorities and schools following the publication of the Children and Families Act
2014 and the Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice: 0-25 years
2015 (Department for Education (DfE) & Department of Health (DoH), 2015). Key
changes include a new co-ordinated Education, Health and Care (EHC) needs
assessment process, and the introduction of EHC plans to replace Statements of Special
Educational Need (SEN). Notably, the views, wishes and feelings of young people and
their families are increasingly viewed as being central to decision making processes at
individual and strategic levels. The present research draws a link between this emphasis
in legislation and the wider notion of family engagement, which concerns families,

communities and schools working together to create effective partnerships.

To date, whilst outcome focused research has suggested that family engagement can
have a positive impact on a wide variety of academic, social and emotional outcomes
for young people, there has been a distinct lack of research considering the experiences
and perceptions of families regarding their engagement in educational processes.
Consequently, this research takes an Interpretative Phenomenological Approach to
consider in depth four parents’ and two young people’s experiences of the Education,
Health and Care Needs assessment process, and specifically their experiences of family

engagement within this.

Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with all six participants, and following the
analysis of the resultant data using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, seven
master themes were interpreted by the researcher. Some of the main principles of the
Children and Families Act 2014 were reflected in the interpreted themes: multi agency
support, working in partnership with a keyworker, a child-focused approach, and
aspects of family engagement, including family participation. However, contrary to
legislation, the participants here found it difficult to understand the purpose of the EHC
needs assessment process, and identified a distinct lack of knowledge about statutory
assessment. In addition, families experienced a power hierarchy throughout the process,
with professionals continuing to hold the dominant position. This was demonstrated

through one family member describing how she felt that her and her family were on



“one side of the wall” and professionals involved in the decision making process were

on “the other”.

This research therefore has significant implications for practitioners working within
Local Authorities and schools regarding building positive relationships with families,
and how to ensure that families truly feel empowered and are able to participate in
flexible ways during the EHC needs assessment process, as recent legislative changes
intend.
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1. Introduction to the thesis

There are two main issues at the heart of this research, firstly, family members’
perceptions and experiences of the recently updated Special Educational Needs (SEN)
statutory assessment process, which came into force with the publication of the Special
Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) Code of Practice: 0-25 years (Department
for Education & Department of Health, 2015), and is now known as an Educational,
Health and Care (EHC) needs assessment. This is a single co-ordinated assessment
process for young people aged 0-25, which identifies the educational, health and care
needs of a young person, appropriate outcomes to be achieved and the provision that
may be required to meet such outcomes. EHC needs assessments are the responsibility
of Local Authorities (LAS), who must seek advice and information from a number of
sources, including parent(s), young people themselves and an Educational Psychologist
(EP) (DfE & DoH, 2015).

The second issue is family members’ perceptions and experiences of engagement within
the EHC needs assessment process. A range of international research studies have
provided empirical support for the positive impact of the multidimensional construct of
family engagement on a wide range of outcomes for young people, including academic
attainment and social and emotional well-being (Dearing, Kreider, Simpkins, & Weiss,
2006; Flouri & Buchanan, 2004; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005). This has led to a
recognition that parents and families have a significant influence on the holistic
development of young people, and consequently to the principle within education and
health that professionals and families should be working together (Department for
Education and Skills & Department of Health, 2002).

An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis approach is taken. This has proved a
popular methodology in previous research within health psychology, examining lived
experiences of, for example, sufferers of chronic pain (Smith & Osborn, 2007), though
its application within other areas of psychology, including educational, is rather limited
(Smith, 2011).

1.1 Personal and professional interest in this area of research

The author has a personal and professional interest in empowering families and young

people, and ensuring that their voice is heard in the midst of professionals and school

12



staff, developed over a multitude of professional experiences, including working as a
Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP), but also as a SEN Teaching Assistant in an
inner-city school that took pride in being at the heart of a multi-ethnic community, and

that saw work with families as integral to children’s learning and development.

The researcher was also driven by a desire to conduct research that would be highly
relevant to practice, and felt that a detailed investigation of families’ experiences and
perceptions of the assessment process, as well as of their own involvement in it, could
have important implications for a variety of groups and individuals, including the LA at
a strategic level, and for EPs.

1.2 The interests of the Local Authority

Aside from personal values and interests, this research also came about as a result of
joint thinking and working between researcher and the LA within which they were
working as a TEP. When discussing the integral research component of the Doctorate
with the senior leadership team within the Educational Psychology Service (EPS), the
impact of the Children and Families Act 2014 was raised as a particular potential focus.
The researcher was keen to act on a unique opportunity to add to the knowledge base of
the LA.

A research proposal was presented to the Acting Principal Educational Psychologist
(PEP) and to the Service Manager of the SEN Service, who were both very supportive
of an in-depth examination of the EHC needs assessment process for a small number of

families from within the LA.

1.3 The context and unique contribution of this research

In March 2014, after having been in consultation since 2011 (DfE, 2011) the
Government published a new Act called the Children and Families Act 2014. As part of
this, the Government gave statutory guidance related to SEN called the SEND Code of
Practice: 0-25 years (DfE & DoH, 2015). This code of practice was officially published
in July 2014, came into force in September 2014 and was updated in January 2015.
Chapter 9 focuses on statutory assessment, which is now known as an EHC needs
assessment. This outlines how assessment should be co-ordinated between education,
health and care services, with the information being gathered through assessments in
these fields, and brought together into one plan by LA officers.

13



The principles underpinning the SEND Code of Practice: 0-25 years (DfE & DoH,
2015) indicate that LAs must attempt to engage families, young people and children in a
variety of ways in this updated SEND system, including by involving families in
decision-making, providing the necessary support and information to enable the
participation of families in educational processes, and gathering the views, wishes and
feelings of the family. This follows research evidence which demonstrates the
significant positive impact that family engagement can have on a range of outcomes for
children and young people, including academic and socio-emotional (Desforges &
Abouchaar, 2003; Fan & Chen, 2001; Rimm-Faufman, Pianta, Cox, & Bradley, 2003).
However, authors have found it difficult to generate a precise definition of family
engagement, as it is a multi-faceted concept which can take many forms, including
specific activities such as provision of learning at home by parent(s) (Goodall, Vorhaus,
Carpentieri & Brooks, 2011), communication with school to share information (Epstein,
1995) and encouragement and help with homework (Desforges, 2003), as well as the
communication of high achievement and aspirations (McWayne, Melzi, Schick,
Kennedy, & Mundt, 2013) and working with families in order to make improvements in
community-based programmes (Ferlazzo, 2011). Discussion in this area reflects a
continually developing understanding of family and professional partnerships (Crozier,
1998), which historically were defined by dominant-subordinate power structures, but
more recently include a model of empowerment, which allows the capacity and mastery
of families and professionals to grow based on mutually desired outcomes (Turnbull,
Turbiville & Turnbull, 2000; Murray, Handyside, Straka & Arton-Titus, 2013).
However, little recent UK-based research is available which has investigated the
experiences of families themselves in relation to family engagement, and where along

this power continuum these experiences may fall.

Therefore, this research is particularly timely, coming at a point of national policy
change, which has led to greater attempts by LAs, schools, and professionals working
within education, health and care to facilitate more in-depth involvement of families in
the statutory assessment of children’s SEN. Although there has been some previous
research which has gathered parents’ views and experiences within SEN processes (e.g.
Runswick-Cole, 2007; Truss, 2008), there is limited evidence of how families perceive
and experience new statutory assessment processes. In addition, this study will offer a

unique contribution in that it will utilise an Interpretative Phenomenological Approach,

14



which allows for an-depth exploration of the lived experience of the process for
families, and how they have perceived and experienced family engagement within the

EHC assessment process.
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2. Literature review

2.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the reader with an understanding of up-to-date
research and practice which is most salient to the current study. The broad focus of the
identified research area is on family experiences within a SEN statutory process, with a
specific focus on family engagement. The chapter will begin in the area of SEN policy,
in order to inform the reader about current policy and recent reform, which is of
particular interest to the current research. Particular attention will be paid to the recent
changes from a statementing process to the creation of EHC plans. It will then move
onto family engagement, discussing the theoretical and research background of the
current study, including the different ways in which family engagement has been
perceived in research and therefore could be experienced by families. The review will
then draw on published material that considers, and includes, family and pupil voice,
before presenting a systematic review of the research which was considered most

pertinent to the study, followed by a rationale for the current research.

2.2 SEN policy

The history of educational provision and legislation shows that it has been very difficult
to come to an agreement within law about how best to define, educate and meet the
needs of children with SEN (Squires, 2012). This has resulted in confusion for LAs and
for families. As discussed by Mackenzie, Watts and Howe (2012), parents often require
support in understanding and receiving the services which are relevant and appropriate
for their children’s needs, whilst LAs continue to differ in their practice with regards to
how children with SEN are identified and educated, including the percentage of children
with Statements of SEN, or an EHC plan, and the proportion of children who are placed
within specialist educational provisions (Richardson, Richardson, Lamb, & Gross,
2015). The following sections will attempt to illustrate how policy and pieces of
legislation have dictated the services and education that children with SEN have

received over the years.
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2.2.1 The meaning of Special Educational Needs: a historical

perspective

The concept of SEN has come a long way in governmental policy over the last seventy
years. The Education Act 1944 stated that LAs were required to provide education for
children who were ‘subnormal’, ‘maladjusted’ or physically handicapped. The Act
recognised that some children may have a ‘disability of mind or body’ that required a
different type of education from most children. This type of language reinforced a
medical model of labelling children within eleven categories of ‘handicap’, which could
be ‘diagnosed’ and consequently ‘treated’, creating categorisation and segregation of
children and young people with SEN from other children and young people of the same
age, which remained in legislation for many years. Reforms of policy and legislation
since the Education Act 1944 have continually referred to children and young people
with SEN as segregated from other children and young people of the same age because
of their greater difficulty in learning, or because of their level of disability (DfE & DoH,
2015).

The concept of segregated education however came under heavy criticism in the report
of the Warnock Committee, established in 1974, which was incorporated within the
Education Act 1981. The Committee concluded that although 20% of the school
population may have SEN, only 2% needed provision and support over and beyond
which a mainstream school could provide. Such recommendations were seen at the time
as radical, suggesting that education should be formed on the basis of an ‘integrative’
(later becoming inclusive) rather than segregated approach. The system of
‘statementing’ was also introduced. For the first time, LAs had a legal duty to assess
those children with the most complex and severe needs, and specify whether they would
need special educational provision in order for their educational needs to be met. From
this point onwards, statutory assessments were carried out for children whose needs
could not be reasonably met with the resources typically available to a mainstream
school, resulting in a statement of SEN, which formally documented SEN and any

additional support which the child needs (Squires, 2012).

The Warnock Report (Warnock, 1978) marked a crucial period in history for children
with SEN and their families, both in terms of the education and curriculum which was

legally accessible, and the assessment of SEN and provision which the LA was required
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to put in place by law. This change in the tide was carried forward in a broader
international trend, for example UNESCO’s (1994) Salamanca Statement and
Framework for Action on Special Needs Education, which heavily promoted inclusion.
The Special Needs and Disability Act 2001 stated that mainstream schools should
consider themselves capable of meeting SEN, as all young people would be placed
within a mainstream setting unless parents decided otherwise, or unless such placement
interfered with the education of other pupils. Disability discrimination legislation was
thereby introduced into education policy. Finally, in 2004, a governmental strategy
paper relating to provision for children with SEN, titled Removing Barriers to
Achievement (Department for Education and Skills, 2004) recommended to LAs that the
percentage of children placed in special schools should be falling, and that LAs should
be decreasingly reliant on statements, thereby building the capacity of mainstream

schools.

2.2.2 Recent SEN reform and legislation

2.2.2.1 Rationale for reform

The Children and Families Act 2014 set out major changes in SEN. This bill ties
together reform of a system which has been described as “no longer fit for purpose”
(DfE, 2011, pg. 15), and “failing to meet the needs of large numbers of children with
SEN” (House of Commons Educational and Skills Committee, 2006, pg 20). More
specifically, criticism was made of the existing SEN framework’s inability to meet a
wide continuum of SEN in a flexible way, including making use of the voluntary and
community sector (House of Commons Educational and Skills Committee, 2006; DfE,
2011).

Jackson (2006) claimed that the statementing process, as it stood, brought many benefits
for parents, children and professionals, such as opportunities for parents to participate in
regular reviews and to appeal against decisions made by LAs, as well as protecting
access to resources and services external to school. However, others (Audit
Commission, 2002; House of Commons Educational and Skills Committee, 2006;
Warnock, 2005) expressed discontent with SEN processes as they were operating,
arguing that the outdated framework was struggling to keep up with the changes of the
mainstream education system, and to cope with the increasing diversity of children
categorised as having SEN, leading to a bureaucratic and stressful experience for
parents, and an inequitable distribution of resources. Therefore, the recent major
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changes in SEN policy are clearly widely welcomed, and have been seen as necessary
by some for a substantial period of time.

2.2.2.2 EHC needs assessments and plans

The Children and Families Act 2014 dictated the replacement of Statements of SEN
with Educational Health and Care Plans (EHCPs), which children obtain through a
single assessment process, therefore enabling the co-ordination of health, education and
social care services. EHCPs, as Statements of SEN historically have done, continue to
apply to a small proportion of children and young people with complex SEN for whom
special educational provision is required, whilst the Local Offer acts as a broader
framework through which families of children with SEN can access local services
(Richardson et al., 2015)

As opposed to previous Statements of SEN, which only considered the educational
needs of a young person, EHCPs bring together education, health and social care needs
into one single legal document. This document describes envisaged outcomes for the
young person, the support which is needed to provide these outcomes and who is
responsible for this support. A range of individuals and agencies have the right to
request a statutory assessment for an EHCP, including parent(s), a young person over
the age of 16 but under the age of 25 and health and social care professionals (DfE &
DoH, 2015). Once a request is made, this initiates a 20-week timeline for the process,
the conclusion of which may be the issuing of the final EHCP (see Appendix 1 for full

timeline).

2.2.2.3 Local Offer

The Children and Families Act 2014 stated that LAs are required to provide information
on all potential services for a young person, and how families can access these, through
a Local Offer for each regional area. The Local Offer also acts as a tool to engage
directly with children, young people and parents, as it is advised that families are
directly involved in its development. In this way, parents and authorities can co-
construct services, and families can offer their views on exactly which services are
needed (Norwich, 2014).

2.2.2.4 Summary of other changes from policy reform
The changes in legislation demonstrate a more flexible way of working with families,

with the intention of enabling a greater level of choice and involvement. For example,
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families now have the option of a personal budget as part of their child’s EHCP, and
resources which are available can be used flexibly according to the provision which is
chosen by the young person and their family. In addition, families can choose to employ
a keyworker approach during the EHC needs assessment process, in order to enable
their understanding of the process and to make sure the views of the family are
incorporated within the assessment (DfE & DoH, 2015).

2.2.3 Discussion

The transition within SEN policy from Statements of SEN to EHC plans has created
many challenges for practitioners working in education, health and care who are now
required to work in a joined up fashion, and to deliver coordinated input, creating
relevant and appropriate provision for each young person. It has been suggested that
there need to be clear routes and means to monitor and evaluate practice, including the
use of Local Offers, Personal Budgets and Office for Standards in Education
(OFSTED), for this to be done in an effective way (Richardson et al. 2015).

The inclusion of families is also crucial within this policy reform. In recent years, there
have been improved efforts to include parents’ views within the education system, and a
call for LAs to make a true commitment to family engagement, rather than a tokenistic
gesture of working with families (Goodall et al. 2011). There has been interest
demonstrated in research literature and in inquiries carried out by the government (e.g.
(Lamb, 2009; Peacey, Lindsay, Brown, & Sam, 2009) in parental confidence in the SEN
system, and how this can be improved. A series of recommendations have been made,
particularly by Lamb (2009), for potential improvements, including open and honest
communication between parents, LAs and schools, a strategic approach within each LA
to ensure that specialist advice is available to all schools for children with SEN, and
demonstrating accountability of each SEN system at a national level according to
feedback from young people.

Authors have illustrated the existing tensions within the SEN system which demonstrate
the continual challenges faced by practitioners working in education, health and care.
For example, schools are continually responsible for identifying SEN, but jointly it is
the responsibility of LAs to assess and meet the needs of these children within an
appropriate placement. Therefore, schools look to LAs to provide resources and funding

in order to meet the needs of children with high levels of SEN (Norwich, 2014). Parents
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continue to struggle to make their voice heard within schools and to make a difference
to the support which their child is receiving, as well as experiencing poor relationships
with school staff who demonstrate a lack of recognition of the needs of the young

person (Peacey et al. 2009).

2.3 Family engagement

2.3.1 Theoretical framework of family engagement

The concept of family engagement in education is founded on a developmental-
ecological perspective, as developed by Bronfenbrenner (1979). According to this
theory, a child’s development and learning does not take place in isolation, but within a
series of interacting systems. Bronfenbrenner (1979) divided these systems into five
different levels. Some of these systems have a less direct effect on the development of
the child, for example the cultural context of the child, which would be a distal system.
The most influential level of the ecological systems theory is the microsystem, which

includes both home and school environment.

This perspective helps to explain the importance of family engagement, as positive
interactions between systems are seen as promoting the positive development of a
young person. However, over time, the relationship between home and school has been
understood in different ways, and therefore it is useful to briefly illustrate the recent
historical background and development of the meanings of both parent involvement and

family engagement.

2.3.2 The development of the definition of family engagement

For many years, professionals working with families of children with SEN were
generally perceived as experts who held a dominant role over the subordinate position
of families, particularly in regard to the control of information and resources (Turnbull,
Turbiville & Turnbull, 2000). However, by the early 1970s, the tide was changing.
Parents, professionals, LAs and government departments were beginning to argue in
favour of a greater level of parental involvement (Dale, 1996). The term ‘transplant
relationship’ was coined as professionals shared their skills and knowledge with
families, and in return parents became more confident, more actively involved and
participated as ‘co-educators’ (Mittler & Mittler, 1983; Dale, 1996).
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The 1980s saw a more thorough discussion of the concept of a partnership; however,
whilst such discussion has continued to the current day, there remains no universal
agreement around the concept of family engagement. Different conceptual models have
been introduced over time, each with a slightly different focus, for example seeing the
parent as a consumer (Cunningham & Davis, 1985), adopting a model of empowerment
(Appleton & Minchin, 1991), or placing an emphasis on negotiation within partnership
(Dale, 1994).

Despite this lack of clarity, there has been a notable progression within research
literature from the use of the term ‘parent involvement’, to ‘family engagement’, to
‘family empowerment’. This is illustrated in Figure 2-1 below, and also indicates the
shift from what Turnbull, Turbiville & Turnbull (2000) called power-over, to power-
with, to power-through relationships between families and professionals. Within this
model, the ultimate intention is collective empowerment, whereby parents, family
members, friends, community citizens and professionals cooperate in order to produce a
collective effect which is greater than any individual effect. Power is consequently a

resource for everyone within the group to use (Turnbull, Turbiville & Turnbull, 2000).

Figure 2-1: A figure to show the progression from family involvement to family

engagement to family empowerment within research literature

involvement

'

engagement

\ 4

empowerment
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Although Figure 2-1 illustrates an ever-widening framework of family engagement, it
does not suggest that there is a linear progression from involvement to engagement to
empowerment, but that all three overlap (Office of the Education Ombudsman, 2012).
Parent involvement, family engagement and empowerment will now be compared,

including the definition and significance of each within research literature.

2.3.3 Comparison of parent involvement, family engagement and
family empowerment

2.3.3.1 Defining each term

Lawson (2003) argued that much of the research on parent involvement focuses on the
level of participation that parents demonstrate in activities designed by school, such as
volunteering in the classroom or attending meetings at school. Ellingsen & Myers
(2013) and Ferlazzo (2011) both agreed that parent involvement often refers to pre-
identified projects, needs and goals, led by a school or organisation, which invite

parents to contribute at a later point.

Epstein (1987), from a survey of a large sample of teachers and principals in Maryland,
America, identified four types of parental involvement in schools, defined as basic
obligations and providing for basic needs of children, school to home communications,
parent involvement in school and parent involvement in learning at home. This was
later extended to include parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home,
decision-making and collaborating with community (Epstein, 1995). This latter version
in particular raises the important role that parents play in the home as well as in their
school education, but creates the danger that school staff impose their view of what
parent involvement is on families rather than generating the meaning from families

themselves.

The notion of family engagement, in comparison, incorporates a wider and more
holistic way of working jointly and collaboratively with families, including shared
decision-making informed by parents’ views and wishes (Ferlazzo, 2011). Other authors
have taken a family-centric approach to family engagement, for example Sheridan,
Knoche, Kupzyk, Edwards and Marvin (2011), who defined family engagement as
parenting practices that allow children access to experiences which promote learning,
positive affective outcomes and autonomy. Family engagement can be viewed as an

extension of involvement (Barton, Drake, Perez, St. Louis, & George, 2004) in the way
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that it acknowledges not only what parents do but how they understand the world, the
impact that this may have on their behaviour and the context within which choices are

made about involvement.

Authors have referred to ‘parental empowerment’ as a condition of effective family
engagement (Office of the Education Ombudsman, 2012). Empowerment is not only
about taking part in something, but also about a feeling of ownership of that activity
resulting in a sense of agency, and families having a sense of their own choice and
action (Goodall & Montgomery, 2013). It has been suggested that families and
communities can feel more empowered as they develop relationships with staff where
they feel they are listened to, for example by being encouraged to share their concerns
within their local community, so as to act on them with others with similar lines of
thought (Ferlazzo, 2011).

2.3.3.2 Demonstrating the significance of family engagement within research
The range of positive outcomes correlated with parental involvement is extremely wide;
from academic benefits such as higher grades (Gutman & Midgley, 2000), greater
achievement in core curriculum subjects such as maths (1zzo, Weissberg, Kasprow &
Fendrich, 1999) to behavioural outcomes such as improved ability to self-regulate
behaviour (Brody, Flor & Gibson, 1999), and improved social skills (McWayne,
Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, & Sekino, 2004). However, parental involvement has been
measured in a number of ways, as noted by Harris & Goodall (2007), who noted that it
is the support of learning within the home environment that makes the most significant

difference to attainment.

Cole (2011), in a research review carried out by the National Literacy Trust, argued that
any policy which addresses literacy standards among young people needs to consider
the potentially strong influence which parents can have on children’s learning by
perceiving parents as partners. This is supported by numerous studies (e.g. Tizard,
Blatchford, Burke, Farquhar, & Plewis,1988; Gest, Freeman, Domitrovich, & Welsh,
2004) which have illustrated the importance of parents’ attitudes and support for
learning on literacy skills and attainment. Other studies have highlighted the importance
of parent involvement for the development of positive learning and behaviour related
skills; for example Fantuzzo et al. (2004) assessed the relationships between different

dimensions of family involvement and various classroom competencies, and found that
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home-based parent involvement activities were linked to a higher level of motivation,
attention and persistence, and to significantly lower levels of classroom behaviour

problems.

It has been argued by some that, regardless of the positive outcomes that have been
linked within research to parent involvement, families actively being involved in
decision-making is simply a right that all families should be provided with, and that all
professionals within schools and service providers should consider a two-way
relationship with a family as ethical practice which empowers and values families
(Ferreira, Hodges & Slaton, 2013). Family engagement is therefore increasingly
considered as a tool, not only to improve outcomes for students, but to enable schools to
be more equitable and culturally fair, within a broader framework of social justice
(Auerbach, 2009). Qualitative research carried out by Theoharis (2007) and Auerbach
(2009) found that school leaders actively chose to promote family engagement because
of their beliefs in community empowerment, and the positive impact which community
based activities can have on families, who in the past had been marginalised, and on the
wider school culture. This research has important implications for the broader impact of

family engagement, beyond the widely researched positive impact on attainment.

2.3.4 Discussion

There are several areas of agreement around family engagement within the research
literature. There appears to be a shared perspective that families are important for
children’s development, and that there is a multiplicity of benefits of parents being
involved in some way (Epstein, 2001). This is heavily influenced by the theoretical
concept of Bronfenbrenner (1979) that family engagement leads to a strengthening of
the eco-systems within a child’s development, including the mesosystem of the
interaction between home and school. There has also been a recent shift from promoting
parent involvement to family engagement and empowerment within communities. This
suggests an acknowledgement of the active role that parents can play in education, and a

sense of sharing power between schools and families.

However, family engagement remains a complex and multi-faceted concept in both
research and practice. From what research can tell us about family engagement in
practice, there is an emphasis on parental involvement. Families are judged on their

level of involvement, and activities are dictated by those other than the family
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themselves (Ferlazzo, 2011). This study is particularly interested in the perspective that
family engagement should be promoted as a two-way relationship between families and
professionals, developing a sense of efficacy and empowerment for families.
Furthermore, recent literature has emphasised a shift away from focusing on what
parents do to engage within educational provisions, to a focus on parents’ understanding
and experiences of family engagement (Barton et al., 2004). The current study is also

interested in adding to this area of research.

2.4 Family and pupil voice

2.4.1 Defining family and pupil voice in practice

Policy initiatives have increasingly recognised the importance of hearing the family’s,
and specifically the child’s, voice within professional practice. One landmark in the
development of this area was the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC) (United Nations, 1989). This outlined the child’s right to freedom of
expression, in particular the right of all children and young people to express their
views, and the necessity for these to be taken into account within decision-making.
Furthermore, the Children Act 2004 dictated that LAs must allow children and young
people to have their say, particularly in the development of statutory services. The
SEND Code of Practice 2015 (DfE & DoH, 2015) sets out guidance on how
organisations should ascertain children’s and young people’s views, wishes and
feelings, and identifies the participation of children and young people in decision-
making, for example within statutory annual review processes, as a key development

area for LAS.

Within educational provisions, pupil voice is often described as ensuring pupil
involvement is captured in decision making, and supporting pupils in having their say in
decisions within their learning environments which will have an impact on them. This is
manifested in a number of strategies, including school council (Whitty & Wisby, 2007).
This drive for pupil voice originates from the children’s right agenda, as described
above, but is also connected with democracy in schools, the school improvement

perspective and the principle of inclusiveness (Fielding & Rudduck, 2006).

However, drawing attention to the views of children and young people is not a
straightforward recommendation to implement in practice. Collecting the views of

children and young people, and using these to improve the services available for
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families, is complex, particularly when considering the views of young people with
SEN, who may have difficulties in expressing their views verbally and therefore may
require more creative approaches in order to make their voice heard (Feiler & Watson,
2010).

Despite a plethora of recommendations to enable the effective inclusion of young
people’s views in decision-making processes, it has been noted that there is a real need
for detailed information on how this can be done, including how to genuinely
incorporate young people into planning around their provision, and how to make their
participation as meaningful as possible (Hayes, 2004). Recent years has seen the
recommendation, introduction and evaluation of numerous processes in response to this.
For example, person-centred planning has been recommended within the SEND Code of
Practice 2015 (DfE & DoH, 2015). This comprises the active involvement of
individuals within the planning of their own provision and services, based on their
current needs and desires (Dowling, Manthorpe & Cowley, 2007), and by
communicating information in a way which is accessible to the young person, for

example in a visual format (Hayes, 2004).

2.4.2 Family and pupil voice within educational research
Researchers have continually strived to demonstrate how powerful family and pupil
voice can be within educational research. This has been shaped around a number of

themes, including inclusion and transition.

For example, as part of an exploratory case study, Humphrey and Lewis (2008)
collected data from a total of 19 pupils through a variety of methods, including semi-
structured interviews and pupil diaries, with the purpose of understanding pupils’
experiences of inclusion within mainstream schools. The participants described their
perceptions and experiences of belonging to a school community, of the positive impact
of working with a Learning Support Assistant, of little or no interaction with their class

teacher and of classrooms as noisy and distressing environments.

Mclntyre, Eckert, Fiese, Digennaro, and Wildenger (2007) investigated the experiences
and involvement in transition to kindergarten of parents and caregivers within one city
in the United States. Findings suggested that parents would have liked to have known
more about the academic expectations for kindergarten, as well as about the future
provision for their child, including the teacher. Parents expressed concerns about
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transition, particularly about their children getting used to a new school and being able
to follow directions. This study indicated that parents do want to have an active role in

transition planning, but may not have sufficient information about how to do this.

2.4.3 Family and pupil voice about family engagement

A number of studies have investigated families’ perceptions and experiences of family
engagement, including the views of young people and parents. For example, Leeson
(2007) explored the voices of a small sample of adolescent boys, with particular
attention paid to their experiences of involvement in decision-making about their care
within the LA. The researcher reported a series of difficulties which were experienced
in gaining the participation of the sample, because of barriers put in place by adults
working around the young people who viewed them as vulnerable, and as incapable of
providing their own views. Participants reported feeling helpless, which was linked to
not feeling involved in decision-making processes when being taken into care.
Participants also described not being provided with clear information, which resulted in
a diminished sense of capability to make decisions. This interestingly ran
simultaneously with the perception of having been supported and listened to by key

individuals, including social workers.

Russell and Granville (2005) found that the majority of parents do wish to become more
actively involved in their child’s education, but there are also many perceived barriers to
involvement, including methods of communication between home and school which are
less effective and more formalised, and inflexible forms of involvement offered by
schools. Some families also faced other specific barriers, such as asylum seekers and
refugees, who may lack information on the key systems and services within schools,
and who may be less socially integrated within local communities. Russell & Granville
(2005) concluded that parents recognised that they should be expected to meet a basic
set of expectations which schools hold regarding parental involvement, including
making sure their children arrive at school on time, and communicating clear
boundaries for behaviour both in and out of school, but that many parents did not feel
that any higher level of involvement was necessary. The researchers aimed to speak
with a wide range of parents across Scotland, including those from a variety of social
and cultural backgrounds, and were particularly interested in speaking with those who
may be deemed hard to reach. Eighteen focus groups were held with what were

described as ‘silent majority parents’ with children aged four to 19. These parents did
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not have a high level of interest in a number of activities which take place within the
school environment, such as assisting on school trips. Four focus groups were carried
out with parents who were actively involved in these activities. This research has
important implications for the practice of parental involvement in education, including
offering advice and support for families about the different ways to become involved,
and providing key messages to parents about the benefits of parental involvement.

2.4.4 Challenges to research which includes family and pupil voice
There are many powerful arguments dictating why the voice of the family should
remain at the centre of research and practice, including that it improves motivation,
perception of control, confidence, empowerment and autonomy of families (Hayes,
2004; Roller, 1998; Warshak, 2003).

However, professionals and practitioners also often face numerous challenges in gaining
what Lewis, Newton and Vials (2008) called “effective and authentic child
participation” (pg. 26). Although there is evidence of a range of ideas which have been
made available (e.g. Lewis, Newton & Vials, 2008) as to how to gather the views of
children and young people with severe learning or communication difficulties, including
visual resources such as Cue Cards, photographs and Talking Mats, the vast majority of
research studies available within peer-reviewed journals which have included the views

and experiences of pupils have done so through interviews.

This limited practice with regards to the access of pupil voice is in line with authors
who have challenged the concept of “pupil voice’ within practice and research (Arnot &
Reay, 2007; Moore & Muller, 1999; Lundy, 2007). Lundy (2007) discusses how there is
an apparent gap between the UK’s commitment to the UNCRC, and practice within
educational decision-making. This is supported by Kilkelly et al (2005), who
demonstrated that children’s views are not listened to or sought regularly in order to
inform experiences of family, health, education, play and leisure, and youth justice and
policing. Some participants reported only tokenistic gestures to engage with adults in

decision-making, which represents a distinct contradiction to children’s rights.

One must also consider the range of families’ and pupils’ voices which have been
accessed in research. There have been concerns raised that the views of parents who are

not immediately easy to access within the SEN education system are not fairly
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represented within research, for example families of children who have been excluded
from school, families of children in home education, and parents who do not participate

in local education or SEN-related networks (Richardson et al., 2015).

2.5 Conclusions

This literature review has discussed past and current practice related to SEN policy, and
research and theory relating to the dynamic position which families have been placed
within education, as related to family engagement. As outlined at the end of 2.3.4, there
has recently been a change in focus within research concerned with family engagement,
from identifying specific behaviours which define family engagement, to investigating
parents’ understanding and experiences of how and why they choose to engage (Barton
et al. 2004). In addition, as discussed in 2.2.2, there have been recent major changes in
legislation and policy related to SEN which could potentially have a significant impact
on children and families. As related to section 2.4, the various ways in which young
people and families are listened to is integral to research and practice within education.

Considering the conclusions of the previous sections of this review, a thorough and
detailed evaluation of existing studies looking at how family members experience and
perceive the two topics of interest here, family engagement and statutory SEN
processes, is deemed useful here. These are two areas which are relevant for practice in
educational psychology, and are also areas in need of clarification and updating within
recent UK based published research. The details of the systematic literature review

which was carried out are outlined in the following section.

2.6 Systematic review

2.6.1 Introduction

Systematic research reviews are carried out in order to investigate the breadth and depth
of existing research as related to a specific research question. Therefore, they are
considered useful in education, not only as a single point of reference for a wide body of
research, and as a broad exploration of what is already known and of what is available,
but as a way of identifying where gaps in knowledge and in research are, as well as the
methodological difficulties which have been noted during the review (Evans, Harden, &
Thomas, 2004).
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This review will be carried out according to the stages suggested by Gough (2007),

which are given below:

Figure 2-2: A figure to show the stages of a systematic review of literature as outlined
by Gough (2007)

Systematic map of research activity

Formulate review question and develop protocol

v

Define studies to be considered (inclusion criteria)

v

Search for studies (search strategy)

v

Screen studies (check that meet inclusion criteria)

v

Describe studies (systematic map of research)

Systematic synthesis of research evidence

All the stages of a map plus:

v

Appraise study quality and relevance

v

Synthesise findings (answering review question)

v

Communicate and engage

2.6.2 Formulation of review questions
The purpose of this review was to explore the opportunities which families have had

within empirical research to share their understanding, views and experiences of family
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engagement, and of SEN processes including statutory processes, and to ascertain
whether further research may be warranted.

Upon reflection of these themes, the researcher decided it would be more beneficial to
separate the systemic review into two areas, one in the area of family engagement
(Search A) and one in the area of statutory processes (Search B). This was felt necessary
in order to clarify for the reader the distinct areas of research; how families have
experienced and perceived their engagement in educational contexts, and how families
have experienced and perceived SEN statutory processes. Both of these areas are
relevant to the current research, which offers a unique contribution to the research base

by looking at family engagement within a new SEN statutory process.

Due to the separation of the systematic review into two areas, searches within databases

were led by two questions:

a) What does the research literature tell us about the experiences and
perceptions of family members of children with SEN regarding family
engagement within educational contexts?

b) What does the research literature tell us about the experiences and
perceptions of family members of children with SEN regarding statutory

assessment processes?

2.6.3 Appraisal of studies

Within both of the searches, the methodological quality of each study identified was
initially examined using Gough’s (2007) Weight of Evidence framework (see Appendix
2 for how this framework has been used to guide ratings for this review). This
framework offers an overall assessment of the extent to which a study contributes

evidence to answering the review.

2.6.4 Search A: family members’ experiences and perceptions of family
engagement within educational contexts

2.6.4.1 Search strategy and inclusion criteria
From research question a), the following search terms were identified: ‘experiences’,

‘perceptions’, ‘family’, ‘engagement’ and ‘SEN’ and ‘educational’.

It was next considered necessary to unpack the broad areas. ‘Parent’, ‘pupil’ and ‘child’

were included alongside ‘family’ because of the recognised numerous components of a
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family structure, and in order to access relevant research which had been carried out in
the area of family and pupil voice, as discussed earlier in this chapter. ‘View’,
‘understanding’, ‘judgement’ and’ idea’ were all considered in parallel with
‘experience’ and ‘perception.’ ‘Involvement” was considered alongside ‘engagement’,

in line with its multi-faceted nature discussed earlier in this chapter.

Truncations were utilised to allow for spelling variations and plurals of terms, and with
the roots of the words ‘involve’, ‘engage’ and ‘judge’. This was to gain access to as
many relevant articles as possible, whilst limiting the search to research which

examined relevant ideas.

As the research question was considered to be predominantly related to education,
ERIC, British Education Index and PsycINFO, which all allow access to material which
is related to education, were all consulted. Additionally, a search was carried out within
Web of Knowledge and Google Scholar to ensure that any other relevant studies of a

multidisciplinary nature were not missed.

To ensure consistency in searching across databases, these terms were combined in a
keyword search within the advanced search option of each database, utilising the OR
AND function (see Appendix 3).

2.6.4.2 Initial screen of studies

Papers meeting the search criteria for each database were initially accessed via their
titles and abstracts. These studies consequently needed to be screened to check their
relevance and utility as related to the research question. Duplicates also needed to be

removed. This was done with the following set criteria:
Inclusion criteria

e Studies must appear in a peer reviewed journal.

e Arange of research designs were included in order to allow for the range of
information which may be relevant and pertinent.

e The sample in the study must relate to families of 0-25 year olds (the potential
age range for EHC plans).

e The sample in the study must include a child or young person with a clear
identification of SEN.

e Data must be gathered from the perspective of the family.
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e Data must be gathered in an educational context.

e Papers must be written in English.

e The main focus of the data which has been gathered must relate to the theme of
family engagement. As discussed earlier in this review, previous research has
included features of family engagement which are described as parental or
family involvement. The inclusion criteria here will extend to other terminology
noted prior to this systematic search as relevant to this current research other

than ‘family engagement’, namely ‘involvement’.
Exclusion criteria

e Any whole books and e-learning platforms.

¢ Reviews of books.

e Reviews of research.

e Those articles which did not include a primary study.

e Any dissertations or unpublished theses.

e Research not focusing on families of 0-25 year olds (the potential age range for
EHC plans).

¢ No inclusion of a child or young person with a clear identification of SEN.

e Data not gathered from the perspective of the family.

e Data gathered in a non-educational context, for example health.

2.6.4.3 Studies identified per database
PsycINFO:

The advanced search function returned 726 articles following appropriate combinations
of search terms as ‘key words’ (i.e. identifying search terms anywhere within the text of
the article). It was therefore felt necessary to necessary to narrow the search within this

database further. The following terms were combined in a further keyword search

within the advanced search option.

(famil*) and (involve* or engage*) and (perception™ or experience* or understand™ or

view* or judge*) and (special* and education* and need*).

This resulted in 266 articles. After having initially screened these studies, a total of 13

remained.
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Web of Knowledge:

The advanced search function returned 370 articles following appropriate combinations
of search terms within the field tag of Topic (TS). After having initially screened these

studies, a total of 22 remained.

British Education Index:

The advanced search function returned 110 articles following appropriate combinations

of search terms. After having initially screened these studies, a total of eight remained.
ERIC:

The advanced search function returned 1478 articles following appropriate
combinations of search terms. It was therefore felt necessary to necessary to narrow the
search within this database further. The following terms were combined in a further

keyword search within the advanced search option.

(famil*) and (involve* or engage*) and (perception* or experience* or understand* or

view* or judge*) and (special* and education* and need*).

This resulted in 580 articles. After having initially screened these studies, a total of

seven remained.
Studies were mainly excluded for the following reasons

e Topic connected to family engagement in education but evaluating a family
engagement programme.

o Data collected from teachers’ perspectives and not from the family’s.

e Research did not appear in a peer review journal.

e Research focused on experiences of processes within education, such as
transition, but no clear emphasis on family engagement.

e Paper demonstrated reflections on research rather than primary data gathering.

e Research reported experiences of families in areas other than education, such as
health.

Seven studies both met the inclusion criteria and were accessible at the time of the

systematic literature search. These studies are now reviewed in further detail.
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2.6.4.4 Appraisal of studies

Table 2.1 provides an overview of the final weightings given to the included studies.

The seven studies selected for inclusion in this search review were subsequently

described through a keyword coding strategy. This is included in Appendix 4.

Table 2-1: A table to demonstrate Weight of Evidence framework criteria (Gough,

2007), as applied to Search A: families’ experiences and perceptions of family

engagement within educational contexts

A- B — Methodology | C - Methodological | D — Overall
Methodological | appropriateness relevance weighting
quality
Hebel (2014) High High Medium High
Jivanjee, Kruzich, Medium Low Low Low
Friesen and
Robinson (2007)
Kirkbride (2014) High Medium Medium Medium
McWilliam, High Low Low Medium
Maxwell and Sloper
(1999)
Munn-Joseph and High Medium Medium Medium
Gavin-Evans (2008)
Spann and Kohler High Low Medium Medium
(2003)
Winton and High Medium Low Medium

Turnbull (1981)

2.6.4.5 Comparison of studies

With reference to the Weight of Evidence framework criteria, the studies will now be

compared on a range of factors in relation to methodological quality, appropriateness

and relevance.
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Methodological quality

The sample sizes for the identified studies ranged from four to 486. Research with a
smaller sample size, such as Hebel (2014), was able to provide a range of useful
descriptive characteristics of the 20 participants who made up the sample of the study,
including gender, age of child, educational setting, and type of difficulty, as compared
to Jivanjee et al. (2007), who perhaps did not have the scope to provide this level of
information, because of the larger size of the sample. The majority of the studies
clarified a clear focus for the research, and clear purposes and descriptions of data
gathering measures often led to clear outcomes and descriptions of data analysis. For
example, Kirkbride (2014) set out the process of thematic analysis, and illustrated her
findings through visual theme maps, going on to relate these to the research questions in
hand.

Methodological appropriateness

A judgement rating of ‘high” was assigned to Hebel (2014) because of the qualitative
phenomenological design. Kirkbride (2014), Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans (2008) and
Winton & Turnbull (1981) all collected data through semi-structured interviews, and
therefore remain highly relevant to the current study, as they focused on individual
views, thus taking an idiographic approach. McWilliam et al. (1999), Jivanjee et al.
(2007) and Spann & Kohler (2003) were all judged as less relevant to the present
research as these authors all asked participants to give their views in a more fixed

format.

Methodological relevance

The identified studies were conducted over a time span of 25 years, and consequently
some studies were judged by the researcher as less relevant to the current study if
carried out before 2001 when the SEN: Code of Practice (DfES, 2001) was published,
for example McWilliam et al. (1999) and Winton & Turnbull (1981). Only one study
was UK based (Kirkbride, 2014), with the remaining studies having been carried out in
America, or Israel (Hebel, 2014). None of the studies included data collected from

young people as well as parents.

The researcher will now present the findings of each study in more depth.

37



2.6.4.6 In-depth description of included studies

Hebel O. (2014). Parental involvement in the individual educational programme for

Israeli students with disabilities. International journal of special education, 29, 3, 1-11

Hebel (2014) held semi-structured interviews with 20 Israeli parents, including 19
mothers and one father, whose children (aged 3-21) were eligible for an Individual
Educational Plan (IEP), had been diagnosed with severe disabilities and attended special
education settings. The purpose of the research was to understand the perceptions and
experiences of parents about their involvement in IEPs, and also about parent-teacher

collaborations in IEPs.

The two themes of the findings which were discussed within this paper, relating to
parental involvement, were a child centred focus within the IEP process and a strong
parental sense of self-efficacy. These were interpreted as essential components of
perceived parental involvement. Perceptions of parents’ self-efficacy included capacity
to influence and involvement. Perceptions of a child-centred focus within the IEP
process, which was described by the researcher as participants’ perceptions of how the
IEP process can best meet their child’s needs, included parental advocacy,

implementing family perspectives and understanding of a child’s abilities.

Jivanjee, P., Kruzich, J. M., Friesen, B. J., & Robinson, A. (2007). Family perceptions

of participation in educational planning for children receiving mental health services.
School Social Work Journal, 32(1), 75-92.

Jivanjee et al. (2007) collected data from 133 participants who were all primary
caregivers of young people aged up to 20 who had had three months or more of mental
health treatment. The researchers were particularly interested in a hypothesised
significant relationship between family participation in education planning and family

empowerment.

The Family Empowerment Scale, developed by Koren, DeChillo, and Friesen (1992),
was used to measure family empowerment, which asks participants to state their
agreement with a series of statements linked with the family, service and community
domains using a Likert Scale from 1-5. Researchers developed their own questions
about family perceptions of participation in educational planning, which participants
again responded to on a Likert Scale from 1-5, and participants were asked to make

qualitative comments about educational planning.
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The researchers found that caregivers with high empowerment scores also have high
levels of participation in educational planning. There were also low mean ratings of
educational planning taking into account the family's needs and wishes, and staff

making changes in the educational plan as a result of caregivers' suggestions.

Kirkbride, R. (2014). “They were a little family”: An exploratory study of parental

involvement in nurture groups - from a practitioner and parent perspective. British
Journal of Special Education, 41(1), 82-104.

Kirkbride (2014) looked at the perceptions of parents and nurture group staff regarding
parental involvement by collecting qualitative data through semi-structured interviews.
Four nurture group staff and four parents or carers from four different nurture groups

were interviewed, with a small number of participants allowing the researcher to focus

on the individual views of the participants.

Using thematic analysis, the researcher found that the development of relationships
between staff and parents, communication and sharing practice were all key to parental
involvement in nurture groups. The needs of the parents which may impact on parent
involvement were also described by both staff and parents, including health and

emotional needs.

McWilliam, R. A., Maxwell, K. L., & Sloper, K. M (1999). Beyond "involvement": Are
elementary schools ready to be family-centered? School Psychology Review, 28, 3, 378-
394

This was United States based research, with the purpose to understand both parents’ and
educators’ perspectives of family centred practices in the early school years, defined as
a positive partnership with families. 155 staff working in education in both mainstream
and specialist settings, and 121 parents of children with and without SEN were asked to
complete scaled item questionnaires about family-centred practices, and about family-

centred attitudes and behaviours.

This research indicated that families valued family-centred approaches, and that the
features of these included responsiveness and sensitivity, atmosphere, delivery of

specialised services and advocacy. The researchers also found that families of children
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with SEN rate school practices as less family centred than educators, and did not feel
very encouraged by school to voice their concerns and speak up for their family.

Munn-Joseph, M. S., & Gavin-Evans, K. (2008). Urban Parents of Children With
Special Needs: Advocating for Their Children Through Social Networks. Urban
Education, 43(3), 378-393

The researchers carried out qualitative semi-structured interviews with parents within
three families in the United States. The sample was homogenous in that the families
were all recruited from the same school, and the parents all had children of elementary
school age who had been diagnosed with a disability and had been receiving special
education services for more than one year. The purpose of the research was to
investigate how Black and low income-parents perceive family involvement,
particularly how they utilised social capital and networks to improve their sense of

advocacy for their children within education.

Families spoke of reliance on family members or close neighbours for guidance in
decision-making. They also accessed institutional networks such as social service
centres. These networks allowed families to access necessary advice and information.
The authors discussed how family involvement needs to be responsive to what
individual families’ perceptions and expectations of education are, and how families
who are often perceived as ‘hard to reach’ by professionals may actually be interacting

with a variety of support networks which meet their needs.

Spann, S., Kohler F. & Soenksen D. (2003). Examining parents' involvement in and

perceptions of special education services: An interview with families in a parent support

group. Focus on autism and other developmental disabilities, 18, 4, 228-237

Spann et al. (2003) designated a focus on families’ experiences of participation and
involvement in special education services, and was conducted in the United States.
Parents of 45 children with developmental disorders were identified from a parent
support group, with children ranging from 4-18 years old and attending a mixture of
preschools, private programmes, and public schools. Researchers conducted interviews
with parents over the phone using a 15 item questionnaire, which was divided into four
topics: placement and special education services, home-school communication, the
process of the Individualised Education Programme and priorities and satisfaction with
school.
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Over half of the parents reported that they communicated with teaching staff who
worked with their child on a daily basis, and the majority of this communication was
either to share information, or discuss or solve problems. Participants perceived that
they were moderately involved in the IEP process, with parents of younger children (age

4-9) identifying a greater level of involvement than parents of older children.

Winton P. and Turnbull A. (1981). Parent involvement as viewed by parents of

preschool handicapped children. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 1, 3, 11-
19
Winton and Turnbull (1981) conducted interviews with 31 mothers of disabled children,

who were either placed in a specialist or mainstream setting in the United States, about
their experiences of their child’s pre-school programme, with a particular focus on
parent involvement type activities. This was a two phase interview drawn from an
ethnographic approach: with the first phase of a semi-structured interview, and the
second of a quantitative questionnaire based on categories and subcategories identified

from phase one.

It was found that the presence of parent involvement activities, such as opportunities for
parent groups, training and counselling, was important to parents in the selection and
evaluation of pre-schools for just over half of the participants. 61% valued having
satisfying parent-professional relationship (opportunities to contribute to planning and
information provided about progress). The most preferred option for parent involvement
was informal and frequent contact with teachers. 19% of parents also appreciated the

option to have no involvement at all.

2.6.4.7 Summary and implications

Seven studies were identified from this systematic search which focused on family
perceptions and experiences of family engagement. The search allowed the researcher to
identify a range of pertinent studies which contribute evidence to the current research
questions, but only one study could be rated as ‘high’ because of its methodological
quality and appropriateness in its phenomenological design (Hebel, 2014). As Table 2.1
indicates, the majority of studies which were evaluated for this search contributed a
‘medium’ weight of evidence. The study with a phenomenological design gave the
highest weight of evidence (Hebel, 2014) due to the appropriateness of the research

method for the current study’s review question. Jivanjee et al. (2007) offered the lowest
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weight of evidence due to a lack of rigour in the study and a research design which was
less applicable to the review question. The overall dearth of pupil voice incorporated

into the family sample was particularly noticeable.

2.6.5 Search B: family members’ experiences and perceptions of
statutory assessment processes

2.6.5.1 Search strategy and inclusion criteria

From research question B, ‘What does the research literature tell us about the
experiences and perceptions of family members of children with SEN

regarding statutory assessment processes?’ the following search terms were identified:

‘experiences’, ‘perceptions’, ‘family’, ‘statutory’, ‘assessment’, ‘process’ and ‘SEN’.

It was next considered necessary to “unpack” the broad areas. ‘Parent’, ‘pupil’ and
‘child” were included alongside ‘family’, and ‘view’, ‘understanding’, ‘judgement’ and’
idea’ were all considered in parallel with ‘experience’ and ‘perception’, as discussed in
2.6.4.1. Alongside ‘assessment’, the researcher wanted to include all descriptors of what
may be included in statutory processes. This included ‘plan’, ‘statement’, ‘process’ and

‘service’.

As discussed in 2.6.4.1, truncations were utilised to allow for spelling variations and

plurals of terms, and with the roots of the words ‘understand’, ‘judge’ and ‘assess’.

As outlined in 2.6.4.1, ERIC, British Education Index, PsycINFO, Web of Knowledge
and Google Scholar were all consulted, in a keyword search within the advanced search
option of each database, utilising the OR AND function (see Appendix 5).

2.6.5.2 Initial screen of studies
The initial screening process which has been outlined in 2.6.4.3 was followed. This was
done with the replacement of the inclusion criteria ‘The main focus of the data which

has been gathered must relate to the theme of family engagement’ with the following:

e The main focus of the data which has been gathered must relate to the theme of

statutory SEN processes.

2.6.5.3 Studies identified per database
PsycINFO: The advanced search function returned ten articles following appropriate

combinations of search terms as ‘key words’ (i.e. identifying search terms anywhere
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within the text of the article). After having initially screened these studies, a total of two

remained.

Web of Knowledge:

The advanced search function returned seven articles following appropriate
combinations of search terms within the field tag of Topic (TS). After having initially

screened these studies, a total of one remained.

British Education Index:

The advanced search function returned 14 articles following appropriate combinations
of search terms. After having initially screened these studies, a total of two remained.

ERIC:

The advanced search function returned 13 articles following appropriate combinations

of search terms. After having initially screened these studies, a total of one remained.
Studies were mainly excluded for the following reasons

e No evidence of data having been gathered from the family perspective.
e Research explored experiences of family, but not directly related to statutory
assessment processes.

e Studies did not appear in academic journals.

Due to the small number of articles which were found for Search B through databases, it
was thought necessary to hand-search for further articles through the reference lists of
the articles which were found, and also through Google Scholar, looking for articles

which had cited relevant research. This resulted in a further five articles.

Following this initial search, the resulting studies were compared for duplicates. Where
necessary, papers were studied in greater detail, for example by methodology and
findings as opposed to abstract only, to ensure that the contents met the inclusion

criteria and could not be ruled out by the exclusion criteria outlined.

Six studies both met the inclusion criteria and were accessible at the time of the

systematic literature search. These studies are now reviewed in further detail.

43



2.6.5.4 Appraisal of studies

Table 2.2 provides an overview of the final weightings given to the included studies.

The six studies selected for inclusion in this search review were subsequently described

through a keyword coding strategy. This is included in Appendix 6.

Table 2-2: A table to demonstrate Weight of Evidence framework criteria (Gough,

2007), as applied to Search B families’ experiences and perceptions of statutory

assessment processes

A- B — Methodology | C — Methodological | D — Overall
Methodological | appropriateness relevance weighting
quality
Jones & Swain Low Medium Medium Medium
(2001)
Keenan, High Low Medium Medium
Dillenburger,
Doherty, Byrne, &
Gallagher (2010)
O’Connor (2008) Medium High Medium Medium
O’Connor, High Low Medium Medium
McConkey, &
Hartop (2005)
Runswick-Cole Low Medium Medium Medium
(2007)
Truss (2008) High Medium Medium Medium

2.6.5.5 Comparison of studies

With reference to the Weight of Evidence framework criteria, the studies will now be

compared on a range of factors in relation to methodological quality, appropriateness

and relevance.
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Methodological quality

The majority of the studies demonstrated a clearly identified sample, purpose, data
gathering and analysis techniques. For example, Keenan et al. (2010) reported clear
information regarding the sample, for example gender, mean age and employment status
in percentages. Truss (2008) described the broad area of interest and applied this to the
experiences of one child and his mother, with accompanying background information.
The methodology for the participant observation study, including data collection
methods, is clearly laid out for the reader. This is compared to Runswick-Cole (2007)
who reports a brief paragraph only including the number of participants, with no other
details given, and no details given about how data from the interviews carried out was

transcribed, verified or analysed.

Methodological appropriateness

O’Connor (2008) was the only identified study which could be rated as ‘high’ within
this category and therefore as highly relevant in its design to the current research, as the
study used the qualitative approach of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis in
order to place the lived experience of the participants at the heart of the research. This
allowed for an in-depth investigation of perceptions and experiences. Jones & Swain
(2001), Runswick-Cole (2007) and Truss (2008) all made use of qualitative
methodology in the form of group discussions, semi-structured interviews or case study,
which all remain related to the current research and allow some exploration of the
perceptions and experiences of participants, and therefore were rated as ‘medium’. The
two remaining studies, Keenan et al. (2010) and O’Connor et al. (2005) collected data
through more structured quantitative methodology such as questionnaires and structured
telephone interviews. These studies were judged as less relevant to the current research,
which takes the perspective that fixed possible responses and explanations cannot

provide an adequately deep, detailed or rich account of experience.

Methodological relevance

The research assigned the rating of ‘medium’ to all of the studies identified from this
systematic search. Despite the fact that all of the studies took place within the UK, and
since the publication of the SEN Code of Practice 2001 (DfES, 2001), none of the
studies accessed the sample context of the entire family perspective, including the voice
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of the young person, and therefore could not be judged as ‘high’ in their methodological

relevance.

2.6.5.6 In-depth description of included studies
Jones, P. and Swain, J. (2001). Parents reviewing Annual Reviews. British Journal of
Special Education, 28(2), 60—64.

Jones and Swain (2001) examined parents’ perceptions of their involvement in the
process of Annual Review for pupils with Statements of SEN. The views of parents
were firstly gathered through a questionnaire and group discussion, and secondly
through further open ended discussion. Jones and Swain (2001) found that as parents
approached the Annual Review, they maintained a holistic view of the young person,
without solely focusing on education and learning. Parents felt they needed to be

involved in the process in order to gain the best possible outcomes for their child.

Parents sought to work in partnership with professionals, but there were particular
factors identified which acted as barriers, including lack of open communication with
school staff, conflict with school staff, not feeling informed by the LA, powerlessness
and the formal mechanisms and procedures of Annual Reviews, including the time limit
on the meeting. Parents felt that Annual Reviews should be a compromise as a result of
negotiation between themselves and others involved, but that they had to actively seek
involvement in decision-making processes rather than this being offered by LA or
school. Parents spoke about the importance of the preparatory work which schools do
with families ahead of Annual Reviews, and also of the importance of the level of detail
and specificity on a Statement of SEN, particularly with regards to the power which the

Statement holds in accessing the right provision for their child.

Keenan, M., Dillenburger, K., Doherty, A., Byrne, T., & Gallagher, S. (2010). The

experiences of parents during diagnosis and forward planning for children with autism

spectrum disorder. Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities, 23(4), 390—
397.

Keenan et al. (2010) focused on the parental experiences of diagnosis and forward
planning for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Parents were recruited across
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, and the Family Autism Needs

Questionnaire was distributed to all parents who volunteered. A total of 95 parents and
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carers took part in a mixed methods approach. All 95 provided data in their
questionnaire responses and ten parents provided qualitative data in focus group

discussions.

Keenan et al. (2010) found that neither the diagnosis nor the ‘statementing’ processes
were satisfactory for parents. 44% of parents of children with a Statement of SEN did
not feel it accurately described their child’s needs, and 50% felt that provisions
described in the statement were not appropriate to needs, showing that parental views
were not routinely included within this. Parents found both the diagnostic process and
the ‘statementing’ process difficult and lengthy. In 43% of cases the diagnosis process
took 12 months or over, which contradicted policy at the time. It was concluded that
parental views were not given appropriate weight when it came to their children’s

education, particularly when compared to the views of professionals.

O’Connor, U. (2008). Meeting in the middle? A study of parent—professional

partnerships. European Journal of Special Needs Education, 23(3), 253-268.

O’Connor (2008) carried out a phenomenological study in order to further explore the
lived experience of parenting a child with SEN, with particular focus on the concept of

partnership between parent and professional. A total of 20 participants took part.

It was found that there continues to be a marked absence of the conditions which have
previously been identified within research as contributing to a positive parent-
professional partnership. These include reciprocal, supportive and open communication.
Parents often became confused about, or were unaware of, the range of services,
including voluntary agencies, which were available to them. Parents perceived that
important educational decisions were made solely by professionals, and their unique
ideas and knowledge base were relegated to the periphery. The researcher concluded
that the study carried a powerful message, particularly for professional services, in the
need to assign as much value to parental expertise as professional in order to transform

the practice of SEN policy through meaningful partnership.

O’Connor, U., McConkey, R., & Hartop, B. (2005). Parental views on the statutory

assessment and educational planning for children with special educational needs.
European Journal of Special Needs Education, 20(3), 251-269.

O’Connor et al. (2005) carried out a large scale study which was commissioned by the
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Department of Education in Northern Ireland as part of a wider review of the statutory
assessment and statementing procedures in the country. The authors gathered
information on parents’ experiences of the assessment and statementing procedures, as
well as whether the process met the perceived needs of the child, and how the

procedures could be improved.

Data was gathered by a written questionnaire, which was supplemented by telephone
interviews with a randomly selected sub-group of parents. O’Connor et al. (2005) found
that the vast majority of parents were satisfied with the assessment process; 81.8% felt
that the assessment gave an accurate description of their child’s needs and 79.9%
indicated that they were either satisfied or very satisfied with the overall assessment
procedure. The authors went on to discuss three main areas which made a difference to
how satisfied parents were with the process: firstly, having a named contact person,
secondly, jargon free information which is clear and practical for parents, and thirdly, a
clear and informed choice for parents about the educational provision which is

identified on the statement.

The researchers concluded that the data suggested that the process had been designed to
suit professionals rather than parents; for example parents wished for the process to be
shorter in length and for there to be less paperwork involved, for professionals to be
more sensitive in their interactions with families, and for there to be better coordination

and information sharing between professionals.

Runswick-Cole, K. (2007). “The Tribunal was the most stressful thing: more stressful

than my son’s diagnosis or behaviour’: the experiences of families who go to the
Special Educational Needs and Disability Tribunal (SENDisT). Disability & Society,
22(3), 315-328.

Runswick-Cole (2007) interviewed seven fathers and seventeen mothers who had
experiences with the SEND Tribunal, which is a system which enables parents to

register appeals with the LA.

The author described the numerous negative aspects for the family of taking a claim to
the Tribunal, including the level of emotional demand and the financial costs. Mothers
described their organisational role during the process with regards to collecting and

circulating information, and their perceptions of being blamed during the process for
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being over-anxious, and for having reduced competence as a parent, whereas fathers
were described as having a less prevalent role as they felt less confident about making
knowledgeable contributions to the process. Whilst the majority of participants
described the process as stressful and demanding not only for them individually, but for
the family as a whole, including extended family members, a small number of
participants described the process as empowering and found that it did have positive

outcomes with regard to their perceptions of their own advocacy skills.

Truss, C. (2008). Peter’s story: reconceptualising the UK SEN system. European
Journal of Special Needs Education, 23, 4, 365-377

Truss (2008) set out a broad purpose of looking at whether the SEN system within the
United Kingdom is working from the perspective of the parent and the child. This
question was addressed through presenting the findings of a longitudinal participant
observation study from the author’s own experiences as a parent of a child of SEN. The
author identified that the SEN system fails to take a multi-system holistic perspective,
instead focusing on educational processes rather than addressing legal and medical
processes which families often also experience. The study also highlighted the
numerous discrepancies between the rhetoric of how the SEN system should be working
for families and the reality of families’ experiences, for example parent alienation from
the system and breakdowns in communication. The author’s role as both subject and
object of the research has to be recognised, although the researcher argues that

experiences are presented in an objective rather than subjective manner.

2.6.5.7 Summary and implications

The research which has been accessed as a result of this second systematic search
focused on parents’ perceptions of different aspects of the SEN system in the United
Kingdom, including the Annual Review process, diagnosis and the statementing
process, the latter of which is of particular interest to the current research. As with
Search A, one study took a qualitative phenomenological approach, and many others
included qualitative data of some kind in order to measure parents’ perceptions and

experiences.

As with Search A, none of the studies which were reviewed within this systematic
search accessed the entire family perspective, including the voice of the young person,
and therefore could not be judged as ‘high’ in their methodological relevance, as the

main focus for all of the studies was on the views of the parents of the young person.
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2.6.6 Conclusions

The systematic search illustrated here demonstrates two areas of interest and specific
focus for the current study: the experiences and perceptions of families of children with
SEN regarding family engagement in educational contexts, and the experiences and

perceptions of families of children with SEN regarding statutory assessment processes.

Despite family engagement and statutory processes being evident in the literature over
the past 25 years, an in-depth, clear and up-to-date understanding of family insights in
these areas captured by high-quality research is not evident from this review. The
researcher particularly noted how a greater proportion of the parents within the sample
groups of the studies reviewed here were nearly always female parents. For example,
Runswick-Cole (2007) interviewed ten more mothers than she did fathers within her
study, and 97.7% of the sample within Jivanjee et al.’s (2007) study was female. As
noted by Runswick-Cole (2007) female parents of children with SEN often take on
more of an extensive caring role within the family. This may help to explain why more
female than male voices have been accessed when focusing on parents’ perceptions and
experiences within education. The absence of the child’s voice within research which
was accessed within these two searches was also of interest, particularly as it has been
noted that a child’s understanding and experience of the world can often differ from

their parents (Case, 2000).

2.7 Rationale for the current study

The significance of family engagement for schools and pupils has remained a clear area
of interest in both research and policy, with frameworks of parental involvement being
continually updated (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005) and
current up-to-date research illustrating pivotal issues, particularly barriers and
facilitators of family engagement, continually being discussed by researchers (Abel,
2014). The move from the notion of parental involvement towards the notion of family
engagement and onto family empowerment is also evident (Turnbull, Turbiville, &
Turnbull, 2000). Research in this area has clearly emphasised the relationship between
specific and isolated parent involvement behaviours and the positive impact which this
can have on development, for example through children and parents taking part in
learning activities at home together (Fantuzzo et al., 2004). The impact upon academic
attainment has also been demonstrated (Desforges, 2003). Such research has, though,
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generally drawn on questionnaire or survey data, which is limited in terms of the depth
and richness of experience which can be drawn from it, and does not appear to take
account of parents’ views on their own engagement. The current study aims to offer an
evidence-based contribution to the definition and understanding of family engagement,
focusing particularly on how this is perceived and experienced by parents and young
people.

Simultaneously, the UK Government has released new legislation which dictates the
latest SEND Code of Practice (DfE & DoH, 2015). It has been suggested that this
legislation will have a significant impact on the lived experiences of families dealing
with statutory SEN processes, and on all professionals working with children with SEN
(Attwood, 2013), particularly as the legislation places children’s and families’ voices at
the heart of practice and decision-making. Although previous studies have aimed to
gather the views of parents of processes within education (Jones & Swain, 2001,
Keenan et al., 2010; O’Connor et al. 2005; Runswick-Cole, 2007) none have yet
accessed the voice of parents and young people in reaction to the recent changes in

legislation.

The current study aims to present an in-depth interpretation of a perspective which is
missing from the current literature: the entire family unit including the perceptions of
the young person. This is with the intention of supporting the development and
understanding of continually evolving processes within education, by enabling the
powerful voices of individual family members, and allowing them to give their accounts

of family engagement within a reformed statutory context.

2.8 Research questions
There are two main research questions for the current study which are:

1. How do family members interpret their experiences of the Education, Health and
Care needs assessment process?
2. How do these same family members interpret their experiences of family

engagement within the Education, Health and Care needs assessment process?
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3. Methodology

3.1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of the chosen methodology for this
research, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). This will include discussion
of the theoretical and conceptual underpinnings which informed the research, as well as
an explanation of the researcher’s decision-making processes related to the
methodology of the study. The chapter will finish by discussing quality within
qualitative research, and how this is demonstrated in the current study. The intention is
to demonstrate the suitability of IPA both practically and philosophically to the two

stated research questions.

3.2 Methodological orientation

3.2.1 Overview

This research has the aim of providing an in-depth insight into how individuals
subjectively perceive and experience a life event of interest, in this case the statutory
assessment process within education which is known as the EHC needs assessment
process. In order to illustrate the suitability of the qualitative approach of IPA with
regard to this aim, it is important to present a clear argument of why qualitative
methodology was the most appropriate way to address the research question, and to

demonstrate the epistemological and ontological orientation of the research.

3.2.2 Quantitative and qualitative research: associated paradigms

3.2.2.1 Introduction to qualitative research

Although there are several different approaches to qualitative psychology, researchers
who turn to qualitative methods are mostly interested in how and why a person grasps
the world in the way that they do (Ashworth, 2008). Kirk and Miller (1986) suggest that
qualitative research describes the presence or absence of something, its constituent
properties, and what defines that thing, whereas quantitative research measures how
much of an entity there is, how often it happens, or the size of associations between
entities. There can often be a relatively small number of participants within a qualitative
piece of research, as the emphasis is on personal and unigque experiences as opposed to

trying to test a preconceived hypothesis with a large sample (Smith, 2008).
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3.2.2.2 Rejection of the positivist paradigm

Qualitative research is often seen as rejecting the positivist stance, which has been
described as the dominant paradigm for many years within the natural and social
sciences (Ashworth, 2008; Thomas, 2013). The positivist paradigm states that there is a
straightforward relationship between the world, of which there is one single, unitary
version, and one’s perceptions and understanding of it. Consequently, positivist
researchers believe that any knowledge which is produced through research should be
objective (Willig, 2008). However, over time, an alternative view has developed within
education and social sciences. Known as the interpretivist paradigm, this promotes the
idea that the social world is constructed by each individual differently, and thus should
be measured subjectively and not by objectively quantified variables. Reflective of this
development of interpretivism within educational and psychological research is the
emergence of qualitative methods of inquiry. Interpretivism promotes further
understanding of individuals’ views and behaviours through researchers attempting to
give an insider perspective from that person’s world (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). This is

the paradigm to which the current study subscribes.

3.2.3 Ontology
The ontology of a researcher dictates their view of the nature of reality, and asks the
question ‘What is there to know?’ (Willig, 2008).

This research will accept the broad constructivist ontological assumption that there is
not one objective reality or truth which can be discovered and measured, but that
multiple realities exist according to the individual, time and place (Willig, 2008). The
realist ontological belief that there is one truth which is objective, static and measurable
is therefore rejected. The researcher will be particularly interested in participants’
subjective experiences of a particular process rather than the objective conditions of the
same process, searching for meaning rather than truth. It will assume that individuals’
experiences of the same process will be shaped by a number of different factors,
including their thoughts, beliefs, expectations and judgements: it isn’t concerned with
whether perceptions match with an external and objective reality, as each individual has
their own reality which is correct. Therefore, this research is in line with relativist

ontology (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).
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3.2.4 Epistemology

The epistemology of a researcher signals their perception of the nature and scope of
knowledge (Lincoln & Guba, 2000).

This study will take an epistemological viewpoint in between the ‘realist’ and
‘relativist” continuum of epistemological positions (Willig, 2008). A realist position
states that data should provide us with information about an objective existence that
exists outside of human perception, whilst a relativist position states that there is no
such thing as reality, and therefore data collection and analysis should explore the ways
in which different versions of the same experience are constructed within different
contexts (Willig, 2008).

The current research adopts a phenomenological epistemological position, in
acknowledging that experience must always be interpreted and is therefore constructed,
but the experience remains true for the individual at the centre of it (Willig, 2008). At
the core of phenomenology is the Husserlian idea that “knowledge does not exist in
itself but is correlated with subjectivity and so can only be claimed in the context of a
subject apprehending the world” (Langdridge, 2007, p.155). In some respects, a
phenomenological position could be said to take a realist approach in that it encourages
knowledge to be produced of how an individual has understood a particular
phenomenon of interest. Simultaneously, this position recognises that another
individual’s perspective can be accessed if researched through careful and explicit

interpretative methodology (Smith, 2004).

3.2.5 Reflections

The researcher has outlined above some of the distinctions between quantitative and
qualitative traditions, and has in turn addressed the continuum between positivist and
constructionist paradigms. However, this distinction between quantitative and
qualitative research is not as simplistic as it may appear. In real world research,
researchers are not driven by the research paradigm or orientation, but by their research
question, and consequently the view of the world and the nature of knowledge which is
best matched to what the researcher is trying to find out (Thomas, 2013). In addition,
qualitative research is by no means one homogenous field, as it contains numerous
methods grounded in their own epistemological stances, making different theoretical
assumptions (Willig, 2008). This is particularly true of the specific research method of
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IPA. A number of authors have discussed the tensions around IPA, particularly
regarding the number of epistemological positions which have been adopted by IPA
researchers, presented by Chamberlain (2011) as a challenge for IPA and by Larkin,
Watts, & Clifton (2006) as a strength. The researcher has decided to take the perspective
of Smith (2004) that phenomenology, first introduced by Husserl, represents a variation
of an epistemological stance, as phenomenology is a “science which aims exclusively at
establishing ‘knowledge of essences’” (Husserl, 2014, pg.44) which refer to the

“essential structures of subjective structures” (Gill, 2014, pg. 3).

3.3 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

IPA is a qualitative approach which draws on the ontological and epistemological ideas
stated above, as well as the philosophical background of phenomenology, hermeneutics
and idiography. Using IPA, a researcher is able to explore the personal perceptions of
research participants, whilst acknowledging that their own interpretation is key to the
account that is offered (Smith & Osborn, 2008). It is interested in the individual, and
emphasises individual experiences and perceptions as integral to reality. IPA therefore
offers the researcher the potential to collect a rich description of the person-in-context,
followed by an attempt at an interpretative account to make the information meaningful
for others. IPA has been noted as a flexible approach by some, as although it places the
phenomenological account at the centre of the research, it makes no theoretical
assumptions about the interpretation of this account, and therefore allows discursive,

cognitive and affective elements to be recognised (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2006).

3.3.1 Phenomenology

Phenomenology originated as a philosophical school of thought regarding the study of
experience. Phenomenologists on the whole are interested in thinking about what the
experience of being human is like, particularly with regard to things which are
important to humans and which constitute part of their lived world. However,
phenomenology is not a singular concept but has developed over time. It was originally
formulated by Husserl as transcendental phenomenology in the early twentieth century
(Wertz, 2011). Since then, phenomenological psychology has been developed by many
including Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and Ricoeur (Moran & Mooney, 2002). It is
important here to signal which aspects of phenomenology are important to the current
IPA research.
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Husserl identified two crucial aspects of phenomenology which he saw as integral to the
study of experience. Firstly, a phenomenological approach asks a researcher to put aside
theories, hypotheses and possible explanations about the topic under investigation to
understand the lived experience of the phenomena (Mertens, 2015). In this way,
phenomenology asks the researcher to go “back to the ‘things themselves’” (Husserl,
2001, pg. 168) in order to experience a purer perception of the world.

Secondly, although phenomenologists acknowledge the individual as an integral part of
reality, as they believe that humans actively perceive and encounter objects and
experiences, they do not make any judgements regarding the existence of the
experiences which take place (Wertz, 2011). Therefore, rather than being interested in
the existence of the topic of interest, phenomenologists are more interested in the
subjective meanings which are given. It is impossible, some have argued, to detach the
human self from the world of objects and subjects, as our experience of objects and

subjects at any given time is what constitutes reality (Willig, 2008).

Heidegger focused much more closely on this concept of ‘being-in-the-world’, arguing
that meaning-making and interpretation is at the core of human experience. Rather than
returning to the thing itself, Heidegger (1996) conceptualised a person-in-context, and
believed it impossible to create knowledge free from interpretation. Heidegger (1988)
suggested that existence takes place in an environment which is culturally and
historically conditioned, and therefore it is impossible to detach assumptions and
presuppositions from understanding of an experience. This challenges Husserl’s idea of
bracketing off assumptions about a phenomenon in order to understand purified
phenomena (Gill, 2014).

The interpretative and phenomenological components of IPA are both crucial to
understand here; IPA maintains a phenomenological component, in that it looks at the
claims and concerns of a person, and how a phenomenon has been understood by that
same person, but simultaneously it contextualises these claims by drawing on the
Heideggerian ideas of a person-in-context framework, by taking into account the
relationship between the person and the cultural and physical world which they find
themselves in. (Larkin et al., 2006)
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3.3.2 Hermeneutics
The hermeneutic tradition recognises that, in order to attempt to describe ‘pure’
experience, one has to interpret it, as it is impossible to gain direct access to an

individual’s personal world without implicating your own conceptions and views of the

world (Moran & Mooney, 2002).

To explore hermeneutics further, Smith, Flowers & Larkin (2009) drew firstly on the
hermeneutic circle and secondly the double hermeneutic. Firstly, the hermeneutic circle;
this recognises that in order to carry out any kind of analysis a researcher has to engage
in an iterative cycle. “To understand any given part you look to the whole; to
understand the whole you look to parts” (Smith et al. 2009, pg. 27). As applied to this
research, in order to analyse family members’ experiences and perceptions of the EHC
needs assessment process, it is necessary to follow this cycle; to see parts of each
experience in the context of the whole experience, and to see the whole experience in

the context of the parts.

Secondly, the double hermeneutic. As the researcher is making sense of the participant,
the participant is in turn making sense of the phenomenon of interest. Therein lays the
concept of a double interpretation, which only allows for indirect access to the
phenomenon (Smith et al. 2009). Therefore, findings of any IPA study report the
researcher’s interpretation of the participant’s attempt to express their interpretation of

their own experience.

3.3.3 Idiography

An idiographic approach is also integral to IPA, as there is a strong focus on the
individual, with a view that claims about the wider population can only emerge once an
in-depth analysis of the individual in their unique context has been carried out (Larkin,
et al., 2006). Rather than being interested in general experiences or populations,
idiography focuses on particular phenomena and how they have been understood by
particular people in a particular context (Smith et al. 2009). This is in strong contrast to
the nomothetic research approach, popular within positivist and post-positivist research,
which demands findings that can be generalised to a wider population. The approach
has been strongly criticised by the proponents of IPA, such as Smith (2004), who claims
that in making wider claims about human behaviour, nomothetic research loses the

essence of a personal and particular account of an experience. The researcher here will
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maintain their commitment to idiography by focusing on a detailed account of an
individual experience before moving on to the next account, before illustrating
convergence and divergence between individual participants. The researcher here does
not aim to generate findings which are generalisable, and fully accepts that knowledge
which is created will be solely applicable to the families within the study, but hopes to
improve understanding about the topics of interest and therefore provider greater
theoretical transferability about how families view and experience family engagement

and the statutory SEN process.

3.3.4 Limitations of IPA
IPA has been criticised on four grounds by Langdridge (2007) and Willig (2008), these

grounds being discussed below.

IPA makes the assumption that participants can use language to give an in-depth
perspective of their experience, as studies traditionally analyse transcripts of interviews.
This issue has brought about the first two areas of critique which are described here.

Firstly, that IPA excludes participants who are not able to articulately communicate
their experience through language. This will be particularly pertinent to this research,
which involves interviewing parents and young people with SEN. The success of the
data gathering will therefore be dependent on the verbal ability, to some extent, of the
participants. Some participants’ accounts and understandings of their own experiences
may not be suitable material for phenomenological analysis. This is acknowledged by
the researcher, and extra steps were taken to shape the data gathering process around the

needs of each participant, as discussed later in 3.5.

Secondly, it has also been argued that the interpretation of language only allows for an
understanding of how people talk about their experiences, rather than an understanding
of the actual experience itself (Willig, 2008). How participants use language can be seen
as a construction rather than a description of reality. This limitation adds an extra layer
to the double hermeneutic. The researcher therefore acknowledges that any
interpretative account offered will be an interpretation of the perceptions of participants,

and not direct analysis of an experience.

Thirdly, as outlined earlier in this chapter, the researcher recognises that this is a small
scale qualitative study, which does not aim to represent the views and ideas of the wider
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population, but allows for a deeper understanding of the issue at hand. Therefore, the

research is representative of a perspective and not a population.

Lastly, Willig (2008) outlines how a thorough understanding of phenomena requires
identification of how and why these experiences came about. IPA does not claim to
demonstrate such explanations, and instead offers an interpretation of a lived experience
by asking participants to describe their understandings and experiences of a

phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009).

3.4 Other approaches considered

The decision to use IPA was ultimately made in relation to the two identified research
questions for this current study. However, a number of alternative methods were

considered as part of the research process. Two examples of these are detailed below.

3.4.1 Grounded theory

Grounded theory seeks to generate explanatory theory of basic social processes within
the environments in which they take place. Although similar to IPA in how it focuses on
the perspective of a group of individuals who have experienced a phenomenon,
grounded theory is interested in building inductive theories through data analysis
(Charmaz, 2003), rather than understanding the lived experience of a phenomenon.
Grounded theory was considered by the researcher at an early stage in the development
of the current study, with the potential aim to develop understanding of how family
engagement happens in the context of the EHC needs assessment process. However,
ultimately it was rejected because of the lack of idiographic focus, which meant that the
researcher would have been less able to focus on individual accounts and to explore

individual experiences of the EHC needs assessment process.

3.4.2 Discourse analysis

Discourse analysis aims to understand how language is used to create identities and
activities. Researchers in this area are therefore interested in how language produces a
certain narrative of a particular topic. Discourse analysis is aligned with social
constructionism, and is based on the idea that reality is negotiated through interaction
with multiple discourses. The researcher decided that discourse analysis would not be

an appropriate method to answer the current research questions, as it does not allow for
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an in-depth focus on experience as IPA does. Discourse analysis instead focuses on how
meanings are constructed through language-in-use (Starks & Trinidad, 2007).

3.5 Design
3.5.1 Sample

3.5.1.1 Context of the potential sample population

This research took place within a large urban East Midlands unitary LA. 65% of the
population of the area are White British, and 35% are Black and Minority Ethnicity. It is
within the most socially deprived areas in the country, as measured by the Index of

Deprivation (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2015).

26% of the population of the area are either in Early Years of education, or school and
training years, which is above the national level of 23.5% (Office for National Statistics,
2013). School census data indicates that the incidence of SEND within schools in the
area has risen over the past decade. In 2009, 28% of all pupils had some form of SEN or
disability, compared to 20.5% nationally, which is an increase of 6% from 2004. The
percentage of pupils with Statements attending schools in the LA in 2009 was 1.4%, the
second lowest in the East Midlands region. There has, however, been an increase over
time in requests for statutory assessment and in the number of Statements issued. In the
academic year of 2004/2005, there were 34 Statements issued, compared to 65 in
2009/2010 (Joint Strategic Needs Assessment, 2010).

3.5.1.2 Selection of participants

Participants were selected purposively in that they were all able to speak retrospectively
about their experiences within the EHC needs assessment process within one LA. None
of the sample had previously experienced statutory assessment, as none of the
participants had previously had a Statement of SEN. The sample was divergent in terms
of gender, and the young people who took part in the study differed with regards to their
age, main areas of SEN and type of current educational setting. This contradicts
guidance offered by Smith et al. (2009) to recruit as homogenous a sample as possible.
However, in light of the fact that the topic of this research, the EHC needs assessment
process, is only applicable to a relatively small potential sample population, the
homogenous nature of the sample is seen as satisfied by the inclusion of a group of
people who share and can therefore offer insight into a particular experience (Smith et
al, 2009; Langdridge, 2007).
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3.5.1.3 Recruitment of participants

The researcher was at the time of completing the study working as a Trainee
Educational Psychologist, and was therefore working as part of a team of EPs who
regularly visit schools and families in their professional role. She was also working
collaboratively with a number of other services who come into frequent and direct
contact with families involved in the statutory assessment process, including the SEN

Service and the Keyworker Service.

Initially, to identify potential participants, EP colleagues and members of the SEN team
were asked to identify and approach families who could share their experiences of the
EHC needs assessment process. This was later widened to members of the EHCP
keyworker service because of the very low number of families identified in this way.
The researcher shared an initial information letter with these professionals about the
proposed research in order for them to do this (see Appendix 7). This enabled the family
to provide consent for their contact details to be passed to the researcher, who could
then contact the family to discuss the research further. The researcher did not receive
any details of the family until they had given their consent for these to be shared, and

the researcher was not linked in any way in her professional capacity to the participants.

3.5.1.4 Meeting the participants

Where families had consented to initial contact details being passed onto the researcher,
the researcher then contacted the family in order to provide a brief account of the
research and to arrange a meeting to provide more detailed information. This was done
by telephone. At this meeting a full information sheet was shared (see Appendix 8 for

adult format and Appendix 9 for a format adjusted for children and young people).

The families approached by the researcher were clearly briefed on the rationale for the
study, what families would be asked to do, and on the researcher’s role, whereupon it
was stressed that the research was separate to the assessment process itself and that

declining to take part in the research would have no effect on the process for the family.

3.5.1.5 Information regarding the final sample group

The final sample group was made up of six individuals from within three families in
total. In line with the idiographic commitment of IPA the richness of analysis of
individual perceptions is more important than the sample size. Smith et al. (2009) argue

that in order to allow for in-depth analysis of individual cases and experiences, data
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collection of between four and ten transcripts is appropriate for a doctoral level study.
The sample size for the present study therefore has followed this guidance.

The focus of the research designates the broad sample as family members; this included
the young person and their primary carer(s), and could potentially have included other
close family members, such as aunties, uncles or grandparents. The final decision
regarding who should be included was made not by the researcher but by each family,
as it was felt that family members were in the most appropriate position to decide who
could and wanted to give their consent to provide an account of their experiences. As
demonstrated in Table 3.1, the final sample, as dictated by parents with whom the
researcher was initially able to meet, was made up of young people and parents, as
opposed to other family members. This is depicted in the reference to the research

questions in the ‘Findings’ and ‘Discussion’ chapters.

Following the guidance of Smith et al. (2009), who advise that intense data gathering
sessions which could last for over an hour are not advisable for young children, only
pupils in Year 4 and above were included in the research.

It was not possible to include an account from the young person in one family (David,
see Table 3-1 pg. 63). The decision to exclude this young person was made after careful
reflection by the researcher and also after considered discussion with the parent. There
were four main issues to consider. Firstly, the best medium through which to
communicate with the young person given his difficulties with verbal communication.
Consideration was given to how his family members communicated with him, and how
he might express his perceptions and experiences to the researcher. A variety of options
were considered by the researcher, including the use of pictures, cue cards and Talking
Mats, but it was thought that these would significantly constrain or pre-determine the
responses available to the young person during data collection. Secondly, the capacity
of the young person to consent to taking part in the research, with sufficient
understanding about what this involvement entailed and of the purpose of the research.
Because of the needs of the young person, it was judged that he was not able to give
fully informed consent. Thirdly, the potential negative impact of the research on the
wellbeing of the young person, and whether attempting to establish a relationship

between the researcher and the young person may actually cause anxiety for him.
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Finally, and perhaps most importantly, whether the research questions would be clear
and meaningful to the young person, and whether the topics of interest were of
sufficient relevance to the young person, in light of the view that “cliciting people’s
views rests on the assumption that the subject is one on which they have an opinion”
(Lewis & Porter, 2004, pg. 194). It was decided on this basis that is was unlikely that
the young person would be able to offer an interpretation of either the EHC needs

assessment process or family engagement.

All participants have been allocated pseudonyms in order to protect their anonymity.
Tables 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3 details information regarding each of the sample families to

assist with contextualising the sample.

Table 3-1: A table to show appropriate contextual information regarding sample family

one

Pseudonym Position | Age at School | Type of Main areas of Sex Ethnicity
within time of year educational | SEN
family interview | group | provision

Eve (participant | Mother N/A N/A N/A N/A Female | Black

in research)

N/A (family Father N/A N/A N/A N/A Male Black

member but did | (divorced

not participate from

in research) mother)
David Sonand | 9 years 5 Mainstream | Communication | Male Black
. twin 11 primary and interaction
(family member
. brother months school .
but did not Social and
participate in emotional
research) wellbeing
Sensory,
physical and
health
James Sonand | 9years 5 Mainstream | Communication | Male Black
twin 11 primary
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(family member | brother

but did not

participate in

research)

months

school

Social and
emotional

wellbeing

Sensory,
physical and
health

and interaction

Table 3-2: A table to show appropriate contextual information regarding sample family

two
Pseudony Position Ageat | School | Type of Main area(s) of | Gender | Ethnicity
m within time of | year educational | SEN
family intervie | group | provision
w

Claire Mother N/A N/A N/A N/A Female | White
(participant British
in
research)
N/A (Step)father | N/A N/A N/A N/A Male White

. British
(family
member
but did not
participate
in
research)
Thomas Son and 10 5 Mainstrea Communicatio | Male White

. brother years 0 m primary | nand British
(participant
. months school Interaction
in
research) Social and

Emotional
Wellbeing

N/A (Step)son N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A White
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(family and brother British
member
but did not
participate
in
research)
N/A Daughter N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A White
(family and sister British
member
but did not
participate
in
research)
Table 3-3: A table to show appropriate contextual information regarding sample family
three
Pseudonym | Position | Age at School | Type of Main area(s) of | Gender | Ethnicity
within time of year educational SEN
family interview | group provision
Andrew Father N/A N/A N/A N/A Male White
(participant British
in research)
Marie Mother N/A N/A N/A N/A Female | White
(participant British
in research)
Michelle Daughter | 16 years | 12 Further Social, Female | White
(participant | and sister | 9 months Education emotional well- British
in research) College being and
(having mental health
transitioned L
from homme CorrTmunlca.tlon
and interaction
education)
Sensory,
physical and
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health

N/A Daughter | N/A N/A N/A N/A Female | White
(family and sister British
member

but did not

participate

in research)

3.5.2 Data collection

3.5.2.1 Choosing a suitable method

Following the guidance of Smith et al. (2009), data was gathered through semi-
structured interviews. This allowed the participants the opportunity to offer a “rich,
detailed first person account of their experiences” (Smith et al. 2009, pg. 56). Semi-
structured interviews allow for a degree of structure, but also flexibility so that
unexpected and unanticipated issues can develop and expand (Robson, 2011). It was
important for questions to be open-ended, while maintaining some sort of structure in

relation to the areas of interest to the research (Smith et al. 2009).

The researcher approached the current study with the understanding that other methods
of data collection may have been appropriate. Some consideration was given to
unstructured interviews, however, the researcher wanted to support participants as fully
as possible in voicing their experiences and perceptions, and was mindful that
participants either may not have been used to openly speaking about their experiences,
or may have had difficulties which reduced their capacity to do so, such as speech,
language and communication difficulties. The researcher felt that semi-structured
interviews would support the quality of the research given that she was a novice IPA

researcher.

The researcher also initially planned to carry out focus groups with participants,
incorporating family units as well as individual voices. Focus groups would have
allowed multiple voices within one conversation, and therefore would have allowed an
insight into the experience and interactions of the family. As identified by Smith et al.
(2009, pg. 71), “the presence of multiple voices, and the interactional complexity of

such events does make it more difficult to infer and develop the phenomenological
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aspects”. The researcher felt that it was important to remain focused on the
phenomenological and idiographic aspects of IPA, and wanted to maintain an in-depth

investigation of individual voice rather than group discussion.

Consideration was also given to carrying out multiple interviews as participants
experienced the process. However, after some deliberation, it was felt that it would have
been difficult to establish convergent themes across participants if multiple interviews
were carried out at different points in the process for different participants. Multiple
interviews would also have made design and analysis more complex as a novice IPA
researcher, and this may have consequentially had a negative impact on the quality of

the final account.

3.5.2.2 Semi-structured interview schedule development

The researcher developed an interview schedule following the guidance of Smith et al.
(2009) (see Appendix 10). The schedule was created around the broad areas of interest
of experiences of the EHC needs assessment process, and perceptions of family
engagement within these experiences, as well as more specific topics which may have
been pertinent to families’ experiences and perceptions. The final topic areas included
were expectations of the process, the stages involved in the experience of the process,
perceptions of family engagement both generally and within the process, and evaluation
of the process. Questions were constructed in order to be as open and appropriate to the
topics of interest as possible, with prompts, for example asking participants to elaborate
further, or how a particular experience made them feel. The schedule began with
narrative or descriptive questions, moving onto analytic or evaluative questions,
allowing the participant to become more comfortable as the interview progressed (Smith
et al. 2009).

The researcher wanted to develop questions which would allow for high quality data
collection, whilst avoiding a style of questioning that would be either leading or
presumptuous about participants’ experiences. Potential questions were discussed with
the supervisor of the research, and were also adapted and altered as a result of a pilot
study interview with two parents. This family consented to answering questions about
their EHC needs assessment process with the understanding that the data collected
would not be used within the study, but could act as constructive feedback for the LA in

an anonymised format. Changes were made to both the content and the sequence order

67



of the interview schedule following these pilot interviews. These pilot interviews also
supported the researcher in developing their interviewing style, acknowledging the
challenges in maintaining an open and non-leading questioning style, and in developing
the kinds of prompts which may be helpful in supporting participants in giving a rich

account.

3.5.2.3 Timing of interviews

Participants spoke retrospectively about their experiences, and interviews were
conducted in the summer term of the academic year 2014-2015 and the autumn term of
the academic year 2015-2016. The researcher aimed to interview the participants when
they would be able to give as much detail as possible on their entire experience, without
having had time elapse during which the participants might have forgotten details of
their experiences. The researcher therefore referred to the timeline of the assessment
process for each family, as referred to in Appendix 1. All families at the time of the
interview were, at a minimum, 14 weeks into the EHC needs assessment process, which
meant that they had had access to the EHCP for the young person, either in draft or final

format.

However, the exact point at which interviews took place during the assessment process
differed for each family. The researcher had to be pragmatic, in line with working in the
realm of real world research, and made each decision in conjunction with participants.
Consequently, this meant that some participants gave a more retrospective account than
others. The researcher acknowledges here that this may have had a significant impact on
each participant’s interpretation of events. For example, if a participant had viewed a
final EHCP, this would have included an indication of the future educational provision
for the young person within the family. From the researcher’s professional experience,

this is often very important for families’ perceptions of the process and its outcomes.

3.5.2.4 Conducting the interviews

As part of preparation for the interview, it was felt (as advised by Smith et al. 2009) to
ask participants where they would like the interview to take place. All participants for
this research chose their family home as the site of choice. This came with the benefit of
being a comfortable familiar setting for the participant, but also bought some risks for
both the researcher and the data collection itself, in terms of safety, level of noise and

potential for interruptions. Some measures were taken by the researcher in accordance
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with these identified risks, for example checking in with a colleague upon arrival and
departure from the site of interviews, and also checking with the participant, or member
of the family, the likelihood of noise or interruption. The researcher found that the
majority of participants were well prepared for the interviews, and had set aside a quiet
time and place ahead of the scheduled time. The researcher felt it more important for the
participant to feel comfortable and at ease, and therefore in a site of their choice, than
for all risks for either data collection or the researcher to be averted. This was to give

the researcher the best possible chance of collecting good quality data.

The researcher met with each participant on two occasions prior to the interview taking
place. The first meeting was organised once the researcher had received the contact
details of the family from a colleague within the Local Authority (see 3.5.1.3), with the
family’s consent for the researcher to make contact. During this first meeting the
researcher shared information about the research, and left an information sheet
(Appendix 8) and consent form (Appendix 12) with the family to read and consider. The
researcher then visited the family a second time to answer any questions which family
members might be holding about the research, and to collect signed consent forms from
participants. At this point a date and time for the interviews was organised. This was felt
to be a positive way of establishing a relationship and some level of rapport with each
participant. In this way, the researcher felt they had taken steps to ensure that
participants felt comfortable enough to openly discuss the issues of interest at the time
of the interview. The researcher endeavoured to ensure that each participant knew who
the researcher was and what the purpose of the interview was. At the start of each
interview, the researcher reminded each participant what they should expect, and what
the main topics of interest were. They also reminded each participant that there were no
right or wrong answers, and that the researcher was interested in each participant as an

individual and what had happened to them.

3.6 Ethical concerns

This study required careful ethical consideration, firstly because the researcher was
collecting data from young people, whilst also acting as a practitioner, which meant that
the researcher held responsibility to both the academic institution and the placement LA

to which they were linked.
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It was essential during this research that the guidance of a wide range of ethical codes of
practice were followed, including the Health and Care Professions Council (2009), the
British Psychological Society Code of Ethics and Conduct (2009) and the British
Psychological Society Professional Practice Guidelines (2002). The research also
received ethical approval by the Ethics Committee at Nottingham University on 23"
February 2015 (see Appendix 11 for ethical approval letter).

Some of the key ethical considerations which formed a crucial component of the

research are described below.

3.6.1 Informed consent

As outlined earlier, all potential participants received brief initial information about the
research, in the form of an initial information sheet (see Appendix 7). This information
was then used by the family to decide whether they were happy for the researcher to
contact the family directly. On meeting the family, the researcher provided further
information to the family, including the young person. This was adapted as appropriate
given the needs and ages of the young people in order to enable their understanding of
the research as fully as possible. This included the rationale for the study and what
would be required from them. Full information sheets were provided (see Appendix 8
for adult format and Appendix 9 for format adjusted for children and young people).
After this initial meeting, the researcher met with each potential participant family on a
further occasion in order to discuss consent forms, and to ensure that potential
participants had the option to either withdraw or continue. Consent forms were signed
and collected before interviews took place (see Appendix 12).

3.6.2 Confidentiality

In order to avoid identification, individual narratives were analysed by the researcher in
their original format, but any names or other unique descriptors were removed during
write-up, including of family members and professionals. Participants were assured that
the confidential nature of the information included in the research could be guaranteed
in this way. One of the participants (Thomas) identified their own pseudonym by which
they would like to be referred, which is adhered to in this research. The researcher
discussed with the participants that the data would be collected with two audio-
recording devices to aid analysis, consequently stored securely, transcribed, and
destroyed after successful completion of the doctorate.
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3.6.3 Reducing harm to participants

The researcher remained mindful during the research process that, although there was a
minimal risk of psychological harm or discomfort, data gathering may have provoked
anxiety or other negative feelings for participants. Therefore, as part of the research
process, the researcher allowed for rapport building with participants both before the
interview took place and during it. Additionally, clear boundaries of the discussions
were set, and the researcher drew on their skills as a practitioner of sensitivity and
empathy to respond to the emotional reactions of participants. The boundaries of the
discussions were supported with the semi-structured interview schedule, which focused
on experiences of the EHC needs assessment process and understanding of family
engagement rather than an in-depth discussion of the reasons for or outcomes of EHC
needs assessment. If the researcher felt that the data gathering process had been
particularly difficult for the participant, or had evoked negative emotion, because of the
memories attached to this distinct period of their lives, then the researcher ensured that
the participant left the interview with some positive memories or thoughts about their
experience. The participants were also allowed to contact the researcher afterwards in
case the data gathering process did provoke any anxieties or questions.

3.6.4 Right to withdraw

Participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the study without fear of any
repercussions, without having to give a reason, and at any point in the research. This
was made clear to all participants before data gathering took place. Participants were
also informed that should they have chosen to withdraw at the time arranged for data
gathering, during or after data gathering, their information and interview transcripts
would have been destroyed without any impact or consequence. Participants were also
informed that they could report to the researcher if they wanted any part of their data to
be excluded.

3.7 Quality within qualitative research

3.7.1 Introduction

The recent upsurge in qualitative research over recent years has led to discussion
amongst authors around how the quality, credibility and value of qualitative research
can be enhanced and demonstrated, as compared to quantitative research, for which

there are well-established and widely used criteria by which the standard of the findings
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are judged (Giorgi, 2002; Patton, 1999; Yardley, 2000). These criteria, including
objectivity, reliability and generalisability, are often mistakenly applied to qualitative
research without a deep-rooted understanding of the philosophical backgrounds of
different qualitative approaches, as well as the purpose of qualitative research, which is
to enable a detailed and focused exploration of a topic of interest, often incorporating
particular situations and experiences of individual people (Yardley, 2000). This section
will outline some of the reasons why traditional quantitative criteria are not appropriate
to demonstrate the quality of qualitative research, going on to describe some of the
challenges which are faced in providing definitive standards for quality control, and
finishing by outlining the frameworks which the researcher has chosen to employ for

the current study.

3.7.2 Rejection of quantitative research criteria

Qualitative research differs from quantitative research in significant ways, as discussed
earlier in this chapter, and many qualitative researchers have asserted that if the criteria
of validity and reliability, as applied to quantitative research, are drawn on to evaluate
qualitative research, many of the strengths of qualitative research would be lost. For
example, the sample size which is included in the present study is not large enough to
be statistically representative of the target population, however it does allow for a high
level of analysis, which is part of the rationale for using qualitative methods. In
addition, the researcher does not aim to demonstrate reliability, as the findings of the
research will offer an interpretative account of the data which is gathered, and not a
replicable account. In light of the researcher’s epistemological position, it is
acknowledged here that the knowledge which is created by this research is subjective,
and therefore objective measures such as inter-rater reliability are meaningless
(YYardley, 2000).

Despite this, it was recognised by the researcher that it was absolutely necessary to

adhere to certain principles to strengthen the overall quality of the research.

3.7.3 Challenges in evaluating the quality of qualitative research

Patton (1999) and Yardley (2008) both recognised that, seeing as there are multiple
approaches to qualitative research, all with their own purpose, assumptions,
methodologies and theoretical backgrounds, it remains a challenge to identify criteria
which can be applied to all qualitative studies. This lack of unity, as well as the relative
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novelty of qualitative research methodology, when compared with quantitative, within
psychology, has led to scepticism from a range of audiences with regards to the value
which qualitative research has (Yardley, 2000). This makes it all the more important
that there are flexible ways of establishing quality within qualitative research which are
comprehensive, legitimate and meaningful for a range of audiences, particularly
stakeholders (Yardley, 2000).

3.7.4 Yardley’s (2000) criteria

Having reflected on ideas around demonstrating quality in qualitative research put
forward by several researchers, including Elliott, Fischer, & Rennie (1999), Patton
(1999) and Tracy (2010) the researcher decided to follow the four broad principles of
Yardley (2000), which also follows the guidance of Smith et al. (2009) who suggested
that these criteria are highly appropriate for IPA research. These four principles will

now be addressed in more depth.

3.7.4.1 Sensitivity to context

An inductive approach was taken towards the data collected, and the researcher has not
offered any hypotheses predicting what participants’ perceptions and experiences may
have looked like. The researcher sought a definition of the topics of interest from the
participants themselves, and consequently sensitivity to the participants’ accounts was
demonstrated by an open as opposed to closed style of questioning. The relationship
between participant and researcher was also considered (this will also be elaborated on
further in 3.7.5), and sensitivity was demonstrated to this by choosing a setting for data
collection familiar to the participant, and holding the interviews at times convenient for
participants, as well as allowing for a series of meetings and conversations with
participants as part of the research which enabled development of trust. The researcher
made herself aware of the wider and more specific contexts within which the research
took place by immersing herself during the research process with literature related to
SEN policy, family engagement, family and pupil voice and the philosophical
background and methodological issues surrounding IPA. The professional role of the
researcher also meant that she had a good level of knowledge of the process and
situations within which participants found themselves, and particular information
regarding participants has been outlined in order to promote understanding of their

specific contexts. Within data analysis, the researcher demonstrated sensitivity to the
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raw data by including verbatim extracts from each participant in order to support
interpretations, as suggested by Smith et al. (2009).

3.7.4.2 Commitment and rigour

As discussed within 3.6.1, the researcher has selected a small sample of individuals,
including parents and young people, because of their homogeneity in having all
experienced the process of interest, the EHC needs assessment process. Interviews were
tape-recorded and fully transcribed, and extracts of both raw data and data analysis will
be offered to the reader in order to support the findings (see Appendices 13 and 14).
Data was collected through interviewing, and details and reflections on the process are
provided in 3.5.2. The researcher maintained commitment to the idiographic focus of
IPA, by carefully listening to the accounts of participants, whilst illustrating

convergence and divergence between participants.

3.7.4.3 Transparency and coherence

The researcher has described in detail aspects of her decision-making process which led
to the choice of the research methodology of IPA. At the core of this decision were the
research questions, and which methodologies may be most appropriate and suitable in
order to answer these questions. Attempts at transparency have been made by detailing
aspects of the design, data collection, sample and analysis of data. Raw data is offered

to enable alternative explorations and interpretations.

3.7.4.4 Impact and importance

The researcher has aimed to demonstrate throughout this study the current importance
and relevance of the current research, both at a local and national level, due to recent
changes in legislation contained in the Children and Families Act 2014, which all LAs
in the United Kingdom are now working to put into practice. The perceptions and
experiences of families are vital to putting children, young people and parents at the
heart of practice, as the principles of the Children and Families Act 2014 state. The
potential impact and recommendations from the research are stated later within 5.5.

3.7.5 Reflexivity

The researcher here acknowledges that the findings and outcomes of this research were
dependent on the researcher’s own standpoint, and dual role as a researcher and
practitioner, and therefore demonstrates a reflexive attitude. In light of this, in order to

enhance the validity and credibility of this research as much as possible, some relevant
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details of the background and beliefs of the researcher will be outlined here in order to
support the reader’s understanding of the interpretation of the data gathered which will
follow. This is following the guidance of Langdridge (2007).

3.7.5.1 Why is the researcher carrying out this study?

As outlined earlier in 1.1, the researcher’s motivation to carry out this study was
influenced by her desire to carry out a piece of research which would be highly relevant
to the current practice of EPs, and which also would allow for parents’ and young
people’s voices to be accessed within research. Interest in this area, and in carrying out
a qualitative piece of research, also developed from previous experience as a researcher.
The researcher had previously conducted a quantitative study, looking at the
contributing factors to primary school pupils’ sense of school community. The
researcher felt dis-satisfied that the quantitative scores excluded the subjective views
and perceptions of pupils about how they felt, and what was important to them in their

school community.

3.7.5.2 Relationship to the topic being investigated

Is the researcher an insider or an outsider?

The researcher is an outsider to the process under investigation as she has never been
directly involved in the EHC needs assessment process, nor has she had a child who has
been assessed within this process. However, in her professional capacity, the researcher
has carried out assessments of EHC needs within this process for a number of young
people and therefore the researcher is familiar with the details of the functioning of the

process.

Does the researcher empathise with the participants and their experiences?

The researcher empathises with families who may have experienced challenging life
circumstances, who may not have accessed opportunities to share their thoughts,
feelings and experiences, and who may have had times of conflict with professionals

and with educational provisions.

Who is the researcher, and how might the researcher influence the research?

As a 27-year-old single child-less highly educated female, the situation of the researcher
is likely to be distinctively different than families going through the EHC needs

assessment process. Participants may have seen the researcher as a young, highly-
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qualified female representative of the LA and this therefore may have impacted on how
they responded to and interacted with the researcher. Furthermore, the researcher could
not assume that anything about her experience of education would be the same as

participants’.

3.7.5.3 Conclusions

The researcher recognises here that the complex interaction of all of these factors may
have had a significant impact on the data gathering process and on analysis of data. For
example, the researcher’s potentially defensive or emotive response to the data needed
to be considered carefully, as participants spoke about their relationships with
professionals from the LA and school staff. The researcher aimed to address this by
raising her own awareness of the issues which have been discussed, avoidance of
favouritism or bias towards professionals rather than families, and the illustration of an

account of the data which is clear, transparent and coherent to families and practitioners.

3.8 Processing and transcribing the data

In order to create transcripts which would be suitable for IPA, the data was first audio
recorded using both a laptop and a mobile telephone (in case of failure of one or the
other) and then transcribed verbatim. The level of detail in the transcripts was paid
attention to, and was refined through replaying of the audio and by careful listening of
silences and utterances which were at first difficult to decipher. However, because the
purpose of IPA is to interpret the meaning of an individual’s account, unlike other
potential forms of analysis, the prosodic aspects of the recordings were not recorded in

detail. It was recognised here that transcription in itself is a form of interpretation.

3.9 Process of data analysis

The analysis followed the approach of IPA, which offers a systematic and structured
approach to analysing phenomenological data. Although the data analysis structure is
not fixed for all IPA researchers, there is some guidance offered by Smith et al. (2009)
of six stages which researchers move through. These are outlined below in Table 3.4
alongside activities and reflections within each stage. Analysis was undertaken with the
understanding of the researcher that these stages could be used flexibly and in a cyclical

fashion rather than in a regimented and ordered way.
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Table 3-4: A table to show the six data analysis stages, proposed by Smith et al. (2009),

of IPA, accompanied by activities within each stage, and personal reflections of the

researcher

Stage

Activities

Reflections

1: Reading and

re-reading

e  Close examination of the
text.

e Reading whilst listening to
the audio recording.

e  Attempt at total immersion
in the data and active
engagement with the

transcript.

e At this stage the researcher was
attempting to return to the
‘things themselves’, the lived
experiences of each participant.

e It was very important for the
researcher that the participant
was placed at the centre, and
not the initial reactions,
recollections or reflections of
the researcher, which were
noted in an attempt to bracket
these.

e This also enabled the
researcher to note down any
initial thoughts about emergent
themes in order to attempt to
concentrate on the data itself.

e The researcher began to reflect
o