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Using a narrative approach to explore identity with adolescents
who have been given a diagnosis of ADHD.

Abstract

Taking a narrative approach, this research aims to explore conceptualisations
of identity positioning held by four adolescents who have been given a
diagnosis of ADHD. The Bicycle of Life (Leger, 2016) is used as a tool to elicit
young people’s narratives by providing a space for them to consider their
strengths, values and resources, significant places and events in the past,
future dreams and goals, the people who will accompany them on their
journey and the obstacles that they experience along the way in order to
answer the research questions: What do the young people’s BolL narratives
reveal about their identity positioning? How might the BoL’s ‘obstacles in the
road’ that young people encounter affect their identity positions?

The research uses narrative oriented inquiry (Hiles & Cermdk, 2008) as its
methodology, which provides a six-step analysis method to allow a multi-
layered interpretation exploring how narratives are told as well as their
content.

The findings show that using the Bol as a narrative framework with young
people privileged their voice and supported them to identify and
communicate their strengths, values and preferred identity positions which
emerged through over-arching themes such as having a good sense of
humour, being connected and supported, being a keen sportsman and being
an animal-lover.

The Road Conditions of Life stage of the framework elicited a rich
conceptualisation of the challenges that the YP experience, some of the
subject positions that are imposed on them and the dominant narratives
surrounding them. Some of the obstacles identified by young people in this
research included distractions, anger, the expectations in school, anxiety, the
school environment and being excluded.

Using a narrative framework also provided a space for young people to make
reference to the diagnosis of ADHD that they were given. In this research all
four young people had different perspectives on the diagnosis that they had
been given, ranging from acceptance of it as a helpful way of explaining some
of their individual characteristics and the challenges they experience, to
rejection of it as an imposed subject position without any explanatory power.

Nicola Edwards
nedwards4@sheffield.ac.uk
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1 Introducing the research

The idea for this research developed as a result of my changing opinion of Attention Deficit
and Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) since initially working as a speech and language therapist
(SALT), then primary teacher, and finally Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO),
parenting a young person (YP) diagnosed with ADHD and my journey into critical literature
relating to ADHD, which started with Mills (2017).

Over this period of almost three decades, my view about ADHD has shifted from a within-
child, medical model conceptualisation, towards a constructionist perspective. Whilst
working as a SALT and SENCO | accepted an essentialist view of ADHD, believing the pattern
of impulsivity, hyperactivity and reduced attention, to be indicative of the disorder as
described by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-5), (American Psychiatric
Association (APA), 2013). Within my role as a SENCO, | was proactive in looking for and
recognising this pattern of EF functioning, and in supporting parents and carers towards
diagnostic pathways, believing ADHD diagnosis as indicative of psychopathology that could
be treated using pharmaceutical methods to normalise neurological functioning.

This positivist stance drives important scientific endeavour to develop a better
understanding of the pattern of functioning that is diagnosed as ADHD by searching for a
neurobiological basis of ADHD and by identifying pathophysiology and genetic variation that
can account for ADHD. If this work succeeds in discovering a biological cause of ADHD, it will
improve the understanding of risk factors and diagnosis and will inform the development of
more effective treatments and resources for those diagnosed, (Cortese & Coghill, 2018).

Through extensive reading, working with children and young people who have been given a
diagnosis of ADHD and their families and my experience of the diagnostic process and
consequences of diagnosis for my then-teenage daughter, | began to consider alternative
perspectives such as considering ADHD as a social construct used to describe a pattern of
individual differences relating to executive functioning (EF) skills, particularly in the context
of mainstream educational settings where conformity and academic progress are prioritised
within the constraints of mass education. | have become increasingly aware of the wide
range of response to ADHD diagnosis evident across individuals who are given the diagnosis
and the people around them and consequently have begun to question who benefits most
from ADHD diagnosis and for which of the systems operating around the child it holds
particular meaning and value.

My reading and thinking around this topic and my experience as a trainee educational
psychologist (TEP), has led to a developing interest in narrative perspectives and
consideration of the impact of diagnosis on young people’s identity formation. My research
emerged from this combination of interests and is aligned with my approach to educational
psychology practice, which is systemic, ecological and social constructionist in nature, (Fox,
2009). Rather than assuming that deficits exist within-child, | seek through my involvement
to understand the role of the system and environment in causing challenge and creating
change for the YP. This links with a Social Model of Disability (Terzi, 2004), where disability is
recognised as a consequence of disabling environments, (Bailey, 2010). | am also interested



in the role of educational psychologists (EPs) in supporting YP who have been given medical
diagnoses, to help them make sense of this using narrative frameworks to support them to
consider socio-cultural contexts and identity.

| remain curious about the scientific basis for ADHD, the pros and cons of the diagnosis for
individuals and the people around them and the impact of being given a diagnosis of ADHD
on YPs’ identity; consequently, | am undertaking this research from a position of openness
and impartiality.



2 Critical Literature Review

2.0  Introduction

Firstly, | consider the current perspectives around ADHD, including diagnosis within the
medical context, exploring the purpose of ADHD diagnosis and for whom it benefits. | then
focus on ADHD diagnosis within an educational perspective, exploring the discourses around
ADHD in terms of inclusive practice and the implications for individuals and families.

| move on to consider psychological theory around identity, summarise the research into
identity in relation to young people who have been given a diagnosis of ADHD, finally
focusing on identity within a narrative framework.

(See Appendix 1 for details of literature search)

2.1  Anintroduction to perspectives of ADHD

This introduction will begin by considering the prevalence and diagnostic criteria of ADHD
and will then summarise several perspectives in relation to ADHD: the medical model, the
social construction perspective, the bioecological model and the transdiagnostic
perspective.

In terms of prevalence, three to seven per cent of the world’s population of children and
adolescents are estimated to have ADHD (Ringer, 2020), with two to nine times higher
prevalence among boys than girls, according to the DSM-5, (APA, 2013). In the UK, Singh
(2008) reports the incidence of ADHD as 0.5%-26% of school-aged children which highlights
how variable estimates are, with the majority being diagnosed on reaching school age,
which may indicate how EF differences might start to become particularly problematic
within an educational context.

The DSM (APA, 2013) categorises ADHD as a neurodevelopmental disorder characterised in
children and young people (CYP) up to 17 years old by a persistent pattern of at least six
symptoms of inattention and/ or at least six symptoms of hyperactivity or impulsivity that
interfere with development or functioning. Ringer (2020) points out that strong consensus
exists within the scientific community that the symptoms of ADHD described by the DSM
have a biological basis.

As an example of a biological explanation, Honkasilta, Vehmas and Vehkakoski (2016)
present a detailed psycho-medical model illustrating how ADHD might be caused by genes
affecting neurotransmitter systems resulting in the characteristic pattern of EF difficulties
leading to diagnosis.

However, others in the field assert that a neurobiological perspective of ADHD does not
represent the complexity that exists around the diagnosis and contest the validity of ADHD
diagnosis, arguing that many non-biological contributory factors are involved, (Timimi &
Taylor, 2004). Others such as Tomlinson, (2012) criticise neuroscientific explanations of



ADHD which give the impression of a fixed, within-child problem where the emphasis is on
deficiencies of CYP, rather than of the system.

The proliferation of ADHD over the last twenty years forms the basis of the debate around
validity and reliability of the diagnosis, (Singh, 2008); in fact, Visser et al., (2014) describe an
apparent increase of 42% in diagnoses between 2003 and 2012. Mowat, (2015) points to the
significant variability in applying diagnostic categorisation criteria between countries, areas
and even schools, as evidence of their constructivist nature and lack of reliability of
diagnosis between practitioners.

The lack of evidence for an underlying defining genetic marker accounting for all the
features of ADHD adds weight to the question of validity of ADHD diagnosis. Begon and
Billington (2019) point to the heterogeneity of ASD and apply the same argument to ADHD:
They suggest that a better conceptualisation would be that ADHD is an umbrella term for a
diverse range of characteristics. Singh (2008) refers to neuroimaging data which only
partially explicates the differences in neurotransmitter system structure and function,
indicating that the contributory effect of genetic factors to the aetiology of ADHD is
inconclusive. Opponents to ADHD as a neurobiological disorder reject a positivist, realist
ontological position, adopting instead a relativist ontological perspective, whereby ADHD is
seen as a socially and culturally produced phenomenon. This being the case, Begon and
Billington (2019) propose that interventions should seek to modify service provision rather
than attempt to find within-child solutions.

Other arguments against a neurobiological basis for ADHD include contesting the distinction
between ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ neurological functioning that is implicit within the
diagnostic criteria. Proponents of this view include Kapp et al., (2013) who challenge the
medical model due to its preoccupation with aetiology and ‘cure’ for neurological
differences, and instead advocate celebrating neurological difference, promoting a social
model with a focus on harnessing strengths as well as finding ways to adapt to a
neurotypical world.

Although many views within the literature are polarised in relation to the existence and
aetiology of ADHD, (Comstock, 2011), many in the field propose that there is an interaction
between biological and ecological factors. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) offers a model which is able to encapsulate an interaction
of factors, building on Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological theory by incorporating four
aspects: process, person, context and time (PPCT Model) to explain multi-level influences.
Using the PPCT model, Bronfenbrenner explains interactions between within-person,
biological factors and contextual factors and the negative or positive effects of these on
proximal processes, (everyday interactions and activities), leading to developmental
constraint or enhancement for the individual. Singh’s (2011) integrative approach to
understanding the aetiology of ADHD is similar, describing the involvement of social and
cultural factors termed an ‘ecological niche’, (Singh, 2012), thereby emphasising the
interaction between individual attributes, environmental aspects and demographic factors
spanning the micro level of family, to the macro level of community, society and country.



Siugzdaite et al., (2020) present a theory to explain an interaction between genes and
experience as causal, based on their study into a variety of developmental disorders. They
found that diffuse patterns of neural networks were linked to all cognitive difficulties
including ADHD, and propose a possible explanation for the way in which environmental
and neurobiological factors can combine: neural hubs are present early in development, but
multiple factors affect the process of forming connections between them.

An alternative stance in relation to diagnosis is a transdiagnostic perspective, which
recognises patterns of strengths and difficulties that exist across diagnostic categories.
Transdiagnostic patterns of EF functioning in groups of people with ASD and ADHD have
been found to be more useful in predicting both response to treatment and school
achievement than using diagnostic categories, (Vaidya et al., 2020). Proponents suggest that
the patterns observed within diagnostic categories are often disparate, which is a viewpoint
used by Timimi to challenge the validity of ADHD diagnosis, (Furman, 2019). Conversely,
other transdiagnostic studies have been able to find similarities within diagnostic categories,
including ADHD and differences between them for specific behaviours, (Sonuga-Barke et al.,
2016) which can be used to support diagnosis. However, a transdiagnostic approach
recognises the value of exploring CYPs’ needs, in this case in relation to executive
functioning in the context of educational settings, without applying over-arching deficit-
laden terminology such as attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). A
transdiagnostic approach can allow for different underlying causatory factors resulting in
similar EF patterns, such as experiences of trauma and attachment difficulties and can shift
the emphasis away from diagnosis or potential misdiagnosis (as ADHD for example),
towards a more practical focus on ways to support the development of EF skills.

2.2 Acritical look at ADHD: the medical perspective

This section will consider the validity and reliability of ADHD diagnosis, and then will begin
to consider for whom the diagnosis is useful and holds value.

2.2.1 The diagnostic process

Research plays a vital role in investigating problematic aspects of people’s lives, seeking to
gather evidence to provide clear, consistent conceptualisations of particular phenomena,
including categorisations and diagnoses which can then be studied so that helpful practices
and interventions can be developed and implemented. Scientific research into ADHD has
identified patterns of EF functioning, which form the basis of diagnostic criteria for ADHD
diagnosis as described in the DSM-5, (APA, 2013).

However, there are many arguments made against ADHD diagnosis. Singh (2008) questions
its reliability by drawing attention to the fact that diagnosis is more likely using DSM-4 than
ICD-10. Timimi, (Furman, 2019), criticises its tautological nature, whereby ADHD is a
categorisation which labels a set of symptoms and when these symptoms are observed,
ADHD is diagnosed, which is a process that in his view fails to prove that the disorder exists.
Singh (2008) also criticises both DSM-4 and ICD-10 as failing to capture the ‘phenotypic
heterogeneity’ that exists, and for implementing a categorical rather than a dimensional
system. Linked to this, the Voices Study (Singh, 2012) found judgments of hyperactivity,
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impulsivity and inattention are inconsistent, existing on a continuum and that the
conceptualisation of what constitutes ‘normal’ is contentious. In addition to the problematic
nature of decision-making in relation to diagnostic judgments, Travell and Visser (2006)
guestion the reliability of the ADHD diagnostic process, pointing out that much variability
exists in how closely guidelines are followed, leading to additional inconsistencies.

Clegg, (2012) challenges the DSM itself as a basis for diagnosis, criticising its development
and the political, economic and cultural forces which were influential. As a result of the
review, Clegg condemns Ml diagnoses as attempts to describe static entities, considering
them instead to be socially embedded categories created in response to political agendas.
This perspective links to Freedman and Honkasilta’s (2017) criticism of the DSM-5 as
propagating the pursuit of pathology and for maintaining educational status quo through its
reliance on subjective and value-laden criteria in relation to behaviours which could simply
be culturally deviant, rather than being pathological. Likewise, Bailey (2010) proposes that
the influence of medical, psychological and educational perspectives has created a blurring
of DSM diagnostic criteria for ADHD which has led to a raft of CYP who cannot be easily
accommodated in mainstream education being given the diagnosis. Mowat, (2015) calls this
‘net-widening’ which could go some way to explain the proliferation of diagnoses over
recent years described in the previous section.

Comstock, (2011) describes the alternative proposition that ADHD is a social construction,
pointing to Foucault’s genealogical method, tracing the relationship between knowledge,
individuals, diagnostic techniques, medicalisation and neurological technologies to support
the view that diagnostic categorisation is the result of power dynamics and serves to
establish social control. The Power Threat Meaning Framework (PTMF), (Johnstone & Boyle,
2018) has relevance to this perspective, as it seeks to resist conceptualising Ml as
pathological, instead proposing a framework to identify links between social factors and
threats experienced by individuals and their responses to these, as an alternative way to
understand ‘symptoms’ of Mls. These factors can also be considered in relation to ADHD
diagnosis, particularly in light of Barker and Mills’ (2017) assertion that CYPs experiencing
poverty are more likely to be under and over-diagnosed as well as under and over-
medicated.

Timimi and Taylor (2004) provide a summary of the arguments against ADHD diagnosis: No
biological or neurological markers for ADHD have been found; no medical tests exist to
diagnose it; factors relating to association and cause are confused in the research; the
difficulties experienced by CYPs diagnosed with ADHD may not be considered problematic in
other cultural settings and finally that because ADHD has generated profits for
pharmacological companies who then fund research into the phenomenon, there may be an
inherent interest in the search for a neurobiological basis to ADHD.

2.2.2 Consideration of who benefits from diagnosis
The response to ADHD diagnosis by CYPs, school staff and parents, has been a common
focus of research. Singh (2008) found that the diagnosis was welcomed by parents as it

explained CYPs’ suffering, reduced personal responsibility and increased access to resources
and services. The diagnosis often explains for parents why their CYP struggle with emotional
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regulation and organisation at home and why they struggle to meet the expectations within
school. The benefit of diagnosis to access resources was picked up by Moldovsky and Sayal’s
(2013) review of the views of CYPs, teachers, parents and healthcare professionals but they
found evidence that for some CYP, the stigma attached to being different could act as a
barrier to accessing services and that when they do, they are often deprived of any voice in
decision-making, (Singh, 2012).

Honkasilta et al., (2016) discovered that ADHD diagnosis could serve to absolve CYPs,
teachers and parents from responsibility of the failure of CYPs to meet social expectations.
This perspective tends to locate the problem within-child, and school staff are often
encouraged to seek early identification and diagnosis for CYP through training and
development programmes, so that consistent approaches can be adopted throughout the
setting, to unlock funding streams to provide additional resources and so CYP can be treated
with medication to improve academic progress, (Barker & Mills, 2017).

CYPs’ responses to ADHD diagnosis are varied; Charach et al., (2014) discovered that some
CYP thought of ADHD characteristics as part of their identity rather than a disorder, some
CYP embrace the diagnosis and treatment, (Singh, 2008) and experience an ADHD identity
as empowering, and preferable to notions of failure and inadequacy, (Comstock, 2011),
whilst some saw ADHD as a physical disorder that ‘happened’ to them and others
experienced ADHD as a minor impairment without much effect on their lives, (Charach, et
al., 2014). However, Charach, et al. (2014) found that parents had a more homogenous
perspective, mostly believing ADHD to be a disorder that required treatment.

This section presented a critical perspective of the process of ADHD diagnosis and the
implications of diagnosis as a within-child deficit with the resulting emphasis on changing
the child to fit the system. Although this focus can lead to a better awareness and
understanding of CYPs’ needs, additional support and reduced stigma and blame, it can also
lead to reduced scrutiny of environmental aspects such as expectations, flexibility and
support mechanisms.

2.3 Acritical look at ADHD: the educational perspective
2.3.1 ADHD as within-child

The role of educational settings as centres for psychopathologisation in identifying CYPs
with SEMH difficulties, particularly in relation to the ADHD, is highlighted by the findings of
Barker and Mills (2017). Positioning CYPs as ‘disordered’ ignores socio-political factors but
results in benefits including the procurement of resources or medication to make classroom
management easier, (Barker & Mills, 2017).

Although classification and labelling may help to make sense of the world and can provide a
shared understanding of CYPs’ needs, Mowat (2015) points out that generalisations are
often inaccurate and unhelpful and that even the informal labelling that might take place
within schools has an impact on CYPs due to the attributions attached to them: “The
underlying discriminatory attitudes are the primary source of the problems” (pp. 160). Such
discriminatory attitudes and lack of awareness of the complex socio-political context may
have been reinforced in a political climate, in which educators have been empowered to
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promote ‘zero tolerance’, using punitive measures in response to challenging behaviours,
(Department for Education, 2016). Caslin, (2019) links this culture within UK education to
the way in which certain groups of CYP are ‘othered’, judged to be fully in control of their
behaviour and therefore undeserving which leads to exclusion, whereby the removal of the
‘problem child’ is considered as a solution to the problem, (Mowat, 2015). Mowat (2015)
describes an emphasis on containing and controlling in the education system, with the
intention of maintaining classroom order rather than supporting the needs of all CYPs,
which serves to marginalise and exclude them, (Billington, 2018).

It is perhaps unsurprising that Travell and Visser’s study (2006) found that 50% of CYPs with
a diagnosis of ADHD moved schools due to parental frustration with the threat of exclusion
of CYPs who in turn, reported feeling different, naughty or stupid, having poor relationships
with teachers and reduced self-esteem.

2.3.2 Inclusive practice

Tomlinson (2012) criticises the Warnock report of 1978, for establishing a disability model of
SEND, by prioritising academic attainment in order to create a successful economy over
developing a truly inclusive education system flexible enough to cater for all. An alternative
perspective is presented by Kapp et al., (2013), who present disability as an interaction
between personal deficits and social factors, and acknowledge and value a wide range of
human diversity.

However, providing an inclusive environment presents enormous challenges for educational
settings, (Webster & Blatchford, 2015) in the context of inadequate funding and pressures
to show academic progress, as well as cuts to MH services and a range of social and political
factors, (Barker & Mills, 2017). The constraints placed on educators due to political agendas,
can result in schools seeking compliance, where non-conformist behaviour is punished and
the pressure to raise achievement reduces educators’ ability to focus on the emotional
needs of CYPs and create trusting relationships with them, (Billington, 2012; Prosser, 2008;
Billington et al., 2022). Traditional teaching approaches require CYPs to sit still, listen, follow
instructions, take notes, sustain attention to their own work, remain motivated to
challenging learning tasks and to wait patiently for adult input when needed, all of which
Prosser, (2008) points out, are in opposition to the skills and needs profiles of CYPs with a
diagnosis of ADHD, who although understanding the rules and expectations, struggle to
conform within the social and environmental context of the school setting. Prosser (2008)
emphasises the need to seek pupil voice and to reflect this in practice to promote an
inclusive learning environment.

Singh’s Voices Study, (2012) found that the biggest impact for CYP with a diagnosis of ADHD
comes from settings where teachers are well-informed, where there is a flexible and
supportive environment provided and a range of strategies implemented in collaboration
with CYP themselves. Singh presents CYP as developing moral agency and suggests that
whilst stimulant medication may support this process by allowing CYP to make better
decisions, ethical solutions must include recognising and modifying problematic social
dimensions such as the expectations of behaviour and performance, the values held in
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relation to these, and the relationships within schools. Timimi, (2016) supports this with his
assertion that the therapeutic alliance is the most significant factor in outcomes.

Barker and Mills (2017) argue that if ADHD is conceptualised as being within-child, teachers
are disempowered to create change and that the medicalisation of CYPs’ behaviour de-skills
them, encouraging them to outsource the problematic behaviours to ‘experts’ and may also
lower expectations and lead to seeking and diagnosing disorders which may actually be
normal human behaviour, (Timimi, 2019). Rather than viewing the CYPs as the problem
(Caslin, 2019), if they are instead viewed as experiencing a problem, the focus of change
shifts to lie within the environment, (Timimi, 2009) and an individualised, relationship-based
approach can be implemented, (Lohre, 2020).

Barker and Mills (2017) suggest that a role for EPs working with CYP with a diagnosis of
ADHD includes promoting psychotherapeutic and relational approaches within schools to
support staff to reframe the problem, recognising that there are often familial and societal
risk factors that need to be addressed. The power of establishing relational-based whole-
school systems cannot be underestimated: Hyman (2012) talks of facilitating a holding
environment in schools to optimise learning which is nurturing and facilitating; Prosser
(2008) describes the most significant factor for positive outcomes as the quality of the
relationship between CYPs and teaching staff and Mowat (2015) reiterates this with his
finding that trusting relationships developed in schools allow adults to see beyond the label
and lead to open and honest channels of communication between parents, CYPs and school.

This section has considered the focus of schools on ADHD as a within-child deficit which
precludes the consideration of systemic change; it has contrasted an inclusive model and
disability model, highlighted some of the challenges to inclusion in schools and described
how systemic changes made to the environment can support inclusion. It also explored
some of the challenges that exist for CYP with EF differences and who have been given a
diagnosis of ADHD. CYP who are given a diagnosis of ADHD respond to the diagnosis in a
variety of ways, (Ringer, 2020), as has been discussed; diagnosis might be experienced as
helpful or explanatory and may serve to ensure that CYP are better understood and
supported. However, others might experience the diagnosis as an additional challenge to
their identity formation or feel powerless to create change for themselves.

Since identity formation in adolescents who have been given a diagnosis of ADHD is central
to this research, the following section will consider theories of identity and will describe a
conceptualisation of identity within the context of this research.

2.4  Identity
2.4.1 General overview of concepts of identity

Traditional, realist theories of identity recognise the existence of a core ‘self’ or identity
which is fixed, discoverable and excluded from the influence of interaction and
interpretation, (Stryker, 1968; 1995; Dunlop & Walker, 2013; Crossley, 2000). Dunlop and
Walker (2013) propose that such an essentialist, or ‘paradigmatic’ conceptualisation of
identity, can coexist with a more fluid understanding of identity, which they term narrative
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life-storying. The former is essentialist in nature whereby people are considered to have
unchanging characteristics which persist through time and across situations rather than
relying on explanation through narrative to link experiences together. In contrast, narrative
life-storying is a way of constructing identity by making interpretations to link past, present
and future experiences creating self-continuity to understand social life and purposeful
behaviours, rather than relying on logical proof, (Dunlop & Walker, 2013). However, a social-
constructionist perspective of identity formation, rejects all realist assumptions, preferring
to understand identity as a continuous process of reinterpretation through discourse,
(Besley, 2001; Crossley, 2000) and is the perspective applied in this research.

Erickson (1968) recognises the importance of the social world on identity formation,
particularly during adolescence, which is a period of transition and change. Socially
constructed identity formation forms the basis of theories such as ‘Identity Theory’ (Stryker,
1968) which focuses on the roles people hold and their associated behaviours and ‘Social
Identity Theory’ (Tajfel & Turner, 1975) which describes the process of identity formation
through group processes and intergroup relations. The significance of social interaction for
identity formation is recognised by Goffman, (1959) who highlights how people ‘perform’ to
each other and Giddens, (1991) explains how conversations with others help people to
answer questions about how they should act. A social constructionist perspective allows for
both microlevel interactions within social contexts such as these (Besley, 2001) and
macrolevel interactions within society, for example, through institutions, legalities and
policy, as contributing to identity formation.

2.4.2 Postmodern understanding of identity

The postmodern perspective considers identity formation to be fluid and ever-changing
depending on discourses and influences within the social environment (Besley, 2001) and
precludes any universal claims about identity, (Crossley, 2000). Consequently, education
settings can offer security and approval but also alienation, rejection and exclusion,
Bronfenbrenner, (2006). This perspective allows that multiple realities or identities coexist,
shaped by dialogue and hegemonic contexts, and ‘truth’ constantly shifts in relation to
power relations, the groups people are linked with and how these are governed by cultural
influences, (Foucault, 1997). This means that within an educational context, YP could have a
musical identity and maths identity which could be quite different; they could have a learner
identity that might contrast sharply with their school-based identity and an out-of-school
identity which might be different again, (Verhoeven et al., 2019). In this way, identity is
affected by the contrasting norms, expectations and values of a range of different contexts
within cultural experience, which echoes the concept of roles described in Identity Theory,
(Hogg, Terry & White, 1995), and the process of ADHD diagnosis undoubtably plays a
significant role within this, as was recognised by Ecclestone et al., (2019). Identity as a fluid
entity, known and shaped through context and dialogue, is the conceptualisation of identity
applied in this research and will be discussed in more detail in the following sections.

Adolescence is an important stage of life in relation to identity formation, (Baumeister &

Leary, 1995; Erikson, 1968; Mc Adams & McLean, 2013), and for this reason adolescents
who had been given a diagnosis of ADHD were chosen to be the participants in this
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research. Consequently, the following section will discuss theories of identity in relation to
adolescence.

2.5 Adolescence and Identity

Adolescence is characterised by a focus on ‘storying oneself’, to connect experiences
through contextual, causal and temporal continuity, (Mc Adams & McLean, 2013).
Challenges to developing a narrative identity are exacerbated at this time due to
educational transitions, expectations in relation to independence, internal and interpersonal
conflict and complex subject functioning, (Ecclestone, et al., 2019). Because adolescents are
socially motivated, establishing friendships and being accepted into social groups are both
central to identity development, (Tajfel, 1974).

Erikson’s (1968), Psychosocial Theory of Personal Identity, suggests that stable internal
representations of self are impacted in adolescence by fluctuations in ego strength, mood
swings, rebelliousness, and an increased number of physical complaints, which present a
risk of ‘identity diffusion’. In order to move towards identity crystallisation, which Erikson,
(in Mc Lean, 2008), asserts as a central task of adolescence, the social environment needs to
be conducive to YP finding a social role and sense of meaning, (Ringer, 2020). Tajfel’s (1974)
Social Identity Theory describes how identity is defined by the groups we are part of, (Hogg
et al., 1995). Similarly, Burke and Stets, (2009) found that adolescents claim particular
identities, according to the groups in society that they belong to. Honkasilta et al., (2016)
stress the proactive role that adolescents take in developing identity and finding meaning
within the moral opportunities and responsibilities defined by their cultural system.

Mc Lean (2008) reviewed research into the emergence of adolescents’ narrative identity,
finding that a coherent identity is developed through recognising similar feelings and
responses across different situational and temporal contexts, setting personal goals and
making sense of events that violate their positionality in order to integrate and unify their
identity, (Crossley, 2000). Erikson, (1968) highlights the level of cognitive ability required
throughout this process and the importance of establishing a unified or coherent identity at
this stage as a foundation for the lifelong process ahead. Habermas and Bluck (2000)
propose that life story narratives start to emerge in adolescence due to the social-cognitive
development that happens at this time, leading to the ability to engage in autobiographical
reasoning and reflexivity and the ability to incorporate beliefs and moral choices into
narrative accounts, (Dunlop & Walker, 2013).

Co-authoring narratives can be validating for adolescents, but more support may be needed
to scaffold non-canonical narratives, (Mc Lean, 2008). Challenges and violations to identity
can provide an opportunity for growth if the YP is able to process their experience, resolve it
or find meaning in it to reinforce their identity formation, (Mc Adams & Mc Lean, 2013). This
requires a level of cognitive ability and reflexivity but can be supported by providing a
means of expression such as diary-writing, art or through a narrative framework.

The value of story-telling and narrative approaches to explore, express and form identity,
now leads towards consideration of theories of identity within a narrative framework.
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2.6  Identity within a narrative framework

The narrative psychological approach is based on social constructionism, acknowledging the
impact of cultural and social influences on individual experience and identity formation
(Crossley, 2000) and recognising the opportunity for agency and collaboration. A diagnostic
narrative might be considered a cultural factor that shapes identity formation, (Ecclestone
et al., 2019). This means that although the narratives surrounding children affect their self-
perception and can be harmful, (Billington, 2018), identity can be continually reconstructed
through self-reflection and personal choices (Freeman, 2014) and is inextricably linked to
language which means that multiple realities can coexist, (Denborough, 2014). Because
identity construction is therefore a consequence of social engagement rather than a solitary
undertaking, Marston et al., (2016) advocate giving voice to YP in order to counter-balance
within-child problem-laden conceptualisations that they may become burdened with. The
Bicycle of Life narrative tool (BoL) (Leger, 2016), used within this research could be used to
give voice to YP in this way. Within a narrative framework, identity is understood to be
created over time, through repeated processing, editing and reinterpretation through social
interactions and the effect of social and discursive influences, (McAdams & MclLean, 2013)

Taking narrative psychology one step further into the realms of narrative therapy,
supporting individuals to construct narratives of identity through discourse can provide
opportunities for them to assert agency by choosing how they are positioned within their
narrative accounts, (Denborough, 2014). Foucault (1997) distinguishes this from humanistic
approaches which seek to emancipate individuals from repressive forces by helping them to
find their authentic self, which implies the existence of a ‘real’ and fixed identity and is
contested from a narrative perspective.

Through narrative engagement and interactions within sociocultural contexts, (Freeman,
2014) individuals can construct, maintain and reconstruct a coherent narrative identity,
(McAdams & MclLean, 2013). Many and varied forms of narrative accounts, including after-
dinner speeches and responses to interview questions, can function to narrate ‘self’ and
express or confirm an individual’s ‘claimed identity’, (Patterson, 2013). Crossley (2000)
describes how such cultural rituals provide shared understandings about what is valued and
offer blueprints for comparisons to be made by individuals themselves and others, leading
to judgments about identity and that these culturally determined value-systems,
experiences of self, relationships and temporal factors, simultaneously impact identity
constructs.

The BolL narrative framework used in this research does not elicit a ‘big story’ (Dunlop &
Walker, 2013; Phoenix, 2013), such as a life story which would be expected to contain a
chronological series of events including conflict, climax and resolution, but instead consists
of a narrative inquiry, offering a ‘relational space’ through the discourse between two
people which elicits ‘small stories’, often used to make sense of events, (Phoenix, 2013).
The Bol does this using a bicycle analogy, whereby each of the component parts is used to
stimulate dialogue, for example, the wheels relate to past and future places and events; the
spokes relate to significant people in the past and future and the frame relates to personal
strengths and values. (Further description can be found in chapters 3 and 4).
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Leger (2016) explains that the BoL was influenced by Denborough’s ‘Tree of Life’ (Tol)
(2014) and his other work emphasising the shifting nature of identity often conceptualised
in relation to journeys. Even more pertinent to the Bol, (Leger, 2016), is the description of
life as a journey, (Denborough, 2014) and the conceptualisation of identity as an individual’s
understanding of who they are, including their values, strengths and hopes. Such narratives
are not necessarily linear, ‘with a spatially and temporally structured plot’, (Loots, Coppens
& Sermijn, 2013, pp. 109). These small stories describe social encounters and interactions
within socio-cultural contexts, often containing well-worn accounts used to convey values,
‘ways of dealing with the world’, philosophies or aspects of identity (Phoenix, 2013 pp75), as
social engagement is the vehicle by which people come to know themselves, (Marsten et al.,
2016).

Although individuals can choose which events and experiences they focus on and how they
interpret them, there are often constraints imposed within the environment, uncontrollable
circumstances and unforeseen traumatic events that can impact identity, which are
encapsulated by the ‘obstacles in the road’ in the BolL, (Leger, 2016). At these times,
individuals may attempt to restore a sense of meaning and coherence to their identity by
expressing through their narrative not only what happened but also considering the
sequential nature of events and interpreting the connections between events and
relationships. Narrative frameworks can support individuals to negotiate power within
microlevel discourses, to create identity positions which are empowering and to resist
dominant stories which may include a diagnosis such as ADHD, (Besley, 2001; Marsten,
Epston & Markham, 2016).

2.7  Summarising the conceptualisation of identity within this research

Within this research, identity is conceptualised as an ever-changing self-concept,
understood within a social constructionist paradigm, (Hiles, et al., 2010). Applying a
psychosocial stance, identity is understood as constructed through social discourse,
influenced by the power dynamics within cultural contexts, (Foucault, 1975, Hiles et al.,
2009). Therefore, identity is dynamic and fluid across the life span with individuals aiming to
develop a valued and coherent identity by exerting agency, reflexivity and decision-making,
(Freeman, 2014). The terminology relating to identity used in this research is taken from
Hiles, (2007) and is explained below:

Identity position is taken to be socially constructed, conveyed through narrative, based on
the subject positions that a person has adopted. (Hiles et al., 2010) state that identity
positioning makes individuals the authors of their experiences. As such, individuals develop
an identity position through the stories they tell themselves and where they position
themselves within the story and as such it is an active process requiring agency, (Emerson &
Frosch, 2004).

Subject position can be positive and empowering or negative and disempowering
descriptions that are offered or imposed on individuals by the communities and discourses
surrounding them, (Hiles et al., 2009), for example, the ‘deficit’ identity, the ‘impulsive child’
identity, the ‘threatening adolescent’ identity. Subject positions are imposed through
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dominant discourses within society and culture causing a tension in meaning-making for
individuals as they attempt to create identity positions for themselves, (Hiles et al., 2009).

2.8 Identity and ADHD

2.8.1 The impact of social discourse

As a neurodevelopmental disorder, a diagnosis of ADHD may affect the stories that people
tell of themselves in the past, present and future, which may be impacted by the social
expectations that exist in relation to social and academic functioning, (Jones & Hesse, 2018).
Caslin, (2019), proposes that YP internalise the labels that they are assigned and that whilst
having explanatory power, an ADHD diagnosis might also cause YP to experience a
mismatch between their identity position and the subject positions imposed on them and
that some YP respond to this by rejecting or distancing themselves from the diagnosis,
(Jones & Hesse, 2018).

Ecclestone et al.’s, (2019) found that YP recognised a range of pressures imposed by society,
such as having to fit in, coping with the stigma associated with diagnosis and experiencing
feelings of inadequacy. The impact on identity resulting from shame, rejection, being
unheard and feeling powerless caused them to attempt to change themselves to meet
externally imposed expectations. Similarly, Honkasilta et al., (2016) found that some YP
accepted the medical model that they are somehow deficient yet still attempted to control
their ‘disordered bodies’ to meet social expectations.

Jones and Hesse (2018) found that some YP experienced relief and were able to positively
incorporate ADHD into their identity as this allowed them to deny agency by blaming
aspects of behaviour on ‘having ADHD’ and also gave them legitimacy, as they felt that they
were not alone. Honkasilta et al., (2016) found that some YP embrace the diagnosis and
actively establish ‘ADHD behaviours’ as part of their identity, thereby conforming to the
expectations held within society about ADHD. Some YP accept the diagnosis but redefine it
to make it fit better with their identity, for example, by downplaying the ‘symptoms’ or by
reconstructing them as positives, for example, “I am daring, | am quick-thinking, | have an
extra gear’, (Honkasilta, et al., 2016; Jones & Hess, 2018).

Jones and Hesse, (2018) found that the determinants of how negatively or positively YPs’
identity was impacted by the diagnosis was linked to their self-perception at the time: YP
experiencing social acceptance and positive peer relationships might experience conflict
when given the diagnosis, whereas YP experiencing difficulties with social relationships
might be empowered by it.

2.9 Conclusion

This critical literature review has moved through a discussion of literature relating to current
perspectives of ADHD and critical perspectives of ADHD within medical and educational
contexts. Within this research, a transdiagnostic perspective is taken as a useful position to
consider EF patterns, providing a way to acknowledge and support EF needs that may be
apparent within educational contexts without necessarily tying individual patterns of need
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to a deficit or diagnosis. A pragmatic stance is taken towards ADHD: a standpoint in terms of
the aetiology and truth of ADHD is not taken, and instead the focus is placed on the
meaning and purpose of ADHD diagnosis for individuals with different experiences and
within different socio-cultural contexts.

Identity theory was discussed with particular reference to identity in the context of
adolescence and ADHD diagnosis, and a narrative perspective towards identity is adopted
within this research.

This research seeks to contribute to the body of literature which explores the lived
experiences of YP who have been given a diagnosis of ADHD, (Ecclestone et al., 2019;
Hemming, 2017; Jones & Hesse, 2018), using the BolL narrative framework to gain insight
into YPs’ identity positioning, rather than using an interview schedule focusing explicitly on
their experiences of ADHD, (Jones & Hesse, 2018). It also seeks to respond to Ringer (2020),
who suggests that future research with YP with a diagnosis of ADHD should investigate the
way in which identity formation is affected by the challenges that YP experience in their
social environment and how responses to challenges can either enhance or undermine YPs’
sense of control over their thoughts, behaviour and emotions.

In addition, this research is a response to the literature exploring the role of schools in
developing YPs’ identity, (Prosser, 2008; Verhoeven et al., 2018), suggesting that there is
insufficient research to support schools in intentionally fostering the development of YP’s
identity and indicating that future research in this area could help to reduce schools’
negative and unconscious influence on identity development, (Verhoeven et al., 2018). This
led to the following research questions:

1. What do the YPs’ BoL narratives reveal about their identity positioning?

2. How might the Bol’s 'obstacles in the road' that YP encounter affect their identity
positions?
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3 Methodology

3.0 Overview

In the first part of this chapter, | will begin by presenting an outline of the philosophical
assumptions relating to the ontological position, or the nature of reality forming the basis of
my research, and the philosophical position relating to the epistemology, or the nature of
knowledge. Critical realism, as a philosophical perspective, has provided coherence
throughout all levels of my research approach and activity: ontology, epistemology,
methodology and axiology.

In the second section, | will outline the study design, the role of the pilot, data collection,
data analysis and will discuss implications for the quality of the research.

3.1 Positionality

3.1.1 Ontological Positionality

Positivism is a philosophy closely associated with natural sciences which assumes that
‘reality’ exists as:

the objects of knowledge as the structures and mechanisms that generate
phenomena... These objects are neither phenomena (empiricism) nor human
constructs imposed upon the phenomena (idealism), but real structures which endure
and operate independently of our knowledge, our experience and the conditions
which allow us to access them

(Bhaskar, 1998a, p.19)

and that this reality can be understood through empirical methods such as scientific
experimentation and models, established facts and theories, (Bhaskar, 1998a). The
relationship between knowledge and what is real can be criticised as a reductionist
perspective when studying ‘open systems’ such as complex social phenomena, because
experimentation occurs within artificially closed conditions, (Bhaskar, 1998a). Bhaskar
goes on to explain that:

the fact that positivism leans on empiricist criteria for ascribing reality means that it
cannot do justice to the feature of social science that its objects cannot be made
empirically manifest (Bhaskar, 1998b, p143).

Constructivism opposes the positivist philosophy, asserting that reality is created as a
product of human knowledge based on experiences and reflections, (Guba, 1990) and as
such there are multiple, socially constructed realities. Crucially, as with positivism,
constructivism is predicated on the assumption that reality can be reduced to what is known
by humans, either through the scientific endeavours of observation or experimentation
(positivism) or constructed through experience and discourse (constructivism), (Fletcher,
2017).

21



Critical realism is a post-positivist philosophical approach which is an alternative to both
positivism and constructivism, providing a comprehensive philosophy pertaining to both
ontology and epistemology, (Fletcher, 2017) avoiding the assumption or ‘epistemic fallacy’,
(Bhaskar, 1998a, pp.11) where statements about being are reduced to statements about
knowing. Critical realism posits that there is an objective reality but that it cannot be limited
to human knowledge or understanding; in other words, that ontology cannot be limited to
epistemology (Fletcher, 2017), that is, that there is more to be known than we can know
using any methodological approach and that the world exists independently of our
knowledge of it, (Bhaskar, 1998a). Critical realism asserts that reality exists but is open to
interpretation and cannot be fully known because of the researcher’s human limitations;
and that reality is not constituted on actual events or our experiences but by underlying
power, structures and mechanisms, which we may not be fully aware of or ‘know’, (Bhaskar,
1998a).

Within my research | have taken a critical realist perspective which accepts that reality
cannot be observed or fully known, but that knowledge is gained through theories which
attempt to identify and explain causal mechanisms for social activities or events which can
be used to understand social problems and to create social change, (Fletcher, 2017).

3.1.2 Epistemological Positionality

Epistemology is the philosophical study of knowledge and can be distinguished from
ontology which relates to being, through considering questions such as: What is
knowledge? How can knowledge be appreciated? How can knowledge be shared? Willig
(2013) raises three questions in order to fully explain epistemological positionality when
undertaking qualitative research and which | will aim to answer within this section:
What kind of knowledge does the method produce?; What kinds of assumptions does
the method make about the world?; How does the method conceptualize the role of
the researcher in the research process? (pp. 173)

Whilst a positivist epistemology views knowledge as being uncovered through carrying out
operations and a constructivist or interpretivist epistemology views knowledge as being
created entirely through human knowledge and discourse, critical realist epistemology
accepts that underlying reality exists but that only a fraction of it can really be known and
this can only be understood through the lens of discourse, experience and perceptions
which are continually changing and are reconstructed over time, therefore data cannot
provide direct access to the reality that exists, (Willig 2013). Critical realism accepts a
subjective epistemology (see Fig 3.1).

Fig. 3.1 Critical Realism
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i generated: data interpretation nag
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Underlying structures generate the conscious constructs and mechanisms that participants
articulate and share (data) which is collected and analysed through interpretation to create
knowledge, (Willig, 2013). Applying a critical realist perspective in my research allowed
exploration of YPs’ identity through the descriptions and evaluative statements explicitly
presented in their narratives as well as through interpretation which allowed consideration
of implicit content. This begins to answer Willig’s (2013) first two questions in relation to
epistemological positionality and will be expanded upon in the following section.

3.1.3 Critical Realism as an over-arching philosophical approach to ontology and
epistemology

| have used Fletcher’s iceberg model (2017) to explain critical realism, which presents three
levels of reality:

‘The Real Level’ is deep below the surface of the water and represents the unobservable
mechanisms causing events to happen. In the context of this research, this level of reality
could relate to the structures that exist within the medical and educational systems.

‘The Actual Level’ is just below the surface of the water and represents all events whether
observed or not, unfiltered by human perception and experience. This might relate to
dynamics, processes, policies that have effects at an ecological level.

‘The Empirical Level’, is the visible part of the iceberg and represents events experienced or
observed through human interaction with and interpretation of them. This level includes
social constructionist processes, whereby individual make sense of their experiences and
perceptions to form opinions, beliefs (and identity positioning) which can be communicated
using language which is interpreted by others.

Fletcher (2017) explains that discourse, social ideas, actions and meaning making are real
and exist at the empirical level having been caused by mechanisms at the real level and that
consequently, discourse can help us to understand something of these underlying
mechanisms and can also affect the real and actual levels of reality. The empirical level is
the focus of this research which is concerned with dialogue and interpretation but there is
an assumption that the discourse might also reveal something of the underlying structures
that have influenced individuals’ experiences.

This fits with Bruner’s (1991) summary of three types of knowledge: Knowledge gained
through logical-deduction by applying operations, such as mathematical knowledge;
empirical knowledge gained through systematic examination and knowledge gained through
narratology in which humans interpret reality. Whilst the first two categories of knowledge
are positivist, narratology according to Bruner (1991), is constructed within the social
domain and is hermeneutic.

Using a narrative methodology in relation to identity fits within a critical realist ontology as
although there is no realist assumption made about an absolute identity that can be
discovered and described, there is assumed to be a connection between what a person says
and how they think, feel and reflect about themselves; there is a knowable domain of facts
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about human experience, (Crossley, 2000). However, an individual’s identity, despite being
susceptible to the influence of mechanisms at the ‘real’ level of reality (Fletcher, 2017) are
understood and interpreted at the ‘empirical’ level of reality (Fletcher, 2017) through a
social constructivist lens.

Within a narrative approach, storying, which involves selecting, organising and connecting
events to create a meaningful structure is the basis of human psychology, (Riessman, 2008),
and supports identity development and psychological well-being, (McAdams & McLean,
2013). Language and discourse are central to the process of developing a coherent sense of
self, (Freeman, 2014; Riessman, 2008), consequently, | was interested in providing a space
in which YP could create and express meaning, (McLean, 2008). | hoped that using a
narrative approach would allow YP to participate in a dynamic process, making links
between possible causes within their social environment and the effects they experienced,
to develop ‘causal coherence’, (McAdams and McLean, 2013). This process of sense-making
to create coherence from experiences requires reflexivity; it is termed the ‘narrative
configuration’, (Crossley, 2000).

In relation to Willig’s (2013) third question: How does the method conceptualize the role of
the researcher in the research process? A critical realist perspective acknowledges the
researcher’s role in using interpretation to create knowledge. In my analysis, | seek to strike
a balance between that of being naive and non-judgmental, respecting the subjective
narrative shared with me by participants and applying assumptions and interpretations
relating to more implicit aspects of the data such as silences, pauses, non-verbal
information, tone and contradictions, (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber, 1998). My
interpretations and assumptions are made transparent throughout the analysis and the
knowledge presented is offered only as one interpretation made at a particular point in time
and developed through my cultural lens, my language, experience and expectations.

3.2 Methodology
3.2.1 Why Qualitative Research?

Positivist approaches, such as observations and questionnaires can be applied to elicit data
in order to test or confirm hypotheses and impose predetermined variables but would not
capture complex social phenomena such as the dynamic and multiple realities of experience
constructed by individuals, whereas qualitative methodologies can be successfully applied
to research questions seeking descriptive or exploratory data, (Krantz, 1995). Denzin and
Lincoln (2000) describe the way in which qualitative research focuses on natural settings
and interprets phenomena through people’s meaning-making, which in this study is elicited
using the BoL framework and is particularly pertinent to the critical realist perspective,
which accepts that not all of reality can be known and that interpretation is required.
Billington and Williams (2017) highlight the emphasis on personal and theoretical reflexivity
as well as the critical perspective that qualitative methodology brings to psychological
research, both of which are pertinent to this research.

3.2.2 Why narrative?
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My interest in adopting a narrative approach resulted from a piece of therapeutic casework
which was a course requirement for the University of Sheffield Doctorate in Child and
Educational Psychology. | grasped the opportunity to use a narrative approach as a
therapeutic tool, partly because of a focus on narrative approaches within my EPS and
interest in developing narrative approaches to support YP to understand and make sense of
medical diagnoses that they had been given as well as its application as an approach to
inquiry, (Andrews, Squire & Tamboukou, 2008). Throughout this piece of casework, | found
using a narrative process with a YP at risk of exclusion minimised my professional power and
provided an opportunity for him to choose how to be understood, for his voice to be heard
and his lived experience privileged, (Warham, 2012).

Rappaport (1995) describes the role of empowerment theory in relation to narrative
methodology and | anticipated that the BoL would provide an empowering narrative
framework for YP to discover, create and enhance their personal story. Billington and
Williams (2017) describe narrative as an expanding component of research within
educational psychology, recognising its humanistic perspective with an emphasis on person-
centredness and voice, aspects which are central to my study. Crossley (2000) highlights the
importance of agency in the creation of narratives and describes how reflexivity is central to
agency which moderates social influences to create personal stories.

| was hopeful that using a narrative approach with YP who have been given a diagnosis of
ADHD could provide a means for them to communicate a rich conceptualisation of
themselves which may or may not include the diagnosis of ADHD that they were given and
might also allow YP to identify sources of power which may have marginalised and excluded
them, (Billington, 2000) as well as providing a space for them to make reference to the
diagnosis of ADHD that they were given, (Caslin, 2019) and to describe the significance of
positive relationships in their lives (Mikami, Miller & Lerner, 2019).

Common to all narrative approaches such as the Tree of Life, (Denborough, 2014) and the
Beads of Life (Portnoy, Girling & Fredman, 2016) is that they provide an opportunity for
individuals to understand and make sense of their experiences. All narrative approaches
allow the storyteller to be the expert and can help provide a way for them to impose order
on the chaos of their experiences (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2011), to conceptualise and
understand the challenges they experience (Marsten et al., 2016) and explore their sense of
self: “One of the claims that is repeatedly being made for the function of narrative inquiry is
that it has a primary role in the construction and maintenance of self-identity”, (Hiles &
Cermdk, 2008, pp. 149).

| was hopeful that a narrative approach could promote collaboration with YP; that through
dialogue, there would be an aspect of co-construction (Morgan 2002) and the opportunity
to create connection, (McAdams and McLean, 2013). Because the narrative process can
potentially be a transformative one, | hoped that it would be a positive experience for
participants; allowing them to reframe challenges, increasing their personal agency and
providing potential for learning and growth which can support positive identity
development, (McAdams and McLean, 2013).
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Based on the way in which narrative is concerned with the stories that people tell about
their experiences, the meaning they create from this and the causal links they make, |
decided that a narrative methodology was appropriate to my research question as it
provided an opportunity to draw out knowledge about the ways in which participants’
identity might have been affected by power structures within the systems around them and
the challenges they might have faced. | also considered that a narrative approach would
offer a potential way of sensitively entering the world of YP, empowering them, positioning
them at the centre and providing a framework to scaffold their discourse.

3.2.3 A Summary of the Philosophical Underpinnings

The ontological perspective of my research is a critical realist one. The epistemological
perspective seeks to uncover aspects of identity that YP have constructed, using a narrative
approach as the methodology. YPs’ narratives are influenced by cultural and social factors
which can be understood using a social constructivist lens. Similarly, the interpretations
made about the data are also socially constructed, as they are based on ideas held by the
researcher based on social perspectives, expectations and hegemony, for example, the role
of power in the systems around the YP and medical and educational discourses.

3.2.4 Why the Bicycle of Life?

Narrative approaches, such as the Tree of Life (Denborough, 2014) and life storying,
(Andrews, Squire & Tamboukou, 2008) were considered for this research, but having been
introduced to the Bol, (Leger, 2016), in a university seminar, | decided to use this
framework as | considered that it provided a dynamic analogy that might appeal to YP. The
Bol allows for analogies of obstacles and hazards along the road, representing challenges
faced and presents an opportunity for YP to talk about identity in relation to the values and
strengths that they bring to these challenges, (Leger, 2016). Because YP need scaffolding to
reflect on and communicate narratives, (McLean, 2008) | was hopeful that the BoL could
provide a helpful framework to do this.

Having taken a narrative approach to identity as the theoretical basis of my research,
whereby autobiographical accounts are created and constantly reconstructed, the BolL
provides a form of narrative inquiry to prompt YP to share aspects of their experience and
identity which may yet be unrecognised, unorganised and even inconsistent and these may
not be part of the dominant story held by significant others, such as parents and teachers,
(Rappaport, 1995). For example, participants might choose not to mention ADHD during the
BoL process, which could prompt consideration about the significance of the diagnosis to
their identity positioning, (Hiles 2007). Similarly, Morgan, (2002) describes the way in which
narrative approaches allow people to decide what to include so that they identify for
themselves the salient aspects of identity to present in their story.

As the interviews with the four YP progressed, | recognised a tension emerging between the

data-led, inductive approach offered by a narrative methodology and the structure of the
BoL which was required to scaffold the discourse; this is discussed further in 6.9.3.
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3.3  Data Analysis

Because this research uses a narrative methodology which holds its own epistemological
standpoint, a narrative form of data analysis was presumed to be most suitable, however
consideration of alternative methods was made and summarised below:

3.3.1 Alternative forms of data analysis considered

Discourse analysis (DA), (Potter & Wetherall, 1987) is predicated on the notion that reality is
subjective and experienced through language and conversation but limits an understanding
of subjective reality to the linguistic analysis of verbal or written accounts, (Willig 2013) in
terms of the functions that the language performs (Crossley, 2000). Despite the social
constructionist perspective shared by DA and narrative analysis, DA can be criticised for
losing touch with the experiential realities of an individual’s everyday life, (Crossley, 2000),
because it does not seek or acknowledge underlying mechanisms which might contribute to
individuals’ experiences, (the ‘Real’ level of Fletcher’s iceberg model, 2017) instead
understanding experiences to be a series of events. Narrative methodology is able to
provide insight into identity positioning through a focus on both linguistic structures, and
hermeneutic connections to underlying mechanisms that YP make reference to, such as
aspects of school and family systems.

In common with narrative, Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), (Smith, Flowers &
Larkin, 2009) is a critical realist methodology, which seeks to understand lived experience by
assuming a connection between what people say and their underlying thoughts, feelings
and reflections (Crossley, 2000). However, IPA seeks to find general themes for homogenous
groups and does not allow for the effect of researcher’s assumptions, views, prejudices,
which would have been problematic in this research which aims to reveal individual stories
and identity positioning.

Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) has been criticised for reducing narratives to a set
of themes, omitting exploration of how each theme relates to overarching stories (Hiles &
Cermdk, 2007), whereas, this research aimed to explore how narratives were
communicated as well as analysing their content, (De Fina & Geaorgakopoulou, 2011).

3.3.2 Choosing Narrative Oriented Inquiry for data-analysis

A narrative methodology allows a focus on both the dialogic social aspect of discourse and
individuals’ agency and sense-making, (Hiles & Cermak, 2008). This is important when
considering identity which, according to the social interactionist perspective, is created
through interactions, discourse and the narratives that are developed, rather than existing
as a fixed entity that can be measured, (Rappaport, 1995).

De Fina and Georgakopoulou (2011) highlight the variety of theoretical-methodological
orientations within ‘narrative’ and the fact that when narrative is viewed as an epistemology
rather than a set of techniques for data-collection and analysis, it represents a completely
different form of sense-making that privileges the experience of participants and requires
from the researcher interpretation and subjectivity.
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When presenting Narrative Oriented Inquiry (NOI) as a method of data-analysis, Hiles and
Cermdk, (2008) reference other narrative-based methods such as Labov and Waletzky
(1967), Mishler (1986), Gee, (1991) and Riessman, (1993). However, | chose NOI (Hiles &
Cermak, 2008) as | considered it would be thorough, transparent and be able to generate
insights into the functions of the narrative, social implications and psychological
implications, (Willig, 2013).

NOI, (Hiles & Cermak, 2008) consists of a rigorous six-step process which results in several
perspectives of data analysis: form (how is the story being told); content (what is being told)
and context. The process set out by NOI elicits a mulitlayered understanding based on
holistic content as well as categorical themes, generated using an inductive approach, which
links with the idea of ‘fragmenting data’ advocated by Hollway and Jefferson, (2000),
providing an understanding of the whole in order to understand each part of the narrative
data and additionally identifying a critical perspective of the narrative to respond to
guestions such as: how does the individual position themselves in relation to the social
context and what does their narrative say about their identity positioning.

3.4  Quality of the research

Because narrative is a qualitative method that values subjective experience, it cannot be
evaluated using the positivist principles of objectivity, reliability and generalisability as data
consists of participants’ experiences, thoughts and feelings, and in common with
constructionist research, is based on the assumption that knowledge is subjective and
contextual, (Willig, 2013). Instead, qualitative research must be evaluated in its own terms,
using criteria such as internal coherence and reader evaluation, referring to the extent to
which research adds insight and understanding, (Willig, 2013).

Yardley (2008) presents four criteria to assess the validity of qualitative research, whether it
has been carried out to a high standard and whether it has generated useful knowledge:

e sensitivity to context

e rigour

e transparency and coherence
e impact and importance.

This study will be assessed against Yardley’s (2008) four criteria in the discussion chapter
(6.8).

Reference to Jacobson and Mustafa’s ‘Social Identity Map’ (2019) helped me to consider
how and why my research was conducted and the role of power, privilege, and visibility in
the research process. | considered my positionality (Jacobson & Mustafa, 2019), in terms of
age, gender, ability, sexual orientation, race, socio-economic group and tried to become
aware of the way in which these aspects of my social identity might affect my values, the
way | understand and interact with the participants in my research and my emotional
responses, (see Appendix 2 for a summary of reflections on the pilot study). | was hopeful
that doing this enabled me to move away from potential biases and assumptions. | was
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aware that | could be seen as part of the education system by the YP and it was also likely
that | would be seen as a person with power; the title ‘psychologist’ might cause YP to react
defensively or might create reluctance to be open. | tried to use strategies to mitigate
against this, for example, by:

e following the YP’'s comments and interests within the scope of the BolL structure.

e respecting what the YP decided to omit and reference.

e using open questions when possible to allow participants freedom to choose the
direction of dialogue.

e emphasising the YP’s right to participate and right to withdraw.

e asking YP whether they would like to doodle, make notes, or use a fidget object.

e inviting YP to request a break at any point and reminding them to walk round if they
appeared to become disinterested or distracted.

e starting the process with an online quiz or activity to build rapport.

An aspect of reflexivity which | considered in my research concerned building trust within
my interactions with YP, particularly because the participants were likely to have
experienced marginalisation and challenge as a result of the systems around them. | was
careful to try to earn trust by speaking to participants with respect, making clear that their
voice and opinions were central, ensuring they were aware of the level of confidentiality
within the process, explaining the purpose of the research clearly at the start and sending a
one-page profile to introduce myself prior to the first session, (Appendix 3). | was
consciously aware of the way in which | interacted with YP and their parents, using active
listening and attuned and empathic responses to gather YPs’ ideas and feelings. Similarly, |
was reflexive in relation to the way in which parents responded to me and how the
interactions between myself and parents might affect the interactions between the parents
and the YP and myself and the YP.

3.5 Impact and importance

Research can have impact through its theoretical implications, practical implications or
socio-cultural implications, (Yardley, 2008). My research aims to address a gap within the
current ADHD literature by shining a light on the stories of YP who have been given a
diagnosis of ADHD and the identity that they have constructed and shared with me and by
promoting the voice of this specific group to give some insight into the challenges they have
encountered in their lives, how these challenges were experienced and how they have
made sense of them in relation to their developing identity position. Positioning the voice of
the YP at the centre is important for EP practice as it could influence the way in which the
diagnosis is discussed with YP, whether its meaning for them is explored and how narrative
approaches can support YP to make sense of it.

3.6  Ethical considerations
Throughout the research process, | was guided by the University of Sheffield ethical

principles and ethical approval process (see Ethics Certificate, Appendix 4) as well as the
professional guidance provided by the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC, 2016) the
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British Psychological Society (BPS) quality assurance principles and ethics in relation to EP
research and practice (BPS, 2014, 2018a).

Information sheets (Appendix 5) were provided to outline the research including its aims,
methods, details about the process, how the data would be stored and debriefing details.
Informed consent was requested through consent forms which were sent out and signed by
parents/ carers and participants, (Appendix 6). The principles of informed consent and the
right to withdraw at any time, were reiterated to parents and YP at the start of the first
session and both parent and participant were asked again whether they would be
comfortable for the session to be video-recorded.

The information sheet encouraged participants to contact me or their Link EP by email if
they had any questions or concerns during or after the data-collection process. In addition,
participants were informed that they would be offered a review session several weeks after
the final BoL session had taken place, to be carried out by myself or their link EP, following
which additional narrative sessions would be arranged if appropriate.

Minor change requests were made to and agreed by the University of Sheffield Ethics
department.

3.6.1 Consideration of the language used in the research

For the purposes of this study, the essential nature of ADHD as a neurological entity will be
rejected and reference will be made to ‘YP with a diagnosis of ADHD’ rather than a YP with
ADHD; and ‘the diagnosis (of ADHD) that the YP was given’ will be used rather than, ‘their
(ADHD) diagnosis’. This will place the emphasis on the significance of the diagnosis of ADHD
for the YP themselves and in relation to how they are treated as a result of it, rather than
making an assumption that the diagnosis has the power to explain or describe a discrete set
of ‘symptoms’ or behaviours.
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4 Procedures

4.1 Introduction

This section provides detail about the procedures carried out in the study, to allow
replication of the process.

4.1.2 Research questions to be answered

The research questions were designed to gain an understanding about YP’s stories and how
they describe their identity and to lead to an exploration of how the social and
environmental contexts might influence this and what meaning YP have given to these
aspects.

1. What do the YPs’ BoL narratives reveal about their identity positioning?
2. How might the Bol’s 'obstacles in the road' that YP encounter affect their identity
positions?

4.1.3 Participants

The research used purposive sampling to identify and recruit four participants who satisfied
the criteria below. Having four participants fitted with Wells’ (2011) recommendation to
match the number of participants with the aim of the study, the richness of the information
required in terms of its breadth and depth and the intensity of the analysis.

4.1.4 Recruitment

A request for participants was made to all EPs in the service. The following criteria were
used to identify participants:

e Adolescents of secondary school age

e Having been given a diagnosis of ADHD

e Linguistically able to participate in discourse relating to their experiences, goals,

values, strengths.

The first two criteria have been explained within the literature review. Whilst it is
acknowledged that the third criteria excluded certain participants, the methodological
approach in this research required that YP were linguistically able to communicate their
ideas and reflections at each stage of the BoL process.

4.1.5 Pilot study

A pilot study was carried out with the first participant who was approached by EP colleagues
having met the criteria and agreed to participate. Reflections about these sessions and were
used to inform subsequent sessions with other participants (Appendix 2). Because the pilot
sessions produced valuable data and including it would not violate the ethics approval, as
participants did not know if they were to be the pilot or study participant, a decision was
made to include the data gathered from the pilot sessions in the data set.
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4.2

Narrative Interviews using the BolL

An adapted version of Marc Leger’s (2016) BolL was used. In the original version, the
framework was developed as a collective narrative practice, to explore individual and group
experiences of place, to elicit accounts of their social geographies. Although | was interested
in hearing about significant places in the lives of YP, | adapted the process to include asking
about significant events in the past and anticipated events in the future, and used
guestioning in much in the same way as the Tree of Life (Denborough, 2014), to elicit
information which could be analysed in relation to YP’s identity and the obstacles they had
encountered. The intention was not to create a collective narrative as Leger (2016) had
done, as the focus for this research was on eliciting individual narratives to look for identity
stories telling of strengths, relationships and values, obstacles and identity positioning. The
BolL narrative framework consists of the following stages:

Rear tyre: YP were asked about significant/ favourite places and events in their near
and distant past and the significance of these in relation to family, community,
friends, home.

Rear spokes: YP were asked about significant figures in their life up until the present
time and were asked about links between some of these and the significant places
and events on their rear tyre.

Bike frame: YP were asked about their skills, strengths, interests, values; strength
cards were used to help prompt their narratives, (Mindspring, n.d.).

Front tyre: YP were asked about their hopes, dreams, goals and places for the future
and the significance of these in relation to family, community, friends, home.

Front spokes: YP were asked about people who they would like to have alongside
them in the future and were asked about links between some of these and the hopes
and goals on their front tyre.

Basket: YP were asked about the resources, strategies and knowledges to help reach
their goals and how they could prepare for the journey.

A bicycle outline was sent to each YP so that they could choose to annotate their own copy
if they chose to do this. This was used to create a BoL summary graphic, which contained
explicitly stated information given by participants in response to the questions they were
asked (see figures 5.2, 5.4, 5.6 and 5.8).

Later in the process, additional visual resources were used to support the process:

e Based on feedback from the pilot study, a slide-pack resource was developed to
support the Bol process, (see Appendix 7), including strength cards (Mindspring,
n.d.), visual prompts for obstacles experienced and resources to support them
through challenging times. At this stage, a BoL summary graphic was created
which replaced the hand-drawn version used in the pilot, (see Fig. 5.2).

e Following feedback from the participant who withdrew, a slide pack resource to

guide the whole of the BoL process was created incorporating the prompts for
obstacles and resources described above, (see Appendix 8).
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A discussion on the addition of these resources is included in the limitations section (6.9).

At the end of the BolL process, YP were asked the following question: What has the diagnosis
of ADHD that you were given meant to you?’ | decided that this question would fit in the
context of eliciting ‘small stories’, it could elicit information about any impact of the
diagnosis on YPs’ identity positioning and would fulfil any expectations that YP and parents
might have had about being asked directly about the diagnosis of ADHD, based on the
information sheets.

4.2.1 Parental Involvement

Due to the covid pandemic, it was not possible to carry out the BoL sessions within school
settings and Google Meet video calls were set up with YP at home; (Alex’s second session
took place in his educational setting for logistical reasons). The mothers of two of the YP,
(Ben and Dara) were involved throughout both sessions and this created the following
conflicts of interests:

¢ Interms of the integrity of the research, it may have been fairer for all YP people to
have been supported to the same extent by parents.

¢ Interms of YP feeling safe and supported enough to engage, Ben and Dara required
parental presence whereas Alex and Cal did not.

e Interms of parental perspective, some parents may have felt that it was important
for them to be involved.

The resolution to this dilemma was that | accepted the preference of individual participants
and although this may have impacted the integrity of the research, | decided that the needs
of the participants was paramount. Rather than considering parental involvement as
contaminating the data, | took the view that since individual narratives are co-constructed
with significant others, (Goffman, 1959), coproduction would take place for all YP as part of
their identity formation process, regardless of whether their parents were present in the
sessions or not.

4.2.2 Transcription Process
e The interview was watched once through
e Interview recordings were uploaded to Otter.ai (transcription software).

e Theinitial transcription was corrected through watching the videos several times and
all vocalisations of the YP, the parent if present and the researcher were transcribed
verbatim. Hiles & Cermak, (2008) advise that during transcription, there should be
no ‘tidying up’ of the narrative and that interviewer and interviewee utterances are
transcribed, since narrative interviews consist of a mutual exchange of ideas and co-
production of storying.

e Raw transcripts were developed including descriptions of non-verbal details such as
body posture, movement, facial expression and paralinguistic information of the YP
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included, to provide information for the analysis stage relating to the tone, mood
and emotion of the YPs' stories as well as content.

e The videos were watched several more times alongside the raw transcripts to
increase familiarisation with the narrative to build up a picture of the context and
the story as a whole, (Hiles & Cerméak, 2008).

e Working transcripts of the data sets were created with numbered segments for self-
contained episodes and a margin for notes, (Hiles & Cermak, 2008). Episodes mark a
change in perspective, time, theme or topic which helped to demarcate the text.
Jefferson (2004) conventions were used in transcriptions (Appendix 9).

e Working transcripts for each participant can be found in Appendices 10-13.

Video data and transcriptions were anonymised and pseudonyms were used to refer to the
participants. All recordings and files will be deleted on completion of this doctoral study.

4.3  Analysis procedure

Hiles and Cermak’s, (2008) NOI analysis describes a process by which six interpretative
perspectives are applied to the narrative by working through the text repeatedly asking
different questions each time. They suggest a flexible approach when applying the model:
“Each of these four approaches (stages 2-5 below) may be connected to different types of
research question, different modes of text, and different sample size. The point is that these
approaches can be used singularly, or in any combination”, (Hiles & Cermak, 2008, pp.11).

Analysing the content of the narrative sought to investigate what type of story is being told,
what happens to the characters and the themes within it. Analysing the tone of the
narrative conveyed something of how the story is told in terms of optimism, emotional
charge, humour and the function of the narrative for the teller. Investigating the identity
positioning constructed within the narratives conveyed something of the social and
psychological functions of the narrative, the positionality and agency of the characters and
the power dynamics between them and within the systems surrounding them.

4.3.1 Stage 1 of NOI Analysis
Determining the Fabula and Sjuzet

The fabula and sjuzet were identified, (Herman & Vervaeck, 2001). The fabula is bounded
and consists of information at the content level, whilst the sjuzet is unbounded; it has an
evaluative function (Labov and Waletsky, 1967), and constitutes linguistic features such as
the choice of words for emphasis and para-linguistic features such as tone of voice, volume,
pitch changes, (Hiles & Cermak, 2008), emphasis, elaboration, commentary, reflection and
providing a ‘window on the event being narrated’, (Hiles, Cermak & Chrz, 2009).

Analysing the both fabula and sjuzet, also provided insight into aspects of identity
positioning which is an active process through which individuals make sense of the events in

34



their lives, (Hiles, Cermak & Chrz, 2010) and which was noted within the working transcripts
(Appendices 10-13) which were developed through watching the videos several times.

Once verbal and non-verbal information had been transcribed, the fabula was underlined to
distinguish it from the sjuzet, in a departure from the Hiles and Cermdk (2008) process
which advocates underlying the sjuzet.

4.3.2 Stage 2 of NOI Analysis
Holistic-Content Perspective: Holistic view of the content (Lieblich et al., 1998)

This was carried out by initially focusing mostly on the fabula and listening with an open
mind to the narrative several times, searching for:
1. The overarching message or global impression of the story
2. Core themes that emerged relating to identity and the obstacles that YP
experienced.

Brown et al’s reading guide (1998) was helpful during this step of the holistic-content
analysis, whereby the text was reread several times, with a particular purpose each time.
The first reading established the overarching story. The second reading looked for agency,
for example, any expression of feelings, actions and thoughts which can help to highlight
how the YP interprets situations and what they consider to be relevant to the challenges
they face. This reading focused on relational aspects, the role of the YP and others
appearing in their narrative and the power dynamics between them. Reading three looked
for experiences of justice or injustice whilst the fourth identified care or carelessness, which
were useful perspectives, as the justice lens related to issues of equality and oppression
within relationships and events and the care lens related to connection and isolation.

The text was reread for each of the narrative themes and these were highlighted within
working transcripts, (Appendices 10-13), following the method described by Hiles and
Cermdk, (2008), to capture a multi-layered account of each YPs’ subjectivity and
perspective. Notes were added relating to where themes emerged and how they threaded
through the text, interactions between them, first impressions, contradictory episodes in
terms of content, mood, or evaluation, unusual aspects in the story, breaches to coherence,
turning points and examples of agency and self-definition. Holistic-Content tables were
created to show where each theme appeared within the transcript for each YP, (Appendices
14-17).

Mischler (1986) presents a classic theory on interpretative method and hermeneutic theory
and refers to two different perspectives offered by Dilthey, (1976) and Ricouer, (1979).
Interpreting narrative accounts is a manifestation of the relationship between the reader’s
understanding and explanation of the account. However, Dilthey considers explanation as
inappropriate when interpreting narrative accounts, since explanations for why things
happen originate in the natural sciences and are considered irrelevant to the social sciences.
Ricoeur’s contrasting view is that understanding and explanation are both valid when
reading narrative accounts and can be achieved through a balance of conjecture and
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validation as the account is interpreted and understood, which is the approach taken
throughout the analysis process.

It was important to consider all participants as moral agents who presented a narrative self,
resulting from choices about what to speak about, how to speak of these things and what to
remain silent about, (Brown et al 1998). The method adopted by Brown et al., (1998) and
described in the NOI process, (Hiles & Cermak, 2008) is an interpretative one which is not
concerned with coding systems as these are considered to be restrictive on the narrator’s
reflectivity and researcher’s interpretation. Consequently, there is a need to recognise and
explore the relationship between researcher and text, which is something | endeavoured to
reflect on throughout each stage of the analysis process and is documented in the working
transcripts (Appendices 10-13).

4.3.3 Stage 3 of NOI Analysis
Holistic-Form Perspective: Holistic view of the form (Lieblich et al., 1998)

Lieblich et al (1998) present this stage of analysis as providing a description of the plot
shape, main events, progression between them, story cohesion and genre of the narrative,
such as romance, comedy, tragedy and satire (Gergen & Gergen, 1988). This stage of
analysis has not been undertaken here, as the narrative interview format of the BolL
framework, did not elicit a temporally sequenced account with a story structure. Analysis of
the plot did not relate to my research questions and was omitted, in line with Hiles and
Cermdk (1997) who advocate a flexible application of the NOI process according to purpose.

4.3.4 Stage 4 of NOI Analysis
Categorical-Content Perspective: (Lieblich et al., 1998)

The categorical-content stage of analysis was particularly helpful in determining themes
relating to identity and the obstacles that YP experienced.

The four-stage ‘Content Analysis’ method presented by Lieblich et al, (1998) was used:

1. The entire text was subjected to content analysis since the research questions were
broad and included non-verbal and paralinguistic information.

2. An empirically based circular process was undertaken which consisted of remaining
grounded in the data by re-reading the episodes, sorting them into the categories
which had begun to emerge at the holistic-content stage and refining these by
creating sub-categories. This iterative process resulted in overarching themes
relating to strengths, values, connection and empowerment and themes relating to
educational and medical contexts which related to some of the obstacles
experienced by YP and notes were made within the working transcripts, (Appendices
10-13).

3. All data was sorted into the defined themes and subthemes and principal sentences
were identified to exemplify each category. This sorting process required an element
of interpretation, (Lieblich et al, 1998) in deciding the level of segment to be
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assigned to categories, how to take account of the non-verbal features, and how to
account for the intensity of expression as well as the frequency of expression.
Episodes often consisted of several conversational turns so that non-verbal
information and details of the interactional context were preserved, and each
episode was placed in a categorical-content table for each YP, (Appendices 18 - 21).

4, Categorised episodes were used to formulate descriptions relating to identity
positioning and the obstacles experienced within the overarching context of the rest
of the narrative, (Lieblich et al., 1998) as the research questions did not lend
themselves to a quantitative process of analysis.

The subjective, hermeneutic approach adopted in this research is transparently presented
through details recorded in the working transcripts and explanations presented in the
appendices but is not proposed as a ‘true’ reading of the text. After having considered the
scope of interpretative level described by Lieblich et al., (1998), from analysis at an explicit
level used within a phenomenological framework, such as in IPA, to analysis focused on
implicit content, (such as silences, gaps and contradictions), used within a psychoanalytic
framework, | aimed to take a stance somewhere between the two which was facilitated
using video recordings. However, | aimed to avoid making too many assumptions and to
consider my own culture, language, experience, and expectations impacting the
interpretations made, (see section 3.5).

4.3.5 Stage 5 of NOI Analysis
Categorical-Form Perspective

This stage of analysis involved an investigation of cognitive processes and emotional
content, as Lieblich et al., (1998) explain, “To learn something about the speaker that might
not have been apparent from examination of content alone” (pp. 142), and was helpful in
answering the second research question: How might the 'obstacles in the road' that YP
encounter dffect their identity positions? The two-stage process described below was
applied to episodes which related to obstacles experienced by YP, and notes were made in
the working transcripts, (Appendices 10 -13). A small number of these episodes appear in
the Categorical-Form tables for each YP, (Appendices 22 - 25) and were selected due to the
level of YPs’ engagement and the rich information they provided about their beliefs,
attitudes, values and responses to the challenges they faced.

Step 1: Investigating Cognitive Skills (Lieblich et al., 1998)
Cognitive skills are investigated by looking for examples of high-level thinking such as:

e communicating at a metacognitive, abstract level, rather than giving examples
without making sense of them

e avoiding unsubstantiated generalisations

e identifying values

e taking responsibility for actions within the narrative account

e ensuring that direct criticisms are well-considered and explained

e demonstrating restrained criticism to show awareness of other perspectives
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e holding several perspectives in mind concurrently
e seeing beyond the concreteness and immediacy of a situation

Step 2: Investigating Emotional Content (Lieblich et al., 1998)

Lieblich et al (1998) explain that this stage of categorical-form analysis is based mostly on
deep structures of the text within the sjuzet but also includes aspects of both form and
content (fabula). Emotional content is explored by analysing linguistic expression at the
lexical, syntactic and structural level; paralinguistic indicators (intonation, rate, tone,
volume) and non-verbal communication (facial expression, posture, body language), (see
working transcripts in Appendices 10 -13 and Categorical-Form tables in Appendices 22 -25).

4.3.6 Stage 6 of NOI Analysis
Critical Analysis

Hiles and Cermak (2008) present critical analysis, taken from Emerson and Frosh, (2004) as
the final stage of NOI, to answer questions about identity positioning, and the ways in which
individuals become the authors of their lives, (Hiles, 2007). It also helped when thinking
about YPs’ responses to the direct question they were asked about what meaning they had
made of the diagnosis of ADHD that they had been given. | returned to the working
transcripts to reflect on the following questions, (Emerson & Frosch, 2004):

e What sort of account of their life is the YP constructing for themself?
e How does the YP position themselves - what are the main identity positions that
they have constructed and told to themselves?
Notes relating to critical analysis for each YP can be found in Appendices 26 - 29.

4.3.7 Member Checking

Co-construction was supported through the narrative process and by checking my
understanding of what had been shared with me in two ways:

1. Aletter was sent summarising the BoL sessions in terms of YPs’ strengths, values,
significant people and places in their lives, their hopes and dreams and the obstacles
they experienced, (see an example in Appendix 30), incorporating the BoL summary
graphic, (see Figures 5.2, 5.4, 5.6 and 5.8). YP were asked for feedback about my
interpretation of what they had said. None of the YP responded, although | received
positive feedback from one of the parents.

2. Several weeks later, a video meeting was offered to all participants to discuss the
over-arching identity themes that had come from my analysis, but none of the
participants took up the opportunity to meet.

The procedure section has described the process undertaken with each participant from
recruitment to analysis and is summarised in Fig. 4.1 below.
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Fig. 4.1 Overview of research procedure

Recruit participants, Information

sheets and consent Raw transcripts created
from video recordings
after watching several

times

Pilot study: 2 meetings with YP
July 2021

Working transcripts
created as NOI Analysis

starts:
Fabula & Sjuzet identified
to explore what is said
and the way it is said
Holistic-Content analysis:
identifying global
impression and over-
arching themes relating to
identity and obstacles

Withdrew from
research

Participant 2: 2 meetings with YP and
parent involved Sept 2021

Participant 3: 2 meetings with YP
and parent Oct 2021

Summary letter to YP
requesting feedback

NOI Analysis:

Categorical-Content:
themes and subthemes
identified relating to
identity and obstacles
Categorical-Form:
cognitive and emotional
content particularly in
relation to the obstacles
encountered (Lieblich et
al., 1998)

Critical narrative analysis:
exploring imposed subject
positions, power and YPs’
identity positioning

Participant 4: 2 meetings with YP
and parent Nov-Dec 2021

Video meeting offered
to discuss the main
themes emerging
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5 Findings and Interpretation

5.1 Overview

Within this chapter, a multi-levelled interpretation will be presented for each YP separately,
drawing together the analytic perspectives of the NOI process, to answer the two research
questions:

1. What do the YPs’ BoL narratives reveal about their identity positioning?
2. How might the Bol’s 'obstacles in the road' that YP encounter affect their identity
positions?

Findings for each YP will be presented separately, using the following structure:

Firstly, for each YP, section 1 will consist of a short pen portrait and section 2 will present a
global impression of their story. To provide a fluent and uninterrupted insight for the
reader, neither references to working transcripts nor quotes will be included at this stage,
but these will be laid out in subsequent sections as the themes are discussed in more detail.

Section 3 will present findings relating to the first research question for each YP. Themes
and subthemes emerging from each YP’s narrative will be presented as a diagram and then
in the form of green tables and text, supported by quotes, references to numbered episodes
in the YP’s working transcript (which will be referred to in brackets) and references to other
appendices. The content of the green tables is taken from Categorical-Content Tables which
can be found in full, in Appendices 18-21. The examples appearing in the excerpts were
chosen as illustrative and varied representations of the full tables. The BoL summary graphic
for each YP, will be found at the end of section 3, providing a pictorial summary of their
responses.

This way of providing evidence, context and the YPs’ voices was chosen only due to word
count constraints and readers are strongly urged to follow references to the appendices so
that YPs’ voices can be heard within the analysis; appendices are bound separately to
facilitate this.

In section 4 for each YP, findings relating to the second research question will be presented
in the form of blue tables and text relating to obstacles identified by YP in the Road
Conditions of Life stage of the BoL framework. Findings will be presented using tables and
text, and references to appendices will be provided in the same way as in section 3.

In section 5 for each YP, findings related to their response to the ADHD diagnosis that they
have been given and an interpretation of this will be presented using orange tables and text,
and references to appendices will be provided in the same way as in sections 3 and 4.
Finally, an overarching interpretation of each YPs’ identity positioning, the impact of

challenges, subject positions and the diagnosis of ADHD, will be described.
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5.2 Alex

(Alex’s working transcript can be found in Appendix 10).

5.2.1 Pen Portrait

| met with Alex on two occasions when he was 14 years old in Year 9. He had been excluded
from a mainstream secondary school two years previously and had been accessing
education at an alternative provision since then. When we met, he was about to move to a
new mainstream setting in September 2021.

In terms of engagement during the sessions, Alex was more interactive when he was alone
rather than when his mother was in the room, but this meant that he did not have the
benefit of anyone to co-construct memories and narratives with. He struggled to focus
throughout the sessions but drew on a range of strategies to help him such as doodling,
stretching, tapping and changing position. He was more animated when talking about
certain topics such as the diagnosis of ADHD that he had been given and the strategies he
used to help him to focus.

Alex came across as powerful, determined and angry in response to things that had
happened to him, but also resigned in relation to aspects outside his control.

5.2.2 The overarching message or global impression of the story
I am resilient and autonomous in the face of misjudgement and rejection.

The global impression of Alex’s experience and identity as presented in this narrative is that
his exclusion represents for him being misjudged, unheard, rejected and betrayed by the
school system which has led to his mistrust of adults in the education system and
disengagement.

Throughout his narrative, Alex demonstrates agency through making choices about his
identity positioning to protect himself from harm and injustice resulting from the
perceptions and misjudgement of others, particularly adults who hold power over him and
specifically within education. Despite the obstacles he has faced, Alex has managed to
develop hopeful and positive attitudes and values including feeling gratitude, kindness and
the empowerment that he experiences from positioning himself as self-reliant.

Alex’s attitude and feelings about the challenges he has faced are powerfully conveyed
through his choice of vocabulary and non-verbal communication such as facial expression
and body language. When he is keen to communicate aspects of his story, this was apparent
through the increased frequency, length and speed of his responses, and paralinguistic
aspects of communication, such as his intonation, leaning forward towards the camera,
looking at the camera, smiling, using a louder voice and using emphasis.

Alex’s narrative includes many examples of high-level rational thinking, (see Categorical-
Form Table, Appendix 22), for example, he talks about abstract general concepts, he avoids
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making unsubstantiated generalisations and he is able to identify and explain his values,
opinions and responses, particularly in relation to being excluded, being given a diagnosis of
ADHD and the obstacles he has experienced in school.
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5.2.3 What does Alex’s BolL narrative reveal about his identity?

An overview of the themes and subthemes that emerged from Alex’s narrative is presented
in figure 5.1.

Fig. 5.1
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Theme 1: A keen sportsman

Alex identifies as a keen sportsman and an avid spectator of sport (69), which also serves to
reinforce his connection with friends (5) and family (8). Central to his family’s culture and
values is the love of watching cricket, rugby and football and their shared interest in sport
has an important role in uniting them and providing a focus for family life (14).

Linked to his interest in watching and playing sport, Alex can position himself as an effective
communicator (46), a good leader (57, 83), fast thinking (105), energetic (113), being able to
interact well with others (46, 48) and being calm and in control (120).

Table 5.1 Section of Categorical-Content Table linked to Sport

Quotes linked to Theme 1: Sport

Subthemes and reference to further examples

(11) N: What about cricket? When did you start
playing cricket?
A: I've pretty much played it all my life.

(44) A: [I’'m always] doing sport, so... yeah, I'm

Playing sport and the skills involved in playing
sport are important to A’s identity: 5, 9, 48, 69, 75,
83

Watching sport is an activity that is important for

always either in the gym, or, ((looking up more
towards camera)) playing sport

engaging with friends: 5, 6, 44,

Watching sport is an activity that is important for
(46) N: So when you work in a team, well, what sorts | engaging with dad/ family: 8, 14, 28, 77
of skills do you think you've got that help you do
that?

A: Communication ((quick response))

Playing sport helps to calm his thoughts and get
through difficult times: 57, 106, 109, 120

(48) A: I'll be...(.)I’'m good at it when I(.) if it’s
a(.)when it’s a sport field, but the(.)((shrugs)) but if
it’s not, then I’'m not good at it ((nods and looks to
camera and then down to right))

(57) A: Er, well, Probably that I'll listen to everyone’s
opinions if it's possible. Er, and decide about which
ones are best and which to take in and not to take in
((writing))

Theme 2: Connection

Connection to friends and family is important to Alex (72) who agrees with the statement
that he draws on his family for strength in difficult times (110). He explicitly says that he
wants to be more grateful to people who support him (122) and would like to help people
more (63). His connection with others provides opportunities for him to position himself as
kind (126, 127), grateful (122), a good communicator (117), empathic (53, 126), fair (61,
126) and humorous (125).

Table 5.2 Section of Categorical-Content Table linked to Connection
Quotes linked to Theme 2: Care/ Connection Subthemes and reference to further
examples

Connection with family is important: 15,
16, 21, 27, 30, 31, 66, 72, 110

(8) N:Yeah. So who do you tend to go with there? (football)
A: Er, either my mates or my dad.
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(14) Mum: the sports grounds are important to us as well Connection with friends is important: 22,

((Looked back to computer keyboard/ paper)); we’ve had 22.5, 23, 24, 66, 125, 72, 92

things that we’ve done together. Isn’t it?

A: Mm Connection with other people/ being
M: That's things that we've always done together as a family understood is important: 117, 118, 126
(21) N: Who are the important people to you? Being grateful for people helping him:

A: Just probably my mum and my dad and my sister ((head up, | 63,122
eyes down towards paper))

(72) N: Who are the important people then to help you...
A: My family, ((smiling)), some of my mates, and yeah ((Shaking
head, stretching back with hands behind head)). That'd be it

(126) N: and um, being kind
A: Yeah ((nods head and looks at camera)) That’s important to
me.

(63) N: What sorts of things are you grateful for?

A: Just anything really, anything ((twisting lid off bottle with
right hand, looking at camera)). Cos, ((looking at bottle)) I've, |,
but, I, | would say that I'd like to help people more than | do
((looks back at camera)). So | appreciate when people help me

(126) N: Gratitude - You said that it was important for you to
feel...glad about things and appreciative of people that’'ve
helped you?

A: Definitely

N: But that you would like to develop it more?

A: Yeah ((small sigh)) (1) | would ((nodding, looking at camera,
chair legs bang to floor)) cos | want people to know that
(slightly looking down to R of camera)) | appreciate them more
((tightens jaw as if thinking, nodding))

Theme 3: Autonomy

Being self-reliant helps Alex maintain self-esteem in the face of perceived misjudgement
and rejection. Alex’s identity position as autonomous emerges in many aspects of his life,
often causing him to reject the significance of support given by others but provides
opportunities to position himself as determined (54, 108), curious (58), honest, (128), being
an independent thinker (130-136, 13, 18, 19), authentic (46, 67, 128) and being in control
(62,79, 112).

Table 5.3 Section of Categorical-Content Table linked to Autonomy

Quotes linked to Theme 3: Self-reliance/ Autonomy Subthemes and reference to
further examples

(13) N: So are there any spaces or places that are important to your Playing down connection with

family? family: 4, 13, 16, 17, 27, 33, 34,

A: Don’t think so ((still looking down and slightly to one side — neutral

facial expression)) Playing down connection with
friends: 18, 19, 22, 25, 26,

(22) N: So does that mean if you, if you didn't have the friends that

you've got? How would that make you feel?
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A: Er ((slightly shaking head, then looked slightly to left)), don’t think
I’d be that bothered. ((looked down at paper; clicking pen))

(45) A: I'm not I'm not bad at working in teams ((looking to right of
camera)) but | wouldn't work any better than on my own.

(53) N: And who, who has helped you to learn that (being wise)?
Would you say
A: Noone...myself

(58) A: | don't really accept anything for what, like, I if er...| don’t
know how to explain it, | don't accept things for the, what they’re
saying, ((looks to camera)) like | always question things.

(112) A: | didn’t get it from anywhere, | just think personally that —
that you shouldn't follow other people.

(79) A: Don’t really listen to people's expectations of me ((looks
slightly to L and down))

(128) A: [unintelligible] not bothered about what people think about
me. I’'m not bothered about what people think about me so | got no
reason to lie. ((looking at camera))

(56) N: Is it the er, putting it (feelings) into words that’s the hard bit?
A: Um, probably not, ((looks away to left then to camera)) probably
just more (.)((looks upwards)) er, well that and the well, ((shrugs,
looks to right)) just don’t well really don’t want to ((clicks pen, looks
from up right down to left)) | quite like keeping myself to myself.

(62) A: ((leans forward, looks down to right of camera, then directly
at camera)). So | think if someone has done it once then they won’t
hesitate to do it again, so | just ((shrugs)) don’t bother.

(67) A: Cos if it’s someone | care about I'll always be honest with
them but if it, I'm not really like care, if | don’t really care about them
then I’'m not really bothered about being honest ((looking at camera))

(68) A: | am just kind to people who are kind to me (leaning forward)
— the same back — if people are — | treat people how they treat me

(looking at camera)

(130-136) | don’t really care what people think of me anyway.

Playing down reliance on others:
Independence/ Able to work on
his own/ able to learn by himself:
45, 50, 53, 58, 70, 108, 112

Not concerned about what people
think of him/ people’s
expectations: 46, 54, 79, 128, 137

Protecting himself from
vulnerability in relationships — not
verbalising feelings: 56, 65,

Protecting himself from
vulnerability in relationships —
Not forgiving people/ trusting
again: 62,

Protecting himself from
vulnerability in relationships — not
expecting much/ not hopeful: 64,

Protecting himself from
vulnerability in relationships —
integrity and honesty and
kindness with people he cares
about: 67, 68

Theme 4: Justice and Empowerment

Alex values justice and fairness, and experiences anger when he witnesses people being
unfair, when he has not been given a voice (93), when he has been misunderstood and
misjudged (117) and when people have failed to carry out their promises (93).

Empowerment and self-belief (136-137) serve to help Alex resist the dominant narratives
imposed by people holding power who prevent him from having a voice. Feeling
empowered by recognising and valuing his strengths and skills provides opportunities for
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Alex to position himself as creative (36, 37, 95), wise (51, 53), fair-minded (61, 89),
courageous (38-41, 46), resilient (94) and having self-control (49, 50) and perseverance (54).

Table 5.4 Section of Categorical-Content Table linked to Justice and Empowerment

Quotes linked to Theme 5: Justice and Subthemes and reference to further examples
Empowerment

(93) A: And ((looks to R then back, chair legs Importance of being able to see other people’s
bang on floor)) | didn't even go back for a day. perspectives: 53

But they said | could have a new start in the
new year and then they, didn’t let me go back. Being misunderstood: 117, 118, 130, 131,

(93) N: Mm. And so what do you think...What People to be fairly treated/ treated equally: 61, 89, 57,
could have been in place of that obstacle, that
person (in power in school) could have done Injustice at school: Adults not keeping to their word: 93,
that would have made it better? 64, 106

A: Just ...them sticking by their word.

(93) N: So it sounds like you felt that they let
you down somehow.

A: Well, they’d said, that | could have a new
start ((looking slightly down to the R)) and then
ch, kicked me out (looking towards the camera)

(93) N: It feels as well as though you didn't feel
people talked to you properly or asked you,
asked you your opinions properly.

A: Mm. ((looking down)) No one ever really has
((looking to camera, chewing, nodding)).

Theme 5: Future Hopes and Dreams

Alex’s hopes for the future provide him with a sense of optimism beyond his school
experience through the possibility of continuing with sport (76-79), travelling (70, 100, 103)
and setting up a business (71) or a career in engineering (37, 95). These future goals allow
him to position himself as brave, curious, autonomous, independent and secure.

Table 5.5 Section of Categorical-Content Table linked to Future Hopes and Dreams

Quotes linked to Theme 5: Future Hopes and Dreams Subthemes and reference to
further examples

(37) A: | like (.) engineering ((leans back and then rests cheek on right | Creativity; Engineering: 37, 95, 71
hand folded with fingers down, then leans back and rubs hand over

face)) Yeah. ((leans back, puts hands behind head, then to back of Travelling: 70, 100, 103,

neck, looks straight at the camera)) | like engineering ((leans forwards

and puts elbows on desk with hands still round back of neck. Rubs Starting up his own business: 71
back of hands over cheeks, eyes then leans face on hands folded with

fingers down)) Sport: 69, 76, 77, 78, 79

(70) N: Wow — that’s a good list (of countries to visit). What attracts Temporary work: 101
you to New Zealand?

A: ((clicks pen — looks down to right)) all of the adventure, and the
stuff you can do

(70) N: and what would you want to do after you’ve gone travelling?
And actually who would you want to go travelling with?
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A: Not bothered, probably go on my own.

(71) A: ((looked to left, wiggling and clicking pen)) start my own
business up...

N: What would you, have you got any ideas? Would it be linked to
engineering or...?

A: ((nodding, picked up bottle, leaned back on chair, slight smile))
Yeah

Appendix 14 contains Alex’s Holistic-Content table which illustrates where each theme
appears within the transcript.
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Fig. 5.2 Alex’s BoL Summary Graphic
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5.2.4 What does Alex’s Road Conditions of Life narrative reveal about the obstacles that

he faces?

Obstacles in the road were specifically considered during the Road Conditions of Life section
of the BoL framework, (episodes 76 - 108 of Alex’s working transcript, Appendix 10). Alex
referred to challenges at other points in the BolL process which are also included. The
obstacles are discussed below in relation to educational and medical contexts.

School as an obstacle

Alex speaks explicitly of the challenges he has experienced in secondary compared to
primary school due to the environmental constraints and inflexibility; see table 5.6 for more
detail and examples. The educational context does not seem to provide an opportunity for
Alex to shine (55, 57), to feel connection (29, 50, 72) or to feel valued (55, 93). There is a
tension that Alex clearly describes between the identity he wishes to have which consists of
feeling proud about his choices and actions (126, 63) and the subject positioning that he
struggles with when anger (96), recklessness and impulsivity (49, 50) cause him to feel

shame and regret.

Table 5.6 Section of Categorical-Content Table linked to Alex’s Experience in School

Quotes linked to Identity positioning within an educational context

Subthemes and
reference to further

just said ((looking at camera))

(87) A: Mm, | don't really know because I've haven’t been in a mainstream class for
two years. So | can’t really remember what it was like being distracted. ((Leaning
back on chair — looking towards camera))

(93) N: [And did that] those types of people that rejected you ...When did they start
[to become...]
A: [When | first] When | first went to secondary school ((looking down))

(50) N: have people at school ever helped you develop that (self control/ emotional
regulation) skill? Or is it something that you've done on your own? Or do you think
your parents have helped you? Or...

A: I'd say On my own ((writing))

(55) N: Okay, so give me an example. What do you like learning?

A: Er, ((looks to camera, leans back, arms behind head, hands at back of neck))
things that | see the point in. [If | don’t see the point] in something | just won’t do it
N: [So], So from what you've said, it might be things like sport or engineering ((looks
up to right as moves body forwards again, slight smile, nods head))

A: Things that are practical and I'll use again ((looks to camera, picks up drink)) [but
that] ((takes lid off, drinks, looking at camera))

N: So what things in school for example, have you struggled to see a point in?

A: ((looking to left, shaking head slightly, putting lid on bottle, looking to camera))
Like...sh..((puts bottle down to left, looking downwards below camera)) All the really
complicated stuff in English and Maths that you’ll never even use in your life ((looks
to camera then to paper))

N: Yeah.

examples
(117) A: ((looking at camera)) [I, I, I’'m always like that] peoplée’ll be like ‘you’re not School has not been
listening are you?’ ((looking downwards)) and I, I'll just tell them everything they positive/

supportive: 29, 39,
50, 72,

Learning needs to
be applicable/
relevant/ linked to
interests: 55, 115,

Lack of opportunity

to demonstrate and

develop strengths at
school: 57

Disconnection from
school/ being
misjudged: 87, 90,
91, 37,117,
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hand))

A: Like | get that some of it, you're going to use again, but you don't with all of it,
((looking below camera)) so yeah ((looks up to right of camera, shakes pen in right

Alex identifies distractions, being bombarded by thoughts and anger as obstacles, see table
5.7 for more information and references in relation to executive functioning as obstacles;
(also see Categorical-Form analysis, Appendix 22).

Table 5.7 The obstacles in school linked to Alex’s executive functioning

Aspect of Executive
Functioning as an
Obstacle

Description

Alex’s response

Emotional
dysregulation
(50, 63, 89, 96,
126)

Alex experiences challenge within the
educational context due to becoming
emotionally dysregulated when he is
unable to cope within the setting. He
describes a tension between shame
and regret that he feels when anger,
recklessness and impulsivity take over
and pride about his choices and
actions at other times (126, 63).

Alex responds by using sport but this is not
always effective, (89)

But | also get tense and angry when it's in
sport.

Alex justifies his anger which he believes is
often caused by other people being unfair
or unkind towards people he likes, which
functions to reduce the blame he
experiences (89).

Distractions and
being active/
needing to move
(54, 87, 113, 116,
117, 118)

Alex explains that people need to
understand him (118):

Yeah ((looks to the R)). Cos people’ll
think ((turning towards camera)) I’'m
doing things to be an idiot but, not (1)

And that people assume he is making a
choice (117):

[I, 1, ’'m always like that] people’ll be
like ‘you’re not listening are you?’
((looking downwards)) and I, I'll just
tell them everything they just said
((looking at camera)).

Alex is aware that it is hard for him to
manage distractions when he is not
doing something he is interested in,
(54):

Probably, if I'm trying to, if | really
wanted to do something I’d be able to
do it. When | put my mind to it | can do
quite a lot of things, but if | don't put
my mind to it | just can’t do it

Alex told me that the most effective
response for him when distracted is to
keep active (113), which is not always
possible in the classroom.

He explained that working 1:1 or in small
groups reduces distractions but this is
boring as he is unable to enjoy connection
with peers (87). Alex has reflected about
how distractions create a challenge for him
and he animatedly tells me about the
strategies he uses to help him focus (116)
such as fidgeting, tapping his foot, walking
and doodling:

Alex: Ah! ((Nods fervently and looks at
camera)) | was writing, | was drawing
(smiles) like you know when | had that
paper and pen right, the whole things was
covered in pictures!

Being impulsive/
reckless — linked
with emotional
dysregulation
(49, 50, 51)

A explains that he can think rationally
if he gives himself time (51), he has
self-discipline as long as he is not angry
(49), he regrets times when he has not
had self-control (50).

Alex knows that he will regret being
reckless, (50):

A: Because otherwise | could end up doing
something stupid which | regret ((writing))
N: Because why would you regret it?

A: Because I've made a decision in anger,
which | wouldn't make when I’'m normal
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Having thoughts A identifies that being bombarded by

racing round his thoughts can be an obstacle that

mind prevents clear thinking and good sleep
(59, 87, 105, 106, but can sometimes be helpful, (59,
108, 113) 105-106). The school setting imposes a

challenge for Alex as he is particularly
bombarded by thoughts in quiet
environments, (87, 113).

Alex’s response is to accept it and let go of
things he cannot control and to play sport,
(108):

Just having the mindset of if you can't do
anything about it you just have to get on
with it.

Alex explains how distractions affect his ability to focus but that he is less likely to be
distracted when he is doing something he is very interested in (54) and that being distracted
has less impact if what he is doing is insignificant because then being distracted does not
matter (87). Alex concurs with the idea that neither of these circumstances frequently occur

in school, in fact the opposite is often the case: that YP

are required to engage with tasks

that might not be aligned to their interests (55) and that the tasks are deemed to be of high
significance to adults within the setting but not necessarily to the YP themselves (115). The

school setting imposes even more of a challenge given

that Alex finds it more difficult to

focus in quiet environments, as it is at these times when he is particularly bombarded by

thoughts (113).

Being excluded as an obstacle

Alex conveys how being excluded has been an obstacle for him, using non-verbal and verbal
communication to express his intense emotion. Alex clearly struggles to make sense of the
strong emotions that he experiences, such as feeling hurt, betrayed, rejected and angry (93)

as a consequence of the unfair, unkind and impersonal

way in which he perceives his

permanent exclusion from school to have been managed, when decisions were made about

him suddenly and without transparency (93). See table

Table 5.8 Exclusion as an obstacle in the road

5.8 for more detail.

Examples

Alex’s response

(93) N: Have there been people in | don't know say schools
before that have got in the way of you achieving what you know
you can achieve?

A: Yeah. Yeah

N: What sorts of things have they done, to...?

A: Kicked me out... of school

N: And, how did that, What did that make you feel about that
person or the school or ...

A: Hated them ((looked into camera))...[s..]

N: And were there any times where they weren't, In the way so
much?

A: When they stopped getting involved ((looking at camera))
N: Mm. Who, who was it, the people in power? Which people
which types of jobs were they doing in the School?

A: Head of Behaviour

N: Mm. And so what do you think...What could have been in
place of that obstacle, that person that would have made it
better?

A: Just ...them sticking by their word.

N: So you feel that they'd sort of said things and then, didn't
keep keep to their [promise?]

Alex felt unable to respond to his
predicament, he felt misjudged and he
did not feel listened to. He felt a sense
of injustice that he had been told that he
would be given a new start and then the
decision was made to exclude him based
on an incident that happened out of
school, with an adult who held the
power to be heard whilst he did not. He
has made sense of his experience by
construing school as untrustworthy and
unsupportive and has disconnected in
response to the violation of the
relationship he thought he had with
people in school.

Alex reclaimed power by blaming the
school system in order to maintain his
identity position. His self-reliance and
identity as autonomous may have been
strengthened in response to his

52




A: [Yeah]. Definitely. ((looks downwards))

N: So it sounds like you felt that they let you down somehow.
A: Well, they’d said, that | could have a new start ((looking
slightly down to the R)) and then ch, kicked me out (looking
towards the camera)

N: Mm

A: for nothing.

N: So, what, what do you think happened there, then do you
[think, was there...]

A: [well,] They said | could have new start in year 8 and then in
the year 7 to year 8 holidays ((looking downwards)), some kid’s
dad came round to my house and started threatening my family

((looking down and to camera)) and then he rang the school,
telling them that | was doing things wrong, so then | was kicked
out for it. ((looking to camera and slightly to the R))

N: Oh.

A: And ((looks to R then back, chair legs bang on floor)) | didn't
even go back for a day. But they said | could have a new start in
the new year and then they, didn’t let me go back.

experiences, to allow him to maintain
agency and resist the challenge
presented by the dominant narratives
imposed through the educational
discourse: of not fitting in, failing, being
rejected and ostracised.

In order to manage the tension between his preferred identity position and the subject
positioning experienced at school (57), Alex has responded by disconnecting from school
(87) as he feels powerless to curate a more positive identity position for himself within the
constraints imposed there and as a consequence of being misjudged and not understood
(117). A summary of the obstacles that Alex identified is presented in Table 5.9.

Table 5.9 A Summary of the obstacles in the road identified by Alex

Obstacle

Things that help

Distractions

Sport, doodling, moving around, 1:1 working, being
interested/ invested in the activity (87, 113)

Thoughts that bombard him

Determination, sport, being active, let go of
thoughts (106)

Anger People being fair/ kind, self-control, sport,
communicating thoughts, giving himself time
Exams Being on his own (88)

People in power school; being excluded

People keeping their promises, having a voice,
resilience, relying on himself (93)
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5.2.5 What has a diagnosis of ADHD meant to Alex?

Table 5.10 Section of Categorical-Content Table linked to the Medical Discourse

Quotes linked to Identity positioning within a medical context

Subthemes and
reference to further
examples

(50) N: And why would you say it's (self control/ emotional regulation)
important?

A: Because otherwise | could end up doing something stupid which | regret
((writing))

N: Because why would you regret it?

A: Because I've made a decision in anger, which | wouldn't make when I’'m
normal

(96) A: [I've already] I've already got a lot of regrets. | don’t want to have any
more.

(54) A: Er, ((writing)) Mmm, ((pushes lips together as if thinking but still looking
at writing)) Probably, if I'm trying to, if | really wanted to do something I'd be
able to do it. When | put my mind to it | can do quite a lot of things, but if | don't
put my mind to it | just can’t do it

(59) A: Er, So well, sometimes | could be thinking about something and | might
be getting somewhere with what I’'m thinking about, but might be thinking
about it really quick. And then I'll just do that, like, ((moves right hand across
face to the right side)) | would go really fast and come to a stop. And then
sometimes it helps. Because cos | can think about a lot of things quicker.
((looking at camera))

(134) | can’t do anything about it (ADHD diagnosis)((Looks up and to R)) so | just
get on.

(133) A: | think it’s just a word ((rocks back in chair and looks directly at camera
— mouth set, jiggles R knee)) Bunch of letters ((looks to L, chewing, shakes head,
shrugs)) don’t [make any]

A: difference to me. [l ju..] ((looking forwards and slightly downwards))

(137) A: | don’t think there should be a label for one way of someone, that
someone’s brain works, | think that everyone’s brain works differently.
((chewing and looking downwards))

(137) A: Then when people get a label put on their head it puts ideas into their
head that they are different to everyone and it’s bad for people’s self esteem.
((shrugs, looks upwards towards camera, slightly below it))

(131) A: it just changes the label on my ((looks slightly to R and downwards))
head. ((looks down and to the L))

It just changes what other people think about you instead of what you think
about yourself ((looks upwards))

Discourse related to
executive functioning:
Impulsivity: risk-taking:
41,51

Managing emotional
regulation: 49, 50, 96,
89,

Reduced attention/
focus: 54, 87, 116, 113,
114,

Having a busy mind/
bombarded by
thoughts: 59, 105, 112

He is not defined by the
ADHD diagnosis; it has
not changed him -
element of choice
about how it affects
you: 130, 133, 134, 137

ADHD diagnosis
changes other people’s
expectations and
perceptions: 131

ADHD diagnosis
changes other people’s
expectations and
perceptions which can
impact on self-esteem/
identity: 132, 136, 137

ADHD diagnosis
imposed: 134

ADHD diagnosis
indicates difference not
deficit: 135, 137,

Table 5.11 Alex’s response to the diagnosis of ADHD that he has been given

Response Examples
The diagnosis does not change anything about his (130) A: I, I, Cos the way | see it is when | got told | had
identity it ((looking up to R and then at camera)) I’'m the exact
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same person that | was before | got told that | had it.
It don’t change me as a person ((looks to L)),

He cannot change the diagnosis, so he ignores it (134) | can’t do anything about it ((Looks up and to R))
so | just get on.

Alex accepts that the diagnosis might change how (131) A: It just changes the label on my ((looks slightly

he is viewed by others but refuses to allow his to R and downwards)) head. ((looks down and to the
identity position to be affected by this subject L))

positioning. In (133) he says it is just a ‘bunch of It just changes what other people think about you
letters’ conveying that it holds no power or instead of what you think about yourself ((looks
meaning for him upwards))

Alex considers that he has a choice about the (134) A: it depends how you let it affect you ((jiggling
effect of the diagnosis; his use of second person R knee throughout, then looks directly at camera,

implies that he believes everyone to have a choice | chewing))
about how the diagnosis affects their identity.
Alex states that nothing seemed to be ‘wrong with’ | (135) A: Because some people will take it as ((looks up
his brain before the diagnosis, implying that his to R)) like what everybody sees me as this kid with a
executive functioning may be different from other | label on my head of I’'ve got something wrong with my
people’s, but he has not changed. There is a sense | brain, but ((still looking up to R)) they haven’t, they’ve
that what must have changed is other people’s been like that the whole time, nothing’s changed now
response to him, that all brains are different and that you’ve told that you’ve got something, nothing,
should be accepted as normal. Moving between being told ((looking up and eyes to L)) that you’ve got
first person, second person and third person could | ADHD doesn’t change what goes on in your brain. It
be a way of distancing himself from the works the same. ((chewing, looks back to front))
problematic labelling and perhaps a way of
generalising his view to be applicable to other YP.
Alex says that being given a diagnosis can impact (136) A: Then when people get a label put on their

self-esteem; he is using the third person and is head it puts ideas into their head that they are
talking about other people, reinforcing the idea different to everyone and it’s bad for people’s self
that he did not allow his self-esteem to be affected | esteem. ((shrugs, looks upwards towards camera,

by the diagnosis and that he had a choice about slightly below it)) | mean I’'m lucky I’'m not, like that,
how he framed it; he considers himself to be ((light shrug, shakes head, looks towards camera)) |
fortunate not to care how he is judged by others don’t really care what people think of me anyway, so,
and to be able to disassociate himself from their yeah ((looks downwards))

opinion of him.

Interpretation of Alex’s response to the diagnosis of ADHD that he has been given

It can be seen from Alex’s comments about the diagnosis of ADHD that he was given, (also
see Categorical-Form analysis, Appendix 22), that he has distanced himself from the
diagnosis, which is a common response reported by Ecclestone et al., (2019) and has
resisted the imposition of a medical narrative on his identity, which is reported by Kapp, et
al., (2013) as a common response.

As some YP felt in Jones and Hesse’s study (2018), for Alex, the diagnosis is meaningless, and
he prefers to embrace neurological differences, rejecting the deficit model of the EF profile
that he has identified, seeking to identify barriers in the environment rather than
acknowledging within-person difficulties, which is a response reported by Honkasilta et al.,
(2016).

Alex wants an educational setting that values inclusion and difference rather than

conformity. He accepts the EF differences that he experiences but judges them to be minor
differences which should not impact his life or identity, which is noted by Charach, et al.,
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(2014) as a common response. He advocates for his individuality and by doing so questions
the social order which is unfairly imposed within the educational discourse.

Through his response, Alex has maintained his identity position by rejecting the diagnosis
but recognises that it holds meaning for other people and can affect their judgment and
expectations. | wondered if for Alex, acceptance of the diagnosis might have reduced blame
but would not have refuted shame and stigmatisation, perhaps echoing Honkasilta et al.,
(2016): “behind the label and my personal traits, | am an individual —a human being
objecting to the deviancy associated with the diagnosis”, (pp. 253)
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5.2.6 An overarching interpretation of Alex’s positionality
(Please refer also to critical analysis notes in Appendix 26).

The identity position that Alex has developed is rooted in being a keen sportsman,
incorporating skills such as being a good leader and values such as being inclusive by seeking
the opinions of others in the team and taking account of these. Identifying as a keen
sportsman allows him to experience success as well as to feel connected to family and
friends.

Alex explicitly expresses in his narrative the importance of connection and building
meaningful relationships, for example when he talks about being kind to others, being
grateful for what other people do for him and enjoying activities with family and friends.
More often the significance for Alex of connecting with others can be indirectly inferred
from his response to people who have misjudged him; he is not indifferent to rejection or
misunderstanding and reacts with anger and outrage, which may be interpreted as hurt and
sadness. It seems likely that he has created an identity position of being self-reliant to
protect himself from the negative responses of others and the disempowered subject
positioning he experiences as a consequence of this.

Alex’s experiences of school seem to have imposed a subject position which is negative; his
ability to focus is constantly tested in this environment and it seems that his response to the
pressures within the school setting, such as always moving, becoming emotionally
dysregulated, becoming distracted and completing tasks, have resulted in negative reactions
from the adults in educational settings which have impacted on his identity position. Being
positioned as someone who is not able to succeed within the system may have contributed
to Alex’s reluctance to engage in conversations about school and how he is supported in
school settings. Alex has experienced misjudgement by others and being positioned
negatively as a consequence of the constraints of the systems he is expected to function
within. He has perceived this as unfair and has developed a strong sense of justice to
protect him against external forces that seek to judge him and find him lacking. That these
forces exist predominantly within the education system and within the medical discourse
surrounding the deficit model relating to ADHD diagnosis, has caused Alex to disconnect
from the subject position which has been imposed on him and instead amplify his identity
position as autonomous.

Autonomy is an important identity position for Alex but at times it appears to exist in
tension with his need to be connected. Being autonomous allows Alex to feel secure despite
the challenges imposed from the systems he functions in, particularly the education system
and the people who hold power within it, by creating an identity which positions him as
being empowered by disconnecting from it.

Alex’s future hopes and dreams which include travelling, creativity and setting up a business
related to engineering, allow him to position himself as successful, autonomous and secure.
The idea of travelling might allow him to embrace a broader perspective where he is
positioned outside the immediate ecological constraints. He does not talk at length about
future plans, perhaps because he still feels he has a mountain to climb in terms of education
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and cannot yet see a clear way of navigating through the next few years so that he can
achieve them, however, incorporating ambitions for the future into his identity position may
empower Alex to move away from the dominant narratives in his present.

In summary, the core narrative relating to Alex’s identity includes a strong and positive
sense of self, encompassing the importance of connection, his interest in sport and a strong
sense of self-reliance which may have been augmented in response to the fragmented trust
towards adults within the education system due to feeling betrayed and rejected by them.
There is a sense that Alex has experienced the diagnosis of ADHD as having been imposed
on him and he has chosen to ignore it. He overtly describes an element of choice in the way
he feels about it and responds to it and maintains his strong sense of self-belief and self-
reliance so that he can remain in control in terms of his positionality in relation to the
diagnosis and by taking back power from those who can hurt him or judge him:

‘It all depends on how you let it affect you...I know loads of people who have let it
affect them in the wrong way; it’s negative to them. It just depends on the specific
type of person and how their head works... when people get a label put on their head
it puts ideas into their head that they are different to everyone and it’s bad for
people’s self-esteem. | mean I’'m lucky I’'m not, like that. | don’t really care what
people think of me anyway.’
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53 Ben
(Ben’s working transcript can be found in Appendix 11)

5.3.1 Pen Portrait

| met with Ben on two occasions when he was 16 years-old and was in Year 12. He had just
started to attend a new college. An EHC assessment had recently been carried out and a
decision not to provide an EHC Plan had been made. Ben’s mother was present throughout
both of the sessions sitting next to him and both were looking at the computer screen on a
desk in front of them.

Ben was often animated when interacting with his mother and looked to her to co-construct
his memories and narratives, relying heavily on her participation at times, particularly when
he became tired and less responsive towards the end of each session.

Ben talked spontaneously and explicitly about his experiences of anxiety; he shared his story
in a reflective and considered way and was more animated when talking about certain
topics such as holidays and the challenges of secondary school.

5.3.2 The overarching message or global impression of the story:

I am sensitive and reflective, but | bravely use humour and empathy to develop and
sustain connections, as relationships are important to me.

The global impression of Ben’s experience and identity as presented in this narrative is that
connection with people is extremely important to him. He enjoys deep, nurturing and
positive relationships with his parents which was clearly observed in the interaction
between him and his mum in both sessions. Relationships with friends are also important to
Ben and he recognises and values the mutual care and support that exists with his closest
friends. Ben is aware that he needs close relationships to feel secure and to enrich his life
and explained how he experienced loneliness resulting from a period of disconnection with
his parents.

Ben has developed a range of hobbies including Airsoft, interests such as history and cars,
personal strengths such as perseverance and creativity and resources such as positive
relationships and a wide range of experiences provided for him through family activities.
Through the ongoing process of developing agency and actively applying his exceptional
reflective skills to recognise and acknowledge these strengths, Ben will be able to create a
more positive and empowered identity position. This will allow him to manage the impact of
difficult experiences in the past, such as a traumatic period in hospital resulting in a
diagnosis of PTSD, ongoing experiences of anxiety and his time in secondary school which
presented him with obstacles and challenges to navigate.

Ben’s ability to reflect and develop agency in relation to his experiences and identity
positioning is illustrated in his narrative which includes many examples of high-level rational
thinking, (see Categorical-Form Analysis, Appendix 19). For example, Ben talks about
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abstract general concepts, he self-reflects beyond the immediacy of the situation, he talks
about his values, takes responsibility for his actions and offers substantiated opinions,
particularly in relation to his experiences of school and hospital.

Ben opted to withdraw from the research after the second session, kindly giving permission
for the data already collected to be included; reflections on this are included in the
limitations section, (6.9.1).
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Other
activities

5.3.3 What does Ben’s BoL narrative reveal about his identity?

An overview of the themes and subthemes that emerged from Ben’s narrative is presented

in figure. 5.3.

Fig. 5.3
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Theme 1: Humour

Having a good sense of humour emerges as an important aspect of Ben’s identity position
from the start through its manifestation during the conversations (2, 59) and from being
overtly mentioned (19). Ben used humour throughout our conversations to connect with his
mum (8) and to make her laugh as they co-constructed narratives; sharing humour with his
mum creates a safe space for Ben to stand. He also used humour to diffuse emotion and
tension (59, 66), to shift focus away from himself (63) or from difficult subjects and to
minimise his capacity and power (19, 25, 37, 53). His humour sometimes had the effect of
lightening the atmosphere and reducing intensity.

Table 5.12 Section of Categorical-Content Table linked to Humour

Quotes linked to Theme 1: Humour Subthemes and reference to further examples

(25) What about this one? self control. | think it says | Humour used to connect: 2, 5, 7, 8, 18, 30, 34, 59
sorry, if you can't see. ((looks intently at screen to

see card)) Self-effacing humour: 5, 7, 19, 23, 25, 27, 37, 39, 44
M: Self control and self discipline (1) Mmm

((B and M both laugh, B leans right down to the Ben appreciates humour in others: 13

front, holding onto one of the arms of his chair, then

sits up again smiling, looking to R)) Ben’s humour is appreciated by others: 19, 43

(34) N: Are you quite enthusiastic the way you Humour to diffuse emotion: 59, 63, 66

approach things?

B: Yeah. What are you looking at me like that for?
((laughing as looks at M, with R hand raised for
emphasis. Then looks to screen))

M: No reason! | just thought you might say
‘depending on what it is’.

B: Well, yeah, depending on what it is, obviously.
((smiles, hands to head, looks upwards, rubs face))
But I'd say yeah, | try to be ((looks at M))

Theme 2: Connection

Ben’s close relationships provide a secure base from which he can build confidence and a
sense of agency (15, 26, 63). He explicitly states the importance for his well-being of
maintaining connection with his parents (40), describing the isolation he felt when he
disconnected from his them for a period of time, (34). Ben frequently looks to his mum for
reinforcement (13), support (19), feedback (50) and validation (26) throughout the
conversations.

There was a strong sense that since the hospital incident that he had experienced (11), Ben
had been unable to be as sociable as he had previously been (9). The impact of this and his
experience of anxiety seems to have reduced his confidence in social situations and may
create a tension for him in relation to being able to position himself as caring (32), funny
(53, 55, 43), empathic (63), kind (45) and a good leader (31). Connection with key people
seems to have been a protective factor for Ben particularly in helping him to manage
anxiety whenever it comes.
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Table 5.13 Section of Categorical-Content Table linked to Connection

Quotes linked to Theme 2: Connected Self

Subthemes and reference to further examples

(15) B: Yeah, my friends

N: So who sticks out in terms of your friends, which are
your Saturday friends?

B: Er C, probably. ((neutral face, looking to L)) So yeah, he’s
a good friend. We always check up on each other. ((slight
smile))

N: Ahh

B: Make sure we’re alright. Which is nice. ((nods))

(9) (about being sociable) N: So you don’t think you are as
much now?
B: I'm quite anxious, I'd say, around that sort of stuff.

(26) B: | don’t know why | keep on looking at you. ((smiling,
looking down))

M: I don't know - to see if | approve or agree.

B: You probably you know me better than | know myself.
M: Mm ((shaking head)) No, ((Looking at M, smiling))

B: | think | think you do, because...sighs ((smiling, nods as
talks, looking down to front)) (1) | don't know.

m: | would agree with you completely. So you obviously
know yourself really well ((laughs))

(34) B: Because | lost connection with my mum and dad
really didn't I? | didn’t speak to you much. At all. | think.
Yeah, | think it was just a bit, bit rubbish. Really. And | just
felt a bit lonely”.

(40) B: | don't know. | feel like ((looking L)) | just sat
((looking to M)) in my office one day ((smiling, slight laugh))
and just looked at it and just thought, Jesus, I’'m very lucky
((looking to L)) Ithink to have you, (((looks to M, slight
smile; wistful, looks to L)) dad, everything that | have really

(59) M: Mm, yeah. (3) And, Christmas - what do we
normally do to celebrate Christmas?

B: Have everyone over ((M laughs))

B: What? ((looks at her))

M: Yeah, so what...?

B: We have everyone over ((Looks down to front, slight
smile))

N: Yeah and who do you have over when you have..?
B: Um, family. Just everyone really ((looks at M and they
laugh))

M: Yeah!

N: How many does it tend to be?

B: Oh, Too many. (2) I don't know.

Connection with family is important: 2, 3, 4, 13, 14, 16,
18, 19