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Abstract 
Language has profound implications for the construction of our realities, constraining what is 

possible to think, say and do. Words are foundational in how we construct our psychological 

worlds, with Educational Psychologists (EPs) playing a fundamental role in constructing the 

psychological worlds of children and young people. This research enquires into how EPs construct 

children and young people within the written psychological advice conducted as part of the 

Education, Health and Care (EHC) needs assessment process.  

Adopting a postmodern approach to discourse analysis, EPs can be read to draw upon a wide 

range of discourses in their constructions of the child. Examples include: humanistic, 

behaviourist, developmental, cognitive, educational and special educational needs and 

disabilities (SEND) discourses; the latter appearing to form a meta-discourse in which the 

assessments sat within. Seven key constructions arose from my readings which are discussed in 

detail. These include child as human, mechanistic, object of investigation, SEND, idealised, 

subordinate and meaning-maker. Explorations look to the less visible and taken for granted 

assumptions which may lie implicitly within constructions – assumptions which hold the 

potential for real effects on children’s lives.  

Discussions explore the possible implications for the child’s subjective experience and ways 

of being. Close consideration is given to the ways in which power may operate in the lives of 

children and young people as a result of these constructions, alongside attending to the potential 

functions and gains that may arise as a result. Possible implications for EP practice are 

considered throughout, culminating in some final thoughts and reflections on the themes of 

power, not knowing and creating space for young people to create their own meanings. 

Further reflections consider the masking of political, economic and socio-cultural factors, the 

institutional creation and reinforcement of deficit identities, alongside advocating a role for 

the EP profession in facilitating deeper, systemic change within the education system at an 

institutional level. Aiming to shake the ground of what we think we know, this thesis seeks to 

invoke deeper questioning into the potential implications of the words we choose, closing with 

the question:  

‘What stories will you tell?’ 
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Key Terms 
Some of these definitions may be more easily understood once embedded within the wider 

contextual discussions within this thesis. The introduction aims to provide the philosophical 

grounding required to understand this thesis as intended, of which many of these concepts form a 

part of the discussion. 

Knowledge: Within this thesis, knowledge is seen to form a structure for the way a culture has 

come to organise, see, and thus, understand the world (including themselves). Knowledge is 

viewed to consist of the mainstream ideas and beliefs that have come to be seen as truth, as well 

as the less visible conceptual structures and assumptions upon which these are based.   

A priori: I use this term to describe knowledge which is assumed to be true, whereby subsequent 

research appears to contribute to a deepening of this truth by means of its assumption, rather than 

its questioning (Billington, 2002). This includes concepts, theories and ideas which have become 

taken for granted or foundational assumptions upon which other research and ideas comes to rely, 

over time potentially strengthening their unquestionability.  

Discourse: Discourse is used in various ways by different authors (Burr, 2015). Within this research, 

I adopt a somewhat simple definition, with discourse referring to the way in which something is 

talked about (I use ‘discourse’ and ‘ways of speaking’ interchangeably within this thesis). 

Discourses can be seen as forms of knowledge – or perceived truths - which shape how we come 

to see and relate to the world (including ourselves and others). 

Power: In contrast to traditional power (which I refer to as traditional or explicit power), power 

within this thesis refers to that which arises through our ways of seeing and speaking about the 

world (Ball, 2013). Dominant discourses legitimise particular ways of thinking, speaking and acting, 

whilst marginalising those that sit outside. Power is, then, exercised by drawing on these 

particular discourses – discourses which can be referred to as knowledges – or ways of speaking. 
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Resistance: Where there is power, there also arises the potential for resistance to this (Parker, 

2013). Whilst drawing upon a dominant discourse may be the exercising of power, there also exists 

the potential for the exercising of resistance by way of drawing upon an alternative way of speaking 

(Burr, 2015). In other words, whilst for many, there may be an obvious and apparent truth, there 

may be alternative ways of seeing – and thus there may be the possibility of this truth being 

questioned – or resisted. 

 

Ontology: Ontological beliefs relate to how we see the nature of the world (including ourselves). 

“Your 'ontology' is your answer to the question: 'What is reality?' (i.e. what can be said to really 

exist, or be?)” (Chauncy, 2012, para. 3).  

 

Epistemology: Epistemology is seen as the study of knowledge, relating to beliefs of how we can 

come to know the world. “Your 'epistemology' is your answer to the question: 'How can I know 

reality?' (i.e. even if something really exists, how can I know that?)” (Chauncy, 2012, para. 8). 

 

Structuralism: Structuralism in this research, also referred to as “’modernism’, ‘positivism’ … or 

‘old fashioned common sense’ …  [relates to a prevailing belief] that it is possible to find essential, 

‘objective’ facts that can then be tied together in overarching, generally applicable theories that 

bring us closer and closer to an accurate understanding of the real universe” (Freedman & Combs, 

1996, p. 20). 

 

Postmodernism: Postmodernism is used to describe a view of the world that questions the idea of 

there being a single, knowable and discoverable way of understanding or seeing the world. Whilst 

structuralists believe in underlying structures that can be discovered, postmodernists view these 

as constructions rooted in conceptual thought and language (Freedman & Combs, 1996). As such, 

postmodernists question the potential for other possible ways of seeing (Gergen, 1990). This 

presents a useful perspective for those striving for social justice whereby prevailing knowledges 

may result in inequities and the marginalisation of particular groups. 
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To Note Whilst Reading this Thesis 
‘Child’, ‘children’, ‘young person’ and ‘young people’ are used interchangeably to refer to a child, 

young person, children or young people aged between 0-25. 

‘Appendix D’ which forms the psychological advice for an Educational, Health and Care Needs 

Assessment is referred to variably as ‘psychological advice’, ‘psychological assessment’, ‘EHC 

needs assessment’ and ‘assessment’. If referring to the broader EHC needs assessment extending 

beyond the EP’s psychological advice, this will be made explicit (i.e. the broader EHC needs 

assessment). 

Within this thesis you will find reflection boxes. These include additional personal thoughts that 

feel to contribute further to the understanding of this research. 
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Preface 
Once nothing is true, anything can be. 

This preface explores what personally drew me to the research presented within this thesis. Wider 

justifications for the Educational Psychology profession are explored more comprehensively in the 

next chapter. 

As I trained to become a psychologist, I found myself increasingly facing difficulties capturing what 

I felt to be the real experience of the lives I was encountering. I found myself somewhat restricted 

by the words available to me and noticed that particular words – sentences – ways of speaking – 

painted very particular pictures. I began noticing very similar pictures being painted of what 

seemed (at least, to me) to be very different experiences of human life. These were immensely 

different people, yet on paper they appeared remarkably similar - in some cases near identical. 

How could this be? 

To my frustration, I was drawn to painting this picture ‘accurately’ and had long held beliefs in an 

absolute and knowable truth. I became increasingly aware that there were many different words I 

could choose and wrestled as I sought to find the ‘right’ ones. My life had been dominated by 

pervasive beliefs in a ‘right and wrong’ as I strived for perfection. Now, it became visible that my 

choices not only impacted my life but perhaps also those of the children and young people I was 

describing. What words do I choose? What story do I tell? And by default, which do I ‘not tell’?  

Encountering the ideas of writers such as Kurt Danziger (1997), Michel Foucault (1977), Michael 

White (1988), Joan Tollifson (2010) and Alan Watts (1966), my beliefs in an absolute and knowable 

truth began to fall away. As I became increasingly aware of my own thoughts and feelings through 

meditative inquiry, I became acutely aware of the power of my beliefs and conceptualisations in 

shaping my thoughts, feelings and experiences. Whilst once seeing words as simply representing 

the reality they described, I began to see how they could substantially influence my reality and, in 

some ways, could come to create it.  
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As I became more aware of the constructed and relative nature of reality, I saw the power of 

language within this and my belief system was eventually blown apart. This began with seeing the 

construction of Western Psychology, including the taken for granted categories of human 

experience – concepts and structures for seeing that had become deeply held frames of reference 

shaping how I saw myself and others.  As I encountered ideas from narrative therapy more deeply, 

what I once saw as firmly held values and beliefs - a seemingly solid, fixed reality - became exposed 

as fluid and relative – and perhaps more importantly, changeable. 

Suddenly, there was no certain and stable position to stand and no predetermined direction in 

which to move. What would guide my life - and my practice – if there was no longer something 

certain to believe in, hold on to and aim for? Yet simultaneously, there was a liberating realisation. 

As beliefs about particular ways of being and doing melted away, there was a sense of renewed 

freedom. The more glued I felt to believing something as truth, the less able I was to see something 

differently – applying both to my personal, as well as my professional life. Loosening my grasp on 

objective truths not only freed me up to feel more able to choose those ideas that resonated 

most, it allowed me to use these more flexibly moment to moment. And perhaps more 

profoundly, it seemed to create space for the potential to see something entirely new. These 

experiences have felt to be central in the unfolding of this thesis. 

This thesis relates to how we use language to talk and write about children and young people 

within Educational Psychology and the potential implications of the ways we write. The aim is to 

unsettle readers’ grasps on firmly held beliefs in an attempt to aid increasing flexibility in choosing 

ways of speaking that feel to resonate most, in the moments they arise. This thesis also aims to 

promote attention to the wider political nature of the ways we might speak, with an exploration 

of what this could mean in relation to the Educational Psychologist role. 
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Some Caveats 
 
Upon first encountering the literature, I found the language confusing and difficult to understand. 

Recognising that I now use language in such ways, I have attempted to use terminology that might 

be more accessible to those not already engaging with these ideas. This means amongst the 

inaccuracies and inconsistencies of the incomplete story I am going to tell, some words might not 

fully capture the intended meaning of authors and advocates of these ideas (Scheurich, 2014). It is 

hoped that the benefits of opening up these ideas to a wider, and possibly even ‘non-academic’ 

audience, outweigh the discomfort that this might bring for readers more acquainted with these 

ideas. 

 

It is near impossible to disentangle what feel to be my thoughts from those I have been exposed 

to over the years, and whilst I cite credit where this is known, I acknowledge that there are far 

more influences that play an important role in this introduction and the broader unfolding of this 

research (Tollifson, 2010). This research is a result of innumerable writers, thinkers and the infinite 

conditions inseparable from its creation (Scheurich, 2014). 
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Introduction 

I encourage us all, whatever our beliefs, to question the basic narratives of our world, to 

connect past developments with present concerns, and not to be afraid of controversial 

issues (Harari, 2015, para. 1). 

Overview 
This research is unconventional and does not fit within the dominant paradigms of Western 

academia in relation to truth-seeking. Whilst traditionally, knowledge is often seen as something 

which is discovered, this thesis takes a critical view which sees knowledge as something which is 

created and produced (Leonardo, 2018). This premise underpins the whole of this research; from 

the formulation of research questions, to how the analysis takes place, how implications are 

drawn, as well as how literature is related to. Whilst research might traditionally begin with a 

literature review, in adopting what some might call a postmodernist perspective, my aim is not to 

privilege some ideas over others on the basis of what has come to be seen as an evidence base 

(Gergen, 1994; Traynor, 1997). This could be seen to mark a significant departure from the 

assumptions held within dominant ways of thinking in research and thus requires the necessary 

contextual background to explain and justify the paradigm upon which this research rests - a task 

which this introduction sets out to do. 

Educational Psychologists (EPs) play a significant role in shaping how we come to see, understand 

and relate to children and young people (Billington, 2002). How we come to think, speak and write 

about children and young people are seen as holding potentially powerful roles in shaping their 

realities. As such, looking to the ways in which EPs write about children is seen of particular 

relevance and importance. Despite the profound influence EPs have in creating and producing 

knowledge of the child, there appears to be little research into this form of knowledge production 

and the potential implications this might have for the children and young people being 

constructed. This research focuses upon the knowledge produced within the written assessments 
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that EPs undertake as part of their statutory role in the Education, Health and Care (EHC) plan 

process, with reasons for this choice being detailed towards the end of this chapter. 

This introduction takes the form of a series of stories, of which I make no claims to truth. These 

stories are on the themes of knowledge, psychology, language and power, culminating in a 

discussion as to why these stories are relevant to EPs. This chapter closes with the research aims 

and questions that have guided this research. 

A Story About Knowledge 

Educational Psychologists (EPs) are in powerful positions of knowledge production and knowledge 

creation, knowledge production that has a powerful impact on young people’s lives (Billington, 

2002). Therefore, it is important that this process is understood. In order to do that, we have to 

understand what is meant by knowledge and the process of knowledge creation. 

Since at least the Enlightenment Project, the Western world appears to have become increasingly 

hungry for knowledge (Scheurich, 2014). How knowledge has been conceptualised and who has 

authority over knowledge appears to have shifted substantially over time and is something that is 

still actively debated between different philosophical schools of thought (St. Pierre, 2012). Despite 

this variation, it could be said that we are in an age largely characterised by what has been called 

‘modernism’ (Gergen, 1990). Within this are beliefs in a linear progress, that the world can be 

objectively known - and a belief in knowledge being independent from its time and place; it is seen 

as the discovery of ‘truth’ which is presumably leading us to accumulate more and better 

knowledge over time - the quest for a single truth (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Beliefs in a single, 

knowable truth that can be discovered through the rigorous application of scientific method are 

perhaps more visible and explicit when thinking about the physical world. Following the relative 

success of the scientific method being applied within the physical world, this could be said to have 

extended to the social world – including modern Western psychology (Gergen, 1990). This could 

be said to have extended to our use of and views of EHC needs assessments whereby these are 

perhaps seen by some as a form of discovering the knowable ‘truth’ of the child.  
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This objective view of knowledge has been questioned and has led to some significant shifts within 

the academic world (Sholle, 1988). For some, knowledge and research can be seen as ideological 

(Billig et al., 1988). Whilst often not visible in resulting knowledge, researchers often must make 

decisions which sometimes serve a critical role in the resulting ‘knowledge’. For example, what 

model do I construct? Where do I draw conceptual divisions? Which aspects do I focus on as more 

important and make more visible? In his book on constructing quarks, Pickering (1999) highlights 

the role of researcher decisions in what can appear to be one of the more seemingly 

unquestionable realms of knowledge – particle physics. Similarly, the values and beliefs of those 

researching are important (Lincoln, 1988). In addition to influencing decision-making, these direct 

what questions come to be asked, why this is important to them – and thus, what they hope will 

happen as a result, or as part of, their research.   

Similarly, the time and place – the conditions of the time – are important in knowledge production 

(Hutcheon, 1988). For example, what feels important right now as a result of the way things 

currently are? How have we come to already see and know? What foundations does this serve for 

what is possible and what directions can be taken? This draws attention to the wider conditions 

within which the EHC needs assessment sit within. Within this, the broader values of society - or 

of those in positions of power - could also be seen with importance (Crowther, 2003). What seems 

important at a public level? What will be seen as acceptable, valuable and worthy? What would be 

funded and endorsed by those holding this power? This highlights the importance of current 

societal values. For example, education in its current form has come to be seen with high 

importance within Western culture, as well as the skills and ways of being that have come to be 

seen as necessary and valuable within this. These values likely shape or influence how children are 

conceptualised within EP assessments, playing an influential role in children’s educational 

contexts. 

Nietzsche (1887) also questioned this idea of an objectively knowable truth. In what he termed a 

genealogy of knowledge, Nietzsche argued that in order to see what has come to be take for 

granted as truth, we need to go back to see what was happening at the time that made that 

particular idea meaningful and useful. In this sense, all ideas have a history. Nietzsche argued 

that all knowledge was based upon prior knowledge or ideas which could be questioned, 

ultimately leading to ‘foundations’. These were assumptions that had become to appear so 

obviously true that to 
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question them would appear absurd. Nietzsche argued that, rather than evidence of something 

being true, such beliefs pointed, instead, to them being old. Whilst appearing unquestionable, 

foundations are human thought-created ideas. These may become assumptions upon which other 

ideas or knowledges rely, over time possibly becoming deeply held assumptions which may serve 

the basis for considerable amounts of thinking and presumed ‘knowing’. To question these could 

perhaps risk shaking the ground of this knowing. This might present risk, not only at a personal 

level in terms of uncertainty and discomfort, but may shake the ground upon which certain 

professions, organisations and perhaps whole industries – even the social order itself - might rely. 

EHC needs assessments could be seen to exist within a network of presumed knowledge. Some 

knowledges could perhaps be described as forming the steady ground upon which their existence 

– and the existence of many services, organisations and even industries - have come to rely. This 

highlights their being broader political and economic factors not only in the creation of knowledge 

but also in its preservation – for example, the knowledge of special educational needs. The EHC 

needs assessment may serve an invisible, yet important function in such knowledge maintenance 

and preservation.

This also points to what some call a priori knowledge. Here, I use this term to refer to knowledge 

which is assumed to be true, whereby any subsequent research appears to contribute to a 

deepening of this truth by means of its assumption, rather than its questioning. This could be 

applied to thinking about much of psychological research whereby research questions begin with 

a presumption of particular psychological concepts (Billington, 2002). It is of course necessary, in 

order to get anything done, to have an agreed set of foundational assumptions (Jackson, 1979). 

For example, in physics it is necessary to assume concepts such as a ‘force’ and ‘gravity’ along with 

current corresponding mathematical equations. Thus, whilst appearing to research an aspect of 

the world with objectivity, underlying much of research is a set of presumptions, some of which 

lack a research or empirical foundation in themselves (González Rey, 2017). This can lead to 

mounting evidence bases – for example, for concepts such as self-esteem and motivation - without 

research necessarily being required to evidence these concepts in themselves (Pyszczynski et al., 

2004; Sekhar et al., 2013). This could be seen to be especially the case when it comes to 

psychological knowledge – which EPs are often likely to draw upon in their writing of assessments. 
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Questioning what seems obviously true is not a new idea, nor is it something western society has 

not experienced at a large scale before. Prior to the scientific revolution, societal beliefs in a 

geocentric view of the world were relatively firm (the earth being at the centre of the universe) 

(Bieńkowska, 1973). At this time, the authority of knowledge resided largely with the church and 

monarchs. Today, it could be argued that the authority of knowledge lies within the realm of 

experts, with those making claims to scientific knowledge and certainty perhaps being positioned 

highest (Peters, 2021). Arguably, the addition of mounting evidence bases has, over time, possibly 

led our modern world of expert knowledge to appear increasingly unquestionable. The role of 

expert is often required of educational psychologists – particularly within the EHCP process 

(Billington, 1995). Whilst many in the profession may have been exposed to the problematic nature 

of truth claims, it could be said that their statutory role in the EHC process places EPs in a dilemmic  

position. Explicitly distancing themselves from a position of discovering knowledge to one of 

knowledge creation or production could be said to risk profound implications, should such claims 

be rejected and seen as problematic by those holding the power to maintain the EPs role within 

this statutory process. Such implications may extend further, for example potentially influencing 

service and training funding, as well as the employment of EPs. This highlights the role of economic 

and political factors not only in the creation and maintaining of particular knowledges, but in the 

maintenance of particular epistemologies (ways of coming to know). This also illustrates why EHC 

needs assessments may be more likely to operate according to modernist presumptions, for 

example in suggesting that the child can be known and discovered by way of professional 

assessment. 

 

Whilst these ideas have become well known within some academic circles (Holstein & Gubrium, 

2008), it could be said that they are yet to reach wider mainstream thinking. This means that many 

of us might sometimes feel to have relatively firm grasps on what we think of as ‘true’, with this 

knowledge playing an important role in shaping how we see and understand the world around us 

(including ourselves and other people). This has particular relevance when it comes to the 

knowledge EPs construct about children and young people in their assessments, making the 

question of ‘usefulness’ versus ‘truthfulness’ a poignant question worth deeper consideration 

(Beaver, 2011). 
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A Story About Language 

When we talk about the world, it is not a mirror of the world. It is a way of using words for 

some purpose, one interpretation among a possible infinity. So there is no truly true 

account, no truth with the capital “T”, no objectivity that is opposed to a subjective account 

(Gergen, 2012, in Misra & Prakash, 2012, p. 123). 

This is a story about the role of conceptual thought and language in constructing our realities. 

Whilst many see words as representing or mirroring reality – much like in the dominant views of 

objective knowledge described - a different account is presented here. This involves a closer look 

at the process of knowledge production in terms of language, aiming to give this research 

a more thorough grounding in its philosophical positioning. This story aims to illustrate the 

possibilities for EPs in constructing differing realities for children and young people by way of 

the words they choose.  

This story begins by looking to the human capacity of conceptual thought and language. It is 

generally thought that around 70,000 years ago humans underwent a ‘cognitive revolution’ 

(Harari, 2015; Vyshedskiy, 2019). Whilst specific details remain understandably uncertain, this is 

characterised as a profound shift in the human capacity for language and thought and is believed 

to be what sets humans apart from the rest of the animal kingdom so significantly. This capacity 

forms an important part of this story in looking at how the minds of today have come to understand 

and be understood. This capacity is something Harari (2015) refers to as ‘fictive language’ – the 

ability to talk about something never seen, touched, smelled etc. and to create and share imagined 

stories. I expand the framing of this construct to include our ability to conceptualise.  

In relatively simplistic terms, we could see our use of conceptual language as allowing us to divide 

our experience up, as well as to group aspects of our experience together. In a very literal sense, 

we could say that our experiencing is one single happening that is always now. Instead of seeing 

everything as one single whole (this ever-lasting ‘now’ that has lots of colours, shapes and 

movement), most of us have come to differentiate what we experience into many different parts. 
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about how aspects of our experiencing might relate to one another. Naming and explaining 

theories or ideas enables patterns of meaning making that we see within our experience to become 

visible in particular ways. Whilst examples so far point towards visible aspects of experience, this 

could include the whole range of possibilities within experiencing – including psychological 

experiencing. Once these ideas, theories or concepts are put into words, they may become visible 

to others. Fundamentally, the words we use come to make particular ways of seeing possible. We 

could say that the words we use provide particular frames for seeing; they guide our attention to 

see in certain ways, to notice specific aspects of experience, to see these and see these as relating 

to one another in certain ways i.e. to see particular patterns of meaning. If we consider an example 

relating to potential words that might be used to describe a child who may be incessantly moving, 

‘anxious’, ‘ADHD’ and ‘challenging’ could all be said to offer different frames for seeing. The EP 

being in a powerful position to create or reinforce particular frames for seeing the child within their 

assessments. 

We can imagine how early humans might have begun to name things in their experiencing - 

plants, animals, cycles and other patterns noticed within daily living and being. Decisions will 

have been made as to what names to give, how to group things and where to draw conceptual 

boundaries. Similarly, links and patterns may have been noticed which, over time, may 

have become theorised and named (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Whilst not proposing such 

decisions have no real connection to the real world, it could be suggested that different 

decisions may have been possible. As a basic example, the category ‘vertebrates’ involved 

the grouping of organisms on the basis of having a spine; had a decision been made 

according to a different characteristic, such as colour or number of eyes, this category would 

look quite different. It could also be considered that the drawing of a conceptual boundary 

around ‘spine’ may have been done differently – something which would have influenced 

what was possible in terms of the grouping of vertebrates. In this sense, although the ways in 

which we have come to group, order and classify the world (including ourselves) may seem 

like very real divisions of nature1 – we could say that these are human-created divisions, or 

constructions.  

1 This is especially the case if this is how they were taught. For example, being taught ‘this is a vertebrate’ might be 
conceived quite differently to being taught ‘someone decided to group these according to whether they have a spine 
and decided to call these vertebrates - though they could have grouped them according to any other characteristic 
and may have given them an entirely different name’. 
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Whilst pointing to something in real or direct experience, words are, in many ways, abstract 

conceptualisations. This is not to say that things are not real or do not ‘exist’, rather that we use 

the abstract to think and talk about our experience. Words will always remain words, not the thing 

they intend to mean (other than perhaps the word ‘word’). In naming things, we use an abstract 

string of symbols and sounds. These come to be associated with something that has been noticed 

or conceptualised in the real-world experience of the word user. For example, the word ‘water’ is 

not water – it is squiggles on a page or sounds made by a mouth. The word becomes a generalised 

concept which helps us to communicate something in our experience to others (Tollifson, 2010). 

 

It is relatively convoluted to qualify that each word you use is simply a word intending to point to 

an aspect of your experience. This often leads our language use to implicitly suggest that words 

equate to the thing they intend to describe. Visibility may become less possible where previous 

generations already take words or concepts for granted.  This is especially the case when it comes 

to those concepts which may shape the very nature of our experiencing – as in the case of 

psychological knowledge (Burr, 2015).   

 

Growing up in a world with a relatively established language, it becomes easy to take many of these 

words for granted. When concepts have become so ingrained as part of our everyday language, it 

can become less visible that these are names that have been ascribed to aspects of experience that 

have been conceptualised. Due to our everyday use of language in such a way, it would be 

unsurprising if we occasionally (or more) ‘forgot’ that symbols and words are not the same as that 

they intend to represent in reality. Alan Watts (1966) warns of the danger of what some might call 

‘mistaking the map for the territory’ (Pope, 2018): 

 

[Abstractions] are useful so long as they are taken as [abstractions]. They are then simply 

ways of “figuring” the world which we agree to follow so that we can act in cooperation, as 

we agreed about inches and hours, numbers and words, mathematical systems and 

languages. If we have no agreement about measures of time and space, I would have no 

way of making a date with you at the corner of Forty-second Street … on Sunday, April 4. 

 

But the troubles begin when [abstractions] are taken as facts. Thus in 1752 when the British 

government instituted a calendar reform which required that September 2 of that year be 
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dated September 14 … the result [was] that many people imagined that eleven days had 

been taken off their lives, and rushed to Westminster screaming, “Give us back our eleven 

days!” (p. 88). 

In this sense, we might usefully consider EHC needs assessments as ‘maps’, not the territory. An 

important question might be, how much awareness is there that EHC needs assessments are 

maps? And perhaps more importantly, that these are maps which have the potential to be 

constructed in vastly differing ways? Maps which are highly contingent on the words chosen. 

I have found Scheurich’s (2014) archaeological perspective useful in helping to understand how 

our conceptualisations can form our different ways of seeing the world, or different maps. I have 

adapted this and have taken my own reading. Scheurich suggests thinking, metaphorically, of a 

culture, society or civilisation as a “complex three-dimensional array of concepts or names or 

categories” (p. 162). Different cultures are distinguished by differences in the categories or 

concepts upon which their understanding of the world relies. Within the metaphor, it might be 

useful to consider these in layers; with more ingrained, commonly shared, foundational concepts 

being at the bottom – that is, those things that simply assumed to be true by all, or most. These 

can often be out of reflective consciousness, something Scheurich describes as being like a 

“cultural unconscious” (p. 163). These categories and concepts can be seen as linked by meaning 

and interdependent, with concepts ‘higher’ up being dependent on those ‘below’ for their 

meaning. The deepest foundational layers may be more likely to have commonalities between 

cultures as they have become so foundational and embedded within ways of speaking, thinking 

and acting. For example, a deeply held assumption in Western thought is that of the 

fully autonomous self. As the world has become increasingly connected, some 

understandings and meanings may be more likely to have become increasingly shared.  
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A Story About Power 
The work of Michel Foucault brought attention to the power of the stories we tell which I will 

situate within the previously described discussion of the capacity for conceptual thought and 

language. Harari (2015) highlights how it is this capacity2 that has enabled us to form the 

increasingly complex civilisations that have developed over the last two to three thousand years. 

The development of civilisation involved the coordination of large amounts of people. 

Researchers have suggested that where groups exceed 150 people, a political structure – or 

social order - of some kind is needed to help maintain their functioning. Harari makes the 

connection of such social orders being possible by having some shared belief system. Harari 

claims that “any large-scale human cooperation – whether a modern state, a medieval church, 

an ancient city, or an archaic tribe – is rooted” in a collective of conceptual thought (p. 30). 

We could say that there is an incredible amount of variability in how each of us experience the 

world (including ourselves) – and subsequently in what ways of being and living might be most 

enjoyable or satisfying for us. As we have come to live in increasingly large societies, particular 

social orders appear to have arisen. That is, a set of rules everyone must live by in order for lives 

to be coordinated in a particular way, to maintain the functioning of a society the way it 

is. Here, the discussion which may have felt confined to conceptual language in terms 

of ‘concepts’, ‘categories’ and ‘stories’ expands more broadly to ‘ways of seeing and being’. 

Whilst traditionally we might think of the rules that help to govern and maintain a social order as 

being those written in law, Foucault has highlighted that there are other rules which are less visible. 

With this, Foucault reconstructed how we can think about ‘power’. Foucault saw power as 

intimately bound up with knowledge - adopting Foucault’s view of knowledge as “the particular 

common-sense view of the world prevailing in a culture at any one time” (Burr, 2015, p. 80). Whilst 

power in the traditional sense can be thought of as a direct exerting of control, authority or 

influence over others – Foucault would argue that this in fact would indicate a lack of power. For 

Foucault, real power was that which arose through our ways of seeing and speaking about the 

world – ways which “[bring] with it the potential for social practices, for acting in one way rather 

than another, and for marginalising alternative ways of acting.” (Burr, 2015, p. 80). The different 

2 This is my adapted version of what Harari here refers to as ‘shared fictions’ as I attempt to capture the abstract 
nature of language without the denial of might be considered real. 
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ways in which we come to conceptualise particular ways of being can have direct implications for 

how those in society respond. EHC needs assessments and potential resulting EHCPs are primary 

examples of government sanctioned processes which result in very real implications for how the 

child is seen, related to and acted upon. 

Burr uses the example that behaviour several hundred years back which would have been seen as 

evidence of a ‘possession’ would today be viewed as ‘mental illness’. The first needing ‘exorcism’, 

the second needing ‘treatment’. Burr explains that “[t]herefore the power to act in particular ways, 

to claim resources, to control or be controlled depends upon the knowledges currently prevailing 

in a society.” (p.80). The knowledges that are most dominant legitimise particular ways of thinking, 

speaking and acting, whilst marginalising those that sit outside. EP assessments could be seen to 

legitimise particular ways of thinking, speaking and acting in relation to the child. Power is, then, 

exercised by drawing on these particular knowledges – which I will now refer to as discourses. By 

discourse, I simply mean the way something is talked about (I will use ‘discourse’ and ‘ways of 

speaking’ interchangeably throughout this thesis). Thus, dominant discourses within society lead 

us to think, speak and act in particular ways by way of shaping what we come to see as truth. Thus, 

EPs exercising of power is by way of the dominant discourses they draw upon within their 

assessments. 

Importantly, Foucault’s concept of power is not one-way. The very existence of a discourse 

necessitates that an alternative must also be in existence; if there was nothing to contrast one way 

of speaking about something, this way of speaking could not be visible as a discourse as this would 

be ‘all there was’ (i.e. there would not be a ‘not that discourse’). This means that whilst drawing 

upon a dominant discourse may be the exercising of power, there also exists the potential for the 

exercising of resistance by way of drawing upon an alternative way of speaking. In other words, 

whilst for many, there may be an obvious and apparent truth, there may be alternative ways of 

seeing – and thus there may be the possibility of this truth being questioned. Whilst discourse 

might be seen as constraining what is possible to think, say and do, recognition of the potential for 

alternatives provides a possibility for choice and change. An important point, especially for those 

who strive to highlight and address what they perceive to be social injustices or inequities, is as 

follows: the less visible alternative discourses are – i.e. the more we are glued to something as 

truth – the less able we are to see, think, speak and act in ways that are outside of this supposed 
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truth. Subsequently, making the potential for alternative ways of seeing the world more visible 

could in itself be seen as an act of liberation. The more possibilities there are for seeing and being 

in the world, the greater the possibility for change. 

Whilst discourse so far has been referred to as ways of speaking, Foucault highlighted how 

discourse extends beyond language, permeating all aspects of our social life. How we come to 

speak and think about the world influences how we organise society. What we believe as truth 

informs the how we create and fund services, organisations and institutions. It shapes what is seen 

as important to do in terms of policy and practice, as well as our everyday social practices. For 

example, the education system and, within this, the special educational needs and disabilities 

(SEND) system have been created and are maintained by beliefs in particular truths and taken for 

granted assumptions within these. The dominant discourses, or dominant ways of speaking, could 

be said to rule in particular ways of seeing, being and acting, whilst ruling out potentially 

different ways of seeing, being and acting.  

Over time, how we see various aspects of society as relating to one another (and to our own lives) 

becomes increasingly embedded. Similarly to conceptual naming, those around at the time of the 

creation of particular social practices will have had a greater awareness that this was something 

humans decided to do. With this awareness, also comes the increased awareness that these might 

have been done in different ways – the possibility for change perhaps being much higher. Over 

time, as new generations emerge, the awareness of these being human decisions can reduce: ‘this 

is how we have decided to do things’ can become ‘this is how things are done’ (Freedman & Combs, 

1996). Over time, assumptions that might become deeply embedded – and therefore taken for 

granted - within these practices can appear increasingly unquestionable. In addition, should these 

assumptions have become foundational for particular practices, systems and organisations to 

maintain their functioning, it may be in the interests of many for aspects of the social order to be 

maintained – arguably, even if these may appear to be in need of substantial revision. It could be 

suggested that this may lead proposed reforms to be somewhat superficial, with change relating 

to aspects of systems and practices which enable dominant ways of seeing and relating to remain 

in place. 
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One aspect of my personal investment in this research has been the struggles I have personally 

encountered. Seeing many different ways I could conceptualise these difficulties but not knowing 

which, I found myself lost in confusion which only escalated as I trained to become a psychologist. 

With psychological training, I could now see different ways to conceptualise what might be going 

on for a child but wrestled with which was the ‘right’ or ‘best’ way. This led me to deeper questions 

of truth and knowing. Alongside my academic journey was one of a more spiritual nature which 

has led me to explore knowing more deeply in terms of my experiential reality, venturing into 

nondualism realisations. This has helped me to see the relative nature of knowledge and the 

multiplicity of the ways in which we can come to see and think we know. It has deepened my seeing 

of the interconnectedness of life and has led me to question a long and deeply held view of myself 

and others as fully autonomous beings.  

I have found relaxing my grasp on truth as helpful in enabling me a greater sense of freedom in 

choosing the ways in which I talk and write about children and young people, something I have 

been interested in offering to others. Whilst I began with somewhat strongly held values and 

beliefs of what I believed ‘should’ happen, this has relaxed as I now see there being ultimately no 

absolute right or wrong ways - and no absolute better or worse ways. All judgements are 

relative, being contingent upon which moment in time one looks, and the position and 

perspective one takes in that moment. Whilst my perspective and my values and beliefs in one 

moment may lead me to see one way, I now recognise there are many perspectives to 

take – and that these, along with my values and beliefs, can shift and change. I have 

also come to see that there are potentially infinite possibilities for how things might turn out 

as a result. 

Throughout my research journey, I have practiced as a trainee Educational Psychologist which 

has involved being a writer of the type of assessments which form the data for this research. 

The stories I tell about children and young people feel important. Finding ways to help children 

and young people have their voice meaningfully heard and finding ways to redress what can 

appear to be power imbalances has been important to me. My analysis has continued to 

influence my practice and my practice has continued to influence my analytical thinking.  
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Epistemological and Ontological Thoughts 
I see words such as ‘social constructionism’, ‘critical realism’ etc. as labels for varying beliefs and 

views which have no clear-cut boundaries. I have found that such words can be interpreted with 

vastly differing conceptual frameworks and feel it might be more appropriate to describe more 

qualitatively some of my current epistemological thoughts. I do not draw a clear distinction 

between ontology (what it means to ‘be’) and epistemology (how we can come to ‘know’). As 

Scheurich (2014) puts it, ‘What I see and how I see are intimately woven’. I see my beliefs – which 

form one sense of what I ‘know’ - as thoughts. Whilst some reappear and seem more stable, the 

thoughts that arise appear to be continuously changing. Thus, what I ‘know’ continues to shift and 

change. 

Currently, I believe that how we each see and experience reality differs and that this is continually 

changing. Whilst I believe there is a ‘real’ world, I do not believe there is a single way of knowing, 

seeing or understanding this (Powell, 2007). A crude and oversimplified example might be to 

consider that what a bat sees differs vastly from what a human eye sees – this does not make one 

correct and the other incorrect; we are limited to ‘know’ in the only way we can and this makes up 

our reality. Whilst it might feel common sense to assume that all human eyes see the same, I 

believe what and how we see comes to be shaped by an infinite number of conditions, some of 

which we might be aware, many of which we are not (Tollifson, 2010). 

I see language as important in shaping what many come to see and understand as their reality 

(Burr, 2015). I view language as being a key (though, not the only) vehicle humans use to describe 

and communicate experience. I see language as playing a primary role in how many of us think 

and speak – in drawing the boundaries between what comes to be made visible as 'things', 

concepts and ideas - in creating and reinforcing particular patterns of meaning in experiencing - 

shaping how we see, what we do and how our worlds have come to be organised (Ball, 2013). 

This does not mean I see those who are viewed as not having or using language as not having 

a reality. Language can be seen to have an important function in shaping reality far beyond the 

individual level. That is, in how we come to see and understand things and people, thus how we 

relate to things and one another - including the wider ways in which we come to organise and 

structure our society, or social order (Hook, 2007).  
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One way of coming to ‘know’, then, can come from looking to how we use language – the 

discourses circulating within society. This is what led to my research adopting a postmodern 

approach to discourse analysis. 

A Postmodern Approach to Discourse Analysis 
Initially intending to use a ‘Foucauldian approach to discourse analysis’, I ultimately opted for a 

broader naming of my approach as it incorporates other ideas and techniques which may or may 

not fit with Foucault’s intended meanings. The analysis used has been primarily influenced by 

Foucault (1977), Scheurich (2014) and Hollway (1989). Needless to say, the analysis has also been 

influenced by a broad range of reading that I have carried out over the years. 

Scheurich (2014) urges caution towards any approach which claims to be postmodern yet seeks to 

provide overarching guidance as to how research should be done. For a large part of the research 

journey, I was unwittingly being guided by structuralist underlying assumptions. I sought the safety 

and certainty of a pre-written, prescribed method. This was not only to help provide guidance and 

a sense of knowing what to do, but also felt important in ensuring I was carrying out research that 

was methodologically sanctioned by the academic world.  

Now taking place from what might be referred to as a postmodern epistemology, a necessary 

aspect of the research methodology is that it does not follow or propose any prescribed rules. 

In doing so, it would risk reproducing already prescribed structures for how things are 

to be done, something which I believe limits new possibilities and risks slipping back 

into a structuralist ideology for how to view and understand our world. Central to 

adopting a post-modernist approach for me has been the breaking down of prescribed ways 

of being and doing, attempting to see through these and any ideas of  an absolute ‘right’ and 

‘wrong’ which I had long held on to. Key questions that arose for me in this decision-

making included: Might the desire to follow already written and academically ‘approved’ 

methods lead psychologists to the affirming and strengthening of particular 

ways of doing research? Simultaneously, might this risk marginalising other ways, 

as well as dampening individual researchers’ unique expressions of creativity?  
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My reference to a postmodern approach to discourse analysis points to a style of research that 

looks to the ways in which we can construct our realities through discourse. The thinking of 

Foucault has been particularly influential. Foucault’s work might be usefully understood via a lens 

of ‘macro social constructionism’ (Burr, 2015). This type of analysis was chosen as it supports the 

ability to ‘make visible’ what might otherwise go unnoticed; to question the unquestionable, or 

rather, those aspects of reality that have become so ‘normal’ that they could be considered taken 

for granted and therefore unseen (Given, 2008). This type of analysis can allow us to question “how 

something has come to be the way it is, how it is that they remain that way, and how else they 

might have been or could be” (p. 2). Conducting historical analyses, Foucault became deeply 

interested in where the boundaries lay between societal judgements of normal and abnormal; 

judgements creating boundaries between that which was considered acceptable and that which 

was not. Foucault particularly focused on institutions and how their structures served to reinforce 

particular ways of being that were deemed normal, appropriate or acceptable – and subsequently, 

what was deemed not.  

Within his analyses, Foucault focused upon the power of language – of discourse – as being 

intimately bound up with how individuals, groups and institutions relate to one another, and 

themselves. How we speak about something shapes how we think about it, see it and interact with 

it; the discourses we use directly influence how we think, speak and act – or perhaps more 

accurately – they are how we think, see and act. They influence and shape subjectivity – or our 

subjective experience (Hollway, 1989). Discourses are seen to help create and maintain the 

particular structures we live by and within; the structures shaping how we see ourselves and 

others; the structuring of beliefs about how life should/should not be lived, the structuring of 

society by way of services, organisations and institutions. Thus, an approach drawing upon 

Foucault’s thinking, looks to the available discursive resources within a culture; what discourses 

are available? What assumptions do they convey about what it means to be a person? What does 

it make possible to think, say or do? This orientation of analysis looks to consider the available 

discourses within a culture – which in this case is the field and practice of Educational Psychology 

– to consider the ways in which reality can be constructed – which in this case, is the reality of what

it means to be a child or young person.
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It could be argued that a somewhat ‘mixed’ approach was taken in relation to this approach to 

discourse analysis, whereby there is some ‘zooming out’ to more macro discourses alongside 

some ‘zooming in’ attending to closer details in how language is used within assessments. This 

could be seen as drawing upon elements which might traditionally be seen as belonging 

within other categories of analysis, some of which are described below.  

Whilst taking a somewhat fluid and mixed approach, in selecting to carry out a postmodern 

discourse analysis, it could be said that there were explicitly named alternatives not chosen. It is 

hoped that the philosophical underpinnings described so far offers the justification for an approach 

which sees language – and more specifically discourse - as important in shaping reality, whilst also 

looking to consider the potential power relations within this. There are various approaches to 

conducting research which emphasise the value of language and discourse. Whilst I am reluctant 

to categorise what might more usefully be seen as creative, open and flexible, for the 

purposes of communicating differing styles, some alternatives considered might broadly be 

conceptualised under the following headings: 

Conversation Analysis: an approach which might be considered more ‘micro’ in nature. This 

focuses on “naturally occurring interactions in order to reveal the rhetorical devices that people 

use to achieve their interaction goals.” (Burr, 2015, p. 25).  

Feminist Poststructuralist Discourse Analysis: could be seen as an approach akin to that within 

this research but with more explicit attention to gender and identity within power relations. 

(Thompson et al., 2018). 

Critical Discourse Analysis: is viewed as attending systematically to the way in which text is 

structured and organised – looking specifically to textual features distinguishes this from the 

approach I have taken. (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). 

Narrative Analysis: adopts a postmodern orientation whilst drawing upon the narrative metaphor 

whereby events are weaved together to tell particular narratives or stories. Whilst my looking to 

and developing constructions might be seen as alike to narrative form, the omission of a time 

element means my analysis sits outside of this form of categorisation. (Bamberg, 2012). 
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who read this thesis may find themselves identifying in one way or another to the analytical and 

subsequent discussions. This thesis seeks to go to the very core of what many might consider ‘really 

real’ - foundational assumptions within their personal realities. To question these might be 

somewhat unsettling, perhaps even disturbing. This ethical consideration is addressed by 

attending to what this type of questioning and exploration can offer i.e. considering whether the 

potential ethical ‘gains’ can be seen to outweigh the potential ethical ‘risks’. It is anticipated that 

readers may experience a greater sense of choice in the ways they write and speak, allowing them 

to act in ways that feel more closely aligned with the beliefs and values they hold at that time. A 

participant of research from a similar post-structuralist perspective writes:  

“Critical (thinking) is not just reflecting on practice, but through that, uncovering what it 

reveals about what we think and believe and an opportunity to find out exactly who we are 

doing things for and why, and to change and adapt if you need. I know as an educator one 

of the main things I’ve got out of it is changing, and being able to change and knowing that 

you can. Whereas before, I went along thinking I had to do things because that’s the way 

they were done … now I know that I can question, and I can change if I need to – it’s quite 

a liberating experience.” (Mac Naughton, 2005, p. 13) 

Initially, my attention to ethical considerations related to a particular reading of the ‘critical’ aspect 

of the research – for example asking, ‘How might people feel if something they say, think or write 

is felt to be in some way critiqued?’ However, I came to realise that this ethical question is 

dependent upon the everyday use of the word ‘critical’ which is understood in terms of thinking 

negatively about something and fault-finding. Such ethical concerns are quickly dissolved by two 

key points which are important to understand when working from a post-structuralist perspective. 

These are: 

1. ‘Critical’ in the social sciences has another meaning – rather than looking upon something

negatively, this orientation involves invoking questions relating to knowledge and power.

It relates to questioning “how particular ideas come to dominate our understandings of and

actions in the social world and contribute to inequities in it” (Mac Naughton, 2005, p. 8) -

aiming to bring to light underlying, taken for granted assumptions.
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primary aim being “liberation from convention” and therefore a centrally important criterion being 

“the rhetorical power of the critique” (p. 54). This involves “activating the readers sense of social 

justice” and making “a case for his or her interpretation” (p. 55). Justifying my constructions, 

ensuring plausibility within the applicable context, whilst also considering issues of inequity and 

power will form criteria against which this research can be judged. 

The assessments which form the data for this analysis are not assumed to represent some accurate 

representation of the reality of psychological assessments, nor even an accurate representation of 

the reality of these particular psychological assessments. How I read them will differ to how they 

were written, and how I read them will likely differ over time and conditions. Nor is there an 

assumption that my analysis will gauge an accurate representation of the ways the child is 

constructed or the ways in which discourses are drawn upon. Ultimately, I do not claim that this 

research shows how children and young people are really constructed by EPs. Constructions are 

not claimed to have been discovered in the text but to have instead been created as part of my 

readings. Thus, I am not claiming to offer a contribution to the reality of what is ‘known’, in the 

conventional sense, about children and young people – nor what is known about how EPs see 

children and young people. Alternatively, I seek to present an account and exploration of the 

variety of ways EPs might talk about, and thus, construct children and young people in the way 

they write. I actively invite readers to critically reflect on the constructed nature of the enquiry 

within this research (Gergen, 2014). 

I believe any knowledge – including that which is produced or legitimised by research – can tell us 

more about the time, place and values of a researcher - or society - at the particular time and place 

it came into being than it does of what is really happening. As such, another aspect of rigour within 

this research involves paying attention to my own values, thoughts and feelings, in part taking the 

form of an ongoing research journal, alongside attempts to bring honesty and transparency within 

this written account.  
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What I Did 

Recruitment and Consent 
EPs interest was first gauged using anonymised google forms, followed by recruitment and 

consent also being sought using anonymised google forms. These were collated with the help of 

a trusted third party (TTP) who then assisted with randomly selecting assessments. Using 

scripts, the TTP then facilitated an enquiry into potential interest and sought subsequent 

consents. This began with consent of the school the child attended at the time of the 

assessment, followed by that of the carers/parents. A decision was made not to seek the 

child’s consent. This was based on ethical considerations that the child may have a negative 

experience of reading an assessment which conceptualises them in terms of special educational 

needs. This risk was felt to outweigh the risks of harm that may come from the child not 

consenting to their assessment being used, particularly with reference to the level of 

anonymisation and type of analysis being used.  

Processing the Texts 
The TTP used a random sampling of assessments written between December 2019 and July 2021 

by EPs who had provided consent. These dates were selected somewhat arbitrarily, the intention 

being that the assessments had been written within relatively recent history as to be somewhat 

relevant in considering how we think, write and speak about children today, whilst also intending 

these to have not been written too recently as to be more ‘fresh’ in the minds of EPs to minimise 

self-recognition. Random sampling was not necessary given the philosophical positioning of this 

research (Hollway, 1989), however it helped to aid a system of selection and remove a need for 

additional decision-making. A minimum of three assessments were sought in total, from a 

minimum of three differing author EPs. Assessments with all of the relevant written consent 

were then anonymised by the TTP. This included the removal of all names and any 

information that was deemed to be identifiable, with pseudonyms being used. These were 

then sent securely in preparation for the analysis which is detailed later in this chapter. 
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2) Attempting to step into the role of a ‘general reader’, I carried out initial readings of each 

assessment, aiming to let go of any analytical or psychological thinking. Afterwards, I jotted 

down my initial thoughts and feelings in my research journal. (See appendix B for an 

excerpt from my initial reading notes).

3) I attempted to highlight all implicit and explicit references to constructions of ‘the child’. 

This proved more challenging than initially presumed given the nature of the text. As 

highlighting applied to most of the text, I opted to use computer software (NVivo) and 

began to create ‘codes’. This involved attending closely to the many different ways in which 

the child was constructed, leading to the development of a large number of codes which 

might be considered as ‘micro constructions’. (See appendix C for the initial list of codes).

4) I adopted a technique which I call ‘making the familiar strange’. This was based on my 

university experience of engaging with ideas from Michel Foucault; we were encouraged 

to step outside of everyday assumptions by closely considering something in new ways. 

Instead of a ‘child’, I imagined something entirely different, such as the neighbour’s cat or 

my pet goldfish. This enabled a more thorough exploration of what assumptions might 

implicitly be being made by the use of particular words i.e. enabling questions such as ‘why 

could I say this about a child but not a fish? If I did say it about a fish, what does that tell 

me about what is being assumed?’

5) Reflective writing helped with exploring initial ideas in relation to constructions and the 

potential discourses being drawn upon. I used ‘free association’ type techniques to aid this 

(Hollway & Jefferson, 2008), for example asking others ‘if I was to say this about a person, 

what contexts might I be using this in?’ or ‘in what areas of life do we talk about things 

using descriptions such as this?’. I also used Google, putting in particular words or phrases, 

as well as searching definitions to see how this might stimulate further thinking and 

reflection. (See appendix E for some examples of this type of analytical thinking).

6) I began attempting to put together what I described as ‘codes’ in NVivo to form broader 

ways of constructing the child. This involved putting codes (or ‘micro constructions’) which 

fit together into groups. This was complicated, messy and often overwhelming. Drawing
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in relation to the analysis - including reference to equity and social justice - rather than 

becoming caught up in discussions that may have felt less relevant or useful. 

9) I regularly referred to my research questions, asking how I might attend to these areas if

these had not yet arisen. This included asking:

• Have I described and justified this construction using references from within the texts?

• Have I considered what assumptions might be being made about the child in terms of what

is possible to think, feel or do?

• Have I considered the functions of constructing the child in this way?

• Have I considered other possible implications, such as what might be ruled in or out as

possible to be said or done in practice?

• Have I considered what this might relate to which could be useful for further discussion or

exploration?
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thinking, lost and entangled as a result of what I might describe as a ‘gluing’ of words to what felt 

to be a reality I was attempting to capture. This led to regular experiences of doubt and distress 

and highlighted the importance of remembering the conventional nature of language – that it is an 

abstract conceptualisation which has a functional purpose. 

Similarly, ‘naming’ constructions and discourses has been difficult and confusing, as well as 

organising my ideas and the analysis. I have become increasingly aware of the arbitrary nature of 

how we draw boundaries around our conceptualisations and have had to become increasingly 

familiar with the discomfort such uncertainty can bring. There has been an ongoing tension 

between seeking out pre-existing ideas and creating something potentially new, with the 

accompanying fear and doubt that this will be judged ‘wrong’ by someone with more authority. 

Learning to trust that there is validity in my own ways of seeing – and remembering that these are 

highly provisional - and therefore no more than playful explorations to provoke thinking - have 

been of particular importance.  

Working from a poststructuralist positioning has been immensely difficult. Not having a clear 

process or structure to follow has brought further doubt and uncertainty, alongside the need for 

high levels of reflection and consideration to which direction to move in. Trying to let go 

of preconceived ideas and finding ways to connect with my own intuition has been indispensable.  
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Analysis and Discussion 

Overview 
This chapter details seven constructions which arose through my analyses of the assessments. 

These can be seen in Figure A. These constructions are considered in terms of their potential 

functions and implications, including close attention to some of the possible implications for the 

child’s subjective experience, as well as some potential considerations for EP practice. Following a 

summary, this thesis closes with some final thoughts and reflections. 

Figure A 

A visual showing seven constructions which arose from my readings of the assessments.
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Child as Human 

Within this construction I interpreted an ‘inner world’ of the child appearing to be brought life. 

This included the child having interests, enjoyment, likes and dislikes. 

… enjoys art … music … dancing. 

… enjoys playing in the sand and water… 

… likes playing with her toy kitchen; making sausage, eggs… 

This could relate to an aspect of ancient humanism in terms of “the familiar world of people and 

things” whereby “usable truth lies in Appearances, not a speculative reality”. (Leahey, 2000, p. 65). 

We could say those aspects of the construction described above relate to the ‘visibly real’ aspects 

of the child’s life - offering moments of stepping out of what can typically involve abstract 

conceptualisations. 

In being constructed as having interests and preferences, the EP may be attempting to help readers 

to feel more connected to the child at the level of being human. This may aid furthering more 

meaningful relationships, for example, by helping the child to become more visible and relatable 

to beyond the traditionally ascribed role of ‘SEND pupil’. This construction may also arise from EPs 
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… this is compounded by his social anxiety. 

Jake’s anxiety… 

Internalising descriptions such as these could be seen to have the potential to create and thicken 

a deficit-focused narrative for the child. The child may come to see themselves as somewhat stuck 

with this feeling which may create a related self-image which, over time, may be experienced as a 

more enduring sense of identity. They may come to expect this feeling and may interpret a range 

of physical sensations as this feeling, potentially further reinforcing its ‘stuckness’.  

This may lead to interventions such as therapeutic work– or in some cases it may lead to diagnoses 

or medication. These may each be helpful for the child in various possible ways, for example 

helping them to see and relate to these feelings in ways that feel helpful, normalising and 

functional – or perhaps helping to draw attention to aspects of their life requiring attention and 

possible resolution. Alternatively, some approaches may have the potential to lead the child to see 

themselves as faulty in some way – with ideas such as therapy, diagnosis or medication possibly 

being perceived to convey a message that the child has, or is, a problem.  

The child may come to learn that they should not have the feelings being experienced or that they 

should be able to control them. Should these feelings not go, or return following intervention, the 

child may experience a reinforcing a sense of feeling faulty, along with inner conflict. This may 

influence their lives in school and beyond school in a number of ways. 

Anxiety and … are impacting significantly on his wellbeing… 

Sometimes emotion appears to be described as something the child has – appearing as something 

they possess as opposed to something they experience more fluidly. In my readings, this can lead 

the emotion to appear less relative to the child’s social context - something which could be seen 

to be carried around with them across time and contexts. Similarly, it is likely that EPs are seeking 

to foster a sense of empathy towards the child, perhaps seeking to emphasise the level or enduring 

nature of the perceived emotion. 

Jake appears overwhelmed with the complex social and learning environment of school. 
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Child as Mechanistic 

Another construction arising from my readings is ‘child as 

mechanistic’. This involves an apparent omission of inner life – or 

subjectivity - whereby the child could be read in mechanistic 

terms.  

This includes descriptions where the focus appears to be on the 

child’s behaviour, with an apparent absence or omission of what 

might be conceived as mind. 

…did not particularly interact with others… 

… will speak to very few people in school. 

… displayed a high level of movement during the assessment… 

This focus may relate to EPs being drawn to a behaviourist paradigm in aspects of their thinking. 

As early behaviourists sought to remove ‘mind’ from psychology, human behaviour was viewed as 

largely the result of conditioned reflexes. In Watson’s view, “the organism was a machine in which 

a given stimulus elicited a predefined reflexive response”. (Leahey, 2000, p. 412).  

Some descriptions could be read to fit within this stimulus-response way of theorising. This could 

include seeing the child as a responder to external stimuli. 

Jake will … respond to the personalised support strategies in place for him. 

Monitoring her response to individualised literacy intervention will now be important, to 

clarify the nature of her difficulties in this area.  

Azlam responds well to being taught in quieter settings… 
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Within early behaviourist theorising, awareness was seen of little importance in understanding a 

person’s actions. The awareness one might have of understanding their actions was seen to come 

from observing the causes of the behaviour change, rather than having a causal influence in 

themselves (Leahey, 2000).  Similar theorising could be interpreted within this construction 

whereby the child appears to be passively responding to their conditions with automacity.  

If seeing the child’s thoughts or perceptions as having little meaning or relevance, these may not 

be sought, or may be sought at a more superficial or tokenistic level. This may limit possibilities for 

the child to be actively involved in formulating understandings as well as in any planning or 

decision-making. This may lead to understandings which omit the child’s meaning-making, 

influencing how the child comes to be seen and what approaches are taken. Subsequent 

approaches, actions or interventions may be more likely to be done ‘to’ and not ‘with’. The child 

may feel less invested in what the adults decide – and in some cases may find the adults’ choices 

unhelpful or unwanted. 

If the child is not asked what they might be experiencing - as a result of these assumptions - this 

may reduce the likelihood of the child seeing that there might be other ways of making sense of 

their experiences – and that they might have the expertise to do this. Thoughts and ideas that 

might arise for the child, may come to be seen as less valid, worthy or important than the adults’. 

There may be implications in terms of the child’s sense of ‘knowing’ in relation to their own 

experiences. There may be a strengthening of accounts whereby aspects of the child’s being are in 

accordance with mechanistic-like principles – something which may leave little room for a sense 

of agency – and little room for possibilities outside of these automatic responses. The child may 

come to see themselves as passive responders and may come to feel somewhat reliant and 

dependent on adults and professionals for both understanding themselves and being helped, 

where this is believed to be possible.  

Also within this construction are descriptions where parallels might be read between the child’s 

inner world and that of a computer. This moves beyond what could be read as an omission of mind, 

to one constructed in terms of computing - an information processor.  
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Within the assessments, the child’s measured cognitive capacities appear to be generalised as 

being applicable to their school context, as well as appearing somewhat fixed. Where this is 

suggestive of a deficit, there may be implications for what the child and adults believe is possible; 

adults may find low expectations are created or legitimised and the child may develop limiting 

beliefs relating to their capabilities. Cognitive assessments could be said to offer the sense of 

certainty and ‘knowing’ that can often be sought in problematic situations, this may aid EPs in 

feeling as though they have utilised their expertise and aid other adults in feeling a sense of relief 

in this knowing.  

Within cognitive discourses, difficulties with learning tasks are generally located as internal to the 

child. Relief may also arise in the sense of responsibility adults may have felt without this being 

lifted. There may no longer be a risk that difficulties might have arisen from the design or content 

of tasks, or design or content of the curriculum. This may serve in helping to protect the feelings 

of adults in schools, minimising feelings of blame or guilt (albeit not necessarily intentionally or 

consciously). By emphasising fault as within the child, not the wider systems they are a part of, 

cognitive discourses – and in particular, low scores which may result from cognitive assessments - 

could be seen to aid the school and education system more broadly in being relieved of 

responsibility or need to change. This may have profound implications for any children and young 

people constructed in this way for whom the design of these systems is not working well for. Adults 

in school may similarly gain in situations where such information relieves inner or external 

pressures in relation to the child’s academic performance reflecting on their performance. 

Another less visible, yet substantial, gain also arises from the use of cognitive assessments. In 2022, 

GL Assessment – who produce a vast number of standardised assessments, including the British 

Abilities Scales (BAS) used by some EPs - turned over £48,932,000, with £22,873,000 profit (GL 

Assessment Limited, 2022). This illustrates that there are wider political and economic gains that 

may result from the child being constructed in these ways. 
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… described as reaching her developmental milestones within usual limits. 

When considering the child from this perspective, the level of attention directed to the child over 

the course of her life becomes apparent. A child undergoing an EHC needs assessment appears to 

have much of their life placed under a microscope. This 

likely relates to the EP seeking to understand and develop 

a comprehensive formulation.  

Within this are likely beliefs in early experiences being 

important, as well as a view that there are many 

experiences and conditions of a child’s life which may play 

an important and influential role in psychological meaning-

making. 

The child is constructed within a framework which covers all areas of the Special Educational Needs 

and Disabilities (SEND) Code of Practice (2015). This includes: 

• Communication and Interaction

• Cognition and Learning

• Social, Emotional and Mental Health

• Sensory and/or Physical Needs

This broad capturing of information may relate to beliefs in the importance of a comprehensive 

assessment which looks to all aspects of a child’s life which are seen as relevant, ensuring 

important information is not overlooked. This means many aspects of the child’s being are 

captured as part of the assessment, including those which may be outside of the initially intended 

purpose of the assessment being sought. This could mean descriptions are included that might 

otherwise have remained unexamined and unsaid – some of which might include descriptions 

which could be applicable to children not having, or being seen to need, this type of assessment. 

By being written into a psychological assessment, an inference could be made that what is written 

is in some way noteworthy from a psychological perspective. Thus, there may be potential for what 

some might consider ordinary aspects of a child’s being to be viewed as in some way problematic, 

psychologised or pathologised. Anecdotally, some example extracts which could be read in this 

way are below. 
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Azlam struggles in loud, busy environments and it has been noted that he is calmer when 

the school is quieter…  

 

 likes soft fleecy materials and doesn’t like wearing shoes or tags in clothes. 

 

…when she was younger she could have outbursts… 

 

In having the assessment, the child may come to see themselves as different in some way to those 

not having an assessment. Allan (1996) describes how children categorised as SEN are often put 

under a higher level of surveillance. She writes: 

 

All children are the objects of scrutiny within schools, but for pupils with special educational 

needs, the gaze reaches further. They are observed, not only at work in the classroom, but 

also during break times. The way in which they interact with mainstream peers or integrate 

socially is often viewed as equally important, if not more so, than their attainment of 

mainstream curricular goals. All aspects of the child’s interpersonal relationships can, 

therefore, be brought under the vigilance of staff. The emotional well-being of a child with 

special educational needs is also cited as an important aspect of special education. This 

legitimises the search within the child for signs, for example, that he or she is happy or 

gaining confidence, to a degree that teachers would not scrutinise mainstream pupils. 

Surveillance of pupils with special educational needs enables professionals to show concern 

for their welfare and acquire knowledge about their condition and the progress they are 

making (p. 222). 

 

An EHC needs assessment could be seen as one manifestation of this higher level of surveillance. 

Within this appears to be a taken for granted assumption that adults have the right to closely 

inspect many, if not all, aspects of a child’s life. This could relate to what Gore (1995) described as 

‘micropractices of power’ – one of which being surveillance. These are techniques of power which 

Gore - drawing upon Foucault’s work - describes as being inherent within education. Surveillance 

as “being – or expecting to be – closely observed and supervised in and through reference to 

particular truths” (Mac Naughton, 2005, p. 30). 
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assessment from taking place, including perhaps in situations where the child explicitly wants an 

assessment to not take place. Whilst not new discussions (Bourke & Loveridge, 2014), these are 

important topics for EPs and services to closely consider. Attention to the less visible forms of 

power operating in and on children’s lives may aid taking these conversations in new directions. 

Are children given the opportunity to say ‘no’ to an assessment? If they did (and said ‘no’), how 

might this be navigated? 

Within this construction, I perceived a sense of distance between the child and adults. The child 

could be read as being passively observed from a distance, with adults raising concerns and 

meeting together to speculate and hypothesise about what they have observed. Appearing to use 

a consultation model (Wagner, 2016), this likely relates to seeing the adults as important for 

facilitating change in the child’s life.  

Initial consultations with staff and parents explored concerns about Haru’s social 

anxieties… 

They took him to clubs but he did not respond to these. 

They found it helpful to use strategies to forewarn her of changes so that she could better 

adapt. 

Adults could also be read as being positioned as investigators in the sense of referrals, including 

seeking further potential assessments or diagnoses for the child - initiatives seeming to remain in 

the hands of the adults. Here, the child could be read as an object of study in need of further 

investigation by other professionals. Practices and processes around psychiatric diagnoses could 

convey a message that there might be something not visible, nor knowable, without professional 

investigation. This could relate to firm beliefs in medical diagnoses being discoverable truths. 

Discovering these truths may be seen as the adults’ duty - perhaps with deeper assumptions that 

such discovering would always be in the child’s best interests. 

… I made a referral to CAMHS … diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC)… 
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When constructing in this way, it could be read that there was a sense of adults ‘doing to’ as 

opposed to ‘doing with’. There was a sense of adults as knowers and the child as known – adults 

as investigators and the child as investigated. Within the assessments, adults sometimes appear to 

be positioned somewhat explicitly as knowers, appearing to be able to ascertain whether a child 

has interpreted their experiences correctly. 

Jake displays a realistic assessment of his difficulties… 

This could also be read in the apparent differential level of contribution from the adults and the 

child - adult perspectives reading as more dominant within the assessments. Similarly, discussions 

with adults, and EP’s professionalised descriptions appear to directly feed into what can be read 

as the assessments’ ‘main sections’ (i.e. ‘background’ and ‘needs and strengths’ sections). Direct 

contributions from the child tended to sit separately in a distinct section (for example, ‘child’s 

views’) and could perhaps be read as being secondary to the main parts of the assessment.  

This separation may help emphasise the child’s perspective, with EPs perhaps wanting to ensure 

this is visible. Wanting to minimise repetition, some EP assessments may have the appearance of 

the child’s perspective being secondary or excluded from the main parts of the assessment whilst 

the child’s perspective perhaps influenced and shaped what is written in less direct ways. This 

could, however, mean professionalised or adult understandings arise which may transform 

these away from the child’s originally intended meanings.  

Borrowing from Kapp (2019), these readings could be described as a “professional-knows-best” – 

or an ‘adults-know-best’ position (p. 6). If adults were to take this position, the child’s perceptions 

may be seen as secondary to and as having less credibility than the adults’, particularly where this 

contrasts with the adults’. This likely relates to adults and professionals believing that they know 

what is in the child’s best interests, perhaps not seeing children as having the expertise to 

understand their own experiences at the level adults feel they require in order to help them. This 

may result in less active participation for the child in sense-making and planning. Whilst the child’s 

perceptions are sought, the child’s personal meanings in relation to concerns expressed by adults 

might not be sought or less weight may be given to the child’s perceptions where these differ from 
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the adults’. Adults may be primary in formulating understandings and planning outcomes and 

interventions, whilst the child is somewhat secondary.  

This could result in professional or adult understandings being imposed upon the child. Where 

meanings feel to fit their experiences, this could bring the child a sense of understanding and 

comfort in situations where they may have felt confused or unsure of how to make sense of their 

experiences. Where adult meanings differ to the child’s personal experiences or understandings, 

this could lead the child to interpret subsequent experiences through a professionalised, or adult 

lens. This could lead to confusion, inner resistance or conflicts where there are discrepancies that 

are difficult for the child to reconcile - or perhaps where these new meanings do not serve the 

child in the way their own personal, or alternative, understandings, might. The self-images we help 

to create through our constructions - and potentially impose on children - is a particularly 

important issue for EPs to consider. 

Imposition of adult meanings - particularly where these differ to the child’s personal meanings - 

may lead the child to learn not to fully trust their own thoughts, feelings and beliefs. The child may 

come to see adults and professionals as those who know best – as those with the expertise, 

knowledge and life experience who are able to tell them who they are, what they feel and why 

they do what they do, possibly creating a sense of dependency that may extend into later life. 

Narrative therapists propose that professionalised language and cultural understandings can often 

be imposed upon people. A narrative therapy perspective emphasises the importance of using a 

person’s own language, encouraging reference to specific life experiences to aid enquiry about 

personal meanings (White, 1988). This perspective recognises the implicit power that operates 

through language, seeking to find ways to redress the power imbalances that can result from 

dominant discourses. A narrative approach creates space for a stepping back from dominant 

discourses offering possibilities for a person’s choosing of their own words and a seeing that 

there might be other ways to think and see. It promotes reflection on the meanings that 

influence people’s lives, seeking to facilitating the seeing of those which no longer resonate or 

serve their life and allowing a strengthening of preferred meanings.  

This point could call to attention what some might see as a pivotal difference between the practice 

of a narrative therapist and an EP. Namely, in terms of the time they have available and the 
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 Summer will be more able to have a turn taking conversation with a peer… 

 

Li will be more able to manage the verbal processing demands in and out of the classroom… 

 

Outcomes are individualising in nature, focusing directly upon how the child should be changed. 

Whilst an in-depth discussion of the function specific outcomes may serve goes beyond the scope 

of this thesis, setting outcomes (and designing linked interventions) could be seen as broadly in an 

effort to help the child to live with a level of ease and success in society as it is currently organised, 

with a more immediate function applying to their life in the education system they are currently 

within. From a societal perspective, this may be described as facilitating the child to better suit the 

current social order. For the EP, this may involve guiding adults to focus upon what they feel is 

most important from a psychological perspective – or perhaps from the child’s perspective to aid 

their being listened to.  

 

Outcomes could be said to, again, refocus attention away from any economic and political 

functions – emphasising explicitly that the child is where change is to be targeted. This could lead 

to the overlooking of change in the wider systems which some might say have not been designed 

for the diversity of our children and young people. Considering the increasing cuts which have 

resulted in reducing resource for schools in general, it could be said that this design is becoming 

increasingly narrowed. With the child as object, the results of any narrowing may simply lead to an 

increasing number of children deemed to have SEND – the possible implications of such will be 

discussed as part of the next construction. 
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Child as SEND 

The assessments themselves could be described as situated within an overall special educational 

needs (SEND) meta-discourse. An introductory sentence within the framework articulates that the 

assessments are a “professional opinion regarding the special educational needs of [the child].” 

The conceptual framework of SEND appears to be non-negotiable in the constructing of the child. 

Whilst the EP has professional autonomy to carry out the assessment according to their own 

professional judgement, this could be said to be within the confines of a broader SEND 

construction. There is no possibility for the child to be constructed as not having SEND. 

Being constructed as SEND serves many, if not all, of the functions described in the previous 

construction. 

Inherent within the language of special educational needs is the heavily debated dilemma of their 

conceptualisation, particularly with reference to the location of the ‘problem’: within the child, 

setting, or an interaction between the two. The language of SEND arose, at least in part, as an 

attempt to shift from the former towards the latter interactional view.  

The report of the Warnock Committee (1978) - the first comprehensive review of SEND - 

and subsequent legislation, mark important moments in the history of SEND. Prior to this, 

language of “handicapped by disabilities of body or mind” firmly located the difficulties people 

experienced within the people themselves. Within the Education Act (1944) categorisation was 

according to medical disabilities. Some children were considered ‘uneducable’, whilst others 

were categorised as ‘maladjusted’ or ‘educationally sub-normal’. These latter two groups 

received ‘special educational treatment’ in separate schools. During the 1950s and 1960s, 

developments in research and thinking contributed to proposals that handicap should be 

reconceptualised (Lindsay et al., 2020). Instead of sitting firmly within people, what was seen as 

handicap was increasingly seen as the product of an interaction between people (including any 

impairments) and factors outside of them (such as their immediate social context, upbringing and 

experiences). This led to what some call a ‘paradigm shift’ whereby the language of special 

educational need (SEN) arose to “describe the outcome of this interaction” (Lindsay et al., 2020, 
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The Children and Families Act (2014) defines SEN as follows: 

(1) A child or young person has special educational needs if he or she has a learning

difficulty or disability which calls for special educational provision to be made for him

or her.

(2) A child of compulsory school age or a young person has a learning difficulty or disability

if he or she—

(a) has a significantly greater difficulty in learning than the majority of others of the

same age, or

(b) has a disability which prevents or hinders him or her from making use of facilities

of a kind generally provided for others of the same age in mainstream schools or

mainstream post-16 institutions.

(emphases added, sec. 20). 

Whilst this definition initially appears to point clearly to SEN being housed within the child (i.e. if 

he or she has a learning difficulty or disability), the further defining of learning difficulty or disability 

could be read to introduce an ambiguity which allows scope for an interactional conceptualisation. 

For example, a child may have a ‘significantly greater difficulty in learning than the majority of 

others the same age’ for a wide number of reasons, including reasons conceived as external to the 

child. 
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A social model locates problems as being within the environment; the environment is lacking 

something the child needs. The social model of disability argues that people are not disabled in 

themselves, rather, society disables them through its design (Collett, 2017). Whilst some may be 

seen to have impairments (i.e. aspects of their being seen as functionally different to what might 

be considered typical) these are seen to only lead to the inability (or dis-ability) to do something if 

society is designed in a way that does not cater to this difference. From a social disability view, if 

the environment catered to all difference and nothing was lacking or prohibitive, there would be 

no need for additional provision or adjustments. Within the context of school, the latter model 

advocates consideration to barriers to learning. Barriers then become the focus for intervention; 

the environment is the target of change as opposed to the child. 

Within the assessments in this analysis, needs could sometimes be read as something belonging 

to the child. For example: 

Leo’s needs are complex, persistent and severe. 

Similarly, difficulties were sometimes described as something the child possessed: 

… this is compounded by her social anxiety. 

… related to his inflexibility, his social interaction skills … resulting in a need for constant 

adult support and reassurance. 

(emphases added). 

Social anxiety, inflexibility and social interaction skills are constructed as belonging to the child. 

These could be conceived as being carried around with or as being a part of the child. Without 

reference to specific contexts, these appear to be conceptualised as independent of social context. 

This may lead the child, and adults, to believe that the problem is within the child – enduring across 

contexts, situations and time. For the child, this may impact upon or create a deficit-based self-

image which may become somewhat enduring and form a sense of identity. This may influence 

how they come to interpret future experiences, possibly shaping interpretations of subsequent 
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experiences to fit with this deficit self-image. For the adults, this could lead them to view the child 

as needing to change or be fixed. This may limit possibilities for any wider change outside of the 

child and could be seen as a form of regulating the child (Aitken et al., 1996). Being something the 

child appears to have may convey a sense of ‘fixedness’ which may lead to beliefs that possible 

change is somewhat limited, if possible at all.  

At points, the language ‘barriers to learning’ was used which could be seen as an attempt to adopt 

a more social or interactional view. 

Li’s anxiety and communication difficulties act as barriers to her learning. 

Sarah’s approach … had a significant impact on her ability to complete them. It is likely that 

in the classroom, these difficulties are a significant barrier to her learning. 

However, these examples highlight how, whilst at surface level this language shift can appear to 

have shifted towards a social model, there appears to be a continuation of a conceptualisation 

whereby the barriers are seen to exist within the child. 

The language of SEND is prevalent within education, yet there seems to be little research into how 

this language may impact upon children described in this way. ‘Special needs’ language is actively 

discouraged by some disability advocates in the United States who claim the language is 

stigmatising and marginalising (King, 2023; Willison, 2023). Research by Gernsbacher et al. (2016) 

suggested that people are viewed more negatively when ‘special needs’ language is used over 

‘disability’. Arguably, these views relate primarily to the United States where the language of 

special educational needs may be less prominent within the education system as it is in the UK. 

However, anecdotally, it could be suggested that the language of SEN can be used in derogatory 

ways, much in the way previously used terms can be used as insults. Corbett (2013) advises we 

should pay close attention when terms which were once used as professional categorisations have 

become “blatant and crude terms of abuse” – something he situates, in part, within the hierarchical 

thinking prominent within Western culture.  Writing about the marginalised and inferior status 

some children are given in schools, Corbett suggests the use of the word ‘needs’ could “[imply] 

dependency, inadequacy and unworthiness” (p. 3). 
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Some are said to have found the language of SEN offensive, expressing a view that their needs are 

not ‘special’ but are the same as everyone else’s human needs, sharing views that they “should be 

able to fully participate in society just as much as the next person” (Oliver, n.d., para. 4). This view 

is in line with a social model of disability whereby problem lies in the design of the context which 

could be seen as creating what some see as a special educational need. Whilst changing the 

language of SEN may seem a simple way to overcome any negative influences on children 

described in this way, deeper change in the construction of SEN may be required should this be at 

the root of such experiences. Whilst labels change and pockets of movements arise, if 

conceptualisations beneath these remain largely unchanged in the mainstream, it is likely that the 

same derogatory usage will continue to resurface. Should the child come to see themselves as 

categorised in this way and share such conceptualisations, this may lead them to see themselves 

as ‘less than’ or inferior to those not categorised in this way. This shares the possible implications 

outlined for deficit-focused views. 

Whilst social or interactional models might appear helpful in some ways, Shakespeare and Watson 

(2001) highlight the importance of not denying difference in the adoption of social models. In 

drawing attention to difficulties at the level of the child, EPs may be seeking to ensure attention 

is paid to the potential implications in terms of the child’s day-to-day experiences. Those in which 

they may encounter personal discomfort or distress. Adults being able to empathise with 

potential struggles at this individual level may be a way of helping the child to have personal 

difficulties recognised, validated and responded to. Some children may feel cared for and taken 

care of by way of potential differing treatment from adults. This may involve a more positive 

sense of the word ‘special’ being conceived by the child where there has not been exposure to 

this language or treatment being seen in negative or derogatory ways. 

It feels important to mention the importance of avoiding being drawn in by the stark dichotomy 

that can often be drawn when considering social models in contrast to individual models. This 

can lead to an overemphasis of one over the ‘other’, when the child and their social 

environment are inextricably connected and, in reality, are inseparable. Yet, whilst those 

working with children categorised as having SEND may be able to see the interactional nature 

giving rise to these needs, it could be said that this is easily overshadowed by the conventional 
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use of language in relation to SEND. ‘Having’ SEND, ‘identifying’ needs and finding ways to 

‘support’ children are dominantly and repeatedly reinforced ways of speaking, all which could 

be said to continue to neglect interactional constructions, potentially reinforcing deeper 

within-child, deficit constructions of SEND. 

Some argue for a social theory looking to the various dimensions of experience including 

psychological, bodily, social, cultural and political – as opposed to advocating for a purely medical 

or social model (Shakespeare & Watson, 2001). Whilst changes in theorising and campaigning 

may influence some change in perceptions, it could be said that more substantial change is 

required in the form of practice and systems should such change be sought in relation to 

how SEN is conceptualised in the mainstream.  

From my experiences of EHC needs assessment frameworks in various LAs, these appear to 

be highly individualising, primarily focusing upon the psychological, with some attention to 

social where EPs are able to bring this into their descriptions. Decontextualisation is likely within 

these frameworks as attention is directed to the child, with little attention to the systems they 

are a part of. Perhaps considering ways EPs might be able to incorporate these wider 

dimensions more formally and explicitly within the frameworks of psychological assessments 

could be useful to explore further. However, the continued use of such frameworks could be 

said to ignore the political and cultural dimensions which play a necessary role in the creation of 

SEN. Looking to the political and cultural dimensions may enable greater attention to the 

‘background’ within which SEND arise and may enable changes (for example, curriculum or 

education system changes) which result in a lower number of children requiring special 

educational provision, and therefore a lower number being categorised as SEN. 
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Child as Idealised 
That all children are different is unsurprising and that we should be interested in these 

differences, too, seems unremarkable. That we should be interested in certain differences 

rather than others seems more worthy of attention and analysis. That we should then 

develop whole industries, technologies and practices in order to measure and manage 

some specific differences, however, does indeed seem remarkable. For on what basis are 

certain differences selected for scrutiny? Indeed, whether we celebrate, tolerate or 

remediate differences are issues which present themselves as a stream of dilemmas 

throughout our working lives with children. (Billington, 2000, p. 1). 

I came to realise that, whilst unsaid in the assessments, a number of implicit assumptions appear 

to have developed in relation to what is expected or wanted of children. Making the familiar 

strange became important in my analytical thinking as I sought to step out of the automatic, less 

visible assumptions I had developed in relation to human difference. It could be said that there 

seems to be an unwritten ‘idealised child’ constructed from expectations about what, or who, a 

child ‘should’ be – an unsaid set of reference points to which we compare in our psychological 

meaning-making. As Billington references, these expectations appear to be some of those 

differences for which, as a society, we have come to develop industries, technologies and 

practices in order to measure and manage. The EP’s role within EHC process perhaps being one 

manifestation of this. 

Whilst I tried, during my initial readings I could not help but apply my own psychological lens. I 

realised the anonymisation by a third party had included removal of the child’s age. This quickly 

came to my attention as I found my mind scrambling for a reference point to ascribe meaning - 

i.e. ‘Are these skills (or lack of skills) appropriate or not?’ Without an age, there appeared to

be no reference point.







84 

Table 2 

Table Showing Implicit Expectations or Wants for Children 

Note: This table arose from descriptions within the assessments which could be read to implicitly 

convey something being expected or wanted in children. Example extracts are later in the text. 
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Alongside conveying an implicit assumption of what the child should be able to do, such 

descriptions could also be read to convey a message that the child is lacking in comparison to the 

idealised child. Whilst generally ‘unsaid’ within society, comparisons to an ‘idealised child’ may be 

implicitly conveyed in various ways – for example through the design and practices within the 

education system and through discussions and descriptions resulting in the assessments being 

analysed. This may lead to internalised views of who the child should be and of what they should 

be capable. Whilst diversity and difference may be seen as normal and expected within human life, 

some aspects of being may perhaps be seen as more valuable and important, such as those central 

and emphasised within the education system. This may lead to experiences of inner comparison in 

relation an idealised image and relates to Foucault’s ideas of self-governance: in continually 

comparing ourselves to idealised images, we govern ourselves to act in accordance with what and 

who we think we should be (Wain, 1996). This may result in self-consciousness and, where lack is 

perceived, self-doubt and anxiety. 

Where experiences do not fit this idealised image, the child may feel a sense of lack and develop 

beliefs of inferiority. This may have longer-term implications in terms of beliefs relating to their 

capabilities, as well as how the child relates to themselves beyond school, for example perhaps 

resulting in self-consciousness, self-doubt and anxiety. Anxiety in this sense could be seen in 

terms of an emotional manifestation of a perceived ‘gap’ between a person’s experience in the 

moment and what they perceive this ‘should’ be, with a particular focus on self-image. 

It is likely that EPs use of such implicit assumptions relates to beliefs of what is felt to be in the best 

interests of the child – with these assumptions perhaps not being consciously visible by most of 

those immersed within the culture and everyday practices from which they arose. These might 

simply seem obvious in terms of being the best thing to strive for in children or may appear as 

facts, rooted in nature and backed up by an evidence base. They may also perhaps appear to be in 

a child’s best interest when considered in relation to the social context – perhaps seeming 

somewhat obvious in order for children to be healthy, happy and successful in today’s world.  

Whilst not contesting that these assumptions which guide what we aspire for in children may be 

in the best interests of many children, it may be useful to step back and consider if this is always 

the case. If we look to history, we can see that what has been conceived as human nature and what 
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is to be aspired for arose within relatively recent history, within a very particular set of conditions 

– the ‘modern’ society. Whilst on the surface these wants might appear as obviously in the 

best interests of the child, it may be important to reflect on the role of societal values and 

beliefs –  particularly of those in powerful positions of circulating and maintaining dominant 

discourses and associated practices.
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Changes in policy and legislation has led to increasing rights for parents and increased involvement 

in decision-making for their children (Children and Families Act, 2014). Similar changes have taken 

place to increase these for children, though how far these have meaningfully translated into 

practice could be a useful question to consider, particularly within the context of education 

(Palikara et al., 2018). 

A primary function of the child’s limited involvement in such decision-making likely relates to adults 

wanting what is best for the child. There may be beliefs that adults have greater capacity for 

making the best decisions for children, alongside possible fear that children may make poor 

decisions, perhaps as a result of perceived immaturity. In some cases, this line of reasoning might 

appear to have some visibly obvious validity which may have been a factor into such assumptions 

being applied more widely. Some professional knowledges could be said to legitimise such beliefs, 

for example developmental models which claim a particular trajectory of maturity and cognitive 

capacities (Grootens-Wiegers et al., 2017). Practically, seeking a child’s involvement may feel time-

consuming or effortful whilst another possible factor may involve adults fearing risks that the child 

may want something different to the adult. Over time, these practices and corresponding adult-

child power relations may have become normalised whereby these power differentials in decision-

making may often not be consciously chosen or considered.  

Limited involvement in such decision-making may lead children to see there are no choices when 

it comes to important decisions in their life, such as whether they have an EHCP or whether they 

are categorised as SEND (or more accurately in some cases, they may come to not see that these 

happenings were the result of adult choices). They may also see that they have no choice in 

decisions such as whether they are discussed, observed and assessed by professionals which may 

involve receiving diagnoses. Children may come to see professionals as an unquestionable form of 

authority. They may see aspects of their lives which have been professionalised, such as being 

categorised as SEND or disordered as equating to unquestionable truths. Similarly, the question of 

whether the child is treated visibly differently in school may be a decision in which the child is 

unable to have a say. This might mean it is not possible for a child to decline, choose differently or 

propose alternative understandings or suggestions should they want to. Some potential 
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The school could be described as a somewhat unique and relatively controlled environment in 

which the child is expected to act and perform in particular ways. It could be said that, in order for 

the child to feel a reasonable level of comfort and confidence in school, a particular set of skills or 

ways of being are required. Given the wide-ranging diversity expected as a part of human life, it is 

anticipated that not all children will be well-suited to the conditions of UK school life. With the 

curriculum appearing to prioritise an increasingly narrowing set of skills (Hargreaves et al., 2023) 

with a culture which emphasises high expectations, academic progress and attainment, school life 

may be becoming increasingly difficult for some children. Whilst many children may find these 

conditions and expectations reasonably comfortable, enjoyable and beneficial, others may find 

school life a difficult and repeated daily struggle. The child typically featuring within EHC needs 

assessments is perhaps more likely to be in this latter category, making the education system and 

its conditions a worthy are of attention for EPs. Example extracts below could be read to potentially 

point to such school experiences in the assessments analysed. 

…appears overwhelmed with the complex social and learning environment of school. 

The effort required to manage the school day appears to exhaust Joel. 
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Descriptions within the assessments are often relative to the implicit assumptions and 

expectations of everyday school life, many of which could be said to have become somewhat 

unquestionable and taken for granted. The use of the phrase ‘academic and social demands’ could 

be EPs attempting to draw attention to the child being in an environment which demands from 

them, perhaps encouraging empathy for the child. This could be read as an attempt of some 

resistance to these taken for granted assumptions (i.e. these conditions are what all children have 

to experience, being unquestionable). Drawing attention to the ways in which implicit assumptions 

and expectations are perhaps contributing to, or creating, perceived problems for the child, may 

enable EPs to use their assessments as a means for exercising resistance to dominant discourses 

and practices which may be seen as oppressive or inequitable. Conversely, the EP also has the 

potential to legitimise such assumptions through their assessments. A key question for EPs might 

be to ask which assumptions and expectations they want to legitimise and sanction for the child in 

their assessment and which they might want to resist. 

A primary function of many of the taken for granted assumptions and expectations related to 

school life likely relates to the dominant view that (Western) education is substantially important 

for all, often seen as the prerequisite for a successful and happy life. Moral discourses are often 

drawn upon when discussing the value of education, imbuing education with an inherent sense of 

‘goodness’, seeing there to be a moral duty to ensure education for our future generations. This is 

reflected in national discussions whereby education is seen a marker of a well-developed country 

(Idris et al., 2012). This strong moral discourse could be contributory in the current UK education 

system appearing to have become unquestionable and taken for granted - often presumed to be 

the best interests for all children.  

This context can make it difficult for the EP to resist or challenge aspects of the systems of which 

they are a part, where these may not feel to be in the best interests of the child. This is particularly 

when considering that the EP is often employed (either directly or via private contract) to carry out 

the assessment for the LA. This highlights risks for EPs extending beyond the individual level, 

including the wider level of their employment and profession. Central government hold high levels 

of traditional power with regards to how organisations, services and processes are funded and 

legislated. Central government can also exercise high levels of implicit power in their propagation 

of particular discourses which can constrain what is possible to think and do. For example, in the 
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publishing of statements, reviews and policies which draw upon SEND and mental health 

discourses, problems may appear to be located within people. This has substantial gains for 

government as the education system in its current form is able to remain intact, as well as broader 

aspects of social policy and practice. 

Children could be seen to have no ‘opt out’. Whilst adults may have the option for a career change 

- or to seek advice from a Human Resources department or professional union - when their day to

day has become somewhat unbearable, a child’s options could be seen as more limited. Adults

hold the power to have and report concerns whilst the options for a child experiencing issue may

be far more limited – including situations where they may face daily, repeated experiences of

struggle, exhaustion or relational difficulties with others - experiences which could be seen as

normalised through the dominant discourses and expectations of everyday school life. Whilst

changing schools might be possible, this may be a lengthy and difficult process which the child

themselves (and possibly carers/parents) may struggle to initiate. Perhaps more importantly, such

a move may not side-step issues where a child is resisting school as a result of expectations or

other pressures that currently exist within UK school systems.

Another example of power differentials could be read in references to behaviour management. 

Within this are messages that the child’s behaviour is to be managed, or controlled, by adults. 

Azlam’s behaviour at home can be difficult to manage… 

…feels more able to manage his behaviour currently. 

Wright (2009) proposes beliefs that children’s behaviour should be managed (as well as beliefs that 

emotional awareness and understanding should be taught) keep professionals such as teachers 

“believing that they have both the power to, and the responsibility for, changing children’s 

behaviour and that they must do both of these, by distancing themselves from the sometimes 

complex and painful emotional lives of children.” (p. 280). The normalised practices and 

expectations arising as a result may lead the child to see themselves as naturally under the control 

or management of adults - that they must do as adults want, say or expect because this is the way 

things are.  
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Reference to behavioural difficulties more generally – or disruptive or challenging behaviour - 

could similarly be seen to locate a sense of fault being with the child, whilst also conveying an 

assumption that children should act in a particular way.  

…can display disruptive behaviour… 

Millei (2005) shows how disruption in the classroom can be understood through a discourse of 

control. Exploring conceptualisation, Millei found disruption to be attributed to the child’s conduct, 

or in the lack of the adult’s skills in addressing their conduct.  

A more implicit power differential may operate through these discourses whereby the child may 

be seen as being responsible for relational difficulties arising between the child and adult. Focusing 

on the child’s behaviour could be said to overlook the interpersonal and intersubjective, as well as 

situational and cultural contributions to what is being experienced. Once constructed in these 

terms, subsequent relational issues with adults may be more likely to be seen as the child’s fault. 

The child may see themselves as a problem (for example, as naughty or bad at following rules), 

perhaps in need of changing in some way. Conversely, where the child feels confident in not being 

at fault, or seeing the role of the adult in the relational issues, this may lead to frustration, feeling 

not listened to or perhaps rejected. This may have implications for how the child constructs 

relationships with adults, or authority.  

These ways of conceptualising can have further implications in terms of what is possible in terms 

of change outside of the child. For example, it may inhibit change in the ways adults relate to the 

child, in the expectations placed on the child or in or conditions which may contribute to what is 

being experienced. It can lead the focus of intervention to be directed towards the child, for 

example to develop their emotional regulation skills, express their emotions or improve their self-

esteem.  

Potential power differentials could also be read in the relational experiences of the child with other 

children. Whilst unlikely to be a consciously held view, it was noticed that language use when 
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The child may come to see themselves as responsible for social interactions which feel in any way 

problematic, something which could influence how they see themselves in relationship and may 

have a profound influence on their future social relationships.  

This could bring up the question of 'what constitutes as problematic within an interaction and 

how responsible is each party within this?' It brings us to consider a social model at a wider 

cultural level to consider what has come to be seen as acceptable/unacceptable within our social 

worlds. The organisation of our social worlds has involved the development of socially 

agreed norms and implicit assumptions, assumptions which EPs may find useful to consider 

more deeply, particularly with reference to differential responsibilities in relating. Where 

does responsibility lie when apparent difficulties within a communication or interactional (or 

behavioural) experience arise? And who – or what – might hold the responsibility to change? 

These are not questions which are intended to be directly answered, but instead invite an 

open-ended provocation of enquiry and exploration. 
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I feel worried when I am struggling and there is no one there to help. 

…worries about other children making fun of him and can get upset about this at home. 

Seeing the child as being able to offer insights into their own meaning-making, the child’s 

perspectives may be more likely to be sought with a similar level of openness and privileging to 

that they might with adults’. Subsequently, the child may see that their perspective is listened to 

and valued as important, something which may aid them in developing a sense of trust in their 

own experience and sense-making. This may influence how other adults perceive and relate to the 

child – for example, beyond the assessment, adults may be more likely to actively involve the child 

as they come to see them as capable of understanding and making sense of their own experiences. 

Alternatively, the child may be constructed to potentially lack conscious awareness of some of the 

potential meanings being hypothesised within their experiencing. This may occur where the adults 

feel the child lacks the capacity for understanding or expressing potential meanings – or this may 

relate to a drawing upon of psychoanalytic ideas. Here, the EP might feel that there are patterns 

or responses which may be serving a protective function for the child. 

…not feeling successful can cause Summer some distress. 

… indirect approach appears to allow Jake to think more freely and moves towards skill-

building without his feeling shame or embarrassment about his own difficulties.  

Azlam doesn’t always engage with highly differentiated tasks as a result of his low self-

esteem…  

Within the assessments, the child could read to be constructed as having a stable or fixed sense of 

self which, here, could be seen to have the potential for being threatened. This cartesian sense of 

self could be seen as characteristic of Western psychology, as well as being a deeply held 

assumption within Western culture more broadly (Sermijn et al., 2007). Within this, we could say 

that past experiences are more likely to be seen as important and to be held on to with a sense of 

being personal (to this sense of self). It could be suggested that this may lead to the protection of 
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this sense of self, with particular self-images perhaps being sought or avoided. The extracts above 

appear to convey the child as having the capacity to experience feelings such as distress, shame or 

embarrassment which appear to arise in relation to a particular self-image being threatened, either 

from the perspective of a self or how others are perceived to see this self (though perhaps not 

always at a conscious level). 

Where the child might be constructed as lacking a level of conscious awareness, there may be a 

privileging of adult perceptions with those who have been able to observe the child’s apparent 

patterns. Hypothesising may be more likely to take place with adults, alongside those who are seen 

to have the relevant psychological knowledge or expertise. In some cases, these assumptions could 

lead the child’s perspective to be sought and interpreted based on the adults’ hypothesising – 

possibly leading to the child’s perspective being sought less openly than with the adults. 

Sometimes this could be in an effort to maintain a sense of psychological protection for the child. 

This may include the EP designing their questioning and approaches to working with the child 

according to pre-existing adult hypotheses – something which may limit what is possible for the 

child to communicate. Preconceived ideas may also arise which go on to shape the EP’s 

interpretations of the child’s contributions.  

This could have the potential to lead the child’s perceptions to be sought at a more superficial level 

– that is, with a function of seeking their views in terms of their likes and dislikes or feelings about 

school. This is in contrast to perhaps working with the child to explore possible meanings, enabling 

the child to have a more direct and involved role in the EP’s formulating.

Where the child has opportunity to provide meanings and these do not fit with the adults’ 

perspective, this may lead the child’s view to be dismissed or taken less seriously. Conversely, the 

EP may feel they need to reformulate where there might be an openness to different ways of 

seeing – or they may look to hold multiple ways of seeing. These points could highlight interesting 

questions around who an EP approaches first in their assessments and how this may shape their 

frames for seeing, as well as the subsequent approaches taken to the child’s involvement. It may 

also raise the question of whose perspective is privileged in times where there are 

discrepancies or how this might be negotiated. This last point, however, could be said to be 
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based upon an assumption that there is – or should be – a unified psychological formulation, which 

may not necessarily be the case for some EPs or services. 
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Please see next page for Figure B.  
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Figure B 

Visual to Show Summary of Possible Subjectivities or Ways of Being for Constructions 
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Conclusions: 

Final Thoughts and Reflections 

This research aims to highlight the power of words and the power of the EP role in terms of the 

real-world implications for how a child is subsequently related to and acted upon by those around 

them. This includes how the child may go on to see and relate to themselves in their lives beyond 

the EP’s involvement. Some of these implications for practice can be seen to be reflected in the 

summarising tables in the previous chapter. The various functions EPs could look to invoke through 

their adoption of particular constructions, as well as the various subjectivities constructions might 

convey and subsequently create, each offer a window into the potential differing implications of 

the different ways we might use language to construct the child. This includes potential differing 

implications for how adults might relate to and act in relation to the child, including the EP, as a 

result of differing ways of coming to see and understand them.  

The way an EP conceptualises within their psychological advice process could be said to legitimise 

and professionally sanction a particular way of seeing, extending beyond a professional level, 

sanctioning at governmental and legal levels as a result of the statutory nature of this process. EPs 

contribute to knowledge production of the child and could be seen to contribute knowledge at 

broader societal levels; as perceived experts in psychology and education, EPs sanction and 

reinforce societal beliefs of what it means to ‘be’ a child, or who a child ‘should’ be. This chapter 

describes some final thoughts and reflections that arose within this research journey, along with 

further thoughts in relation to how this research could be used to inform EP practice. 

Power 
This research highlights the limited power children have in their lives. This includes explicit power 

whereby aspects of their lives are highly controlled and regulated, as well as less visible forms of 

implicit power whereby dominant discourses and associated practices can lead the child to be 
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Do we see that our already held frames for seeing may limit what is possible for us to see and not 

see? When we look at a child or a situation, when we hear the words of another, what are we 

looking for? What are we listening for? What are we open to? What are we closed to? 

What might happen if we let go of what we think we know? What might happen if we could step 

back from the prescribed ways of seeing that have developed over our lifetimes?1 What if we could 

let go of the ‘knowing’ which shapes our seeing? How comfortable are EPs with not knowing? Could 

this be the key to creating space for something new? Once we see that nothing is ‘true’ in the sense 

we might once have thought, is it possible that a door to new possibilities might be opened? 

Creating New Meanings 

The construction of childhood and the social structures around them appear to present a marked 

divide and power differential between adults and children. Within this culture, adult meanings 

could be seen to be generally privileged over children’s, with the proliferation of expert and 

professional knowledges perhaps leaving little room for children and young people to create their 

own meanings.  

Could a letting go of knowing serve a useful starting point for creating the space for children and 

young people to actively create their own meanings?  

A Role for EPs: Epistemology 

(Not Knowing and Creating New Meanings) 

Is there a role for EP doctoral courses and supervisory models within EP services in exploring the 

ideas and questions detailed above and below within this section, including looking to 

build comfort with, and see value in, ‘not knowing’ as well as developing an openness to, and 

skills in, facilitating the creation of new meanings? 

1 It is questionable whether it is possible to truly step outside of our frames for seeing, though this question refers to 
increasing our awareness of these frames for seeing, shedding those layers that are possible to shed, to create an 
openness to something that might be entirely new and unexpected. 
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Are EPs able to see that their descriptions of the child, could be seen to be constructions of the 

child? Constructions which are made up of particular patterns of meaning which are selected out 

from experiencing – patterns (or stories) which are told and re-told, strengthening and thickening 

particular ways of seeing the child? 

The framework and general structure of EHC needs assessments could be said to infer a view of 

there being a single, knowable and discoverable truth of the child. Arguably, this modernist 

perspective is one which continues to dominate in mainstream society, including the education 

system. Could the way EPs engage with EHC needs assessments infer an adherence to - or 

conversely - a resistance to - a modernist worldview?  

Is there a role for EPs in helping others to see the constructed nature of knowledge? What could 

this look like in conversations and written assessments? 

Do we speak, and write, as though we are speaking ‘truth’? 

Or do we speak in terms of ideas and ways of seeing that could have alternatives? 

What ‘truths’ do we reinforce?  

What ‘truths’ do we distance ourselves from? 

With mainstream Western thinking largely governed by modernist assumptions, it could 

be suggested that many prospective EPs enter training with a relatively firm grasp on what they 

think of as ‘true’. Could prospective EPs benefit from their doctoral course dedicating time 

explicitly to the loosening of their grasp on such truths? This includes those of Western 

psychology, for example by introducing trainees to the work of Danziger (1997) to illuminate 

the constructed nature of Western psychology, including many of the conceptualisations which 

have come to be fundamental in how we see and understand human experiencing. Is there 

a role for doctoral courses in illuminating the role of culture and language in shaping our 

seeing and in finding ways to help ‘lift the veil’ of our cultural conditioning in order to make 

visible the possibility for alternatives?  
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Masking Political and Economic Factors

Statutory assessments offer a particular purpose, although not made explicit to the reader in all of 

its facets. The use of the label ‘special educational needs’ and statutory assessments ultimately 

arise from a governmental need to manage finite resources and pursuing one often serves the 

function of gaining access to additional resource – “the issue here becomes how the tactic is used 

and whether the person labelled knows it is a tactic or comes to believe it is a life 

sentence.” (Williams et al., 2016 , p. 132) . Looking closely at statutory assessments within this 

research, I believe these economic and political functions can remain largely invisible, whilst the 

child appears to be placed in central view. This process could be seen as one which directs 

attention inwards towards and within the young person, masking the broader political and 

economic purposes ultimately being served – a process not without consequence, having the 

potential for very real implications for the young person at the centre. 

Creating and Reinforcing Deficit Identities 

For those applying for an EHCP, a primary aim often relates to seeking help for what is 

being perceived in some way a problem – with a need for funding above and beyond what 

can be provided at SEND support level funding in itself arguably being constructed as a problem. 

Within this lies what could be considered an inherently problematic need to construct a child by 

the way of problems. The EHCP process involves individualising and decontextualising the child, 

creating and providing a level of permanence to particular constructions of the child, enabling 

the child to be compared to others in adults’ attempts to gain resource. The child needs to be 

judged as falling short within this comparison in order for additional resource to be granted. 

Some might call this an institutional failing which targets and systematically furthers deficit-

focused identities of children and young people. Is this an aspect of SEND discourse and 

associated practices which tends to go unnoticed?  
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Masking Socio-Cultural Factors 

The power imbalances experienced by children and young people are perhaps amplified when 

considering those categorised as SEND. The SEND discourse itself could be seen to prescribe a 

particular frame for seeing which may limit how a young person is seen and related to. Perhaps 

more importantly, it can aid obscuring the broader picture - the relative nature of SEND which 

necessarily involves a child’s experiences which are created by and within a given context. The 

SEND discourse can direct attention inwards towards and within the child and legitimise initiatives 

that call for supporting a child to fit within their particular context. This often leaves responsibility 

with schools and the child – both who are perhaps feeling largely constrained (knowingly or 

unknowingly)  by the broader context of the education system and the normalised culture they 

have to work within. Similarly, the mental health discourse directs the gaze inwards to individuals, 

which in SEND language might be translated to social, emotional and mental health (SEMH)  needs. 

This discourse tends to construct difficulties being experienced as being housed within individuals 

and can subsequently entail calls for support through medication or therapeutic intervention – 

often leaving the systems and culture around them untouched. 

In addition to creating and reinforcing deficit identities, the current practices in education could 

be seen to include a failing of institutions to acknowledge their own role in the creation and 

maintenance of the difficult experiences endured by some children and young people, and 

ultimately in the creation and maintenance of what is described as SEND. The discourse of SEND 

(and mental health)  could perhaps be seen as a means of masking and maintaining these failings, 

potentially protecting wider systems and practices from a sense of responsibility to change. For 

example, frustrations and complaints may be more likely to be directed towards a need for greater 

support - such as being directed at the EHCP process or the SEND (or mental health)  system. This 

can involve calls for more ‘support’ and campaigns for greater training and finance in these areas 

(Jayanetti, 2023) . Notably, these discourses appear to leave the education system more broadly – 

such as the design and delivery of the curriculum and the implicit practices of prioritising and 

privileging particular skills or qualities, alongside comparison and judgement - to remain largely 

unquestioned.  
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direct risk to the profession itself – at least in its current form. This feels to be an important point 

to emphasise in awareness within the profession when considering the above ideas. Whilst these 

factors may often play out unconsciously and with automacity - perhaps playing a prohibitory role 

- it is hoped that this research helps to create space for the conscious contemplation of what could 

be seen to be important ethical considerations. Considerations that could be said to direct our gaze 

and energies beyond much of the systemic work traditionally undertaken by EPs in an effort to 

question and potentially disrupt dominant and normalised ways of seeing, being and doing –

disruption that could be seen to be fundamental in the profession’s striving for social justice.

What Stories Will You Tell? 

Western psychology has played quite the role in reinforcing problematic stories and increasing 

their stickiness and heaviness to people, albeit often with good intentions. EHC needs assessments 

can be seen as a potential manifestation of this; EPs play a highly influential role in what is selected 

out and attended to from descriptions of a person’s life – both of their present and their history – 

ultimately imbuing these descriptions with a sense of importance and noteworthiness.    

William James once wrote: “the essence of life is its continuously changing character; but our 

concepts are all discontinuous and fixed…” (James, 1912, p. 253) . Whilst life itself is fluid and 

moving, the words we write fix the constructed child into place. Some have described our use of 

language as casting a metaphorical net upon the world; seeking to name, order, classify and 

categorise to establish fixed understandings (Watts, 1966) . An EHC needs assessment could be 

seen as an institutionally sanctioned ‘metaphorical net’. A net which is cast upon the child in an 

attempt to categorise and establish a fixed understanding. Thus, the words chosen can play a 

crucial role in shaping what goes on to be seen, what understandings and interpretations are to be 

held onto and, ultimately, what may come to form an integral part of one’s self-image or self-

identity.  Something which, in reality, may be constantly moving and changing, and something 

which may have the possibility for many alternatives. 

Distancing from beliefs in a single, knowable truth, this thesis hopes to present an account that 

allows a deeper questioning into the stories we tell – both at a societal and an individual level. 
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• Is distress or upset referenced within your assessment and, if so, are details as to what

might be underlying these feelings made explicit, including where these might relate to

everyday (and potentially unquestioned) practices within education? i.e. in what ways

might your assessment contribute to - or resist - the normalisation of distress in children

categorised as SEND in relation to normalised practices within education?

• Is the child constructed as having (or lacking) skills, capacities or abilities that are conveyed

as fixed and relatively unchanging? Is language used to position these as something the

child does, or as something they are? How might such constructions create or reinforce

beliefs in relation to what is possible, both for the child themselves and adults around

them?

• How does your language use position ‘needs’? Are these between the child and their setting

or are these solely located within the child? Could consideration to what the child needs

outside of themselves aid greater emphasis towards an interactional conceptualisation of

need? As examples, might we write ‘the needs between the child and their setting’ or ‘the

child and their setting appear to be experiencing a need for special educational provision

in the areas of…’. In ‘needs’ sections, might we write about what the context, adults or

social environment needs to provide, as opposed to a sole focus upon what the child is

apparently lacking?

• Have you referenced the broader context and primary purpose of the assessment in terms

of the setting’s needs, including the economic and political functions this appears to be

serving? For example, what does the school lack or need in terms of resource which is

driving the application for an assessment? Is this something you think would be useful to

make explicit, for example with a ‘context of assessment’ section or similar?

Whilst this chapter details many ideas for reflective thinking and exploration, in an effort to create 

something more pragmatic for use in everyday EP practice, I have compiled some simpler questions 

that EPs might find useful to hold in mind when writing and speaking of children in their everyday 

practice:  

• Is this how I want the child to see themselves?
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• What stories2 do I want to reinforce and maintain? Which do I want to resist?

• Am I privileging ‘useful’ over ‘truthful’?

(Beaver, 2003) 

Whilst I list my own questions, readers may find it useful to create their own questions to hold in 

mind, considering what resonates most for them and what would feel to have a pragmatic value 

within their everyday practice.  

What stories will you tell? 

2 The reference to ‘stories’ in these questions extends beyond stories about the child, to include 
the implicit stories about what it means to ‘be’ a child, who the child ‘should’ be and the ways in 
which we ‘should’ live, ‘be’, and ‘do’ more broadly. For example, the way things are done within 
the education system or within Western culture more generally – all of which can often be 
implicit in the stories we tell within our psychological assessments. 
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Initial Code: having a trigger for doing something

‘she feels that this is the trigger for him displaying disruptive behaviours’

That there are external causes for children’s actions?

Trigger (DEFINITION)

Noun
 1. A movable catch or lever the pulling or pressing of which releases a detent or spring, and sets 
some force or mechanism in action, e.g. springs a trap. (OED 24.06.22)

Verb
1. transitive. To act as a ‘trigger’ (sense 3) for, causing another event (esp. a chain reaction) to 
occur; to stimulate or ‘set off’; to activate, to bring about; to spark off (an idea, etc.). Also literal, to 
pull (depress, etc.) the trigger of (a gun or other device).

Sense 3:
 3. In figurative and allusive uses. in the drawing of a trigger, in a moment, instantaneously. quick on 
the trigger, quick to act in response to a suggestion, to take advantage of a situation, or the like.

Child constructed as ‘stimulate-able’ or ‘set off-able’ – can be acted upon to produce a particular 
effect – predictable? 

Trigger to mean ‘instant cause’? The word trigger feels mechanistic as stimulation response but the 
EP’s and mum’s description is richer, describing the trigger as inclusive of thoughts and feelings. Is 
the trigger the thing in the environment (the work not being understandable + absence of help + 
the children who might make fun) or the interaction between these and the thoughts of the child?
 is this highlighting a tension within the construction?

e.g. child as acting instantaneously and mechanistically to particular circumstances but also as
having thoughts (they might make fun of me) and feelings (this makes me feel worried) that
meaningfully drive actions

Initial Code: Subordinate

Subordinate (DEFINITION)

 2.
 a. Belonging to a lower rank, grade, class, or order, and hence governed by or under the authority 
of one that is higher. Frequently with to.
 (a) Of a person or group of people.
 (b) Of power, position, command, or employment.
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