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Abstract 

Attendance within education has been an important issue since compulsory schooling of the 1870s. This interest in attendance has developed over recent years with attendance data being a measure of school success and child outcomes alongside an increase in non-attendance in a post COVID-19 pandemic context (Department for Education, 2022). The educational psychology profession has also been impacted by this context, with an increase in attendance guidance for schools and numbers of reported casework (West Sussex Educational Psychology Service, 2022a). 

Emotionally Based School Avoidance (EBSA), a term adopted by Educational Psychologists within their guidance documentation, is therefore of interest to this research which aims to use a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) to explore Educational Psychologists’ constructions of EBSA and how this relates to wider discourse and implicates practice. 

This research takes a social constructionist epistemological and relativist ontological position, in four interviews, exploring Educational Psychologists’ constructions of EBSA during discussions of their work on a case involving EBSA. The interviews were transcribed and analysed, informed by Willig (2013)’s Six stage process of FDA. 

The analysis presents multiple discursive constructions of EBSA within EPs talk with six key discourses presented within this research constructing the child within the EBSA discourse as; anxious (in relation to the school context), impacted by complex mental and physical needs, motivated to learn, supported by relationships, in need of specialist support and without a voice. A range of wider discourses were identified including dominant legal and medicalised discourses as well as alternative school systems and ‘unlearning attendance’ / engagement discourses. 

This research contributes to critical conversations regarding reflexive practice within educational psychology and how the language used within our constructions of EBSA can implicate how we position the child, their family, the school and in turn our practice. Implications and recommendations for future practice are discussed. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Introduction 

This chapter begins with a presentation of my theoretical orientation so the reader can be clear on my positionality throughout the thesis. It will then highlight the key terminology from which this thesis is based upon and present a clear rationale for the research through consideration of the importance of attendance difficulties within the UK education system and the current context for the emergence of the concept of EBSA within the educational psychology profession. 

Theoretical Orientation

This thesis is written from a social constructionist position to explore Educational Psychologists’ (EPs’) constructions of Emotionally Based School Avoidance (EBSA) and how such constructions implicate their practice. Social constructionism is the perspective that all experience and phenomena can be derived and maintained socially by humans sharing meaning throughout society (Burr, 2003). It is therefore language which is central to making meaning and provides the basis of thought (Burr, 2003). Social constructionism rejects a realist objective truth in favour of multiple perspectives created through discourses which “systematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1972, p.49). 

Discourses are situated instances of language use which produce a particular version of events. Through the lens of social constructionism, where multiple realities can exist through language, multiple discourses will construct and represent the object differently (Burr, 2003). In this case the purpose of the research is to explore the discourses around EBSA within EP interviews. 

Pomerantz (2008) highlights how the EP is surrounded by discourse through listening to the speech of others and how they talk with and about the young people they are working with. It is therefore important that EPs recognises how they are influenced and influence situations through the discourses they reproduce (Pomerantz, 2008). This thesis therefore takes the perspective that it is important for EPs to reflect on how language is used to construct the children and young people they work with and the implications this has for practice. 

This reflexivity described by Pomerantz (2008) is embedded throughout the research. My own reflections of how I have been influenced by the research and influenced it in return are represented within reflection boxes throughout this thesis. 

Terminology

School attendance is a pressing issue within the field of education, and there are a multitude of definitions used to describe children who struggle to attend school, which can make it difficult to define and understand (Elliott, 1999). 

Terms used within the literature overtime include but are not limited to school refusal (Berg, 1997), school phobia (Johnson, 1941), school non-attendance (Thambirajah et al., 2008), extended school non-attendance (Pellegrini, 2007) and emotionally based school non-attendance (Corcoran et al, 2022). The debate concerning attendance difficulties and how they are conceptualised is continually evolving, and to date there is little consensus within the literature, with new papers published yearly using different terms and definitions. 

As highlighted above, language is core to the principles of social constructionism and in turn this research. These different terms and definitions bring with them different constructions and understandings of attendance difficulties, for example terminology such as refusal and avoidance have been argued to position the responsibility within the child, potentially conceptualising non-attendance as a choice whereas non-attendance could be argued to reflect a broader complex concept made up of a range of interacting factors (Corcoran et al, 2022). Furthermore, the use of avoidance in comparison to non-attendance could allow for the consideration of children who attend school but struggle to go to their lessons. Therefore, it is essential that the use of terminology is clear within this thesis as constructions and understands can vary considerably depending on the language used. 

I have chosen to focus my research on the term Emotionally Based School Avoidance. This term was introduced by West Sussex Educational Psychology Service (EPS) within their guidance ‘Emotionally Based School Avoidance: Guidance for School and Support Agencies’ (West Sussex EPS, 2018), adapted from their previously used term Emotionally Based School Refusal (West Sussex EPS, 2004). EBSA is described as: 

“a broad umbrella term used to describe a group of children and young people who have severe difficulty in attending school due to emotional factors, often resulting in prolonged absences from school” (West Sussex EPS, 2004, p.3).

Within my own practice EBSA is the terminology I encounter the most when working with students with attendance difficulties. This is also reflected within the number of EPS guidance documents which have been created across the UK based on the West Sussex definition of EBSA (Bradford EPS, 2024; Salford City Council, 2022; Wakefield EPS, 2023a; West Berkshire Educational Psychology Service, 2020). It therefore felt appropriate to base my research on this term and to speak to EPs who utilise this definition and terminology of EBSA.

It is recognised by the author that there is an assumption when using the term EBSA that we are referring to a child. Nevertheless, any reference to EBSA within this thesis is denoting the concept of EBSA and not the child themself.  In line with the theoretical positioning of the research, it is important for constructions of the child and EBSA to be maintained as separate, therefore the child is not ‘EBSA’ but constructed within the EBSA discourse. 
 
When reference is made to school non-attenders or students with attendance difficulties, I am referring to a broader range of attendance difficulties which includes but is not limited to not attending school due to behaviour difficulties or family circumstances. 

Reflection Box 1.1: reflections on my positionality
  
Reflexivity is essential when conducting research within a social constructionist paradigm in order to be able to consider your impact over the research (Pomerantz, 2008). I think it is important to state my own positionality with regard to the topic of this research and my motivations to write this thesis. 

Although I had encountered students experiencing attendance difficulties throughout my previous roles in education before commencing my doctoral training, I was not familiar with the term EBSA. In my placement during my first year on the doctorate I encountered the term EBSA multiple times and began to engage with the research and guidance / training materials produced by educational psychology services. An influential experience during this placement however was the main contributor to my interest within this area. I was asked to support a school in implementing a whole school EBSA approach to identify, assess and plan interventions for children with attendance difficulties. The school had already identified two children as EBSA and it was my role to model a child voice, information gathering tool to staff. The two children presented with what I perceived to be high levels of social anxiety and were visibly uncomfortable within their school environment. After I had modelled this tool a member of staff approached me to ask if she could use it with students who were in school but not going to lessons. She said, “I know they’re not EBSA because they’re clearly choosing not to be in lessons, but I wanted to know if the tool could be used on them”. This encounter made me reflect on the term EBSA and how it was being conceptualised. I wondered why the staff member was so certain the other students were not EBSA and whether my training had influenced this? 

From this experience I have since encountered a number of cases involving school non-attendance within the secondary school I work in on my placement and have delivered training created by my local authority to school staff. On occasions I have found the term EBSA helpful in my discussions with staff, feeling it was able to give an alternative lens to view non-attendance beyond choice behaviour. On other occasions I have felt limited, for example when delivering training I felt children conceptualised as having behavioural difficulties were absent from the discussion. 

Throughout my training on the doctorate thus far, I have developed a sense of criticality and questioning which I believe aligns with the Sheffield’s course ethos (Williams et al., 2016).  I try to think carefully about the language I use in my report writing and conversations. I have and attempt to employ critical thinking regarding the tools I use within my assessments. I wonder if this has created a natural disposition within myself to question and resist labels within my practice? The intent of this research however is not to necessarily criticise the label of EBSA but to take a curious approach to what discourses are surrounding EBSA and how this could be impacting EP practice and consequently outcomes for young people.      



Rational for thesis	

This section will present my rational for the thesis, and how I arrived at my research questions. Through reviewing the literature regarding school attendance, I will highlight why attendance issues are of importance in the current context of the education system, considering the prevalence and demographics of those identified as having attendance difficulties. I will then turn to educational psychology, highlighting why EBSA is of interest to the profession and the importance of gaining professional’s views. 

Importance of school attendance

Pellegrini (2007) suggests school attendance is viewed to be vital for developing academic skills, values, sense of culture and citizenship and therefore non-attendance is harmful for children and society as a whole. Although it is recognised as relatively common that children will occasionally not attend school (Evans, 2000), when this absence becomes extended it is perceived as a serious problem (Lauchlan, 2003). Attendance continues to be a key topic within legislation and documentation by the Department of Education (DfE) which has been brought to the forefront for many educational professionals as a result of the COVID pandemic where student attendance was impacted (DfE, 2022). A historical review of attendance in the UK will be presented further on in this thesis where I will build upon these ideas considering how discourses have emerged overtime to construct attendance as something that is important. 

It has long been a priority of government strategy to focus on attendance within schools. An example of this being in the Government document ‘School Attendance: Main Guidance’ (DfE, 2020), where it strongly aligns the importance of attendance with academic success. 

‘Central to raising standards in education and ensuring all pupils can fulfil their potential is an assumption so widely understood that it is insufficiently stated – pupils need to attend school regularly to benefit from their education’ (DfE, 2020, p.5)

In a more recent guidance document ‘Working together to improve school attendance’ (DfE, 2022), the message of attendance being essential for school success is emphasised, linking attendance to attainment, wellbeing and wider life chances. A supporting statistic cited in this document states that students who achieved below a grade 4 in English and Maths were absent over double the amount of time as those who achieved a grade 9-5. Furthermore, the document identified attendance in vulnerable groups to be a protective factor to maximise support and identification of need. 
This view of attendance and attainment being linked, is supported in the literature. Taylor (2012) reported attendance to be essential for academic achievement and subsequent engagement in further education or employment after school and avoiding the risk of becoming ‘NEET’: not engaging in any education employment or training. This is supported by Bernstein et al. (1999) and Flakierska-Praquin et al. (1997) who both highlight academic underachievement and poor employment outcomes in non-attenders. Furthermore, in a study across seven local authorities it was reported that teachers believed pupil absence to contribute to underachievement, irrespective of the length of absence (Malcolm et al., 2003). This suggests that attendance having an impact on attainment is a strongly held view within education. 
Finning et al. (2019) suggests that school attendance is important for social and emotional outcomes as well as academic attainment and therefore important for the holistic development of students. In addition to their findings on academic achievement, Malcolm et al. (2003) found teachers perceived non-attendance to impact pupils’ social skills and self-esteem. Further literature suggests those with difficulties in attending school are at greater risk of having issues with peer relationships, employment, and prospects in general (Fremont, 2003; Gregory & Purcell, 2014; Lyon & Cotler, 2007; McShane et al., 2001). Links have also been made to greater risks of mental health difficulties in adulthood (Flakierska-Praquin et al., 1997; Kearney, 2008; Planty et al., 2005; Walter et al., 2010). This is reinforced further by Bjarnason and Thorlindsson (1994) who report an association between suicidal thoughts and school non-attendance. 
The presented literature could be understood to be located within a discourse of education being an inherently good thing and therefore something that must be compulsory for all children to attend. Lees (2014) has attempted to resist this discourse, presenting an argument of compulsory schooling as ‘ridiculous’ when considering the physical, psychological, and emotional pain it can cause. This argument highlights how schools are positioned towards certain people and outcomes which by enabling some to flourish, inevitably fails and excludes others (Lees, 2014). 
There is a substantial amount of literature linking attendance to both attainment, social and emotional development, highlighting its importance of attendance for future outcomes (Bernstein et al., 1999; Flakierska-Praquin et al., 1997; Gregory & Purcell, 2014; Taylor, 2012). With this dominant discourse of attendance being important and present within the literature it is therefore essential and necessary to continue to explore attendance within research, in order to contribute to the ongoing debates and discussion within education.
Current context of school attendance 
As stated, attendance is an important issue within the current education system. It is therefore useful to explore the current context of attendance within the UK education system. Schools in the UK are required to take an attendance register twice a day, which is used by the government to publish pupil absence statistics termly, with full year absence data published in the March of the following year (DfE, 2019a). Within the data, absence is identified as either ‘authorised’ (permission granted from school) or ‘unauthorised’ (without permission from school). Overall absence rates in England have increased from 4.8% in 2017/2018 to 7.6% in 2021/2022 decreasing slightly to 7.5% in 2022/2023 (GOV.UK, 2024). Nonetheless, it has been argued that these categories of attendance are too simplified to capture the complexity and differing reasons for school absenteeism and may not be fully representative of the current context of attendance and all of its complexities (Thambirajah et al., 2008). It is therefore important to interpret this data with some caution. 
The government also report on persistent absenteeism rates, defined as those who miss more than 10% of their possible school sessions (DfE, 2019a). The cut off for this was reduced from 15% in 2015/16 and 20% in 2010/11 (DfE, 2019a), highlighting a move towards stricter attendance measures and to ensure schools can identify persistently absent students at an earlier stage. In 2022/2023 the percentage of persistent absentees was 22.3%, up from 10.8% in 2018/19 and 11.2% in 2017/18, stressing the importance of continued work to understand attendance difficulties (GOV.UK, 2024). Not only does this suggest that persistent absenteeism is a priority group of interest to the government, but it is also an expanding group and therefore in need of a deeper level of understanding and targeted support. 
The increase in persistent absenteeism over the last few years could be argued to be linked with the COVID pandemic and subsequent national lockdown where school closures saw students absent from the classroom for at least 17 weeks from March 2020- March 2021 (except for children of critical workers and vulnerable children) (ofqual, 2021).  The pandemic may have brought issues of attendance to the forefront of educational professionals, potentially exacerbating issues which were already present. Rae (2020) highlights the challenges students faced returning to school and the possible increases in anxiety regarding the return to school and extended absences from school. This suggests that it has never been a more important time to increase our understanding of school non-attendance.  
The Department of Education’s guidance (DfE, 2022) highlights how attendance is still a relevant and pressing issue for the government. The guidance emphasises the importance of taking a holistic approach to non-attendance, considering pupil, school, and family factors. Powerfully, the document states:
“Improving attendance is everyone’s business” (DfE, 2022, p.6)
putting more emphasis on the role of the school in removing barriers for students facing attendance difficulties. Although this document is statutory guidance for schools, legally the responsibility for school attendance lies with the parent who can still be prosecuted for student non-attendance. 
Overall, the current context of attendance within the UK education system highlights a picture of increased attendance difficulties and specifically increases in persistent absenteeism. Recent developments in government documentation suggests attendance is a priority issue, however the current measures for recording and measuring attendance make it difficult to get a true reflection of attendance difficulties within the education system.  
Prevalence of attendance difficulties within demographics
As discussed above, attendance difficulties and persistent absenteeism appear to be a growing problem within the UK school system, therefore it is useful to explore its prevalence in more detail to identify vulnerable groups and to gauge the severity of the problem. 
Within the literature the general estimate of students who experience school attendance difficulties is approximately 5% (Elliott & Place, 2019; Katz et al., 2016). It is however difficult to have accurate prevalence data due to the range of terminologies and measures relating to non-attendance (Elliott, 1999). Government statistics suggest increased non-attendance for children with special educational needs (SEN) support, pupils eligible for free school meals, traveller or Irish heritage pupils and Gypsy/Roma pupils and students in year 10 and 11 (DfE, 2019b) . This may indicate that these are vulnerable groups who could benefit from targeted intervention work to support attendance. However, the issues with the categorisation of attendance within government documentation not reflecting the complex reality of non-attendance, make it difficult to get a true reflection of absenteeism within different demographics. 
Research within the USA has highlighted how schools can be difficult places for marginalised groups including ethnic minorities and children with disabilities (Kearney et al., 2023). Institutionalised inequalities within school systems can create a school climate which is less favourable for these groups with regard to safety, teacher relationships and opportunities for participation (Espelage et al., 2015; Fan et al., 2011). Kearney et al. (2023) also highlight how current policies within schools rely on punitive measures which have a disproportionate impact on these marginalised groups. Paulauskaite et al. (2022) research on neurodiverse children who are electively home educated in the UK highlighted greater rates of absenteeism for these groups, describing experiences of isolation and bullying and the requirement for more personalised learning. Paulauskaite et al. (2022) found that parents reported reasons for de-registering their child from school to be because they felt the school was unable to meet their child’s needs. 
The current literature presents a dearth of evidence relating to differing rates of non-attendance between genders and socioeconomic backgrounds (King & Bernstein, 2001; Pellegrini, 2007). Nevertheless, Stempel et al. (2017) did report a link between adverse childhood experiences and prolonged school absenteeism in the USA. Furthermore, non-attendance has been associated with periods of transition within the school life-time for example, primary to secondary school transitions (King & Bernstein, 2001) as well as an increased prevalence in Secondary aged students (Archer et al., 2003). 
Although the majority of the literature reports little significant differences between demographics, a study from the USA has reported a disparity between attendance in minority, socially disadvantaged and disabled groups (Lyon & Cotler, 2007). This paper argues for higher quality data gathering in order to document disparities, address causes and develop strategies to support different groups. Lyon and Cotler (2007) also highlight the lack of diversity in the samples of students used in school absentee research and call for more representative research and literature which can be used to identify target groups for prevention and intervention work. It therefore must be recognised that attendance difficulties could be influenced by a range of intersecting factors, and more research with diverse groups would be beneficial in increasing our understanding of this. 
It is therefore difficult to get a true picture of the rates of attendance difficulties and the groups most vulnerable to these difficulties. Nevertheless, the data that is available suggests this is a growing issue that affects the school population and may be particularly significant for less advantaged groups. 
Reflection box 1.2: conflicts regarding data 

I felt challenged by my inclusion of the above data within this thesis as I interpret it as sitting within a positivist paradigm, where data is presented as objective facts. This contrasts with the theoretical underpinnings of this research which reject objectivity for subjective, social constructs. I think it is therefore important to be cautious when interpreting the above data regarding prevalence and demographics as these are based on socially constructed categories created by the government or the researcher and therefore may not reflect all groups experiencing non-attenders for example, children attending school but not able to attend their lessons would not be included within this data. Kearney and Childs (2023) have recognised the limitations within the data on attendance in the USA due to relying on simple measures of physical presence in school, leading to problems with reliability, construct validity, and integrity of the data. Nevertheless, I decided to include this data as I felt it gave some context for the reader regarding non-attendance and my rational for choosing this area to conduct my thesis in. 

Emotionally Based School Avoidance: the current context in Educational Psychology

The rise in attendance difficulties highlighted within the data and the increased governmental attention to attendance is likely to have a significant impact on the work of EPs. EPs have been identified as being well placed in order to support schools with attendance difficulties across multiple levels of the school system (Boaler & Bond, 2023; Pellegrini, 2007). This is supported by a rise in EP services publishing guidance documentations to support schools with non-attendance, for example, from a single google search I was able to find approximately 18 different services’ guidance documents. 

As stated previously there is a range of terminology used within the literature and EP profession, however the majority of the guidance documentations identified referenced the original West Sussex (2018) EBSA guidance documentation. In addition to guidance documentation, the service where I am on placement offers EBSA training to schools and other professionals and is piloting whole school EBSA interventions. An online CPD training has also been created for Educational Psychologists (EPs), with accompanying resources which has become popular within the profession (Holder, 2022). Furthermore a recent UCL Educational Psychology Group: Extended School-Non Attendance Leading Edge Day, had unprecedented interest from the profession, leading to an offering of an online option to cater for the high numbers of interest. (UCL, 2024). It therefore appears that EPs have a key role in educating professionals about EBSA and giving guidance on how to support those children experiencing EBSA. Furthermore, it seems this is a topic the EP profession is engaged and interested in.      

What feels like a relatively sudden uptake of EBSA terminology and dissemination of guidance raises the question of why EBSA is now high on the agenda of many EPSs? Increasing evidence is suggesting that the COVID pandemic has had a negative impact on children’s mental health (Jeffery et al., 2021) as well as many children experiencing increased levels of anxiety relating to school (Rae, 2020). Corcoran et al. (2022) suggests that the pandemic has raised the attention of educational professionals to the importance of attendance and the issue of helping those experiencing school related anxiety to integrate into school. As well as a heightened interest regarding EBSA, this study highlights how the increased number of children struggling to re-enter the education system after the pandemic has improved our knowledge and experiences of what makes a successful return to education. The increased agenda of supporting children’s mental health as well as the experiences gained since the pandemic, supporting children with school related anxiety, may explain why EBSA is higher on EPS’s agendas than ever before. 

The Role of Professionals

Professionals within school are well positioned to identify and support with school attendance difficulties (Salemi & Brown, 2003). Thambirajah et al. (2008) suggests that as part of a multi-systemic approach, several professionals including EPs, Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS), Education Welfare Services, Home Tuition and Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) services may be involved supporting the young person and their family being impacted by EBSA. It is therefore important to understand these professionals’ views to help aid our understanding within this field of research. Torrens Armstrong et al. (2011)’s study in the USA found school professionals struggled to understand the reasons for attendance difficulties, constructing students’ difficulties to be related to an illness. This study only accounts for school health professionals, who may be influenced by the clinical discourse surrounding attendance difficulties and may therefore not reflect other professionals’ experiences. Other studies looking at educational professionals highlight a trend of school staff attributing the cause of attendance difficulties away from school and towards the young person and home, citing parenting and emotional difficulties as causal factors (Archer et al., 2003; Devine, 2021; Gren-Landell et al., 2015; Malcolm et al., 2003; Reid, 2006). Previous research in this area has focused on causal attributes as well as school practices and responses to attendance difficulties (Lodato, 2019). These studies have used a range of definitions of attendance difficulties, but none have explored professionals understanding of specifically EBSA. Furthermore, these studies failed to account for the role of the EP, and therefore the views and understandings of EPs are yet to be explored. 

 Pellegrini (2007) has underlined the variety of ways EPs can work with attendance difficulties, suggesting EPs could work at an individual, familial and school system level to facilitate a shared understanding of goals and appropriate interventions. Some examples of the type of work Pellegrini (2007) suggests EPs could do are; assessing the student’s needs, parent training, staff training, mediating between school and home and implementing interventions. As discussed above, the interest in EBSA within the EP profession has increased and therefore it is important to understand the perspectives of these professionals. In their Thesis, Nelson (2013) explored the views and perspectives of a group of educational professionals, including EPs, Teachers and Learning Support Assistants. Professionals identified several reasons for school refusal including their relationships with peers and adults in addition to emotional difficulties, parenting, and socio-economic status. Since EBSA has gained popularity within the EP field I think it is important to explore EPs conceptions of attendance difficulties, but more specifically the term EBSA. I hope this will bring alternative voices to the debates surrounding attendance difficulties as well as bringing more understanding to the constructions of EBSA and the consequences of such understandings. 

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis

As highlighted previously, from a social constructionist perspective, language is essential for understanding knowledge (Burr, 2003). Therefore, this research utilises a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) methodology which takes the position that the discourses used in our language form our knowledge and understanding of concepts (Foucault, 1972). Pomerantz (2008) highlights how FDA can be used by psychologists to make available different ways of seeing and being, through reflexive examination of theories and constructs considering how discourses interact with culture, society, power, and institutions. This research therefore aims to utilise FDA to allow for the reflexive examination of EBSA, considering how constructions of EBSA allow for different ways of seeing and being for EPs.  A more in depth rational and explanation of FDA is presented within the methodology chapter. 

Research Questions

The rational for the thesis is presented and resulted in the following research questions being developed:

Primary Research Question: What discourses do Educational Psychologists draw upon within their construction of Emotionally Based School Avoidance when reflecting on their practice?

Secondary Research Question: How are the Educational Psychologists’ constructions of Emotionally Based School Avoidance informing their practice?

Summary  

This chapter has presented the current context of attendance difficulties within the UK, highlighting its importance in education and future outcomes. The lack of consensus in terminology within the literature has made it difficult to get a clear understanding of attendance difficulties. This review of the literature around the context of attendance and EBSA introduced EBSA as a common and popular term used within education and more specifically by EPs. By considering the current context of EBSA within the EP profession and highlighting the importance of understanding professional views, a gap within the literature of studying the perceptions of EPs regarding EBSA was highlighted. 

























Chapter 2: Literature Review – A review of discourse and the emergence of EBSA.

Introduction
By orienting this research to social constructionism I take the position that knowledge is constructed through discourse where language is performative and reflects social meanings (Burman, 2007). Discourse analysis can examine language within context to consider the functions that the discourse is serving (Gergen, 2015). In addition to this, Yates and Hiles (2010) highlight how Foucault’s concept of Archaeology allows discourses to be identified through examining  the emergence, organisation and transformation of objects overtime. This chapter will therefore present a brief historical review of attendance documentation and legislation over time before taking a deeper analysis of the literature around the conceptualisation of attendance difficulties, reflecting on the discourse the literature is situated in. Finally, it will consider the origins of the object of this thesis, EBSA, in order to gain a sense of its discursive formation (Foucault, 1972)

A brief history of school attendance in the UKReflection Box 1.3: reflections on the inclusion of a historical review section 

Foucault’s view of discourse requiring historical contextualisation in order to be useful is something I grappled with when planning and writing this research. I was conscious of my capacity to gain a comprehensive historical understanding of attendance difficulties within the time frame of this research but also felt like it would be important to give context to my analysis through gaining some understanding of the historical origin of prevailing discourse and constructions of EBSA. I debated where this could fit into my research and when writing where it would be best placed within the structure of the thesis. I considered including this historical review within my analysis section; however, this is not a discourse analysis in itself, rather a brief overview of the historical context of attendance difficulties and EBSA. I will however include some reflections on the wider discourses that may be drawn upon and how this may have transformed over time. It is worth noting that I am not a historian, and it is not the intention to present a historically accurate chronology or analysis but to use my own reflections to help the reader position themselves within the context of this research and consider the wider discourses present over time. 


A search through the literature and governmental archive documents highlighted some key moments within legislative history with regard to school attendance. Where possible, the relevant parts of each document were read. A brief context of the legislation in addition to reflections regarding the discourses throughout time are presented in this section. 

1870-1880

The Elementary Education Acts of 1870 and 1880 established compulsory education within England for 5 – 10-year-olds with schooling previously being provided through philanthropic or religious groups (Gillard, 2024). These legislations were viewed as a response to industrialisation and the increasing technology and management within the workplace, where there was seen to be a need of managing a potentially volatile working class (Gleeson, 1992). Within these acts it was made into law that no child under the age of 10 could be employed. This created a change in the ‘property rights’ parents had over their children, with a movement towards state control and monitoring.  By dividing the family into individual productive functions, through the separation of the child from home and the school from work, reforms in both education and welfare legitimatised the surveillance and sanctions for the family (Gleeson, 1992). Although this was the first time sanctions were put into place for children not attending school, the reality was that the law allowed local authorities to manage these and there were relaxed attitudes to attendance, with compulsory education seen to undermine the power of industrialists and landowners (Gleeson, 1992). In particular girls were found to be more absent from school without prosecution due to a perceived benefit of women working within the home (Gleeson, 1992). 
Reflection Box 1.4: reflections on discourse

It may be relevant to draw upon discourses of childhood with regard to the educational reforms during the 19th century. The discourse of a child as an innocent and close to nature and in need of protection from adult immorality and sexuality, may have led to a need to separate the adult from the child. This view of childhood allowed adults to see children as different to themselves and a need to preserve this innocence may have led to the removal of children from this work force (Power, 2022). This is in contrast to previous discourses from Evangelists who viewed the child as the ‘original sin’ and intrinsically evil (Power, 2022). 

Discourses of the enlightenment by Locke may also be relevant here viewing the child’s mind as tabula rasa, blank slate influenced by adults (Duschinsky, 2012). By taking this view children could be seen to be malleable by the state and therefore a commodity to be used in the developing of the working class (Power, 2022). 

I also see the relevance of Foucault’s disciplinary power where power is normalised within institutions through self-discipline (Young, 2019). 


1944-1969

Emerging from the two world wars, 1914-1918 and 1939-1945 the cracks within the social and economic infrastructure of the UK was evident (Gleeson, 1992). A decline in the empire, increased competition from abroad and low productivity created pressures for educational reform (Gleeson, 1992). The 1944 Education Act is viewed as the most significant post-war education-system reform, replacing most of the previous legislation (DfE, 1944). Compulsory attendance was increased to 5-15 years of age and parental responsibility was made more explicit through section 36 stating: 
“It shall be the duty of the parent of every child of compulsory school age to cause him to receive efficient full-time education suitable to his age, ability, aptitude, either by regular attendance at school or otherwise” (Education Act, 1944, section. 36). 
Local authorities were also given powers to issue school attendance orders to parents ‘failing to perform their duty’. The 1969 Children and Young Person Act reinforced this control with children who were not receiving full time education identified as in need of social care and control (UK Parliament, 1969). 

Gleeson (1992) states how this new educational reform equates the state’s and the individual’s interest to be one and the same, with social and economic progress being viewed as reliant on the family, education and economy. 
Reflection Box 1.5 reflections on discourse

I see the legislation of the Education Act 1944 as a strengthening on the disciplinary power of the institution of the school, beyond the classroom and into the families’ lives. Here the parent is positioned as responsible for their child’s school attendance, therefore creating opportunity for surveillance within the family home when a child is not attending school. 


1973-1989

In 1973 an oil crisis hit the UK economy followed by a recession and miners’ strikes. This in turn saw the demoralisation of youth, the collapse of youth employment and a rise in crime (Gleeson, 1992). The ‘Black Papers’ published in 1975 and 1977 suggested a link between the lowering standards of attainment, attendance and behaviour with discipline and virtue which were seen to be an influence on the subsequent educational reforms of the 80s  (Cox & Boyson, 1977; Cox et al., 1975). Graham (1986) highlights how during this period, school attendance was equated to truancy linking to improper parenting, deviancy and crime. In line with this narrative of criminality and attendance, community policing was used for truancy (Davies, 1986) in (Gleeson, 1992). 

The 1988 Education Reform Act saw another overhaul of the education system, introducing ideas of neoliberalism, understood as the governmental regulation of markets and societies for example through marketisation and privatisation (Savage, 2017), where national standards, a national curriculum and GCSE examinations introduced competition and the pressure to improve attainment and attendance (DfE, 1988). The national curriculum introduced phased assessment throughout the school timeline, making school attendance a priority for success. 

The Children Act (1989) saw the removal of school non-attendance as a criteria for a care order, however it was considered an indicator of improper parenting, allowing for the use of preventative social work and the introduction of professionals to the family system (DfE, 1989). The social and educational research communities equated educational failure with pathological terms such as ‘maladjustment’, ‘subnormal’ and ‘retard’. This use of medicalised language with regard to education legitimised experts’ rights and allowed for professionals to access families and investigate parents (Gleeson, 1992; Seeley, 1966). 
Reflection Box 1.6:  reflections on discourse

Deacon (2006)’s reflections on Foucault’s epistemological power feel relevant to reflect upon here. Here historical educational psychology discourses of measurement and norms have constructed an idea of education as a science, legitimising the power of professionals and a truth to be found (Deacon, 2006). Through the pathologizing language highlighted by Seeley (1966) this positions the problem as within the child or family, and creates a role for professionals to investigate and work with families. 

Furthermore, the Black Papers referred to here seem to project a construction of attendance as related to crime and behaviour. Through this construction, the powers of schools and the law to enact punitive consequences for non-attendance could be seen to be possible.  


1996-2015

The Education Act (1996) consolidated previous Education Acts from 1944 onwards. This legislation firmed up parental responsibility stating:
“The parent of every child of compulsory school age shall cause him to receive efficient full-time education suitable – 
a) To his age, ability and aptitude, and 
b) To any special educational needs he may have, either by regular attendance at school or otherwise” (Education Act, 1996, section 7)
In accordance with the Education Act (1996) section 23 of the Anti-Social Behaviour Act (2003) introduced powers for head teachers, the police and local authorities to issue penalty notices to parents where children have had unauthorised absences from school (Blunkett, 2003). Penalty notices are a fine of £120 per parents per child, reduced to £60 if paid within 21 days. Penalty notices are considered appropriate to be given when a child is seen to be overtly truanting or in cases of parentally condoned absences (Blunkett, 2003).

2005 also saw a change in how attendance data was measured and with the introduction of the school census came the term persistent absence, defined as around 20% or more sessions missed. The threshold for persistent absence has since been reduced to 15% in 2010 and 10% in 2015 (DfE, 2024). This could be seen to reflect a stricter policy on attendance and wanting to identify persistent non-attendance sooner. 
Reflection Box 1.7: reflections on discourse

In addition to the 1944 Education Act, the 1996 version further strengthens the construction of parental responsibility for school attendance. Here the law ensures the social structures and practices of attendance in education are upkept. 

The lowering of the threshold for persistent non-attendance over the last few decades could be seen to demonstrate attendance having an increased level of importance within the institution of education and to the government. This may be reflective of the increasing influence of neoliberalism over education where schools’ attendance and attainment data are in competition with one another and held as a measure of success.  


2020-2024

March 2020 – March 2021 marked an unprecedented time in education during the COVID pandemic where children were required to stay at home and not attend school for periods of time. During this time a new category of attendance measures was implemented called ‘COVID-related absence’ specifically referring to pupils who stayed home due to lockdown requirements and isolating with COVID-19 symptoms (Long & Roberts, 2024). Since the relaxation of restrictions there have been concerns regarding a reduction in attendance, and in particular persistent absence (Long & Roberts, 2024). A report on parental attitudes to school attendance since the COVID-19 pandemic reported a shift in parental attitudes to schools including a breakdown in relationship between home and school, a mental health crisis, an adoption of term-time holidays and an increase in poverty due to a cost-of-living crisis (Burtonshaw & Dorrell, 2023). 

The release of the government guidance “Working together to improve school attendance” was published in 2022 and will become statutory from August 2024 (DfE, 2022).  This document highlights a potential change in rhetoric around attendance stating it should “be seen as everyone’s responsibility in school” (DfE, 2022, p.9). This may be seen to take a more multi-agency approach to supporting attendance, including responsibility given to the school. Nevertheless, this document and the current law still states that it is the legal responsibility of the parent to ensure their child receives an education. 

There is also an acknowledgement in this document regarding the range of reasons a student may find attendance difficult including behaviour, special educational needs and mental health needs. The guidance also states that schools must record absence as authorised if they are unable to attend due to a mental or physical illness. This recognition of how mental health may impact attendance is further reinforced through the more recent ‘Mental health issues affecting a pupil’s attendance: guidance for school’ document which outlines responsibilities for parents, schools, local authorities and academy trustees with how to support attendance difficulties alongside social, emotional and mental health needs (DfE, 2023). This could be seen to be more in line with the definitions of non-attendance which highlight mental or emotional needs including EBSA.Reflection box 1.8: reflections on discourse

Reflecting on the impact of COVID on attendance has made me consider how constructions relating to attendance may have been challenged through school being conceptualised as an unsafe environment but also as education being possible without the classroom. This may have impacted how parents and children perceived attending school and therefore the previous disciplinary powers regarding attendance may not hold the same power. This may therefore have challenged the dominant discourse of school attendance being a good or essential thing. This change in discourse around education may be leading to different ways of responding to non-attendance for example through multi-agency working. 


Summary 
Since the establishment of compulsory education of the 1870s, school attendance could be argued to be crucial in governmental disciplinary power, holding families responsible for children’s attendance and punishing them when standards were not upheld. As state intervention increased within education, parents continued to be highlighted throughout legislation as legally responsible for their child’s attendance, with penalty notices being introduced in the 1996 Education Act to fine parents of non-attenders (Blunkett, 2003). Throughout history the importance of school attendance is highlighted in legislation and as national standards were introduced as part of a neoliberal approach to education, attendance has been viewed as a measure of success for individual children but also schools (DfE, 1988). It is interesting to reflect on the recent COVID pandemic and its impact on school attendance, where figures are reported to have decreased after a period where students were asked to remain at home and access learning predominantly online. It is questioned whether the pandemic has created a shift in the disciplinary power of school attendance, with families questioning what school attendance means for them. 

A review of discourse 

Discourse analysis can examine language within context in order to consider the functions that the discourse is serving. Gergen (2015) states how dominant social realities or ‘definitive truths’ are constructed through human interaction and the sharing of prevalent discourses. This in turn marginalises less forthright, alternative realities. Within the field of school attendance there appears to be dominant discourses from government policy and medical paradigms (Pellegrini, 2007). This section will therefore present the literature around the conceptualisation of attendance difficulties, examining the purpose and consequences of these discourses as well as considering alternative discourses which attempt to use marginalised voices. 

Medical, within-child constructions of attendance difficulties

When conducting a search of the literature regarding school absenteeism, many papers are peer reviewed in clinical or medical journals, highlighting a prevailing discourse of school absence being linked to clinical or psychiatric perspectives of emotional distress (Inglés et al., 2015; Kearney, 2007; Kearney & Bensaheb, 2006). Such research has however been criticised for their small sample sizes, lack of diagnostic information and focus on out-patients (McShane et al., 2001). Moreover, Lyon and Cotler (2007) found 75% of students with reported attendance difficulties did not meet the diagnostic criteria for a psychological disorder. Pellegrini (2007) highlights the use of pathologizing language within these papers such as ‘treatment’, ‘diagnosis’, ‘disorder’ and ‘symptoms’ which have been used to construct a dominant view of school absenteeism within a clinical discourse where non-attendance is considered as a symptom of a disorder. It is argued that this clinical discourse situates the problem of non-attendance within the child (Gregory & Purcell, 2014; Pellegrini, 2007) and this is reflected in terminology within the literature suggesting a child is in control of their non-attendance such as school refusal (Kearney et al., 2001). O’Toole and Devenney (2020) also underline the potential consequences of this clinical discourse for how individuals are viewed, and the interventions used to respond to attendance difficulties. By linking emotional distress to medical notions of genes, children may blame themselves for the difficulties they are facing. Furthermore, by reifying non-attendance to a single causality, this may limit our understanding of the complex social and environmental factors involved and therefore the response to such difficulties will be limited and focused solely on the child. 
A term used historically within the literature is school phobia. School phobia generally refers to absenteeism which is fear-based, constructed by Johnson (1941) who introduced the idea of a phobic response to school due to a separation anxiety. This is reflective of early clinical pathologizing of absence (Hanna et al., 2006) that has more recently been criticised in the literature for suggesting a ‘within-child’ causal explanation, limiting interventions to focus on the child and de-emphasising the role of the school environment (Pellegrini, 2007). Studies supporting the notion of school phobia have also been criticised methodologically for being too narrow, focusing solely on clinical samples which fails to account for the low rates of separation anxiety reported in non-clinical groups (Egger et al., 2003). 
Attendance difficulties constructed as due to emotional reasons
Other terminology which has also been used to describe those who have had prolonged absences from school due to emotional reasons includes EBSA (West Sussex EPS, 2018) and school refusal (Berg, 1997). Kearney and Silverman (1993) suggest that school refusal is a result of children lowering their anxiety through avoidance of school. This ‘school refusal behaviour’ positions school refusal as a behaviour with underlying functions which need to be understood (Kearney & Silverman, 1990). Kearney and Silverman (1990) introduced four functions of school refusal behaviour which considers those with and without emotional difficulties; to avoid the experience of severe anxiety or fearfulness in relation to specific elements of the school, to avoid social situations that are feared or cause anxiety, to seek attention or reduce separation anxiety which may be reinforced through positive experiences when staying at home and to enjoy rewarding experiences outside of school.  This in turn led to the creation of the school refusal assessment scale, a questionnaire used by professionals to identify the most prominent functions of a child’s non-attendance (Kearney & Silverman, 1993). 
The term refusal has been criticised due to the implication that the non-attendance is a choice or wilful behaviour which the child has control over and could therefore situate the blame within the child and lead to punitive responses (Rae, 2020). By focusing on child motivated reasons for absence there is the suggestion that this is a problem to be resolved within the child and can limit the considerations of other factors within the child’s environment which may be contributing to the absenteeism (Pellegrini, 2007; Thambirajah et al., 2008). Archer et al. (2003) found in a survey of school staff that fewer than half of schools discriminated between wilful non-attendance and school refusal, suggesting the view of non-attendance being a choice is held by some educational professionals. 
The term EBSA is also associated with non-attendance due to emotional reasons. Within the EBSA guidance documents, there is a clear distinction made between those who are absent due to emotional reasons and those whose absence is parentally condoned or associated with behavioural issues (Thambirajah et al., 2008). It is suggested that by differentiating between Truancy and EBSA, professionals can choose appropriate and effective interventions. Nevertheless, Malcolm et al. (2003) proposes a potential overlap between students identified as EBSA or Truants, school-based reasons for absenteeism for example bullying, social isolation, issues with lessons or teachers. Research has also reported both truancy and school refusal behaviours to be present in children experiencing attendance difficulties (Bools et al., 1990; Egger et al., 2003), supporting the lack of utility in categorisation. This supports the argument that a label implying causality could be limiting to the interventions used to support the child (Beckles, 2014). Martin et al. (2020) research in France reported that vulnerable children were more likely to be viewed as being absent due to truancy in comparison to a mental health reason, highlighting how such categorisation of attendance issues can have negative impacts on certain vulnerable groups.  

Within family constructions of attendance difficulties
In addition to a within-child construction of non-attendance the literature suggests attendance difficulties can be constructed as a within-family or parental issue. Gubbels et al. (2019) notes the propensity for research to focus on the child and their family as opposed to broader community or environmental factors. Research has found that teachers highlight parenting factors as an influencing factor of non-attendance (Gren-Landell et al., 2015; Malcolm et al., 2003). Furthermore, Martin et al. (2020)’s research on school staff’s conceptions of immigrant children’s attendance suggested that this was often blamed on poor parenting. A thesis exploring parent experience of EBSA reported parents feeling unsupported, and blamed by schools (Browne, 2018). These constructions of parental responsibility could be located within a legal discourse, where governmental policies position parents as responsible for their child’s attendance, with fines and prosecutions given to parents failing to comply with legislation (Department for Education and Employment, 1996). This has been criticised in the literature for ignoring systemic factors such as school policies role in non-attendance (Pellegrini, 2007).
Alternative discourses of non-attendance

Although the foremost legal and clinical discourses construct non-attendance as a within-parent or child issue, there are alternative discourses which have been highlighted in the literature through incorporating marginalised voices. One term introduced by Pellegrini (2007) is ‘extended school non-attendance’ which takes an eco-systemic perspective, highlighting the role schools have in creating and responding to issues around attendance in addition to encompassing all students who do not attend school without assuming causality. Archer et al. (2003) reported that systemic factors such as the structure of the school day, size of schools and transitions from lessons could potentially influence attendance difficulties. Furthermore, studies found bullying, management systems, school belonging and teacher-pupil relationships to be associated with non-attendance (Kearney, 2008; Lauchlan, 2003). Influenced by this systemic perspective, researchers have suggested that changes to the school setting could help individuals with attendance difficulties (Finning et al., 2018; Nuttall & Woods, 2013). 

Beyond focusing on school systems alone, which may distract from other important influencing factors, Finning et al. (2020) moves the debate on further by suggesting a focus on the interaction between different factors within the child’s immediate influence coined as the ‘Mesosystem’ by Bronfenbrenner (1979). Supporting this, Nuttall and Woods (2013) suggest four key areas to focus on of psychological, family, professional and systemic factors. Finning et al. (2020) also suggests that in contrast to clinical and legal discourses which conceptualise the problem in a single factor, in practice issues are likely to come from interactions between factors, therefore interventions should involve an interdisciplinary team made up of the mesosystem. The current government documentation regarding attendance does seem to be making a move towards this discourse, advocating for a holistic approach to non-attendance (DFE, 2022).

Alternative discourses can also be explored through other cultures and perspectives. Yoneyama (2000), highlights the term ‘tôkôkyohi’ (school refusal or phobia) within Japanese culture where school non-attendance is seen as a direct threat to the societal view of conformity and education. One of the discourses proposed in Yoneyama (2000)’s paper is the socio-medical perspective of ‘school burn-out’ where students are reported to have chronic fatigue based on school’s harsh and inflexible school policies. The impact of neoliberalism with increased accountability and performativity in the UK education system has also been explored, with researchers suggesting increases in competitive and pressured cultures in schools as factors for non-attendance (Ball, 2003; Biesta, 2017; Biesta, 2015). Devenney and O'Toole (2021) explored this idea further with educational professionals’ views of school refusal in Ireland, finding professionals referring to exam pressures and high workloads as key issues for school refusal. This paper asks the question ‘what kind of education system are we offering’ if this system is causing so much distress for young people? Therefore, the purpose and function of the education system as a whole could be useful to debate within this field of study. 

More recently there has been a movement within the research literature towards a debate around ‘unlearning of attendance’ with critical assessments of knowledge within the field leading to new conceptualisations of attendance difficulties and thoughts on how to support those struggling to attend school (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2024). Whilst recognising the negative impact of missing schooling these researchers have highlighted the importance of belonging, emotional stability and engagement in learning (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2024). In line with this, Kearney et al. (2022) calls for a broader definition of attendance difficulties which accounts for the child’s engagement with learning, their “cognitive, behavioural and emotional investment in academic work and progression” (Kearney et al, 2022, p.8) to account for outcomes such as readiness for adulthood. This discourse therefore criticises the traditional constructions of schooling focusing on compulsory education and school completion time-frames and offers opportunities to consider alternative and creative pathways for school completion (Heyne et al., 2024; Kearney & Graczyk, 2022).

The emergence of EBSA 

As stated previously West Sussex EPS were the first to publish guidance documentation defining the term EBSA and have led the conceptualisation of attendance difficulties across the UK, with multiple services releasing guidance based upon the West Sussex documentation. There are EPS’s which use different terminology and guidance, however as this is not a thesis of a discourse analysis of attendance literature, I am going to focus on documentation from West Sussex to give context to the development of the EBSA terminology used within this research. In a larger review or thesis it may have been beneficial to look deeper into the range of EPS guidance available, however, a large majority of the current guidance take inspiration from and reference the West Sussex guidance (Bradford EPS, 2024; Salford City Council, 2022; Wakefield EPS, 2023a; West Berkshire Educational Psychology Service, 2020) and therefore it felt appropriate to focus on this guidance in particular to set a context of the emergence of this terminology within the Educational Psychology profession. There have since been iterations of this guidance and this section is going to explore three of the guidance released over the last 20 years. This section will explore some of the content of these documents and highlight some of my reflections of the dominant discourses present within this literature. 


Emotionally Based School Refusal: Guidance for Schools and Support Agencies (West Sussex EPS, 2004) 

This original school attendance guidance was published in West Sussex EPS in 2004 after a multi-disciplinary working group in Horsham aimed at promoting awareness and understanding of school refusal, encouraging early intervention, coordinating multi-disciplinary plans and supporting schools. 

Emotionally Based School Refusal (EBSR) is characterised within the documentation as:
“– Severe difficulty in attending school which often results in prolonged absence. 
– Severe emotional upset indicated by fearfulness, anxiety, bad temper, misery, symptoms of feeling ill without obvious cause and lack of self-confidence when faced with the prospect of going to school.
  – Parents are generally aware of the child’s absence. Unlike truants, the child tends to stay home when absent from school. 
  – An absence of significant anti-social disorders such as stealing or destructiveness.” (West Sussex EPS, 2004, p.7)

There is a clear distinction made within this document with regard to attendance due to behavioural difficulties and emotional difficulties and the attempt to characterise non-attendance due to emotional reasons as not wilful in comparison to other forms of non-attendance. 

Within the document a piece of research is described where attendance is categorised. The use of the category of ‘Medical’ was used for those who were anxious, fearful or depressed school refusers. This is reflective of a medicalised discourse of non-attendance where the problem is located within the child through knowledge in the sciences legitimising the power of professionals and concepts such as treatment. 

Precipitating and perpetuating factors are discussed in addition to push and pull factors, highlighting how a combination of risk factors can lead to school refusal. Research is referenced here from the National Foundation for Educational Research which states that the origins of school refusal lay within the home but can be triggered from within school factors (Archer et al., 2003). 

The document references within-child, school and family factors which can lead to school refusal. When commenting on family factors there is a reference to separation anxiety and the criteria for this within the DSM-IV. Here separation anxiety is conceptualised as a key pull family-based factor. 

Early identification and multi-agency working is emphasised throughout the document with a particular section for highlighting the roles and responsibilities for different professionals including school nurses, education welfare service, GPs, CAMHS and schools. This could be seen to be in line with the SEN code of practice (2001) which references working in partnerships between agencies and recommends a graduated approach in early years settings for early identification of needs (Department for Education and Skills, 2001). 

Kearney and Silverman (1990)’s four functions of school refusal are also used within this document to highlight the different functions of school non-attendance and use these to inform the direction of intervention. Examples of behavioural, cognitive, school and medical interventions are listed. The school interventions listed include a circle of friends, buddy systems and emotional literacy interventions. These could be interpreted to focus on a within-child level and do not consider the school environment or systems. 
Reflection box 1.9: reflections on discourse

I think the discourses identified within the literature review regarding school refusal remain relevant within West Sussex EPS (2004) documentation. There appears to be a within-child construction of non-attendance which at times is located within a medical discourse seen in descripts of separation anxiety and ‘medical’ non-attendance categories. 

Although attempts are made to resist dominant constructions of non-attendance as within-child or family through the presentation of school factors and muti-agency working, the school factors and interventions discussed mostly still sit within a more within-child perspective and look less at the systems or environment within the school. The reference to the family as the ‘origin’ of the difficulties is also powerful in positioning responsibility onto the parents which is also highlighted by the reference to separation anxiety and family dynamics such as inappropriate parenting. 

It is interesting to note the clear differentiation between attendance due to behavioural reasons and emotional reasons. I wonder if this is an attempt to resist the dominant discourses of the 20th Century which associate attendance with criminality to create a more empathic response to attendance difficulties? 


Emotionally Based School Avoidance: Good practice guidance for schools and support agencies (West Sussex EPS, 2018)

In 2018, West Sussex EPS reviewed their guidance on non-attendance based on the more recent developments within the literature. Here the guidance adopts the term EBSA which is defined in the terminology section of this thesis. The guidance is based upon principles of; intervening early, working with parents and schools, working flexibly to individual cases and supporting / adapting within the school environment (Baker & Bishop, 2015). Booklets were also produced alongside this guidance giving information at a level suitable for the child and parents. 

Kearney and Silverman (1990)’s functions of non-attendance are also used here to show the different functions of non-attendance. Furthermore, similarly to the 2004 guidance a clear distinction is made between truancy and non-attendance for emotional reasons. 

There is more information on how anxiety is linked to non-attendance through a cycle of perpetuating avoidance of anxious feelings about school leading to maintenance factors such as falling behind in schoolwork and losing friends leading to increased non-attendance. 

Risk and resilience factors in the child, school and home are discussed. Additional factors included within the guidance are particularly noticeable for the child and school factors. Child factors included reference to special educational needs including autism and learning difficulties which when unsupported can be a risk factor for non-attendance. This is also supported through a section dedicated to Autism and EBSA which discusses the importance of early identification to target support at an individual level (e.g. social emotional skills development) in addition to good practice within classrooms which can be supportive.

School factors include more reference to the school environment and systems such as the school day structure, exam pressures and staff-pupil relationships. This is also supported by a section dedicated to whole school systems for promoting emotional wellbeing section which highlights the culture, structures, resources and practice needed to achieve this. This is accompanied by a whole school audit for school to use to help improve their school systems. 

The guidance goes through an assess, plan, do, review cycle and emphasises the need to work with the child, parent and school in order to get a good perspective on the difficulties impacting the child’s attendance. Reference is also made to Kearney and Silverman (1990)’s functional analysis of attendance difficulties to direct areas of intervention. 

There is a whole section dedicated to the law regarding attendance difficulties within this guidance. Here there is an emphasis on the legal responsibility of the parent for their child through the Department for Education and Employment (1996) Education Act. Reference is made to the head teachers having the responsibility within the school to authorise absence and the need for medical evidence in cases where a child is unfit to attend due to ill health.
Finally there is a section regarding Educational Health Care Plans (EHCP), introduced in the SEND code of practice (Department for Education & Department of Health, 2014). Here it states that if a child has underlying special educational needs which cannot be met by the support at their school, then it is appropriate to apply for an EHCP. The document also highlights how the local authority will require evidence from professionals of outside agencies evidencing the support and advice given and how this was followed. 
Reflection box 2.1: reflections on discourse

The discourse of EBSA vs truancy remains present in this documentation and this appears to have an impact on the intervention chosen to support the child for example increasing rewards for attendance and deterrents for non-attendance for function 4 - pursuing tangible reinforcers outside of school. 

Although there is still a focus on within-child factors, there appears to be a shift in discourse towards more whole systems working and the conceptualisation of EBSA being impacted by the school environment. 

The introduction of special educational needs and how these also interact with attendance difficulties could be viewed through a lens of a within-child model where the problem is located within the child who needs support from professionals. This discourse feels present to me within the EHCP process, which legitimises the knowledge and power of professionals. Nevertheless, the language used within the Autism section of the guidance focuses on both within-child and whole school approaches to supporting the child’s needs. 

I think there is a noticeable shift away from multi-agency working within this document in comparison to the 2004 version, instead with a focus on working with the parents, child and school. I wonder if this is reflective of the consequences of austerity and the governmental cuts that followed this policy in 2010 which created limitations on the capacity for multi-agency working (Ball, 2014) highlighted within the SEND code of practice (Department for Education & Department of Health, 2014; Department for Education and Skills, 2001)

Emotionally Based School Avoidance: Good practice guidance for schools and support agencies (West Sussex EPS, 2022a)

West Sussex EPS released an updated version of their EBSA guidance in 2022, which builds upon this previous guidance. The majority of the content remains the same and therefore I am only going to discuss the additions to the documentation. 

A new section places an emphasis on listening to young people, taking a child centred approach. Here research is highlighted where children have shared their experiences of EBSA emphasising the importance of feeling listened to, feeling cared for, and being empowered to be involved in planning. This links to an additional section dedicated to relationships and belonging, stating that this is a whole school responsibility led by senior school staff. Trust, kindness, safety and security are said to be needed in order to support a child’s belonging and relationships with staff and peers. 

This guidance also referenced the COVID-19 pandemic and how this may have influenced EBSA and associated risk factors. Examples are given about the possible risk factors associated with COVID including health anxiety, bereavement and adverse lockdown experiences, separation anxiety and unequal access to learning. There is also a reference to how positive experiences at home in comparison to in school may have led to an increase in elective home education and how the uncertainty and huge amount of change can be overwhelming. 
Reflection Box 2.2: reflections on discourse

An even more clear emphasis is given in this guidance to whole school approaches, moving the positioning of responsibility away from the family and child and towards the school system. This is supported by ideas of relational practice, which could be linked to the increase of relational and trauma informed research and knowledge within the EP profession (Quinn et al., 2021). This could be seen as a potential resistance to historically assessment based, within-child practices (Gillham, 2022). 

It is also interesting to reflect on how the COVID-19 pandemic and related social isolation and lockdowns may have contributed to children, parents and educators changing their conceptions regarding school and how this may impact attendance. As discussed in the historical review of attendance section the pandemic may have challenged previously held discourses around school attendance being essential. 


Summary
A historical perspective of terminology, legislation and documentation has been presented with reflections regarding the discourses associated with them. These historical perspectives will enable myself and the reader to draw upon Foucault’s ideas of archaeology during my data analysis. 

This chapter has also highlighted a range of discourses present regarding school absenteeism, with dominant legal and clinical discourses emphasising a within-child and family approach to supporting children struggling to attend school. Despite these dominant voices holding influence within the education system there have been attempts to highlight alternative perspectives, by examining other cultures and raising the voices of young people impacted by these difficulties. 

By identifying how language is used by professionals over time and within the literature, this chapter highlights the importance of understanding discourses of attendance and our responses within sociality to them. 

The research exploring discourses around attendance has focused on broad definitions of attendance difficulties such as extended school non-attendance (Clissold, 2018; Pellegrini, 2007) or more outdated terms such as school refusal (Stroobant & Jones, 2006). It is therefore useful to explore discourses around EBSA, as this is an increasingly popular term used within the educational profession to describe a particular group of children, and one which is yet to be explored in this detail. 













Chapter 3: Methodology

Introduction

This study aims to utilise a Foucauldian perspective to explore Educational Psychologists’ accounts of casework involving EBSA to examine the discourses surrounding EBSA and how these inform EPs' practice. Foucault argues that the way in which we speak and how concepts are represented in society impacts how people are treated (Burr, 2003). By examining how discourses present a particular version of the world we can begin to question them. 

Ontological and Epistemological Positioning 

Historically, psychological research has adopted a positivist / empiricist paradigm where knowledge is gained from objective observation of the world where truths and facts can be obtained to create universal laws or generalisations (Olssen, 1993). Positivism adopts a realist ontology, where the individual can be separated from their social world (Burrell,2016), and objective epistemology, assuming research is free from the influence of “moral or political, racial or cultural prejudices” (Olssen, 1993. p159). This tradition of empiricism was reflected in the scientific and political discourses during the age of Enlightenment and the emergence of modernism (Gergen, 2015). 

This positivist stance has since been criticised for being reductionist with some social theorists arguing that knowledge cannot be removed from the social and historical circumstances it was shaped in (Habermas, 1971). ‘Changing the Subject’, a seminal text from a group of psychologists in the early 1980s began to question positivism, considering subjectivity and the complexity between culture and the psyche (Henriques et al., 1984). This work was influenced by the French post-modernist movement including the works of those such as Foucault and Derrida who reject the notion of a single ‘truth’ and modernity as reductive and oppressive and instead argue for the exploring the relationship between language, power, and knowledge within society (Burr, 2003).

The post-modernist movement allowed for alternative paradigms of research to be explored, where ideas of objective facts and truth were questioned such as social constructionism. As Burr (2003) highlights, there is no single definition or feature which can be used to encompass social constructionism, however it can be helpful to consider the following assumptions as applying to social constructionist views:

· Single objective realities and conventional knowledge must be criticised in favour of multiple realities. 
· The world is understood through our historical and cultural understandings.
· Our understandings are constructed through relationships. 
· Social processes sustain our understandings of the world. 
· Socially constructed knowledge leads to social action.
(Adapted from Burr, 2003)

In contrast to Positivism, Social constructionism is aligned most clearly with the relativist ontology that there are multiple possible representations of reality which do not represent a single truth (Burr, 2003). In contrast to an objective epistemology, social constructionism assumes an interpretivist role of the researcher where reality is subjective and socially constructed (Crotty, 1998). 

Taking social constructionist perspective, language is fundamental to how we understand the world and how we act within it, with language constructing how we think, the categories and concepts which shape meaning and the subsequent actions we take (Burr, 2003). Burr (2003) categorises ideas of language into micro or macro social constructionist perspectives. Micro-social constructionism focuses on the language used between individuals during a social interaction which aligns well with descriptions of discursive psychology (Willig, 2013). In contrast macro-social constructionism extends its focus beyond the immediate context, emphasising the influence of social structures and institutions on what language is available to us and how this impacts what we think, say and do (Burr, 2003). This interpretation of macro-social constructionism has shaped this research and is widely associated with the work of Foucault and informs Foucauldian Discourse Analysis. Therefore, this research adopts a relativist ontology and a social constructionist epistemology. This approach has value for understanding this research area because it allows for an examination of varying perspectives of EPs regarding EBSA and how these impact their perceptions and actions, whilst accounting for the socio-cultural context they work within. 

Reflection Box 2.3: reflections on theoretical orientation

I was fairly certain from the offset of my research that I wanted to take a social constructionist perspective, as I have learnt about social constructionism throughout the doctorate and have come to see my own practice predominately situated within this paradigm. Within my practice I subscribe to an idea of ‘multiple truths’ and see my role as working with individuals to create a shared meaning of what is going on in that moment for the young person or whomever I am working with. The notions of knowledge being socially constructed through language therefore seemed to align well with my current practice. Nevertheless, it is important to recognise that practitioners can work within a range of different paradigms when tackling different concepts and problems and although social constructionism sits comfortably with me, there are certain times where the idea of all truths holding equal weight which can feel problematic. As Foucault highlights in his essay ‘What is an Author?’ the author is a construct within a particular framework, which can assign meaning to the work, control the discourse but also vary across contexts (Foucault, 1979). Therefore, the work must be coherent and situated within a paradigm, however the author can hold differing positions across contexts. 

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis 

It is important to note that Foucault himself did not align with any particular paradigm or school of thought and his methodological choices and perspectives developed and changed throughout his work which has led to criticism from some regarding the association of Foucauldian Discourse Analysis to his work (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2017; Hook, 2001). However, Foucault described his work as an adaptable set of tools (Foucault, 1980; Foucault, 1989) and therefore some propose we should move away from finding a general truth of Foucault’s work and instead “be prepared to use a variety of such interpretation to elucidate, for particular purposes, specific aspects of his writing” (Gutting, 2006, p.6). 

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) is motivated by how discourses interact with culture and society, what people think or feel and how they act. From a Foucauldian perspective discourses are “practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1972, p.49), suggesting we do not gain meaning from language alone but the social practices which direct the ways we think, speak, interact, write and behave (Baxter, 2010). Subsequently there is no single truth to be found but instead multiple alternative versions of reality which are constructed through discourse (Burr, 2003). 

Parker (1992) describes objects of knowledge as a ‘thing’ brought into existence through its representation in discourse. Burr (2003) describes how an object can be represented in multiple ways in the world as different discourses tell different stories about the object, therefore ‘things’ only exist meaningfully within discourse (Hall, 2001). 

Foucault’s view on the subject and individual agency is contested within the literature and is debated within his own work. Hall (2001) described Foucault as largely critical of the concept of the subject, with his most radical conceptions of the subject as being produced within discourse. Here the subject cannot possess power as the power and knowledge only exists within the discourse. As well as being produced by a discourse, Foucault also describes discourses as producing spaces for the subject who is subjected to a discourse (Hall, 2001). These subject positions offered by discourse could have implications for the experience of the subject and the actions they are able to take (Burr, 2003; Willig, 2013). 

In some of Foucault’s final writings he developed the position of the subject further through the idea of the ethics of the self where the subject has a reflexive awareness of their actions (Foucault, 1997; Hall, 2001). This in turn may allow us to consider how individuals may struggle with or resist such subject positions (Yates & Hiles, 2010).

Foucault himself was concerned with the relationship between discourse, power and knowledge. For Foucault, knowledge is the construction of a phenomena which is deemed to be the truth in our society, and this ‘common sense view’ is entangled with power. This prevailing knowledge therefore gives power to behave in certain ways, to control or be controlled through discursive practices and disciplinary techniques (Hall, 2001). Furthermore, Foucault argues that these discourses are bound to institutional structures and practices, with discourses reinforcing social structures which in turn validate them (Foucault, 1980). 

In this sense, a dominant discourse such as the importance of attendance for educational outcomes, gives power to the educational and legal systems to enforce mandatory attendance. Importantly power is not something that can be possessed or not but an effect of discourse where the way we construct something, produces a form of knowledge which in turn brings power (Burr, 2003). Language therefore allows alternative constructions to be possible, where counter discourses and changes in power can happen. By exploring possible discourses the ability to suggest liberating alternatives to what seem to be inescapable conceptions and practices is made possible (Gutting, 2006). 

Crucially, Foucault’s conceptualisation of discourse requires not only cultural but historical contextualisation, taking the view that discourse can only become useful when the conditions which allowed them to emerge is understood – the ‘Archaeology of Knowledge’ (Foucault, 1972). By understanding the historical origin of a currently prevailing discourse we can begin to question them (Burr, 2003). It is therefore important to consider the context which led to the construction of EBSA, and the discourses associated with them. Though this research does not attempt a historical analysis it will consider and refer to the documents introduced in the literature review throughout the analysis, and will be explored when presenting the data analysis. 
Reflection Box 2.4: ethics of FDA

The idea of power not being possessed by the subject but being within the discourse in FDA was appealing to me. I felt when interviewing EPs I could fall into a position where I could be critiquing or making judgements on their practice or values. This did not sit right with me as someone working within the EP profession and seeing the pressures EPs can be under and I felt it unethical to ask EPs to talk about their practice, putting themselves in a potentially vulnerable position, where they could be open to criticism. Instead by conducting an analysis which focused on the discourses and the institutional structures and practices reinforced by them, I felt I would be able to discuss constructions in a way which felt ethically safe. Although this feels like an ethical position to take within this research, I feel less comfortable in this idea as a practitioner, as it could imply a lack of personal responsibility, agency for change or ability to resist power within our work. Nevertheless, this approach fits well with my theoretical position and ethical stance.

Rationale for FDA

Billington (1995) highlighted how EPs can consider the constructions of practice and alternative ways of evaluating issues through discourse analysis. This is supported by Pomerantz (2008) who encourages EPs to consider how something is constructed and to recognise their own impact on this construction through the use of Foucauldian discourse tools. It is therefore recognised within EP literature for the need to practice and research as reflexive practitioners to explore constructs present in our work. This aligns well with my aim to explore how EPs construct EBSA within their practice, and the use of reflexivity will be explored in further detail later in this chapter. 

Research in the field of Educational Psychology has begun to examine a range of discourse regarding school absenteeism, with Pellegrini (2007) highlighting dominant legal and clinical discourses emphasising a within-child and family approach to supporting children struggling to attend school. Despite these dominant voices holding influence within the education system there have been attempts to highlight alternative perspectives, by examining other cultures and raising the voices of young people impacted by these difficulties (Pellegrini, 2007; Yoneyama, 2000).

The current literature utilising discourse analysis to analyse constructions related school absenteeism have focused on broad definitions of attendance difficulties such as Extended School Non-attendance (Clissold, 2018; Pellegrini, 2007) or more outdated terms such as school refusal (Stroobant & Jones, 2006). These studies have focused on the constructions of school staff, parents, children, and adults who have previously experienced school non-attendance (Clissold, 2018; Stroobant & Jones, 2006), however none have examined the constructions of educational psychologists. This study therefore builds upon previous studies attempts to examine constructions of non-attendance to specifically focus on a commonly used term EBSA by a professional group who use this term within their practice – EPs.   

The research presented above utilises either a discursive analysis approach, focusing predominantly on how phenomena is constructed through the use of discursive resources (Clissold, 2018) or a critical discourse analysis which begins to look beyond the words to the performative acts of language to expose issues of power (Stroobant & Jones, 2006). Clissold’s (2018) conclusions call for additional research to use an FDA approach in order to explore positions of power within non-attendance discourse.

Through comparing the different approaches to discourse analysis and considering the previous research, it felt appropriate to move beyond the form and structure of discursive analysis to examine how discourses make available different ways of seeing and being in the world, through considering the social positions and power relations which exist (Willig, 2013). Moreover, where critical discourse analyses orient towards social change, the Foucauldian position that discourses should not be viewed as superior to one another, opens a broader possibility for questioning all ‘truths’ where more positions can be considered. This is not to say that this research does not take a critical or questioning stance but that it is taking a relativist rather than a critical realist perspective.  

As I am situated within the field of educational psychology, as a Trainee EP the possibility of an ethnographic research method was also considered. An ethnographic approach would have meant immersing myself into the field of study to collect rich, naturally occurring data whilst acknowledging their role in constructing the world of their inquiry (Willig, 2008). Although this may have offered a rich and unique perspective into a services construction of EBSA, ethical issues regarding my position as a trainee within the service I work in and the impracticalities of producing the research under a limited time frame meant this method was not adopted for this research. 

This research therefore utilises the voices of EPs which have currently been missed from the literature around school attendance. By taking a Foucauldian approach this research aims to examine the discourses located within EPs constructions of EBSA and how these constructions inform EPs practice. 

Participants

Ethical approval from the university institutional review board was obtained prior to recruitment of participants (Appendix 1). All participants were HCPC registered Educational Psychologists, practicing within Yorkshire and the Humber region. The criteria for involvement in the research was as follow:
· A HCPC registered Educational Psychologist  
· Work in a service which use the term EBSA
· Use the term EBSA in their work
· Be comfortable to discuss an anonymous piece of casework involving EBSA

The necessity to be working in a service which uses the term EBSA, as well as using it in their own work was to ensure all participants were making meaning from the same term in their interviews due to other services and EPs choosing to use a range of different terminology in reference to school non-attendance. It is acknowledged here that EPs are by no means a homogenous group, however the criteria were narrowed down to include just EPs to ensure participants had similar experiences for the role and school systems as they all work to the same guidelines and HCPC standards regarding school policy, procedures, and special educational needs. 

Four Educational Psychologists were recruited to take part in this research from 3 different EPSs across the Yorkshire and Humber region. There was not a limit given to years of service however all participants had been qualified as an EP from 3 to 13 years. All participants had been working in their current services for between 3-4 years at the time of the study and two of the participants worked within the same service. All participants were recruited through opportunity sampling, where an email was sent to EPSs within the Yorkshire and Humber region asking for expressions of interest. The location was specified so face to face interviews could be possible, however a contingency plan was made for recruiting participants from further afield using video call interviews (although this was not needed). 

Interviews

This research utilised a semi-structured method to collect data of the participants’ language. A flexible interview schedule (Appendix 4) was made with a list of prompts, probes and questions to help aid in facilitating the interview, however I took the lead of the participant in the conversation in order to allow for a diversity in answers. Potter and Wetherell (1987) suggest that when conducting a discourse analysis, the data should come from an informal conversational exchange where the researcher is an active participant. Participants were asked to talk about a piece of casework they had worked on which included EBSA. This was to allow for a more naturally occurring conversation and an indirect analysis of construction of EBSA rather than an explicit conversation about their understandings of EBSA. 

Taking a social constructionist stance to research means that “any technical attempts to strip interviews of their interactional elements will be futile” (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997) p.114. I therefore acknowledge my active involvement in the interview and therefore my part in constructing the data (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). The interview is therefore an interactive discursive space, not for the discovery of the interviewee’s inner truth but a co-construction of researcher and participant agendas open to variability, contradictions and inconsistencies (Griffin, 2007; Nikander, 2012).

A pilot study was completed with a Trainee Educational Psychologist to enable me to practice my interviewing skills and ensure the interview schedule was appropriate. The pilot interview data is not included within this research as the participants did not meet the criteria of being HCPC registered EPs. 

Four interviews were completed with four EPs. The interviews were conducted in person, to support the feeling of a naturally occurring, informal conversation. Although non-verbal cues were not recorded for analysis, conducting the research face-to-face allowed me to respond to and notice non-verbal cues within the participants more easily. Interviews lasted between 40 and 60 minutes and were held at the convenience of the participants in a quiet, private room of their choosing. All interviews were recorded using an audio recording device and later transcribed.

Focus groups have been previously used in FDA and allow for a fusion and group validation of ideas – a ‘collective perspective’ (Halcomb et al., 2007). This could allow for more nuanced co-constructed view, moving away from individual perspectives. Nevertheless, I considered the potential ethical issues of how group dynamics can impact the ability for participants to speak freely and could potentially discourage the full participation of all involved (Hopkins, 2007). Asking EPs to discuss and reflect on their own professional practice in a group setting may have been too sensitive a topic to allow for a focus group methodology. It is however necessary to comment on the potentially missed opportunity to allow for more discussion and debate around their understandings of the term EBSA.


Ethical considerations

 Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Sheffield’s ethical board, adhering to the universities ethical code of practice in addition to the guidelines from the British Psychological Society (BPS) (2018). I was also influenced by Macfarlane (2010)’s virtues for conducting research with integrity, which highlights how ethical approval processes can never capture the unpredictable nature of qualitative research processes and therefore a researcher must develop personal understandings of the values required to cope with ethical issues in the field (Macfarlane, 2010). As a result, the following steps were made to ensure research was conducted with integrity:

Confidentiality
During the data collection and analysis, the anonymity of the individual participants and the organisations and stakeholders involved in their discussed casework was ensured. As participants were recruited through professional channels of what is a small professional community of psychologists, I acknowledged the greater chance of participants being identified. It was therefore important that details about the participants were not shared, and participants were not named to their services. 
 
Informed consent
Participants were fully informed about the research before being asked for consent through a research information sheet (Appendix 2). Although participants were likely to have a good understanding of the research process due to their roles as EPs, it was still important to ensure they had the opportunity to ask questions and fully understand their role in the research. 

Feedback to participants
Participants were able to access a meaningful follow up regarding the results of the study through a summary document of the research and the offer of a 1-1 discussion regarding the research. It was important to respect the role of the participants in constructing the research, and it was important that they did not feel taken for granted within this process. 

Respectful interview process 
The interviews were conducted in a professional manner where the information shared by participants was respected, without criticism. The interviews allowed for a collaboration and co-construction of shared meaning which further aided this. 

Minimising risk
There is a possibility when discussing professional work that participants reflections of their work may raise uncomfortable feelings regarding their practice which may cause unnecessary stress. It was made clear that participants could end the interview at any time if they felt uncomfortable and participants were encouraged to bring their reflections to their professional supervision for support if they required it post-interview. 
 
Data Analysis 

As previously stated, Foucault did not outline a specific methodological approach and therefore there are numerous ways of conducting a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis. Parker (1992) presents a detailed 20-step process, where discourses are compared and considered within the historical, political, and socio-cultural context. Willig (2008)’s six stage process takes a more simplified approach to FDA, applying the discursive tools of discursive analysis alongside Foucauldian methods of exploring subject positions and their implications of subjectivity and social action. Having a clear process with achievable steps in the restricted time frame of this research was preferable and therefore Willig’s approach to FDA was used to inform this research. 

This research also amalgamates Parker’s (1992) historically located discourses to enable a more genealogical approach to this research, where I will consider the historical labels and documentation referenced in the literature review within the analysis, considering the relationships between wider discourses and the participant’s constructions (Stage 2). There is a precedent for this set by Waters (2014) who argued a hybrid method has been encouraged and is not uncommon as long as the research is able to detail their analytical process. By accounting for the historical context of the term EBSA it enabled the consideration of formation, and rejection of systems of knowledge throughout time and how this is related to the current practices and constructions of EPs. 

Willig’s six stage process in conjunction with Parker’s (1992) historically located discourses is outlined in table 1. Adopting Waters’ (2014) model, I also modified the questions posed by Willig (2008) to explore how EPs construct the term EBSA. These questions were used during the analysis to support my understanding of Willig’s stages regarding the research question. 

Table 1: Adaptation of Waters’ (2014) framework for Foucauldian Discourse Analysis, based upon Willig’s (2014) six stage framework and Parker’s (1992) ‘historically located discourses.

	Willig’s Six Stages of Foucauldian Discourse Analysis
	Willig’s questions reconstructed to the current research question (Brosnan, 2023)

	Stage 1
	Discursive Constructions
	How do EPs construct the term EBSA?


	Stage 2
	Discourses 

Parker’s (1992) ‘historically located discourses’ 
	How is EBSA, as constructed by Educational Psychologists, located within wider discourses?


	Stage 3
	Action Orientation 
	What is invested in the Educational Psychologists’ construction of EBSA, what is gained and what is the function of these constructions?


	Stage 4
	Subject Positions
	What subject positions do these constructions of EBSA offer to the Educational Psychologist, child / young person, parent and other relevant professionals?


	Stage 5
	Practice 
	How do these constructions open up or close down opportunities for action for Educational Psychologists?


	Stage 6
	Subjectivity 
	What can potentially be felt, thought and experienced by the Educational Psychologist from the available subject positions? 




Process of Analysis

The above framework of discourse analysis stages was used to inform the basis of this analysis. The following is a breakdown of each step in the process of the analysis and explanations for decisions made throughout (see figure 1 for a visual depiction of this process). 

1) After each interview had taken place, a transcript was created verbatim from the audio recording and the data was anonymised and, in some cases, removed due to confidentiality concerns regarding the sharing of identifiable information.  

2) I then listened to and read each interview multiple times to check the accuracy of the transcript and made reflective notes when listening. Willig (2008) emphasises the importance of rereading the transcript to “experience as a reader some of the discursive effects of the text” (p.165). Time was also taken during research supervision to discuss my initial sense making of the text allowing for joint critical reflections. 

3) Transcripts were initially coded within NVIVO, where discursive constructions of EBSA were highlighted. Willig (2013) states how both implicit and explicit references to the discursive object must be included, guided by a shared meaning rather than similarities between words. Examples of explicit and implicit coding of discursive constructions are provided in Appendix 5. Discursive constructions were identified within each transcript, with similarities and differences identified which led to the emergence of a common title to represent the constructions. Six discursive constructions were identified between the 4 interviews.

4) An analysis of each discursive construction was conducted, informed by Willig’s (2008) framework for analysis. I initially considered stage 2-6 of Willig’s framework separately, however as the analysis went on, I found myself returning to each stage and building upon my analysis. As such my analysis is presented as a fluid discussion, reflective of my analysis process. Therefore, each stage will not be tackled in the analysis write up separately but explicit references to each stage will be made for the sake of transparency and rigour (Yardley, 2008). 

5) I then engaged in an iterative process of comparing the wider discourses and how they intersect and conflict. During this stage I completed a concept map in order to clarify my thinking and represent this visually to the reader. 










 Figure 1: An overview of the steps taken during the analysis process of this research
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Reflexivity 

As referenced above, this research is embedded within a social constructionist epistemology where the researcher is recognised to be a part of the research, bringing their own subjectivity to the creation of research questions, the interactions with participants during interviews and throughout the analysis stages. It is therefore essential that researchers working within this paradigm recognise their contribution to the construction of meaning throughout, employing reflexivity so the reader can gain a sense of the researcher’s engagement and subjectivity. 

Willig (2013) highlights two types of reflexivity which were used to inform this research; personal and epistemological reflexivity. Personal reflexivity is described as how the researcher’s own “values, experiences, interests, beliefs, political commitments, wider aims in life and social identities shaped the research” (Willig, 2013, p.10).  This also includes how the researcher is impacted and changed by the research process. Finlay (2002) suggests that the researcher’s introspection can be used to make explicit use of your own self-discovery, reconstructing subjectivity from a problem to an opportunity. 

Epistemological reflexivity refers to reflecting on the researchers’ ontology, their assumptions about the world and their epistemology, assumptions about knowledge and how these are implicated within their research (Willig, 2013). Therefore, in addition to a personal level of introspection it is important that the impact of the process and production of the research is considered. 

I maintained reflexivity during my research by keeping a reflexive diary throughout the research process. Here I took time throughout the research process and writing of the thesis to reflect on how my own personal feelings, values and experiences were impacting my choices and interpretations. An example extract of my diary is included in Appendix 6, and the accounts of my reflections were used to write reflective boxes which provide a commentary on my subjective experience of completing this research.









Chapter 4: Analysis, Interpretation and Discussion

Introduction

The decision was made to combine the analysis and discussion sections which are traditionally separated within research because the research method of FDA inherently combines theory and data through the analysis of theoretical concepts of Foucault such as knowledge, power, and social practices (Burr, 2003). It was therefore important to present both analysis and discussions together to allow for a coherent narrative of these concepts, enabling reflections, critical questions and supporting theory / research, without unnecessary repetition.  

This chapter will present the analysis of the data in response to the research questions:

Primary Research Question: What discourses do Educational Psychologists draw upon within their construction of Emotionally Based School Avoidance when reflecting on their practice?

Secondary Research Question: How are the Educational Psychologists’ constructions of Emotionally Based School Avoidance informing their practice?

 EPs were invited to talk about their work with a child or young person where EBSA was considered a factor in the referral. In this talk the child is constructed within the following discursive constructions:

· Anxious (in relation to the school context)
· Without a voice 
· Impacted by a range of physical and mental needs 
· Motivated to learn 
· Supported by relationships 
· In need of specialist support 

An analysis of each discursive construction informed by Willig’s (2008) six stage process will be presented separately. This will be followed by a summary of the presented discourses, how these interact and conflict with one another and how they respond to the research questions.

Anxious – in relation to the school context Reflection Box 2.5 inclusion of anxiety as a discursive construction

The references to anxiety and the discourse that a child with EBSA is anxious within the data, was less present than I expected. Given the seminal documentation on EBSA describes anxiety as a fundamental feature (West Sussex Educational Psychology Service, 2004) I was surprised that the participants did not talk more about anxiety in terms of a clinical disorder. I debated whether to include anxiety as a stand-alone discourse or to reference it at all in the clinical sense due a small number of quotes. I wondered if the lack of explicit talk relating to anxiety being a cause of EBSA or reference to anxiety as a disorder was because of the ‘emotionally based’ being included within the term and therefore participants felt this was implied and therefore did not need to be explicitly referenced. Alternatively, reflecting on my own personal experiences training on the doctorate, EPs are trained to take a holistic view of the child, considering beyond within-child factors when making formulations. Is it therefore more likely that the lack of talk around anxiety as a clinical disorder or illness is reflective of EPs practice and constructions of EBSA? Nevertheless, I made the decision to include a short analysis of the discourse of anxiety as there were some (although few in comparison to other discourses) references to this by multiple participants and may have been implied implicitly by others. I, therefore, felt it important to briefly acknowledge this and to highlight the wider influencing discourses, which seem to be still present today within governmental legislation and EPS guidance documents.


Anxious

The child constructed as being anxious was present in some participant talk, with anxiety being constructed as within the child and with symptoms diagnosed by a medical professional. 

“The reason she wasn't attending school was because of physical symptoms. So her parents… kind of explored that avenue to see if there was any sort of medical conditions underlying the symptoms. And following investigations, the consultants kind of said they felt it was anxiety. And they felt that there was sort of psychosomatic symptoms related to the anxiety.” (Interview 3 Line 11-14)

In line with the West Sussex seminal documentation highlighting anxiety as fundamental to EBSA and in later variations as a key feature (West Sussex EPS, 2004, 2022a), it is suggested by one participant that anxiety must be present. When discussing potential reasons for the child’s EBSA another participant highlighted ‘increased levels of anxiety’ as a potential cause for a child to be described through the discourse of EBSA. This discourse could be seen to reify EBSA as a ‘thing’ which could lead to an oversimplified understanding of the term which could ignore the unique needs of the individual (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 

“Well, there was a number of reasons why he wasn't attending. He was having like, increased levels of anxiety.” (Interview 2 Line 40-41)

Constructions of EBSA being caused by anxiety or a child described as presenting with clinical anxiety reflects prevailing discourses of medicalised/ biological explanations of mental health (Huda, 2021) where practitioners rely on diagnosis and treatment of the ‘ill’, with responsibility for support falling to those in the medical field. This could present challenges for an EP or school in their level of efficacy regarding their ability to support the child. Furthermore, this discourse is aligned with within-child explanations where attention is drawn to the individual with a clinical diagnosis as the problem with the potential to ignore other environmental factors (Pellegrini, 2007). Through this discourse the child with the clinical diagnosis of anxiety could be viewed as powerless or unable to cope without intervention (Davidson et al., 2017). By positioning the child as a passive holder of an illness, this works to legitimise the authority of experts (Gumley et al., 2021), where in this case the EP may be positioned as a professional who can ‘fix’ or ‘change’ the child in order to stop the EBSA. 

In interview 2, participant talk positions the child as lacking the coping skills to manage their anxiety, requiring the support of an expert and a within-child intervention is suggested. This is in-line with current EPS guidance which highlights child factors associated with vulnerability of EBSA and recommends building ‘areas of strength of resilience’ of the child, along with other school and familial factors (West Sussex EPS, 2022a). 

“He hadn't really built up many skills to manage that anxiety… So one of my key things was about trying to think what we're going to do in school to sort of support that……Sort of emotional literacy work, really…” (Interview 2 Line 274-284)

Impacted by the school context

More predominant in the interviews was the discursive construction of the child as impacted by the school context, with anxiety being caused by the school environment or context.   

“My understanding of EBSA in this case… is that it's underpinned by anxiety, and that maybe specific anxiety. So we're not talking about generalised anxiety, although some people may have generalised anxiety, but it's more specific anxiety that relates to school or something within school…” (Interview 3 Line 557-560)

Participants referred to specific experiences within school such as incidents with peers, or the impact of COVID-19 on the lack of consistency and continuity in addition to the difficulties transitioning back into school and the general feeling of being unsafe. This could be interpreted in terms of Kearney and Silverman (1993)’s four functions of non-attendance, where ‘avoiding uncomfortable feelings such as anxiety as a result of attending school’ and ‘avoid situations that might be stressful, such as academic demands, social pressures and/ or aspects of the school environment’ are key functions of EBSA. However, this could be argued to not fully reflect the complexity and severity of the child’s response to the school environment. 

“all those pupils are secondary and all of them have been impacted on that kind of COVID transition and that lack of consistency” (Interview 2 Line 419-420)

“there was this one incident with some year elevens, where they come out of doing some mock GCSEs or some some exams or something, and they were all around him and he felt very fearful or and I think they were sort of picking on him or name calling and, and that had caused him to erm he said, the kids are mean to me, they make nasty comments, they kick me in the shins” (Interview 2 Line 158-164)

Research is also aligned with this construction which relates non-attendance to the school day, policies, behaviours of students and unpredictable school structures (Lauchlan, 2003; Thambirajah et al., 2008). Moreover, Interview 1 highlights how the child is able to attend school but is not able to attend lessons. This action orientation could imply specific aspects of the school structure, lessons or environments are impacting the child’s attendance in lessons, attributing responsibility onto the school context. 

“She is attending school at the moment. But she's not going to lessons… So that causes too much anxiety.” (Interview 1 Line 5-6)

This action orientation talk, highlights the role of the school environment in the discourses constructing EBSA, shifting blame away from the child and instead focusing on the school and systemic factors which may be influencing the child’s non-attendance. This construction could be located within a school systems discourse, introduced by Pellegrini (2007) who highlighted the role of the school regarding attendance difficulties. This shift in construction towards more systemic thinking is also present in the EPS guidance documentation which outlines whole school approaches to wellbeing and good practice (West Sussex EPS, 2022a). Although lacking in legal documentation, governmental guidance has also begun to recognise the importance of the school environment stating, “The foundation of securing good attendance is that school is a calm, orderly, safe and supportive environment” (DfE, 2022).

By highlighting the role of the school environment, this construction could serve to question the assumption of schooling being beneficial for all and instead queries if school could be a potentially harmful place for some young people (Stroobant & Jones, 2006). This has been further researched by Devenney and O'Toole (2021) who raised the question of ‘what kind of education system are we offering?’ when the system is causing distress for young people, highlighting exam pressures and high workloads as significant issues. This in turn could pose challenges for EPs when considering the appropriate provision and placements for children constructed within the EBSA discourse, highlighted in interview 4. 

“So I think there was a sense of this has to be about reintegration into an education setting… this sense of like, well, is this the right place to meet his needs?” (Interview 4 Line 142-145)Reflection Box 2.6: is schooling inherently good?

Conducting this research and in particular analysing this data raised questions for me regarding whether schooling and our current education system is an inherently good thing. My personal values as a TEP resonated with inclusive practices where children are included in mainstream schooling and adjustments should be made to support their needs. I have therefore always assumed that being in school is the best thing for the child. This research alongside some parallels in my own casework involving EBSA has begun to raise questions for me as to whether a school education in the current education system is essential and beneficial for all children, with ideas of safety being particularly resonant for me. Drawing upon Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need, the importance of feeling safe and secure is essential for functioning in an educational setting and reaching self-actualisation (Maslow,1943), it is difficult for me to imagine a positive educational or wellbeing outcome if they were to attend an environment which made them feel unsafe. I do on the other hand see a place for building resilience in children and young people as they prepare for adulthood, however I wonder if this is possible for a child to do in an environment that they have experienced trauma in? 


Furthermore, the school’s approach to supporting and responding to children is raised as important, for example a flexible, gradual, and individualised approach to supporting young people was found to be beneficial. This speaks to the implication of the school itself having a role in creating and maintaining attendance as well as supporting and improving attendance through a school systems discourse.  

“And I felt like this school is quite accommodating really they they do put lots of things into place. And there are other students who I've worked with previously who have very bespoke packages. So that was positive.” (Interview 1 Line 220-222)

Interestingly when discussing how schools support children constructed within the EBSA discourse, the word ‘we’ was used, positioning the EP within the school system. This could be reflective of a subject position for the EP as supporting or working with the school. Pellegrini (2007) highlighted the role of the EP in supporting children and schools from a school systems perspective, through staff training to enable more awareness and improve early response to EBSA, which is also present in the new (West Sussex EPS, 2022a) guidance documentation, offering a whole school audit for promoting wellbeing and preventing non-attendance. 

“But maybe if we try, and if what we expect her to do is too broad and too much and too overwhelming. It's likely that her anxiety will increase and she may not get there.” (Interview 1 Line 557-558)

Work at this organisational level can present with positives for making long term changes within school policies and procedures which can benefit a larger number of students (Curran, 2003), however this can also be met with challenges with regard to how receptive or open school systems are to change (Woods, 2013). In accord with this, interview 3 highlights the challenge of working in a large, complex system on the EPs belief in their ability to create change. Therefore, the discourse of EBSA being influenced by the school environment opens opportunities for EPs to practice at a systemic level, however this is not without its challenges as highlighted by Pellegrini (2009).

“…it was more the classroom environment. That was the difficulty, which is difficult to influence when she's going into lots of different classroom environments with lots of different teachers. And in a secondary context, it's very difficult to put that communication out in a way that everyone kind of understands reads it acts on it.” (Interview 3 Line 302-306)

This discursive construction appears to remove the attention from the individual to the school context; however, it would be reductive to omit the subjective experiences and feelings of those involved. Participant talk presents a sense of lack of control and being at the mercy of school policy, procedures and expectations which is interpreted as anxiety inducing and frightening for both parents and the child experiencing the non-attendance. For example, in interview 4 the EP suggests the parent is experiencing a fear for the child’s wellbeing when contemplating their return to an educational setting. 

“I think the parents fear and in all of this was like it, he's saying he wants to go back to mainstream high school so that I guess we have to try that because we can't force him anywhere else. But if he goes back, like how like are things going to get worse.” (Interview 4 Line 235-243)

A thesis by Browne (2018) exploring the experiences of parents with an emotionally based school non-attending child, highlighted the feelings of powerlessness, reporting that they felt unheard and there was a lack of collaboration between parents and school. This research also emphasises the impact of the child’s non-attendance on the parents own mental health, with parents reporting increased anxiety. There is also an interesting idea raised in interview 3 where the child is experiencing anxiety because of feeling unable to maintain school expectations. By moving the focus of discourse towards the school context, there could be a risk of limiting the voice of the child and parent, and this can present with challenges when expectations between school, home and the child are not aligned. 

“I think what she used to do is she'd agreed to something and put her whole, because she wanted to please adults. But then what she found was she couldn't maintain it over time because it was still causing a significant anxiety. So then she couldn't keep going with it.” (Interview 3 Line 407-410)

Although COVID-19 was only mentioned explicitly by participants in terms of the impact on transitions and consistency, it is interesting to note its absence in participant talk regarding its impact on the emotions of children and their parents. Features of the school context, such as crowds and busy corridors which are often accepted as the norm, particularly in secondary school contexts may also be associated with COVID-19 and being unsafe. Participants speak about the child as feeling unsafe in school, and it may be worth questioning how this could be associated with the messaging during the COVID-19 period, where small groupings / ‘bubbles’ and staying at home were associated with being safe whereas busy classrooms were unsafe. As highlighted by attendance data, persistent school absences in 2022/23 at 22.3% are around double their pre-pandemic levels (Education Committee, 2023), and therefore it may be interesting to consider how feelings of safety and anxiety relating to the school context are remnants of the COVID-19 public health messaging.   

Summary 

Although there is a presence of medical discourses around EBSA and anxiety there appears to be a shift towards considering the role of the school context on the child’s anxiety. By constructing anxiety as impacted or caused by the school environment, this leads to questions regarding how the current educational context is potentially a key element in the construction of EBSA and how current procedures and systems in school may be harmful to students’ mental health and attendance. Furthermore, this positions responsibility with the school to remove barriers and support the child to attend and potentially re-positions the role of the EP away from working with the individual child but instead towards working with the school. This also raises questions regarding the emotions and experiences of children and their parents which may be excluded from this discourse. 

Without a voice Reflection Box 2.7: reflections on the presentation of without a voice

In my initial analysis I identified two separate discursive constructions of EBSA which included the chid requiring support from an Educational Psychologist and a child requiring advocacy from their parent. Although these are influenced by different wider discourses (e.g. legal and child rights discourses), I felt that they were both creating a subject position for the child needing to be spoken for by others. I therefore present an analysis of the discursive construction of the child as without a voice which recognises the differences in parental and EP support and the different wider discourses and subject positions, practice and subjectivity implicated. 


Across participants the child constructed within this discourse could be argued to be constructed as without a voice, needing support or advocacy from their parents or professionals. The location of the child appears to vary within the EPs constructions, positioning them as an independent voice which must be listened to and be actively involved but also as vulnerable and in need of adult advocacy. 

Participant talk highlights how the child is articulate and able to express their views, supporting the position of the child as being an independent voice who can be involved in educational decisions about themselves. 

“he could make his views quite clear. In terms of sort of what he liked what we didn't like, and what wound him up and what didn't wind him up.” (Interview 4 Line 364-366)

This aligns with a child’s rights discourse adopted from Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the child which states:

“Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (United Nations, 1989). 

This points to ethical and moral implications of eliciting the voice of the child which is reflected in the research of Educational Psychologists who have identified benefits of representing child voice as being empowering for the child and important for inclusive education (Messiou, 2002; Sharp, 2014; Smillie & Newton, 2020). 

In contrast to this the child is also positioned in participant talk as needing support or being unable to articulate themselves. This is presented as the child lacking confidence or the communication skills to articulate their wants and needs and the difficulty this creates for the professionals eliciting their views. This is reflective of research which highlights the lack of or often tokenistic nature of child voice work with children with SEN (Noble, 2003). 

“But actually, and because she wasn't communicating anything different. We kind of just went forward with it. But actually, maybe it was too much too soon, but don't know whether the person would have been able to articulate that to us.” (Interview 3 Line 545-548)

“… because he I don't remember him being able to kind of articulate himself in the meetings, particularly he would sit there and kind of just go Yeah, no, that's fine.” (Interview 4 line 275-276)

Foucault (1977) has presented how control in education can work through discourses which position the child as ‘hopeless’, legitimising adult power over a child’s expression. Billington (2008) also argues that students are a marginalised population, dominated by the discourse of others supported by Farini and Scollan (2022) who suggests professional discourses can silence the voice of the child when thought is not given to the self-determination or agency of the child themselves. These interviews could therefore be highlighting a professional ‘expert’ discourse which gives power to the EP voice which in turn could limit the child’s expression of their views. Similarities could also be drawn from ideas of a parent being an expert of their own child and therefore able to represent their views. 

These conflicting discourses could be argued to be indicative of the current educational context for EPs where they can feel pulled between educational discourses in school settings and their own professional values which can feel conflicting. Prendeville and Kinsella (2022)’s paper regarding values-based practice raises how incongruent values between EPs and external professionals is a part of practice which can be resolved through acknowledging difference and working together to a resolution that meets the child’s needs. 

In need of EP support to be heard

Participant talk across interviews have a common construction of the child’s voice being important and therefore needing to be heard. 

“… she needs to be actively involved in, you know, planning… And it's kind of not good enough for them to say, we asked her and she didn't tell us.” (Interview 1 Line 515-518)

“…I said that her voice is important and matters.” (Interview 1 Line 545)

Participant talk presents a key role of the EP working on EBSA cases as being able to gain the views of the child, through either supporting the school to develop strategies or through using their own questionnaires and card sorts. This construction, in line with a child’s rights discourse could be seen to open opportunities in EP practice to gain the views of a child which participants suggest can support their understanding of the child’s needs. In Interview 3 the EP used a card sort to map the child’s views onto the functions of attendance and in Interview 4 the EP was able to gain a greater understanding of the child’s social communication presentation (Interview 4 Line 157-161). This is in line with research which suggests Educational Psychologists are well placed to obtain and communicate student’s views (Ingram, 2013; Smillie & Newton, 2020). West Sussex EPS (2022a) guidance highlights how EPs can take an empathetic approach to collecting child views and this work is key to creating an individualised approach to supporting the child. 

“Yeah, we kind of almost we took the lead with what the young person was saying, because we, we could map that on quite easily with the functions of non-attendance with the app card site activity.” (Interview 3 Line 214-216)

Interestingly in interview 1 the participant states “I was writing this report” (Interview 1 Line 66-68). This could be interpreted as the EPs seeing their role as eliciting the views of the child, but recognising they are positioned with a level of authority which gives them the power to dictate the story through their report. Some scholars have questioned the interpretation of Article 12 could wrongly suggest child voice work is unquestionably good and ethical (Lundy, 2007), arguing for the importance of reflexive thinking with regard to the power imbalances between adult and child and how the adult interprets the voice of the child (Facca et al., 2020).

The EPs also presented their child voice work as a way of redistributing control back to the child from the school but more predominantly from parents.  As well as a child’s rights-based discourse this is reminiscent of discourses related to parental blame. These discourses are evident in research where school staff cite parental reasons for causes of EBSA (Gren-Landell et al., 2015; Malcolm et al., 2003).  Powerful governmental, legal discourses which position parents as legally responsible for children’s school attendance (Department for Education and Employment, 1996)  could be seen to remove responsibility from educational professions and situates the problem with parents. This further positions the child as passive and without a voice (Pellegrini, 2007).  

“…At times, we had to really be careful with managing mum's views, as well as making sure the young person was being heard as well. So that was a bit of a difficult difficulty. That's why I think we focus on doing the pupil views work just to make sure that she was being heard and she was at the centre of all the decisions.” (Interview 3 Line 436-440)

Interview 3 illustrated how the child may be more comfortable talking to the EP than school staff or their parent. This could suggest that the child is feeling pressure and expectations from both school and home, and it may therefore feel safer to speak to a non-judgemental third-party. It could be thought-provoking to raise the question here when considering discourses of family hierarchies and adult-child power dynamics, the extent to which a child is able to present a different view to their parent. 

“So they, my colleague developed quite a good relationship with this young person… So it was almost like an outlet for her to be able to really say how she's feeling without prejudice, worrying about what mum might think if I say this, I what dad might think on what the school might think…” (Interview 3 Line 228-233)
Reflection Box 2.8: reflections on parental responsibility / blame 

The participant talk around parental control here initially made me feel uncomfortable. I think this is representative of my own practice where I try to work collaboratively with parents, seeing them knowledgeable about their child and wanting what they believe is best for them. The presented talk of the EPs in this case felt more towards views I have experienced in schools of parents being at fault or being too involved / pushy. Nevertheless, I have had some recent involvement in an appreciative enquiry regarding child rights practice and this raised more questions regarding how to represent child voice and viewing them as the ‘client’. I wonder here whether the EP is well positioned to involve the child in decision making but also to apply their reflexive skill set and holistic view of the situation to consider the authenticity of the child’s view and the impact of parental views on their voice. 


In need of parental advocacy 

A discursive construction of the child as in need of parental advocacy for the child constructed within this discourse is also present in the participants talk, with the parent described as looking out for and advocating for the best interests and emotional wellbeing of the child. 

“But my discussions with parents where they want to, they want to get back in school, they want they weren't going to push him into a place where he was going to go back to having lots of panic attacks.” (Interview 2 Line 224-227)

The participants highlight how parents reach out to the school for support and in some cases directly contact the local authority for support through requests for EP involvement and Educational Health and Care Plans. This action orientation further demonstrates the responsibility of the parents to advocate for the child. 

“the focus then sort of turned to mum kind of pursuing different avenues and asking questions in relation to that. So she made a request for an education health care plan.” (Interview 3 Line 383-385)

Furthermore, parents are seen to be doing their own research and getting in touch with other professionals or experts in the field to become more knowledgeable regarding EBSA to advocate more strongly for their child.

“So there's a bit of time that passed, but then eventually, parents contacted the EPS directly to ask for support… mum had done a bit of research and come across the terminology, emotionally based school avoidance….” (Interview 3 Line 25-28)

This presents parents as feeling that they need to strongly advocate for their child, positioning them as a protector, and in turn highlighting a potential subject position of the child as vulnerable and in need of adult support and protection. This also suggests the school could be positioned in extreme cases as a threat and in others as unsupportive to the child. This could be seen to be influenced again by the historical legal discourses positioning the parents as responsible for their child’s educational attendance, removing responsibility from the school (Pellegrini, 2007). This may be seen as resulting in parents feeling pressure to gain support for their child due to perceived lack of action from the school or to have their voice heard due to feeling responsible. This notion of parental responsibility over the child could reflect Foucauldian ideas of disciplinary power where the parent-child relationship is controlled by institutions such as the education and criminal justice system (Foucault, 1977). In education, neoliberalism creates greater responsibility for parents over their child’s education, expecting advocacy as a form of parental engagement within this system (Nygreen, 2019).

Participant talk in interview 3 used phrases which evoke the idea of the parent being in a battle for example; “upping the game” (Line 354) and “she had a battle” (Line 489). These once again positioning the parent as a protector of the child, working against the system in order to do what they perceive is best for them. By positioning the parent as battling against the school and the local authority, interview 3 raises how this can close down opportunities for action in practice, make working together across school and home difficult. 

“I think Mum, mum wanted to understandably, she felt she had a battle. And she wanted to take that on. She wants to take the local authority on and want to take the school on, but I think in doing so it's just burnt bridges and made things more difficult. (Interview 3 Line 488-493)

By perceiving the parent and school as fighting against one another, this creates a tension which could make collaboration and moving forward less possible. Lauchlan (2003)’s review of interventions, identified parental-school relationships as a factor in encouraging non-attendance, this is also referenced in EPS guidance which emphasises the importance of collaborative working between school and parents (West Sussex EPS, 2022a). As highlighted above, this may also be picked up by the child, who could feel pressure to please their parent or feel caught in the middle of ‘the battle’. It may be possible in these cases that the child’s wishes may become overlooked in this battle for their best interests. 

The participants also reflected on the impact of this experience on parents, highlighting how they may have felt “powerless” (Interview 4 Line 263), “stressed” (Interview 3 Line 362) and at “a loss” (Interview 2 Line 108). It may be important to consider how the subjective experience of EBSA may have an impact on parental wellbeing, where they may be feeling frustrated, lonely and worried about their child’s wellbeing which may in turn impact their own. Indeed the use of the term ‘blame’ is emotive and highlights the high level of emotion attached to the parental experience of EBSA.  Browne (2018)’s thesis on parental experiences in this situation highlighted the impact of worry and stress on family relationships, work and the parents’ own mental health. 

Summary

The child constructed as without a voice raises important questions regarding how adults speak for and about young people. Here the child’s voice is presented as important but also as in need of adult support to communicate or to advocate for the child’s interests. Questions of how power dynamics between both the parent and the EP impact on how the child’s voice is raised, and how control can be given back to the young person. The pressures set against parents to be the protector and wholly responsible for their child are significant here, with potential consequences of emotional strain for the parent and a lack of control for the child, positioned as a vulnerable and passive and therefore without a voice. 

Impacted by a complex range of physical and mental needs

Participant talk also constructed the child as having physical needs such as, sleep issues and weight loss in addition to a range of diagnoses such as OCD, ADHD and Autism. Although not all participants described the child as having a diagnosis of Autism, they all referenced social communication difficulties or sensory differences as impacting them. This is therefore interpreted as a general construction of the child being impacted by a complex range of physical and mental needs. 

“There's a lot of mental health needs, but she also has quite significant physical health needs. Because yeah, I think they're all tied up, really…” (Interview 1 Line 41-42)

“I also had some letters from CAMHS, because she's recently got a diagnosis of autism and ADHD.” (Interview 1 line 35-36)

“Yeah. I guess they've got high levels of rigid rigidity of thinking. When they are in high levels of anxiety, then the sensory sense sensory sensitivities are more acute.” (Interview 2 Line 417-418)

The West Sussex EPS (2022a) guidance refers to a range of within-child factors which are associated with a vulnerability of EBSA such as physical illness, learning difficulties, developmental problems or Autism (if unidentified or unsupported). This is supported by research which reports an association between attendance and sleep (Hysing et al., 2015) and a high rate of Autism among students with EBSA (Munkhaugen et al., 2017). The participant talk also conceptualises EBSA as something which has underlying causes, where parents and EPs are hypothesising factors which may be leading to the non-attendance. 

“I was kind of wanting to explore was this other sort of needs underlying, whether it was learning needs or communication, you know, those sorts of things. So, but it was difficult to really unpick and understand all of that.” (Interview 3 Line 137-140)

This has similarities to Kearney and Silverman (1990)’s ‘School Refusal Behaviour’ definition which constructs non-attendance as a behaviour which has an underlying function. They do not stipulate an underlying cognitive, mental health or physical need as a cause of the non-attendance, instead highlighting avoidance and reinforcement as functions of EBSA. The construction presented here however points to EBSA being constructed as a symptom of an unmet need due to a range of complex mental and physical differences. 

The complexity of physical or psychological needs of the children in participant talk could reflect a wider medicalised discourse, for example where Autism and ADHD are constructed as diagnosed developmental disorders where a biological truth can be discovered by a medical professional who can label and treat such diagnoses (Lester et al., 2021). Both ‘disorders’ are diagnosed through the DSM-5 by a medical professional, legitimising the power of professionals and positioning the child/patient as passive to their expertise. This may act as a challenge to the efficacy of educational professionals supporting these children, questioning their capabilities in identifying and supporting their needs. Thomas and Glenny (2002) have shared how such discourses can lead to teachers feeling they are not “sufficiently knowledgeable or sufficiently expert to help children who are experiencing difficulty: they do not have the sufficient technical experience or theoretical knowledge to teach all children” (Thomas & Glenny, 2002, p.355). 
Reflection Box 2.9: research reflecting my experience of complex needs and EBSA 

In my own practice in cases involving EBSA most of the children have a diagnosis of Autism or a social communication need. I have often wondered how much focusing on attendance in these cases, viewing the child through an EBSA lens is limiting the view of the child’s needs and potentially reduces opportunities for the EP to focus on potential special educational needs that might be unmet? The EPs interviewed presented very complex needs of the children they worked with and this felt aligned with my own experiences, perhaps highlighting how EPs employ curiosity and questioning beyond labels to examine underlying needs and factors which could be impacting or interacting with in this case EBSA. 


This subject position of the child as patient and medical professional as expert is reflected in participant talk which highlights how school staff feel powerless or without the expertise to support the child. Teaching staff are portrayed as being “alarmed” (Interview 4 Line 46) or “dazzled” (Interview 4 Line 547) by such complex needs that they feel unable to understand or support the child. This in turn could be seen to remove the responsibility from the school system onto the child themselves who are seen as the problem or challenge to the school. 

Through applying a school systems-based discourse the construction of EBSA as impacted by complex mental and physical needs could have an alternative interpretation. In interview 3 the child’s complex needs are presented as not being met, therefore locating responsibility within the school. 

“But Mum was always Mum continues actually to push this idea that she thinks that she has an underlying need, that's not being met.” (interview 3 Line 294-295)

This is indicated in the West Sussex EPS (2022a) guidance which references Autism being associated with EBSA when unidentified or unsupported and their additional supporting documents which recommended different strategies for schools supporting children with Autism (West Sussex EPS, 2022b). Research of parents of home educated learners with neurodevelopmental conditions found the predominant reason for parents’ off-rolling their child from school was due to their child’s additional needs not being met sufficiently in school (Paulauskaite et al., 2022).

An interesting point raised in interview 4 suggests that by positioning a child experiencing EBSA as having a special educational need they are more likely to have input from an EP, in comparison to EBSA students positioned within a behaviour or pastoral discourse. 

“because he had he had a diagnosis of autism…His needs were kind of put in that they were one of those schools where you kind of have SEN and behaviour as sort of a two… separate streams. But because of his diagnosis, despite the fact that I think there was maybe some behaviour like behavioural problems… He sat under the kind of SEN mindset of school so more easily came to my attention.” (Interview 4 Line 36-41)

This may be reflective of the West Sussex EPS (2022a) guidance which states that an absence of anti-social behaviours is a possible indicator of EBSA. Kearney and Silverman (1993) also highlight the presence of a conduct disorder being associated with truancy not EBSA and suggest that the 4th function of non-attendance “to pursue tangible reinforces outside of school” is aligned with truancy due to an absence of emotional reasons for the non-attendance. Beckles (2014) argues that by labelling non-attendance by causality this can limit professionals to a view towards within-child and family factors. In the USA punitive measures for absenteeism have been associated with the exclusion of those with behavioural difficulties (McNeely et al., 2021; Mireles-Rios et al., 2020). Participants talk in interview 4 suggests that this discourse of functional behaviour could also close down EP opportunities for practice and therefore the support the child receives. Given research also suggests that both truancy and emotionally based reasons can be present in children experiencing non-attendance (Bools et al., 1990; Egger et al., 2003) it could be useful to take a more holistic view of non-attendance beyond obvious functions which often focus on the child and family.Reflection box 3.1: behaviour and EBSA

Interview 4’s perspective regarding the association of SEN or behaviour having an impact on the level of EP involvement resonated with my own personal experience of casework in my local authority. Working as a Trainee EP I have experienced schools using speech such as “it’s not EBSA it is just a choice” alongside evidence of challenging behaviours in school. This makes me reflect on whether when behavioural issues are present and the label of EBSA is dismissed, the potential for an underlying SEN or emotional need goes unexamined. For me this brings to the forefront the importance of the EP role in taking a more challenging and curious role in understanding a child’s needs in order to get a more holistic picture, rather than being bound by the assumptions of labels (Levinas, 1981) in (Devlin, 2016).


Summary 
A discursive construction of EBSA being associated with complex mental and physical needs is present within participant talk, which could be seen as adopting a medicalised, within-child discourse, where responsibility is removed from the school and educational professionals and instead the child is positioned as the problem, in need of medical support. This could also highlight a wider discourse of EBSA being a behaviour which has an underlying function (Kearney & Silverman, 1993). Such a discourse raises questions regarding how a school understands or meets a child’s needs in addition to labelling attendance by its perceived functions as this could limit the level of support a child receives. 
Motivated to learn 

Participant talk throughout the interviews highlighted a discourse of the child being constructed as being motivated to learn and in turn being engaged with learning and academically able. 

“So there was the academic challenge, which he enjoyed” (Interview 2 Line 311)

“even though she's missed quite a lot of school. She's doing quite well academically.  And she's quite motivated with independent learning.” (Interview 1 Line 120-121)

Corcoran and Kelly (2023)’s meta-ethnographic review highlighted a desire from young people to attend school and having high academic ambitions, which points to the potential last resort nature of non-attendance for these students. 

In this construction the motivation to learn appears to be conceptualised as a protective factor in supporting attendance and could be understood through West Sussex EPS Service (2022a)’s idea of factors which push and pull the child away or towards school or home. In interview 2 being motivated to learn could be seen as a pull towards attending school but also as a push away from school if a child is not interested in learning. With the exception of interview 4, the cases chosen by the EPs to discuss were all in line with a construction of the child being motivated to learn. 

“I think that's because he was quite motivated that he knew that he had to go back to school because he needed to do his history.” (Interview 2 Line 188-189)

“So there's been no real improvement. And the other…pupil has got no interest in communicating with staff and no interest in… academic attainment. So again, there's there’s no hook in no way.” (Interview 2 Line 500-502)

Although students were positioned as being motivated to learn and as being academically able, this was often presented in participant talk as being on the child’s own terms and limited to their own interests. 

“she's got a really keen interest in reading. So she spent a lot of time in the library and they were sending work down and it was that was kind of going really well…” Interview 3 Line 328-329)

“but it's very much on his terms, like he's not completing maths, for example, which he absolutely can't stand and not particularly doing much English. So he's not fully engaging in a secondary curriculum, or the secondary environment.” (Interview 2 Line 478-480)

This could reflect a previous construction discussed in this research of children within this discourse having a range of complex mental and physical needs such as Autism. Rigidity in thinking is associated with a diagnosis of Autism (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), which may be portrayed here in terms of EBSA students being inflexible with learning subjects which are not of interest to them. Parents of children with neurodevelopmental conditions who off-rolled their children from school before and after the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted a main advantage of home schooling was the freedom to provide individualised learning opportunities catered to the child’s needs and interests (Paulauskaite et al., 2022).

This construction could also be understood through a neoliberal discourse of education, where education is marketised creating a culture of accountability and performativity (Howard, 2023). Under the current dominant culture of neoliberalism, concepts of competition and economics create pressure for schools to meet performance indicators and outputs (Wilson, 2003). The non-attending child could be seen to be positioned as a problem for outcomes, whereas an academically able child would be seen as an asset (Savage, 2017). This could explain the participant’s focus on the child’s ability and motivation level, and this being viewed as a protective factor. Neoliberal ideas of individualism and meritocracy also position a child as responsible for their own success or perceived failures in education (Fisher, 2011). Students being constructed within this discourse may therefore internalise these disciplinary mechanisms and blame themselves removing responsibility from the system (Howard, 2023). This wider discourse could be seen to create a context where pressures to attend and perform academically are prioritised by school, parents, and the child over the child’s own wellbeing (McLellan et al., 2022). 

In interview 3 a thought-provoking idea is raised, where the EP suggests that the child’s attendance in school is prioritised over their engagement and experience of learning. Here the suggestion is made that EPs and schools may need to re-evaluate their perceptions of success to look beyond attendance and instead to what form of education would best suit the young person. 

“Yeah, that was another point we reflected on in the sense that what is success? And so we kind of thought, just because there's been an improvement, does that warrant success? And I think they only saw success as that child being in school. Whereas for us, it was more about sort of engaging them in some form of education so that they have those opportunities and the qualifications, but I think school schools only purpose in all of this was to get her back in to full time education…” (Interview 3 Line 532-534)

“And actually, if I can learn from home, not that she'd say this, but if I can learn from home, why can't I do it long term?” (Interview 3 Line 196-197)

In line with Interview 3’s idea of re-evaluating success in cases involving EBSA, Devenney and O'Toole (2021)’s paper questions the impact of the traditional school system on the child. A Japanese paper has also considered how the impact of COVID-19 may have created a new understanding of attendance which was possible through online learning (Takizawa, 2023). This re-imagining of attendance is highlighted in frontiers ‘the unlearning of school attendance: ideas for change’ collection of research articles which opens discussions regarding the reconceptualization of attendance towards relationships and engagement with education and new ways of working (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2024; Heyne et al., 2024). 
Reflection Box 3.2: reflecting on inclusion

Inclusive education has always felt like an important issue to me and when starting my training I wanted to work to enable more inclusion within mainstream schools. There is a question highlighted in this discourse regarding the difference between engagement in education and attendance in school, which is not something I had previously considered. Is viewing my role through an ‘inclusion’ lens idealistic thinking when the reality for some children is not being able to function in a mainstream school? Alternatively, when considering the role of schools as preparing young people for adulthood and I wonder if removing all stressors or being completely self-directed in their learning is a good or realistic preparation for adulthood? Is it a matter of finding a balance between these two arguments? Heyne et al. (2024) highlights inclusive engagement models of attendance do not allow for exclusionary practices and instead call for school systems to “unlearn attendance” and re-imagine learning to ensure there is less need to learn from home. 


Summary
A discursive construction of the child through the EBS discourse constructs them as motivated to learn is present within participant talk, where ability and engagement with learning are presented as protective factors. Here the child is presented as motivated to learn but focused on their interest. This raises questions regarding the Neoliberalism agenda in education and how this creates pressures for schools which could be argued to prioritise outcomes over wellbeing and position responsibility on the young person. 

Supported by relationships
 
Social relationships were seen to be important in participant speech, with social connections being constructed as something positive for the child. Concerns raised about isolation and lack of social connections for children not attending school from parents and the EP suggest participants viewed relationships as positive and supportive. 

“we were very concerned that she was becoming increasingly isolated. She was making contact with her friends, but because she wasn't at school, she wasn't part of the conversations and things that were going on. So I think there was some concerns that you know, she was missing out, and that those connections may disappear.” (Interview 3 Line 392-395)

Studies looking at parental and student experiences of EBSA have reported friendships to be a protective factor in attending school (Baker & Bishop, 2015; Havik et al., 2014). Furthermore, parents interviewed in Browne (2018)’s thesis shared concerns for the impact of EBSA on their child’s social relationships. Constructing the child as isolated, could position them as being vulnerable and in need of support by adults to help foster and improve relationships. This can be seen in interview 1 where the mother is working to create social opportunities for the child. 

“… I think her mum has worked quite hard to expose her to things that are not too anxiety provoking, but are still meaning that she has a bigger world than some children with emotionally based school avoidance… who end up quite socially isolated… She went to a theatre, school and then to church…. And that's probably one of the reasons why she has been able to come back into school… because she has had some social contact been to some different environments. And yeah, spoken to some different people…” (Interview 1 Line 300-316)

Reflection Box 3.3: reflections on social relationships, EBSA and neurodiversity 

In interview two ‘George’ was described as not having peer relationships. I wondered how much this was related to his described social communication difficulties and it led to me ask the participant if having more friendships would enable ‘George’ to attend. Their reflection on this question was that they felt this was not a priority for the student and therefore would not be considered a pull factor towards attending school. This being quite different to the discourse of relationships and friendships portrayed in participant talk made me question how our potential neurotypical discourses around friendship and relationships may not be as relevant or pertinent for some children. Ratcliffe (2012)’s concept of ‘radical empathy’ resonated with me regarding how we view and understand other’s experiences. Ratcliffe employs phenomenological ideas  of “suspending the usual assumption that both parties share the same modal space” (Ratcliffe, 2012, p.483) in order to have a more empathetic appreciation of other’s experiences. 

Related to this, the concept of belonging was raised in participant talk, highlighting how a feeling of connection, or belonging to school was missing for some students and how this was potentially impacting their attendance. 

“I think that connection and that belonging is about relationships, isn't it? And I think there was very few relationships with peers. And although was there was this one, as a member of staff, that was nothing else with any other teachers, which felt strong.” (Interview 2 Line 207-211)

“And he had a look around. And he was willing to look at other places, but just thought these kids aren't. They're not my people. So I'm not going there.” (Interview 4 Line 380-382)

Research into belonging in schools has reported an association between successful school experiences and students’ sense of belonging in school (Korpershoek et al., 2020). Measures of belonging in students have been found to be associated with a range of benefits such as improved psychological wellbeing (Allen et al., 2018; Allen et al., 2024; Arslan et al., 2020). O’Brien and Bowles (2013)’s paper discusses the variety of definitions of belonging, including themes of positive teacher relationships, teacher supportiveness and care. An international survey also reports links between teacher relationships and adolescent flourishing, attainments and avoidance of negative outcomes (Whitaker et al., 2023). Participant talk in this research suggests relationships with school staff were conceptualised as important. 

“… she does feel able to get there and she does feel support. She was feeling supported by the staff in like, the (redacted name of school provision) where she was spending her days.” (Interview 1 Line 450-452)

Interestingly the original West Sussex guidance gives very little reference to ideas such as belonging or relationships (West Sussex EPS, 2004). In comparison the most recent guidance dedicates a section to relationships and belonging, where they position the school as responsible for fostering positive relationships with school staff but also aiding peer relationships (West Sussex EPS, 2022a). This move towards highlighting the importance of relationships can also be seen within the wider context of EPSs which have begun to bring a relational discourse into the forefront of their work in schools, for example there have been recent publications of relational policy and guidance documents from services, promoting ideas such as restorative practice, emotion coaching and a move away from behaviourist policies (Devon County Council, 2022; Wakefield Educational Psychology Service, 2023b). 

In addition to relationships in school between the child and their peers or staff, participants also spoke about the relationship between school and home as being important for the child. Examples of trust and communication being supportive for progress in addition to a lack of positive relationships being detrimental were presented. 

“And they felt very supported by school staff and very listened to. Which isn't always the case, with lots of EBSA cases. But these parents did and it felt like those conversations with school staff continue… there's quite a lot of trust between School and home.” (Interview 2 Line 227-230)

“So yeah, so I think there was something there around the relationship between school and parents. And then thinking that the parent was maybe colluding with the young person.” (Interview 3 Line 77-79)

This aligns with research which has presented the need for successful collaboration between school and parents to support EBSA (Finning et al, 2018; Gren-Landell et al, 2015; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014). When considering collaboration, responsibility is positioned as a shared entity for both school and home. This is supported by Goodall and Montgomery (2014) who reported that partnerships between school and home can create a shared responsibility as well as giving individuals more agency to create change. When focusing on relationships in school, West Sussex EPS (2022a) guidance also positions responsibility with the school stating, “creating an environment in which children and young people feel they belong, feel valued and cared for is a whole school responsibility driven by senior staff” (West Sussex EPS, 2022a, p.33). This corresponds to Bronfenbrener’s (1979) ecological systems theory which Finning et al. (2020) has used to highlight the role of the ‘mesosystem’ - stating the importance of  the child’s most immediate relationships and environments being connected. 

When discussing the collaboration between home and school it is important to acknowledge the power differentials between the two systems which may act as a barrier to supporting EBSA (Christenson, 2004).  Interview 3 highlights how the legal discourse of attendance which position parents as responsible for their child’s attendance through legislation, allowing punitive measures to be taken, creates an imbalance of power which can break down relationships. 

“But by this time… the relationship between school and home had really suffered. And they were going down the sort of punitive route of fining well they were kind of ringing and threatening all this sort of stuff… So yeah, so mum, mum wasn't understandably, as engaged in the process, which obviously affected the young person.” (Interview 3 Line 340-345)

Interview 1 highlights the subject positions of EPs between the school and home as “not unusual” (Interview 1 Line 216), which reflects Pellegrini (2007)’s proposed role for EPs in bringing together and mediating stakeholders towards a common goal. 

Summary 

The discursive construction of the child as being supported by relationships, could be seen to position the child as vulnerable without social connections and creates a role for adults to support them to build such relationships. The participants highlight the importance of school belonging and the relationship between home and school for attendance. This discourse could be seen to be aligned with prominent systemic and relational discourses within educational psychology which are now more present within the current West Sussex EPS (2022a) guidance documentation.  

In need of specialist support Reflection box 3.4: reflections on terminology

I initially felt uncertain about using the term ‘specialist’ for this discursive construction as this is a term I associate with special schools and provisions and I felt this was not necessarily what all the EPs spoke about. In my own practice my values align with inclusion and supporting schools to remove barriers for all children, however I often come across schools and professionals using special schools as a way of removing the child from their schools which I perceive to be exclusionary practice. My interpretation of specialist in this discourse is referring to any level of intervention, input or provision which goes beyond the mainstream school and quality first teaching approaches, which could include the use of external professionals and alternative provisions. 


EP talk in the interviews could be seen to construct the child as requiring support beyond what a mainstream school can offer. There were several references to EHCPs associating the receiving of a plan with ideas such as “bespoke package” (Interview 1 Line 236), ‘funding’ (Interview 1 Line 234) and ‘specialist provision’ (Interview 4 Line 223). Furthermore, there was also reference to the provision required to support the child being beyond the mainstream offer or the child needing to attend an alternative provision. 

“it was difficult to imagine looking at what her day looks like right now, and the extent of all her needs… that we're going to get to a situation in the near future, where she would not need additional and different provision” (Interview 1 Line 209-213)

Participant talk highlights a number of barriers perceived by school to supporting the child and requiring additional specialist support, including the number of children requiring support, the cost, and space to adapt. 

“the school did offer an alternative kind of provision where she could do some work from home. But they they caveat it with, we can't do this long term, because it's too expensive.” (Interview 3 Line 347-349)

“Or often it's like, you know, the environment, our school environment isn't right. We can't adapt, you know, we've got I don’t know over 2000 children on site, we can't… find a space for it.” (Interview 4 Line 436-438)

Here the child is presented as taking up too many resources, which could been seen to be reflective of a neoliberal approach to education where children are reduced to results which present as risk or opportunity for the school system (Pluquailec & O’Connor, 2023). The UK context of austerity and reduced spending on SEN and education is also relevant here and could be applying pressures to the school system and in turn positioning the child as burdensome (Hoskin, 2019; Norwich, 2014).

 Exclusionary practice could be seen to be legitimised through this action orientation talk of the chid as the problem and draining resources. Despite the child and disability rights ratified by the UN which state the right to inclusive education, the UK has faced criticism for violations against disabled humans rights, including a right to education (Pluquailec & O’Connor, 2023). Pfahl and Powell (2011) discourse analysis of German special education reflects on how special education, based upon the categorisation and segregation of school performance relies on institutional and professional powers who identify and place students in schools. It is interesting to note the government plans to create 33 special free schools which from Pfahl and Powell (2011)’s perspective could serve to give power to professionals and aligns with participant talk of students requiring to be educated in different settings. 

Participant talk also highlights the role of external professionals including the EP themselves, CAMHs and home tutoring teams. This is in line the with West Sussex EPS (2022a) guidance which suggests that when a child is constructed as having EBSA the local authority would expect advice to be sought from external education and health professionals. In interview 4 the EP highlights how the school perceived the complexity of the child’s mental health / medical needs to be in need of support from medical or psychological professionals. 

“…I think that was probably their headline message was, we’ve gotten this kid doing weird stuff at home. And we’ve done what we can do. So now you and like, the psychological professionals need to sort of take over…”(Interview 4 Line 134-136)

This corresponds with a wider medical discourse where the issue is seen to be within the child which can be discovered or treated by a professional, which could be argued to position both the child, school staff and parents as passive to a medical need and could result in disempowering them and their ability to support the child without medical guidance (Gutkin, 2012). This medical model reflects an ontological position of a knowable reality or discoverable truth which as well as constructing school and home as passive, positions power with professionals and in this case the EP. 

In practice this expert discourse could limit the EPs opportunities for action to scientific and rationalised approach (Moore, 2005), however within the interviews the EPs spoke about the range of skills and opportunities for work was gained by being asked by school to support with EBSA. Interview 2 highlights the soft skills involved in bringing ideas together and creating shared meanings, Interview 3 references the use of therapeutic work (line 160-163) and Interview 4 talks about the opportunities for training and systemic work with schools (line 474-519). This is in line with Pellegrini (2007)’s paper which emphasises how EPs can work across multiple levels to support EBSA. A possible interpretation of this could be that opportunities for EP work related to EBSA arise from an expert discourse, however the approach taken in this work can be guided by the EPs individual world view or principles. 

“And they really said that they felt like my role, I had quite an impact on understanding the situation, but also, moving it forward and him attending. So there seemed to be like. Like, it's never that straightforward. Is it? Like we just don't have a magic wand… I felt, I felt like all I did was a bit of a translator, if that makes sense.” (Interview 2 Line 388-394)Reflection box 3.5: reflections on the EHCP process

Although not prevalent within the overall discourse I found interview 3’s perceptions of the current EHCP system an interesting point to reflect upon (Interview 3 Line 474-519). My interpretation of this is that the EP is reflecting on how the support required for the child’s emotional wellbeing would not meet the requirement for an EHCP. The EPs reference to the child’s cognitive ability here is particularly interesting to me as I wonder if this reflects a broader theme in the education system of prioritising or giving more weight to attainment than psychological wellbeing as highlighted by Moore (2005)?


Summary
EP talk in the interviews presented a discursive construction of the child needing specialist support, through external professionals, EHCPs and alternative provision. Considering wider discourses of neoliberalism, medical models and exclusionary practice, the child could be argued to be presented as passive to a problem that is within them as well as being a burden on school resources. An expert view of professionals may also be interacting with the efficacy and power school feels to support the child, moving power towards the EP and other professionals. Although this could be argued to limit the role of the EP to categorising the child, the EPs highlighted a range of possibilities for work in supporting EBSA in schools, suggesting EPs work can be guided by their own values and skill set. Therefore, although this construction may move power towards the EP, there is still an element of freedom regarding how the EP uses this power. 

Summary of discourse analysis 

This summary will explore the relationships between the discourses presented above, considering how they work together but also conflict in EPs constructions of EBSA. Responses to the research questions will be explicitly answered through this exploration. A concept map was created below to portray the relationships between the presented discourses and wider discourses prominent in this research. 

Figure 2: Concept map illustrating the relationship between constructions of EBSA and wider discourses.[image: A diagram of a diagram
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What discourses do Educational Psychologists draw upon within their construction of Emotionally Based School Avoidance when reflecting on their practice?

A dominant wider discourse present amongst the data was a medicalised discourse of EBSA. EP talk presented constructions of EBSA as anxious in addition to being impacted by complex mental and physical needs including autism, ADHD, and OCD diagnoses. This within-child construction of EBSA, could position the child as the problem, with something wrong with them that needs to be diagnosed, or treated (Gutkin, 2012). This relates to the construction of EBSA as in need of specialist support in the data which highlights the role of this medicalised construction in reducing efficacy and perceived responsibility of school staff in being able to support such complex needs. This in turn could be seen to be legitimising the power of professionals such as EPs. This could also be interpreted as offering a reified construction of EBSA, limiting the understanding of this construct beyond a medicalised condition with criteria and symptoms. 

Ideas of neoliberalism, where competition and performance management are influential in the current education system could be seen to work alongside within-child discourses of EBSA to create exclusionary practice. Such exclusionary practice could be achieved through schools positioning the child as a problem and impacting their resources and therefore unable to create an environment which is supportive for the child’s perceived complex needs. Throughout these discourses it is worth highlighting that the child and family are positioned as passive, with their subjective experience described as feeling out of control within the data. 

Another dominant discourse within the literature was the legal discourse, positioning responsibility for a child’s school attendance with the parents (Department for Education and Employment, 1996). In the data this discourse once again creates a construction of the child which is passive, and the parent being to blame for non-attendance. The parental responsibility created by this discourse could result in parents feeling positioned as a protector and advocate for the child and therefore needing to speak for the child and ‘battle’ against the school. This is seen within the construction of EBSA as supported by relationships where a legal discourse creates tension between parents and school, which could impact the child’s ability to contribute their authentic voice. This conflicts with the child’s rights discourse which highlights the importance of listening to the voice of the child and including them in the conversation about their non-attendance. Furthermore, the medicalised construction of EBSA could also position the child as being vulnerable and in need of adult support, raising the power of professionals which again could work in conflict against the child’s rights discourse. 

Alternative discourses are also present within the data, for example a systemic discourse which highlights the role of the school in creating and responding to EBSA (Pellegrini, 2007). EP talk constructs the child as anxious in response to their school environment, positioning responsibility within the school system, stepping away from within-child discourses. EPs also discussed ideas of underlying factors in EBSA which encourages thinking to move beyond the medicalised model and consider systemic factors. This in turn opens up opportunities for systemic working for EPs to collaborate with school systems when supporting EBSA in line with the construction of the EBSA being supported by relationships. 

A more recent critical discourse within the literature regarding the ‘unlearning of attendance’ where the concept of attendance is re-imagined towards considering creative ways of engaging young people is also present within the data (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2024). The inherent goodness of and importance of a school education is brought to question with the child presented as motivated to learn yet still unable to attend school. This could also be seen to work alongside systemic discourses of anxiety being related to the school environment, highlighting a problem and responsibility as within the system.  

How are the Educational Psychologists’ constructions of Emotionally Based School Avoidance informing their practice?

In the EPs talk, a multitude of discourses were drawn upon within their constructions of EBSA. This portrays a complex picture of the EPs role in casework and how this informs their practice. This section will develop ideas from the above analysis to explore how these constructions of EBSA close or open opportunities for action for EPs.  

The discursive constructions of EBSA as a child who is anxious in addition to being impacted by a complex range of mental and physical needs can be located within a medicalised, within-child discourse. Interview 4 highlights how this discourse can work to give a level of responsibility to the psychological professionals positioned as ‘experts’ and this may or may not be comfortable for the EP. Interview 4 highlights how the perceived complexity of medical needs and medicalised notions of a truth regarding needs creates doubt for the EP in their ability to support with the casework. This doubt may be reflective of a movement within the EP profession away from an expert model of empirical, standardised work towards a more critical, social constructionist stance (Gillham, 2022). It may be useful to therefore question how medicalised constructions of EBSA may close down opportunities for EPs to support in casework due to reduced efficacy. 

“So like OCD was thrown about… I think everybody at that point very much just stepped up back and was like, Ah, no, we need somebody else in now to, you know, and then I was like, Oh, sh*t, I don't know, I don't know what to do about OCD. Like, I'm not a, that felt a little bit beyond my sort of professional scope.” (Interview 4 Line 75-79)

The medicalised constructions of EBSA could also be linked to the label of SEND within school with interview 4 also highlighting how such categorisation of need could limit the ability of the EP to work with all children struggling with attendance to those with the EBSA label. By constructing EBSA in this way, students who are struggling to attend for perceived reasons beyond a perceived SEN such as behaviour or family circumstances may be less likely to be considered by school to require specialist support or intervention and therefore may close down opportunities for EP action. 

“It was the ones where they didn't sort of afford them that kind of SEN conceptualisation, they often didn't come to me.” (Interview 4 Line 42-43)

Constructions of EBSA as a child in need of specialist support can be located within a discourse of professional power and expertise. Within participant talk this is highlighted through EP involvement in cases coming through the statutory EHCP assessment pathway. Within this system, EPs could be seen to be positioned as experts with their work directed towards assessing and recommending provision for young people through a within-child approach (Buck, 2015).

“So she has got an education, health and care plan as a result of us being involved.” (Interview 1 Line 22-23)

Some participant talk located within a neoliberal discourse could be argued to highlight the disparity between academics and wellbeing within the education system. This is reflected in EPs constructions of the child as being academically bright and motivated to engage with learning. The emphasis on this aspect of the child could suggest EPs practice is influenced by notions of academic performance as measures of success in schooling. Furthermore, Interview 1 highlights perceptions of an education system which prioritises cognition and learning, suggesting an EHCP may be less likely to be issued if this is not a need of the child. It may therefore be interesting to consider how EPs view of what success in school looks like impacts their practice. 

“Sometimes, when children are meeting age related expectations, they don't get education, health and care plans… I'm pleased that she has got a plan…  Because sometimes I worry that for she is meeting these her age-related expectations. A lot of that is to do with her motivation to study independently and to maintain that all of those other things need to be in place…. Sometimes…. they wouldn't consider issuing an educational health and care plan, she wouldn't maybe get the support needed.” (Interview 1 Line 494- 509)

By constructing the child as motivated to learn, some participants began to question the suitability of the child’s educational environment in meeting their needs and allowing them access to an education. This links to ideas of ‘unlearning attendance’ where researchers have begun to reconceptualise attendance and consider engagement models (Heyne et al., 2024; Kearney et al., 2022). This is seen in interview three where the EP questions what success in working on EBSA cases looks like (Interview 3 Line 532-534). Such constructions located within this discourse could open up more creative and alternative ways of including students within the education system for example the use of telepresence technology allowing students to access their classroom remotely (Fletcher et al., 2023).

Medicalised constructions of EBSA discussed above could be seen to position the child as passive and therefore limit EPs actions to include the child within their work. This is also reflected in the construction of EBSA as a child without a voice due to discourses which legitimise adult power. Participant talk highlights the importance of child voice work in understanding the needs of the child and acknowledging that this may be different to the professional and parents involved. This construction could be seen in the data to open up opportunities for work such as questionnaires and card sorts which are delivered in a way for the child to express their views comfortably. It could be argued here that the professional power created through educational and medical discourses opens up opportunities for EPs to work with young people, however they are then able to use this power to gain and represent the child’s views to the other adults. EPs may then need to consider through a child’s rights approach how this can be done authentically and ethically.  
“So I didn't expect to get anything like earth shattering from doing this questionnaire. But I just thought it was quite a nice way in with her, and that she would engage in she did, and she told me a few more things… like, tests are stressful, and you're under a lot of pressure. … we talked about a card that she chose and a card that I chose… and then within my report, I suggested that staff who know her well, might want to use these at a later date.” (Interview 1 Line 121-149)

EBSA constructed as supported by relationships highlights the importance of the relationship between home and school in supporting the child. When understood through a legal discourse, parents can be positioned as responsible for their child’s attendance and may feel blamed by the school. This in turn creates a tension between home and school which may close down opportunities for EP work. Alternatively, this construction of EBSA being supported by relationships may create opportunities for the EP to work within the systems supporting the child, to create trust and build relationships to create progress in contrast to other constructions which may be focused on the individual child.  

The construction of EBSA as supported by relationships is also present in participant talk regarding the child’s relationships in school. Concepts of belonging are highlighted in the data as being important with EPs using assessment tools to understand a child’s sense of belonging. By constructing the child as needing positive relationships and a sense of belonging in school, this creates opportunities for work at a systems level, for example influencing school policy, delivering training, or encouraging a school to listen to the child’s voice. Interview 3 acknowledges the potential difficulties of working systemically in a Secondary School, highlighting that EPs can sometimes be working in closed systems influenced by a range of powerful discourses which may close down opportunities for this type of work. 

“What I found out was that he got really little connection or sense of belonging to school.” (Interview 2 Line 152-153)

“I've just been asked by my current high school for the training out of their SLA for all well so that they're kind of inclusion, SEN, nurture staff and head of years, on the EBSA training that we deliver.” (Interview 4 Line 400-402)

Through exploring the relationships between the discourses presented within this analysis, a complex picture of how these complement and conflict with one another in creating constructions of EBSA as well as influencing EP practice has been discussed. The potential implications for the field of educational psychology are examined regarding this analysis in chapter 5. 
























Chapter 5: Conclusions, implications, and personal reflections

Overview of research 

This thesis presents a discourse analysis of Educational Psychologists’ constructions of the term EBSA through their discussions of a piece of casework. The research used a Foucauldian approach to discourse analysis, where the relationship between discourse power and knowledge is examined within the data. With school attendance being high upon the government’s current agenda alongside increases in attendance difficulties post-COVID-19, the EP profession has responded through the creation of EBSA guidance to support EPs and schools. This researcher therefore wanted to explore the discourses around EBSA and the implications for EP practice. 

Several dominant wider discourses prominent in the literature were identified within participant talk. A medicalised and expert model appear to legitimise the power of professionals, locating the problem as within the child and creating a subject position of being a passive holder of an illness or need. These discourses also work to remove responsibility and the efficacy of school’s ability to support the child. Working together with a neoliberalism discourse, which creates structures within the school system to prioritise attainment and outcomes, the child is positioned as a problem. These discourses could be argued to work together to enable exclusionary practice where the child’s needs are not able to be met or are deemed too complex for the setting. 

A dominant legal discourse could be seen to be emerging in participant talk regarding parental responsibility, creating an experience of parental blame and positioning the parent as a protector or advocate of their child. This could be argued to create tensions between the school and parents where responsibility is positioned with the parent, yet the dominant educational and medical discourses create conflicting power within professional and school systems. 

A child’s right’s discourse is also present in participant talk, potentially in response to the discussed discourses which locates the child as passive to the powers of professionals and the responsibility of their parents. This discourse emerges in participant talk related to child voice, where the child is both positioned as important and to be included in decision making but also as vulnerable and in need of support. 

Less dominant and marginalised discourses were also present within participant talk, with a school system discourse emerging, locating responsibility within the school environment. Furthermore an ‘unlearning of attendance’ discourse challenges the construction of the child within a school attendance, educational agenda in favour of an engagement model (Heyne et al., 2024; Kearney et al., 2022). These discourses could be seen to work together to construct the child as motivated to learn, locating responsibility within the educational system to respond and adapt to enable engagement within education. 

This research highlights the complex and conflicting discourses present within EPs casework involving children constructed within the EBSA discourse. Such discourses are presented in the research as impacting the practice of EPs, having implications for their involvement in their work across multiple levels of the ecological systems model. 

Implications

This research adopts a social constructionist epistemology in which knowledge is subjective and socially constructed, therefore the intention of this research is not to present directly generalisable implications. Instead, the research provides theoretical generalisations and insights which could be helpful for similar contexts (Yardley, 2008) and to inform the developing practice of this author / practitioner and colleagues (Thomas, 2017). 

The research highlights the importance of the role of discourse in constructing EBSA and reflecting on the role of discourse in the position’s EPs may attempt to take up or resist within their work. This supports the vital use of reflexivity within the role of the EP, showing awareness of the implications for the young people they work with (Billington, 2006; Pomerantz, 2008). 

Pellegrini (2007) highlights the potential role of EPs working within systems supporting EBSA. EPs may therefore be in a privileged position of power to allow them to encourage critical reflection on the dominant discourses which exist within school system’s policy and practice. Furthermore, as Stanbridge (2024)’s blog entry encourages EPs to work across wider influencing systems, it may be possible for EPs to encourage critical reflections at a local authority or governmental level where powerful legislative discourses exist. By presenting alternative constructions of the child through more marginal relational or systems-based discourses EPs may be able to begin conversations regarding the questioning of what a school’s success criteria looks like for EBSA and how wellbeing is prioritised. 

As stated, the research assumes an interpretivist role for the researcher where knowledge is subjective and determined by individual perspectives and therefore the researcher is not separated from this research and their practice as a Trainee EP.  Further implications are therefore presented through curious questions created by the researcher from their interpretations of the data analysis and how these could be utilised within their own practice. The reader will have their own interpretations which will create their own questioning for practice, and these are welcomed by the researcher. 

How is discourse surrounding EBSA impacting on my approach to practice and the level of the ecological system I am working within? 
The research highlighted how the discourses present within participant talk created positions for the EP which created opportunities for different levels of work within the system surrounding the child. For example, a construction of the child as anxious or with complex mental or physical needs could be viewed through a medicalised discourse which locates the ‘problem’ within the child, therefore creating a subject position for the EP as an assessor or treater of need. This creates opportunities for EP action at an individual assessment or intervention level. By considering the discourse present in their casework, EPs could begin to recognise and reflect on how this is impacting their practice and potentially take actions to resist or work within the discourses present. 

Are the constructions of EBSA and attendance difficulties impacting opportunities for EP support? 
The research showed how EBSA constructed as a ‘SEND’ and viewed through a special educational need or medicalised discourse required the support of an ‘expert’ or psychological professional. Participant talk highlighted how this construction allows opportunities for EP practice in cases labelled EBSA. It may be interesting to consider how this impacts those with attendance difficulties who have not received an EBSA label and how the discourses present may open up or close down opportunities for EP work. Through asking this question EPs may be able to identify more marginalised groups which could benefit from EP support. 

How are the constructions of EBSA positioning the parent and the child and does this acknowledge their subjective experiences?
The research highlighted how a range of constructions located within different discourses create different subject positions for the parent and the child. For example, through constructing the child as without a voice, a legal discourse of EBSA could be viewed to position responsibility with the parent and therefore creating a role of an advocate or protector of the child. Participant talk also highlighted how a range of discourses may be working together to create a sense of a loss of control for the young person through positioning them as passive to a medical need or vulnerable and in need of adult support. It may be useful in practice for EPs to consider how constructions of EBSA within the contexts of their work position the child and their parents. Through asking this question EPs may begin to make attempts to acknowledge the experiences of others and create shared understandings of how this impacts them. 

How the construction of EBSA is impacting the child’s voice being heard? 
In relation to the previous question, it may be used to question how our constructions of EBSA can impact the child’s voice being heard. The research highlights how a child’s rights discourse is present within EPs constructions of EBSA, opening opportunities within EPs practice to work with the child and try to authentically gain their views. Conflicting discourses of professional expert models and medicalised models may however close down opportunities to authentically gain the child’s view due to legitimising professional’s power. A reflexive approach may be useful in considering how the power dynamics created through discourse may be interacting with the EPs ability to gain the child’s views. By asking this question EPs may be able to reflect more on the authenticity of their child voice work and how this can be communicated. 

How would constructing EBSA within an engagement or ‘unlearning of attendance’ discourse impact my practice?  
Participant talk on occasion constructed the child as impacted by their school environment but also as motivated to learn. By locating this within a less dominant ‘unlearning of attendance’ discourse a reconstructing of attendance may be possible. Heyne et al. (2024) suggest that by moving from a ‘seat time’ model to an engagement model, alternative and creative forms of educational engagement could be possible by responding to the child’s individual needs. It may therefore be interesting to consider how EP practice could be shifted through resisting dominant discourses and working within this marginal discourse. 


Strengths and Limitations of the Research 

Traditional quantitative research taking a positivist, objective epistemology is evaluated through terms such as objectivity, reliability and generalisability seeking an observable unbiased reality (Yardley, 2008). By taking a social constructionist stance, this research is not seeking a generalisable truth but recognising the alternative perspectives on reality. It is therefore inappropriate to use such terminology when making judgement on the value of this research. Instead Yardley (2000)’s core principles for evaluating the validity of qualitative psychology were used as a flexible tool to examine and reflect on the strengths and limitations of this research. Yardley (2000) demonstrates valid qualitative research through sensitivity to context, commitment and rigour, transparency and coherence and impact and importance. 

Sensitivity to the context of this research was established through an extensive grounding in the history of the topic of EBSA through a comprehensive critical literature review and examination of the EBSA documentation within the EP profession. The dual role of being a researcher and trainee educational psychologist presents both strengths and limitations for the sensitivity to context. Through working within an EP service, I have been able to develop a good awareness of the socio-cultural context of EBSA through attending research conferences, service training, working on my own cases and having conversations with EPs within my service. I had initially considered using a focus group methodology, however I felt EPs may feel more comfortable discussing their work in a one-to-one setting, as this can be a sensitive topic about which EPs may feel more relaxed and able to engage in naturally occurring speech without the potential judgement of others. This sensitive approach to developing the methodology was also demonstrated through an unstructured interview schedule which allowed me to adopt a flexible, non-judgemental, and curious questioning style. Essentially being an ‘insider’ within the research topic means when reflecting on sensitivity to the data, it was not possible to completely control for imposing my own meanings and categories onto the data. I have however recognised this throughout my research, and adopted a reflexive research approach which will be discussed further regarding transparency. 

The choice of Foucauldian discourse analysis (FDA) could also be a limitation in regard to being sensitive to the context of the individual participants. Willig (2008) argues that FDA can only portray how individuals think and experience from within the subject positions made available to them within discourse. Therefore, the extent to which meaning can be attributed to an individual’s experience can be questioned. From an ethical standpoint this research specifically avoids commenting on the experiences of EPs resisting or working within discourses to avoid placing responsibility or judgement on the individual participant and instead focuses on the power of discourse within the language. 

An in-depth engagement with my data starting from August 2023 has allowed me to ensure commitment and rigour in the research. An in-depth analysis was made possible through my own personal experience in the topic as highlighted above in addition to engagement with the Foucauldian discourse analysis literature (Parker, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Willig, 2013). Through an adoption of Willig’s 6 stages and Parkers ‘historically located discourses’ an analysis at several layers was presented. There is of course not a point of saturation to be achieved with a discourse analysis in comparison to research using grounded theory, and I recognise that alternative interpretations and analyses could be achieved by different researchers and from a different perspective. Heyne et al. (2024) argues against the ‘silo-isation’ of EBSA research across disciplines and calls for a collaboration across different professions. I would therefore welcome the perspectives of those from our health, social and educational partners. 

Attempts to embed transparency and coherence into the research was made through a reflexive approach. As highlighted within the methodology chapter, a reflexive diary was kept throughout the process of this research. This has allowed me to be transparent with my own positionings, feelings and responses to the research, particularly throughout the data analysis where I have attempted to embrace the interaction between the researcher and the data as something which is inevitable within constructionist research. By grounding my research within social constructionism, situating my research questions in a constructionist epistemology and adopting a reflexive stance this gives coherence to the research. 

Transcripts (Appendix 7-10) as well as examples of the analysis process are made available to the reader within the appendices to ensure transparency with regard to the research process. By taking an ethical and context sensitive approach to the research it was important to protect the identities of the participants and the casework they discussed, therefore sensitive or confidential data within the transcripts which could identify the participants has been omitted.  

Yardley (2017) emphasises the importance for all research to produce knowledge that is useful and states that this can be through changing how something is viewed within the world. This research is the first to explore EPs constructions of EBSA and how this relates to their practice and demonstrates the complex and conflicting discourses present in EPs work in this context. By presenting this research, the value is hoped to be gained through EPs engaging in their own reflexive thinking around the discourses in their work on EBSA considering how they might engage with or resist the discourses highlighted. 

Reflective box 3.6: reflections on FDA

Throughout my engagement of this thesis I had a sense of frustration with regard to the limits FDA has with regard to solutions for social change. This aligns with Hanna (2014)’s reflections on FDA as nihilistic, claiming to resist power yet offering no solutions of how to do this. Further criticism of FDA builds upon this stating the absence of agency and resistance in positions which discourse creates subject positions (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2017). At times during my analysis, I could only see problems and could feel a sense of restriction from my methodology of choice, craving a want for ‘answers’ and ‘solutions’ to the everyday issues I come across in my casework involving EBSA. I think this is reflective of the positions EPs are put in where they are often seen as experts with the ‘answers to the problems’ which is reflected in the expert discourse present in this research. 

As I have progressed through my writing of this thesis and engaged with FDA literature and reading other theses using this methodology, I have felt myself appreciating the value of the in-depth nature of the analysis and the contribution this can have to practice. I have found myself reflecting on discourses within my placement work and began considering how the tools I have learnt and skills I have developed through utilising Willig (2013)’s stages of FDA can be applied to my work as I progress to be an EP. I think this is clearly represented through my implications which can be applied directly to my practice. 

Future Research 

Humes and Bryce (2003) state “there will always be other perspectives from which to interpret the material under review” (Humes & Bryce, 2003, p.180) and this feels particularly pertinent to considering further research beyond this thesis. A range of methods were considered before conducting this research and therefore it is possible that utilising some of these in the future may be beneficial in gaining a richer perspective on EPs constructions of EBSA. Future research could employ a focus group methodology which could allow for the sharing, extending, developing or qualifying ideas of a joint construction of EBSA (Willig, 2013). Furthermore as raised in the limitations FDA does not explore theoretical explanations of individual experience and therefore an interpretive phenomenological analysis could be useful in exploring EPs lived experiences of EBSA casework (Smith & Osborn, 2008).

 It may also be interesting to explore this research further with the same participant group. This research utilised a subtle, implicit conversation regarding EPs constructions of EBSA to create a more naturalistic conversation where EPs would feel comfortable. Potentially through focus groups or additional individual interviews we could move beyond a single casework to the EPs more generic experiences and explicit views on EBSA. 

FDA is a methodology used to capture oppressed discourses from marginalised groups, therefore the obvious power EPs hold means they cannot be conceptualised as a marginal group. Nevertheless, they were the chosen participant group due to the lack of literature capturing their voices giving their dominant role in working with EBSA students and the key role of the profession in the construction of the concept. There were points raised within the research however which may benefit from being explored with young people. One particularly interesting point not currently researched within the attendance literature is how EP involvement may be impacted by the construction of the child’s attendance difficulties, for example constructing EBSA as an anxious child and in need of professional support in comparison to a child experiencing non-attendance alongside behavioural difficulties. It would be interesting to hear how young people construct their attendance difficulties regarding SEN or behavioural labels and their subjective experiences of this. 

A more recent discourse to the literature which was present in participant talk was the ‘unlearning of attendance’ or engagement model of attendance. It may be interesting to explore this construction of EBSA further through schools, EPs, or children’s experience of this model in practice. Potentially a more quantitative method could be utilised to explore the impact of such a model which could be used to legitimise this discourse for powerful governmental or educational policy makers.

Personal reflections
Reflection Box 3.7: final reflections 

Looking back at my first reflection box where I set out my positioning regarding this thesis, I consider how this research has changed my conceptions of this topic but also impacted my daily experiences working as a trainee educational psychologist. I still feel a sense of curiosity regarding the term EBSA and its implications for the young people I work with, however I believe my approach to this curious position has slightly shifted. For example, the Foucauldian approach to discourse analysis, where discursive constructions are not considered as wrong or immoral but where criticality comes from considering how things could be different through the use of language. I have found this useful within my own practice where I feel I can often jump to placing blame or judgement on the language use, instead attempting to adopt this more curious approach to the role of discourse. 

When considering my own practice regarding EBSA and how this thesis has impacted my work, I have begun to consider which discourses may be dominant in my own use of language in my work, for example I have questioned the extent of my own positive schooling experience and how this may have created a discourse of schooling being an inherently good thing. I think it is important for me to be aware of this as a construct I hold and to reflect on how it is impacting my work and the advice I am able to give. I think this speaks to how completing this thesis has disrupted how I see myself as a trainee educational psychologist and how I interact with constructions of attendance. The implications of this thesis demonstrate how I am beginning to incorporate this into my practice. 
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Appendix 4: Interview Schedule 

Introductory Question 
‘Can you tell me about a case you have worked on involving emotionally based school avoidance?’ 

Guiding Questions 
How did you come to know about the case? 

What was the purpose of your involvement in the case? 

Were there any other professionals involved? 

What was the nature of the work you conducted in this case? 

How did the casework come to an end? 

Evaluative Questions
How did you feel about that experience?

How did you feel about that relationship?

Would you have done anything differently? 

Prompts
Can you tell me a bit more about…? 

Can you tell me what happened next…?

What were your reasons for taking that approach…?

Is there anything else you’d like to add about…?

Probes
What do you mean by…?

Could you tell me more about your thinking on that?

What made you feel that way? 
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Appendix 7: Transcript for Interview 1
Researcher:  And so initially, like, first of all, I just wanted to kind of hear about the case that you've chosen, involving emotionally based school avoidance if you could just tell me a bit of background information about it
Participant: no problem. So this is a girl in (redacted age) at secondary school. She is attending school at the moment But she's not going to lessons. 
Researcher:  [Ok] 
Participant: So that causes too much anxiety. In the past, she has not attended. So there have been periods of time when she has not been going into school at all, because she has been very ill with anxiety and with some physical health needs as well. And then also, she has, at times in the past, had tutoring through our home tuition team. So in a lot of ways, there has been some progress. 
Researcher:  [Yeah] 
Participant: Even though she's still experiencing high levels of anxiety erm around school. There is some progress. The reason it came to me I work with this secondary school anyway, they’re, within my patch. But this was actually a statutory assessment. And the the SENCO had put in the request for statutory assessment. Because what she's requiring is quite different to a lot of their mainstream offer. And, yeah, so that's how I got involved, it was agreed for assessment. And then I went in to do what I would normally do, to sort of get her views, find out what's going on at the time, and also speak to people with who know her well, about what's happening. And then I have just so this is my advice that I've got in front of me. And I've just checked on our system. So she has got an education, health and care plan as a result of us being involved.
Researcher: And so you said you came to know about the case through like the statutory process you 
Participant:  [Yes]
Researcher:  You didn't know about the student before? 
Participant:  [No]
Researcher:  No. And what kind of before you kind of went into the school or did any work? Did were you given any information about
Participant: Yes, so only like the normal information that we would get from the request. So we have a request form that's completed by the SENCO, which also has sections that parents contribute to and this girl's parents actually have written loads of information and it's quite detailed about her background about her previous schooling about things that have worked things that haven't worked for her. So that was really informative as well. And I also had some letters from CAMHS, because she's recently got a diagnosis of autism and ADHD. So I had those assessment reports as well.
Researcher:  And then other than the, like diagnoses, was there anything that kind of stood out to you initially?
Participant: Suppose Yes, because often the cases that we work with were anxiety about school is an issue. There's a lot of mental health needs, but she also has quite significant physical health needs. Because erm yeah, I think they're all tied up, really. But she was hospitalized for she lost loads of weight so she has anxiety and sometimes that manifests as obsessive compulsive disorder, or whatever you call it now and so she has obsessions and compulsions, and some of those relate to food. So at times, she has eaten very, very little and not, you know, had enough energy to do anything never mind, go into school. So
Researcher:  you said like, the mental and the physical health was all tied together. And what did you could you tell me what you meant by that?
Participant: Yeah. So I think sometimes the cases that we have, I feel like there may it hasn't maybe been explored as well. 
Researcher:  [Mmhmm]
Participant: Whereas this one, it was really, really clear that she's got needs in all areas of the Sen code of practice. So she's she's previously had very significant physical needs because she's lost weight, she has not had energy, she has not been able to sleep, she has medication now, which still continues to affect some of those things. So she's got medication erm to help control their anxiety, which is, which has supported her to be able to come into the school building and you know, do elements of her school day. But that has side effects that continue to make things quite tricky for her.
Researcher:  Okay that makes sense. And then you see you read this information, what kind of was the first thing you did as part of the casework?
Participant: So what was the first thing I did? Good question. So I went in, and I worked. I went into school, and I worked with her. So yeah, I spoke to actually I did loads all in one day look at me. 
[laughter] 
Participant: But the first thing I did was work with the young girl. She knew that this process was happening. Her mum had spoken to her about my role, and school had as well. And the SENCO in school had spoken to her. And she finds it quite tricky to work with people who are unfamiliar. It is possible she's seen me around before because I go into that school quite a lot. But we've never been introduced. She's oh but I know the TAs who she works with quite well. So I did some work with her erm but I was quite conscious that she may shut down or not really offer very much. So I was quite careful what I chose to do with her, which so it was I did some checklists that involve kind of ticking things and no right or wrong answers and not a massive amount about like emotions initially about learning. And then I did some sorting exercises based on Human Givens so like to do with different needs that she had and how well they were being met. And I'd explained to her that I was writing this report, and it was important for her to give her views but also she would have an opportunity to give her views through her parents and through like the family's advice as well.
Researcher: you said she had like, a you thought that she might shut down. 
Participant:  [Yeah] 
Researcher:  what kind of gave you that impression 
Participant: I think it was things I'd been reading before? And also, maybe what the Senco had said to me,
Researcher:  would you be able to tell me, 
Participant: yeah, I'm just thinking, what did I think I'm just looking at? So she's experienced severe anxiety from the age of nine or 10. 
Researcher:  [hmm]
Participant: She and she can, oh yeah, so erm meeting young, I'd already been told that meeting new people is stressful, and there can be an increase in her symptoms. So her sort of coping, even though we're in a familiar room in a familiar environment to her, the fact that she doesn't know me, and I'm asking her to do things that are unfamiliar. I felt that that might cause her stress and anxiety and when she's feeling anxious erm she sometimes leaves the situation, she sometimes doesn't talk she even with me, she fiddled quite a lot. She was like, and I could see those behaviours increasing as our session went on, because possibly the things that we were doing, had become a bit more challenging for her as the session went on. And at times, she was quite chatty. And then other times, it was obvious that she didn't want to talk about, 
Researcher:  [hmm] 
Participant: you know, whatever I'd asked her so. Yeah, and then following meeting with her, I met with the teaching assistant and Deputy SENCO who know her well, and they said that was quite typical, and that there was only one member of staff that she was probably 
Researcher:  [ok]
Participant: more comfortable with and which erm
Researcher:  yes you said you chose to do like checklists? Yeah, like what why what made you choose those
Participant: So sort of, from my experience of working with people who I feel, maybe not likely to engage. 
Researcher:  [Yes]
Participant: So one of the things that I quite often do is myself as a learner, be, I don't know if you've seen that. 
Researcher:  I’m not sure I have 
Participant: But it's, it's like a checklist. And it's got questions that consider a student's academic self-perception. 
Researcher:  [Yes] 
Participant: So how they view themselves as a learner. 
Researcher:  [Yes]
Participant: So it's kind of not threatening, it's like, I like doing tests, I enjoy problem solving. When I think carefully about my work, I can nearly always do it. And I knew for this girl that actually her academic because I had all the, the request for statutory assessment paperwork, 
Researcher:  [Yes]
Participant: even though she's missed quite a lot of school. She's doing quite well academically.  And she's quite motivated with independent learning. So I didn't expect to get anything like earth shattering from doing this questionnaire but I just thought it was quite a nice way in with her, and that she would engage in she did, and she told me a few more things. So like she was quite chatty. So she said, things like, tests are stressful, and you're under a lot of pressure. Some of the ones in this school I didn't manage to do and I didn't finish them as I got tired. 
Researcher: Yes oh yeah 
Participant: And then she told me things like in science, I find a lot of the work easy. I like having a challenge, you know, so she, she wasn't just saying yes, and no things she was like, telling me a little bit more, even though she could have just not talked about it at all, 
Researcher:  [yeah]
Participant: because they're not very threatening things to talk about, hopefully, for her. And then I used a sorting exercise with the again, it's probably worth looking them up but the anxiety freedom cards by in8, and they look at your emotional needs. And I knew this might be a bit more challenging for her to talk about. And you basically sort the cards to into things that are met well currently 
Researcher:  [mmhmm]
Participant: and not met well, currently. And she sorted them. So like, basically like that. So those are the cards 
Researcher:  [yeah]
Participant: and you just like put them onto a scale. 
Researcher:  [mmhmm]
Participant: And then we with some young people, they tell me all sorts of stuff related to these. 
Researcher:  [Yeah]
Participant: But she we talked about a card that she chose and a card that I chose. 
Researcher:  ok
Participant: And then within my report, I suggested that staff who know her well, might want to use these at a later date. 
Researcher:  [Yes] was there anything kind of significant that you kind of gained from doing that? 
Participant: Yes. So we talked about emotional connection. So one of the cards is to do with emotional connection. And she shared like people who she felt she was connected to. So for me that was quite positive, because outside of school, she's got communities and she's got activities that she does. She's got one friend within school. So that was we explored that a little bit, but she wasn't that keen to talk about that. And then the other one that we talked about, that she picked was sleep. And that's what I was saying to you earlier that she felt that was really not met and she said I've got insomnia, even when I sleep nearly okay, it doesn't feel like I've slept properly I have sleep medication but I always feel tired at school so you know the impact of all the things that are in place to support her she's aware that actually that's sort of challenging for her. 
Researcher:  mmhmm yeah 
Participant: I feel that she had spoken to her mum quite a lot about this because her mum was quite, I later spoke to her mum and her mum had done some energy accounting kind of stuff 
Researcher:   oh ok 
Participant: with her with related to I think it's from the National Autistic Society, 
Researcher:  yeah 
Participant: and they’d sorted things so the girl had this, her mum referred to this You know, so she didn't show me it. She says, I've got an energy accounting, like, map or something. I think she called it and she was very aware of this. And yeah, I think she found that quite useful. And she referred to it too 
Researcher:  ok interesting 
Participant: Yeah.
Researcher:  And then you said, you spoke to the TA and the deputy head kind of what information did you gain from that?
Participant: So with the young girl, what I was doing is trying to ask her about sort of more general stuff that might inform the next steps. 
Researcher: Yeah. 
Participant: With them, I was asking much more specifically about what is happening right now
Researcher:  [Yeah yeah] 
Participant: and say, in this scenario, what is likely have you ever seen this? There times for instance, when she does work with other people? Are there times when she does go to lessons? Are there times when she doesn't even come to school?  No. So are there times when her anxiety is such that she can do more of and then other times where her anxiety means she can do less? And they, you know, shared some of that with me?
Researcher: And so from those conversations, did you get an impression of how they felt about?
Participant: Yeah, so it was really interesting, because I think that possibly the reason that we'd got to having the request to begin with was there was maybe a mismatch between the expectations of school and her and her family's expectations. So I think ideally, school were working towards, so she's currently in year eight, maybe by the end of year nine, her integrating completely and attending all the mainstream lessons 
Researcher:  [mmhmm]
Participant: in that would fit her academic ability 
Researcher:  [yeah]
Participant: and would be like the school timetable. 
Researcher:  [mmhmm]
Participant: And her mum was concerned about that. And taking this energy accounting sort of thing into account was concerned that if school put, or even if she felt they were putting too much pressure on her to, you know, go into all her lessons and have a full timetable with, you know, all of the different things that a year nine student would do in there, that that would increase her anxieties, it would become too overwhelming, and their attendance would decrease.
Researcher:  [mmhmm] 
Participant: So, and I think it wasn't just her mum that felt that it was her as well, because she told me she needed breaks after doing things. And she told me that being at school well is very tiring and and yeah, it was difficult to imagine looking at what her day looks like right now, and the extent of all her needs, 
Researcher:  [yeah]
Participant: that we're going to get to a situation in the near future, where she would not need additional and different provision,
Researcher: and kind of having those two polarizing or different views. How, how did that feel for you like working in that situation?
Participant: Well, it's not unusual.  So you know, it's something that we do come across quite often. 
[Laughter] 
Researcher:  [yeah]
Participant: And I felt like this school is quite accommodating really they they do put lots of things into place. And there are other students who I've worked with previously who have very bespoke packages. So that was positive. It was positive to me as well that she's only in Year eight,
Researcher:  yeah 
Participant: so it wasn't like they'd waited till year 10 to do this. They recognized that actually, no, to support her effectively. She needs some support right now. So that was good. 
Researcher: Yeah. 
Participant: Sorry, I've forgotten what we're talking about.
Researcher:  thats ok so kind of how you were feeling?
Participant: Yeah. I felt that her parents especially her mum, were quite open with school and had they had a good relationship with school as well. And I felt like after I'd been in and talked to the TA and the deputy SENCO but they're not following that spoken to mum and following that produce my report. I feel like with the knowledge that she has gotten education, health and care plan, and for us, that means there's some funding attached to that. 
Researcher:  [mmhmm]
Participant: That though, she will have a bespoke package, and and it will get reviewed, and it will, you know, although things might not go smoothly, at least she's got you know a team of people who 
Researcher:  [yeah]
Participant: will help to plan what's going on. And her mum is the I wouldn't say she's proactive, and she won't let it. Go. You know, 
Researcher:  yeah
Participant: it, will it? Yeah, it will get reviewed, and things will happen, I'm sure. Yeah.
Researcher:   And so you have this meeting with the school. Was there anything else from that meeting that was interesting that got brought up? 
Participant: Well, I think just some of the approaches I'd used with her. They because they'd struggled to get her views 
Researcher:  ok 
Participant: about things. So I shared some of the approaches that I'd used. So as well as those two things that I mentioned, we also did the paediatric index of emotional distress, I think it is called,
Researcher:  ok yeah
Participant: it's just a one side checklist. And it's like says things like. So you have a statement, like, I feel shaky or wound up, I get annoyed easily and you rate it, I can't remember what it is from 
Researcher:  that’s ok 
Participant: all the time to a lot of the time 
Researcher:  yeah
Participant: to what whatever. So I was saying to them, it would be good. If some of these 
Researcher:  [mmhmm]
Participant: decreased, you know that over, we could maybe use that as a baseline, and then refer back to it dependent on what happens. And, and also maybe, because when I did it with her, it was very general, but you could do it, specifically about school, or specifically about your English lesson, or, 
Researcher:   [yeah]
Participant: you know, you could tailor that couldn't you and use it in different ways. And I felt like that was useful and also felt like if the staff had any questions about it, because I'm linked to their school anyway, they'll ask me and I'll know, sort of what's happening.
Researcher:  And then so you, after kind of been in the school, you met with her and then you met with the teachers, what kind of happened after that?
Participant: Yeah, so I met with I did it all on one day, look at me. 
Researcher:  that’s always helpful isn’t it
Participant: And that was I had a consultation with school staff and I spoke to her mum over the phone and mum wasn't able to come into school, but had quite a long conversation with her over the phone. Then I wrote up my report and submitted it. 
Researcher: yeah
Participant: And the process that we have within our authority at the moment, is that really, that is kind of the end of our involvement. So I submitted what I've got, and other people submitted their advices and then the SEN caseworker and school and mum and maybe her. Yeah, I think I think that the girl was at the meeting as well
Researcher:  [ah ok] 
Participant: because I've just had a look online on the plan, the final plan, they would have agreed the final education health and care plan and that yeah, it was all agreed. So she has got a plan now and in it she's they've got loads of my outcomes and provision because I just checked it to see whether that was whether there was lots from other people, but there was a lot of my stuff in there.
Researcher:  [yeah] Do you know if there was any other professionals involved?
Participant: Yeah. So CAMHS did. Yes, submit some things. So there is stuff from CAMHS in there. And there was an eating disorder nurse identified, but I don't think she submitted anything for the plan. I think that's previous involvement and maybe there like, a kind of key worker for her to go back to like, trying to obviously school would have submitted stuff. 
Researcher:    yeah
Participant: The parental views were very long, you know, and quite useful compared to other ones I'd seen as well.
Researcher:  And I was gonna say, like from that meeting with mum, kind of what was there anything that stood out or anything? Like,
Participant: from my meeting with her?  yeah, absolutely. So she's an only child. And I think from a very young age, her mum especially, has been aware that she has some difficulties with sort of social communication and finding group situations, challenging and, and over the years, I think her mum has worked quite hard to expose her to things that are not too anxiety provoking, but are still meaning that she has a bigger world than some children with emotionally based school avoidance 
Researcher:   [Yeah, ok]
Participant: who end up quite socially isolated. So she attended things outside of school, and it's a different setting, isn't it? She went to a theatre, school and then to church. And yeah, was in groups within those places. I don't know how much you had to contribute, or you know, how much they contribute, you should do
Researcher:  as was she doing that still, at the time of this assessment? 
Participant: Yeah. So she was doing that. And that was really good. I felt. And when she was very ill, she hadn't done that. 
Researcher:   mmhmm
Participant: But it had been reintroduced. So I felt like that has gone. And that's probably one of the reasons why she has been able to come back into school, 
Researcher:  yeah 
Participant: because she has had some social contact been to some different environments. And yeah, spoken to some different people. Whereas some of the cases that I work with. I thought this was an interesting one, which is why I brought it. I thought it might be different to other ones that you speak to people about, because quite a lot of the cases that we end up working with, because it's we're doing more and more statutory work and less and less kind of earlier intervention 
Researcher:   [yeah]
Participant: work are cases where pupils are just not attending school. 
Researcher: Yeah. at all
Participant: Yeah, 
Researcher: yeah. Whereas she was coming into school. 
Participant: Yeah. Yeah. 
Researcher: and just wasn’t going into lessons 
Participant: yeah and it was kind of like for this one, I feel like it had gone down. And then it was on the way back up, things were getting a bit more positive. And then the our involvement had been requested, which is a bit different to some of the other ones.
Researcher:  And was there anything else from Mum that? Yeah, that you can remember being interesting?
Participant: I'm trying to think Oh, yes. Yeah. So (redacted age) I think that sounds about right doesn’t it. And for her for the for the girl. When she'd done her emotional needs audit the thing that she had identified really, really low. Was privacy. 
Researcher:  The girl or 
Participant: yeah, the girl the girl. So she, I can't, I can't my printout isn't that amazing? But yeah, definitely privacy and maybe control as well. And she felt those needs were not really met in her life. And let me just think I'm sure control privacy and achievement. So she was feeling those ones weren't really very met weren't met. And actually, the ones that mum picked up on were control and privacy. And she so she told me about some incidences that had happened, where her Mum had felt that the girl was very vulnerable. And then quite. She's got some social communication needs, and obviously, mental health needs at times as well. And yeah, the whole sort of developing independence preparing for adulthood, and the girls wishes, were quite different to parental expectations. And school staff was saying, ooo, she's not allowed to whatever. And then when I spoke to Mum, Mum had some, like quite concerning examples from previously and she was talking about. So the girl had, I'm just looking at what I've written now, but she's got. So some of her anxieties are related to burglars, and people who may attack her. And independent travel is quite difficult, you know, and being in the house on her own or being in situations on her own is quite difficult. And then also things about using the internet and using the mobile of her mobile phone 
Researcher: yeah and that was coming from the girl?
Participant: She was saying, yeah my mum reads my messages. And isn't that awful. And I'm (redacted age). Whereas mum was saying, yes, she tries to go on these apps, and we're concerned about who she's speaking to, and that she doesn't have the understanding of social interactions that some other people may have and she’s may be not sure what's appropriate, and what isn't appropriate and could potentially be very vulnerable. So actually, I feel like initially, I was thinking sort of social, emotional, mental health and communication and interaction were like, really, really key, but actually talking to mum. And they are it's not that they're not the kind of thing that she was struggling with the girl at the moment, is her whole preparation for adulthood and independence and wanting to develop 
Researcher: [yeah]
Participant: her independence. And then her parents needing her to do that safely. Because they're concerned about her.
Researcher: And you said about the school was their view that the parents were kind of being over,
Participant: yeah, I feel it was. And there is there is possibly an element of that, 
Researcher: [yeah]
Participant: you know, I'm not saying that isn't happening at all. But I feel what our meeting and my reports being able to do is to sort of highlight that as an important thing to discuss between school and parents and with her 
Researcher:  yeah something to be aware of 
Participant: Yeah Yeah Yeah Yeah. Cuz I'd put in here, she's likely to want to develop her identity as separate from her parents and reflect in her own likes, opinions and preferences. She's likely she may also disagree with some of her parents’ views. And this should be viewed as a normal part of growing up. However, due to her communication needs, she may need adult support to express and share her views without increasing her anxiety level. So it's like a really careful balance, I think, but it is a really important thing to talk about and was really important to her. 
Researcher:  Yeah. Yeah, she did express that and given you that information
Participant: Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. Yeah.
Researcher:   And you said like that the information that Mum had written, is really useful. What was kind of the thing that stood out?
Participant: Well, I think it was the background information about her like weight loss and her energy levels and said, that was really, really helpful. But also, Mum has gone through kind of quite careful step by step processes about like, what, so Mum had even Mum and the girl had worked on this energy accounting. 
Researcher:  Yes
Participant: So you know, what depletes her energy? What sort of builds her energy? And I thought that the the way that this was used was really positive and really, really good and I actually referred to it within my report. And I noticed that in her education, health and care plan, this is also referred to 
Researcher:  that’s good 
Participant: Yeah.
Researcher:  And in terms of that kind of energy, accounting and her views on the eating disorder, like how did you find that kind of linked to the school, like the issues that were being presented in school?
Participant: I think they were aware of these things. But were maybe just going along kind of standard approach like, okay, so she's back in school, she's here on time she's here when we want her to be she's not generally walking out.
Researcher:  [mmhmm]
Participant: So now what we need to do is make sure that build up to her go into all their lessons. And I think that for the girl that felt quite overwhelming that that was an expectation. And if we weren't careful, then that will massively increase their anxiety. 
Researcher:  Yeah that makes sense
Participant: And then we go around like a cycle of 
Researcher:  Yeah, definitely. 
Participant: And maybe her not attended and or her attendance reducing and yeah.
Researcher:  And then you said, like, one of the needs was social communication and interaction, what were like the other needs that you identified?
Participant: Okay. So let's have a look. She has high levels of need related to, obsessive compulsive disorder, autistic spectrum condition and ADHD as well. The combination of her needs challenges staff, and has an impact on her progress with learning and influences her ability to develop independence, express her wants, wishes and feelings and create a self-identity. So that's what I'd written. So she's previously experienced very high levels of anxiety and low mood, meaning that school attendance was not possible. Currently, she attends school well, so when she first started attending, well, she was in more lessons. But then that participation, in lessons has reduced, but she's still got high levels of emotional distress. And her emotional needs are not being fully met.
Researcher:  I'm interested in that kind of anxiety her low. Her mental health, like how you said that it made it not possible to attend? Is there any like information you could share kind of about your thinking on that?
Participant: Yes, so specifically her OCD. So I mentioned before that she had some anxieties related to it, people that we're going to attack her and burglars and stuff, but that wasn't so apparent in a school environment. She had difficulties using things that other people had used or touched. 
Researcher:  ok 
Participant: So at some point in year seven, and this some of this is following COVID. 
Researcher:  Yeah. 
Participant: So and at some point, in year seven, she'd had to have her own stool that she had taken from place to place because she couldn't sit on chairs that other people had sat on. And that the idea of doing that was increasing her anxiety. So yeah, what her mum said is over a term, so during the holiday, say the school summer holidays, and she's able to like kind of recharge and feel calm. And then when she goes into school, say in September, she can more easily manage using
Researcher:  yeah ok] 
Participant: things that other people are using. 
Researcher:  [mmhmm]
Participant: But sometimes as the term goes on, and maybe I don't know, it's busier, you're more tired.
Researcher:  yeah
Participant: And then those symptoms get more difficult. And those things are a lot harder. And then that's affecting her sleep, because she's worrying about school. 
Researcher:  yeah
Participant: She's worrying about what happened today. What's going to happen tomorrow, what people are going to ask me to do tomorrow, and then she can't sleep and then she wakes up and then something mum was saying is every day she says she doesn't want to go to school. And at the moment or at the time, I must admit since kind of June I don't know what she's doing but I know she was attending well up till about then. I am so even though she’s saying she doesn't want to go with working with her mum. She can get there, you know is she does feel able to get there and she does feel support. She was feeling supported by the staff in like, the (redacted name of provision in school) where she was spending her days. So yeah,
Researcher:  do you not like what did she talk about that support?
Participant: not so much no, she was because that would have been in interesting. But when she talks about emotional connections that she had, she didn't really talk about staff in school, that would be an interesting thing to look into further yeah. People I asked her about people, she's got a connection within she'd said friends. Yeah, but they're people, they're like peers, and she knows them through. There was one person through school and and and people through church and drama and sort of family friends. She didn't talk about people in school, as being supportive, 
Researcher:  its just interesting that isn’t it.
Participant: mmm Yeah
Researcher:  And then you said like it kind of, obviously, for the statutory process kind of came to an end with you submitting the report. How did you kind of, I guess, feel overall, once you'd written and submitted it?
Participant: Well, I feel like what we do through writing our advice is, is consider every single area. So I know that school were aware of her social emotion and mental health needs, because they had information from CAMHS, I know, they were aware of some communication and interaction needs, because they had recent diagnosis. But I feel like, what I was able to do is bring some more of her views, and then ideas about how to explore them further. And then also highlight this bit about preparation for adulthood 
Researcher: [yeah]
Participant: and developing independence. So I think that was the main thing. Those were the main things probably, physically, I'm just looking at this. I mean, I think it's interesting for everybody to understand that sleep, food and drink and movement as needs. Were all identified as not very well met at all. 
Researcher: [Yeah] 
Participant: And they obviously affect school. But then not necessarily something school can do a massive amount about 
Researcher:  something they can be aware of 
Participant: that can be yeah, but it's important for them to be aware of, isn't it? And then also, I'm sure they were aware anyway, that she's taken lots of medication. But what I'd flagged up is like everybody needs to understand those potential side effects. And if a medication changes, that's very important to be shared as well.
Researcher:   Interesting, and like reflecting on the work now it’s written and all submitted. And you're reading back on it now, is there anything that you think you could have done differently, additionally, that you would have changed?
Participant: It's interesting, because like, what we do is we put like, the different areas of needs. So we list some stuff about pupil views and background information of other people's views. And then we have an understanding of strengths and needs section under the different areas of the code of practice. And then, we're supposed to put them into priority areas. And this one has cognition and learning as the last one. 
Researcher:  Yeah. 
Participant: Because lots of the other areas, are sort of higher need. Sometimes, when children are meeting age related expectations, they don't get education, health and care plans. 
Researcher:   Ok
Participant: So for me, it's because she is, it's interesting, that having then gone back and checked everything, I'm pleased that she has got a plan and that, you know, there's a team of people and it's going to be monitored and reviewed and yeah, so that I'm pleased about that. Because sometimes I worry that for she is meeting these her age related expectations. A lot of that is to do with her motivation to study independently and to maintain that all of those other things need to be in place.
Researcher:  So just like so I've got this, right, you're saying that? You felt like because her cognition and learning was her kind of area of strength. She 
Participant: [Yeah] 
Researcher:   she wasn't. You felt like maybe 
Participant: [Sometimes] 
Researcher:   Yeah, that they wouldn't consider issuing an educational health and care plan, she wouldn't maybe get the support needed.
Participant: Yeah sometimes that happens. So I feel pleased that it didn't because she's clearly got a lot of needs. Yeah,
Researcher:   yeah. Really interesting. And I have, is there anything else like that around this case that you think will be interesting to bring up?
Participant: Well, I suppose the only other thing that looking at my kind of summary section is I've recommended that the use of kind of person-centred planning approaches, and that she needs to be actively involved in, you know, planning. What her timetable looks like reviewing how it's going. And it's kind of not good enough for them to say, we asked her and she didn't tell us. 
Researcher:   [mmhmm] 
Participant: There's got to be a group of people who build trust with her who can work out how to have her priorities at the centre.
Researcher:  And so, thinking about that person-centred planning, what, what was your thinking around why that would be important?
Participant: So for instance, if you were literally looking at her weekly timetable, and you know, like, sometimes when you do a reintegration plan, 
Researcher:  [yeah]
Participant: for emotionally based scored avoidance, and I think it's important for her to know, this is a plan it isn't necessarily going to lead if you don't want it to, to you having to attend mainstream lessons for 11 GCSEs by year 10. 
Researcher:    [yeah] 
Participant: You know, these are possibilities, these are different ways that we can work, and we want to work with you to try and get the very best you can. Because what we don't want to do with her, is increase her anxiety that's likely to affect her. Obsessive Compulsive Disorder is also likely to affect her eating and sleep and her energy levels even more, and she wasn't feeling in control. 
Researcher:   [mmhmm] 
Participant: So she's identified control as something that isn't met. So if we can support her to feel like she is in control, and she is or she has some control, and then she is making some decisions. I'm hoping that that would only be positive. 
Researcher:  Yeah. So kind of the person-centred
Participant: [Yeah]
Researcher:  would help her. 
Participant: Yeah.
Researcher:  gain some control
Participant: Yeah, and also I said that her voice is important and matters. And yeah, I just said, a little bit of she's obviously been very ill when she was in primary school. And her parents want the best for her, and they want to support her, but whether they're able to like, let her have some of that control, and how school can support that to happen. I think it's really important.
Researcher:   What was your impression of school’s views on that kind of person-centred approach? 
Participant: I think they'd be on for that. Yeah, I've seen them do things previously that would support that. And something else I recommended as well, was that even though she's only in year eight, and she's going into year, nine next year, to work out her kind of bespoke timetable, it might be good for her to have some kind of careers input now at an earlier age, and that would help to plan for the future because she's got the academic ability to go and study post sixteen. But maybe if we try, and if what we expect her to do is too broad and too much and too overwhelming. It's likely that her anxiety will increase and she may not get there.
Researcher:  And like, kind of thinking about this case, on the whole, what would you say kind of your understanding of emotionally based school avoidance is from this case?
Participant: Well, I think a key thing, I'm doing some training at the moment that we've bought in as a service as CPD. So it's by Jerrica Holder. 
Researcher:   Yeah
Participant: it’s got different modules emotionally based
Researcher:    the EdPsychEd one?
Participant: Yeah, so I've done about three or four modules of that. I'm working my way through it at times. But I think a really important thing. So in our authority, and in like the national press as well, attendance is a massive thing. And I would like this is quite a good example, to highlight the difference between attendance and emotionally based school avoidance, you know, like, 
Researcher:    so what would you say the difference is?
Participant: So you can have well you can have emotionally based school avoidance, and be attending school. So you wouldn't necessarily get flagged up in statistics that look at attendance. 
Researcher:   [Yeah] 
Participant: that make headlines. But you can be an Yeah, at times people have not liked the term. There's been like discussions about whether we should continue to use that term. But I think it's a good term, because it encompasses cases like this.
Researcher:    So it's like, yes, she has been emotionally based school avoidance. She's attending school, but it's still impacting her engagement. 
Participant: Yeah. And it's still impacting on all these different areas of the SEN code and practice, she's still got needs within those areas. And the provision that she requires needs to look at all those areas as well. And I suppose it's a little bit like, well, if we do nothing, she's likely not to attend. Yeah, so we're here now. So for her, it's not complete early intervention, because obviously, she's had a time when she's not attended. 
Researcher:   Yeah
Participant: But we're kind of working back up. But we don't want to make it. So she's not going to attend again. 
Researcher:    So would it from what you're saying. Just make sure that understand that. If she wasn't to gain any support, you felt like she would not attend
Participant: Yeah. Like the sort of default position would be we run the risk of her not attending.
Researcher:    Is there anything else that you think it'd be useful for me to know or useful to say?
Participant: No, I don't think so. I think we've it's been quite interesting to like kind of reflect on it because it was (redacted date) that I did it so it was a few months ago. So it's quite interesting to go back to it. It's also interesting to think like, what's the plan for year nine and what she's doing now and I hope I'll get invited to a review I'm gonna go if I possibly can because we talked about it 
Researcher:    yeah its nice when it’s in your school and it’s not one of those cases where you do it and never see them again
Participant: yeah, yeah. Yeah, exactly exactly. So that's quite good.
Researcher:  Well, thank you.
Participant: No worries.
Appendix 8: Transcript for interview 2

Interviewer: So I've got like, an half an hour to an hour get. It's, like, can go as long or as short as we need. So I guess first of all, could you tell me a little bit about like an introduction to this case? And yeah, we why you chose chose to bring it today?

Participant: Yeah. Okay. So (redacted name) is in I haven’t anonymised it. Should I change his name?

Researcher: Oh, yeah. Will you change it? Yeah, if you could, sorry, if you could speak as anonymous as you can.

Participant: Okay. Okay, let's think of another one. 

Researcher: Or you can say the child. 

Participant: Yeah, that's fine. 

Researcher: Yeah. with like the school as well. 

Participant: Yeah. Yeah, that's fine. Okay, oh, George, (redacted). So, George, is he's just finished (redacted age). And he hasn't consistently attended school full time since year four. There have been lots of short periods of attendance, but because of COVID. And then all the things that have happened along the way, he's he's just not consistently attended five days a week for the last five or six years now. So school were wanting my involvement, because he'd actually been in for a chunk of time up until Christmas, and then things have deteriorated from there. And so we were trying to think how could they get him back into school? So it was a case of, he wasn't attending at all, but there was lots of, there was lots of open communication to parents in school. So I went and did a home visit. And then since since then I've sort of attended meetings for him. And it's now just moving to statutory.

Researcher: Okay. And you said, he had short periods of attendance, and then COVID happened? 

Participant: Yeah. 

Researcher: What's kind of the? What do you see a significance of that?

Participant: Well, there was a number of reasons why he wasn't attending. He was having like, increased levels of anxiety. And there's very specific, trying to think of I can find exactly the right terminology, there's very specific thing around history that he doesn't want to talk about. I think it was the plague, something about illness and the plague. And so when that he was attending right up to year four, but when that the plague suddenly became a topic for year four even just saying the word caused a real, emotional sort of reaction. I didn't tell you his da, he's only just on the waiting list for autism. So that it was only when he was in secondary school that they started to mention he's only child mentioned that actually maybe be useful to go ahead for an assessment. So I think that, like only in the last 18 months or so. But he, as soon as you meet him, you feel very aware of the tone in his language and the extreme level of detail. But yeah, going back to your question about COVID. I think that it impacted on his transition. So in year six. I'm trying to link back the years, let me just

Researcher: don't worry, 

Participant: I'm think I think in year six was the COVID year. So like he'd done up to March. And then suddenly he was they didn't go back into the eight. And I worry about the anxieties around, particularly around the plague and around like illness, which then had a bit of an impact, which then had a massive impact on his transition into year seven. And I think he's someone that needs really clear expectations. And I guess around that time, although there was clear expectations of you can't come to school, or you got to be in this class only and there's reduced contact with lots of students. There was such an ambiguity of, of you've had contact, you all go. And so they all had to be, you know, like, isolating for periods of time.

Researcher: Yeah, there was that time when they were in school and then guess getting in and out. And yeah, it wasn't consistent.

Participant: No, and he wasn't. I don't think he massively engaged with online learning either. So There was just no connection to school at all.

Researcher: Interesting. And then. So how did you come to learn about the case? Like, how did your involvement start? 

Participant: Planning meeting secondary school planning meeting? I think because he hadn't been in from the January. They were flagging him up. I think January, February, and then by March, they were sort of saying like, okay, he's really not been in for a really long period of time.

Researcher: Was that in (redacted age), did you say?


Participant: Yes, going into year (redacted age) now. Yeah. A couple of cases that may be confused with so (redacted age)

Researcher: I know I always get confused 

Participant: Yeah. Yeah, I know. Yes. Yeah. (redacted age) Yeah. And I think there had been a very specific incident, which had then led, so he had quite a successful transition into (redacted age) And then it was a very specific incident, which then made made him not want to go back.

Researcher: And then were you given any kind of information that was interesting to you before you met the child or the family?

Participant: I'm trying to think

Researcher: Don’t worry if you can’t remember

Participant: they obviously will have done a referral form. That is often it's not always that much stuff on there. Now, I feel like I went into that home visit, not really knowing much around the underlying reasons why he wasn't there.

Researcher: And what did you see like, in that planning meeting, did you discuss like a purpose to work?

Participant: I think one of the big bets was about trying to gather his views, there wasn't someone in school that had built a relationship, that could gather his views to the level that I would have been able to get the detail that perhaps would have helped move things on. I also think there was something about supporting the parents, like validating their concerns. I think they were feeling quite a loss? They're very sort of quite well-educated parents. And they were really sort of seeking out what other support is available?

Researcher: Yeah. And when you said like you felt maybe you more able to gather his views than school was, but could you tell me a bit more?

Participant: [Yeah]

Researcher: your thinking about that?

Participant: Yeah. So I was used the Jerrica, holder, EBSA cards. And parents had completed the risk and resilient parenting forms, but as well before I got there. And I sometimes use them and they're very prescriptive, but with him, he was very chatty. So although I have the cards in front of me, he was able to answer a lot of my questions, with a lot of detail. Much more than I thought, like, sometimes they just want to focus on the cards, and they won't look quite anxious and won't want to sort of give any extra questions, any answers to questions, but they, but he did.

Researcher: Interesting. So you had so you kind of had your planning meeting, you went to do a home visit? 

Participant: Yeah.

Researcher:  And so you did the cards and the parent filled in a questionnaire? Was there anything else that kind of significant that happened?

Participant: We just did like a developmental history really, just to try and unpick, where things come from just trying to understand like those underlying factors of how we got to the situation because I had got very little information, I did really start from quite early on just to sort of try and understand what was it just to help with a formulation around what was the factors towards him not attending and although mum, mum and dad did complete the parental risk and resilience forms, they didn't give me till till the day, I went to do the home visit. So I've got quite little information.

Researcher: And from from that visit, like what information did you gain and like, what was your kind of understanding at that point?

Participant: So he was he's very eloquent and very academic, really, and he's got a really keen interest in history. So that I guess what I was able to pick out was that there was some motivating factors, about why he wanted to return to school. But he was very literal in his understanding. So he was kind of like, well, I'll go back into history, but I'm not gonna go and do English, for example. And he wanted to go and work in history, like in a museum or do his history at university. And I was saying, well, you're going to have to do GCSE English. And he was absolutely flabbergasted that like, he would have to consider even doing English. So I sort of found out that the, there was some academic interest he wanted to be stimulated. What I found out was that he got really little connection or sense of belonging to school. But he had a desire to be connected to adults in school. And there was one specific teacher that he had. He wasn't in mainstream lessons by the time he got to (redacted age), he was in something called the (redacted name of internal school provision), and engaged no the (redacted name of internal school provision), and it was small group provision, and a teacher from there built quite a good relationship with and that had been going well, there was this one incident with some year elevens, where they come out of doing some mock GCSEs or some some exams or something, and they were all around him and he felt very fearful or and I think they  were sort of picking on him or name calling and, and that had caused him to erm he said, the kids are mean to me, they make nasty comments, they kick me in the shins. And I think that might have been linked to that incident. I picked up from speaking to him that he there were certain places that he felt safe in school, and certain places that he felt really unsafe in school. But even then, there was never a time when like, we'd say 10 out of 10 feeling very unsafe, even like his the engagement curriculum, which he tolerated, it was still eight or 10, there wasn't very much that was down like, you know, one two out of 10. And because he wasn't one of the things I picked up was because he wasn't in school. He had been having very regular anxiety and panic attacks. But they've massively lessened, but then he wasn't leaving the house very regularly. So kind of like the trigger had gone

Researcher: so his panic attacks had lessened when he had stopped going to school?

Participant: Yeah, yeah. And I'd also picked up that there was a lot more sensory triggers than perhaps the teachers were aware of. And he got, I think there's a sign of a link to one of those cards where I think it's about feeling a sense of doom or something that's going to bad, it's going to happen at any point. And he he'd said that that was really strong at home and at school, and very clearly said nuclear war aliens, car crashes, fires, terrorists, plane explosions, so really extreme worries, but they felt a reality to him that that could be possible.

Researcher: Yeah. And you said that, like, on your assessments that you felt that there was a lack of belonging? Yeah. But he kind of desired. 

Participant: Yeah, 

Researcher: could you tell me a bit more about?

Participant: I think that's because he was quite motivated that he knew that he had to go back to school because he needed to do his history. 

Researcher: Okay, 

Participant: so that was he knew that. He knew that he had, he had to go back. So just having a little I think as well because he preferred adult company. There was there was a bit of a desire to have more contact with the teacher that he was running the engagement curriculum. Just turn a quick look at it. So we did feel that step that adults listened to him. I think that's parents as well as school and he did feel like the teachers cared for him. Even though he hadn't got that attachment with school.

Researcher: That kind of attachment from the school and the belonging. Where did you get that sense? That That wasn't there

Participant: there's no there was no connection with his peer group at all. No interest in his peer group. I think he might have voiced that he wanted to be back in school. I think probably Mum was there throughout it all. So maybe it was a bit of a construct between both of them that was becoming more aware of this desire of wanting to be in school but not not feeling like he belonged. I don't feel like there was any. No, pull like no. No, like, I think it was the peers. There was nothing. There was no like desire. I think that connection and that belonging is about relationships, isn't it? And I think there was very few relationships with peers. And although was there was this one, as a member of staff, that was nothing else with any other teachers, which felt strong. Yeah.

Researcher: And then you, you also spoke to parents? 

Participant: Yeah. 

Researcher: at that home visit like how did how did that go?

Participant: I think they were desperate for him to get back into school. They felt like it was quite a bit of a shock that maybe he might have got autism. And because he was the only child, I think that they had always just assumed that was just him. Just his personality. And dad only popped his head in for a brief moment. But I could see quite a lot of similarities. So I could imagine that it was just the environment that they both sort of grew up in. So just going back to that belonging question, I think it had come up in the risk of resilience, graphs. But my discussions with parents where they want to, they want to get back in school, they want they weren't going to push him into a place where he was going to go back to having lots of panic attacks. And they felt very supported by school staff and very listened to. Which isn't always the case, with lots of EBSA cases. But these parents did and it felt like those conversations with school staff continue, they were still very sort of like an ongoing, and there's there's quite a lot of trust between school and home.

Researcher: And those risk and resilience graph. Yeah. Like how, how do you find using them? Like? What, what's kind of the reasoning for using them?

Participant: I'm quite a visual person. So I like seeing the difference, really. I think sometimes they work really well, because you get a really clear picture straight away. And then there's other times when the answers are all around the similar scores. And so it's hard to pick out and you can have really contrasting opinions from the teachers and from the parents. So you just have to sort of like use your judgment a little bit around like what the key things that have come out about how helpful they are. But I guess it's just a like another piece of triangulation with the information I was gathering from the school erm from home.

Researcher: Yeah. And did it like tell you anything specific, interesting in this case? Like were there any differences in what people were saying? 

Participant: Yeah. So school felt that he wasn't able to separate from parents very well, whereas parents didn't see that that was an issue

Researcher: ok

Participant: was quite a difference in understanding about experiences specific specific anxieties in school. I don't think school got a full grasp on that. Whereas parents had that it was very much linked to to school. I don't think school I don't understand, understood how unsafe he'd felt in school.  Yeah, sense that that low sense of belonging was massive. It's definitely where I got that from. So again, parents had said that he felt really negative about school and school scores were very low around that. But I guess they just didn't have an accurate picture of him at that time, because when he was in before Christmas, it was quite a positive interactions.

Researcher: yeah

Participant: One of the, I guess the big things was about parents felt that he was quite believed, felt believed and understood, whereas school didn't necessarily think that. Yeah,

Researcher: was there anything else kind of from that visit that you did, that was kind of interesting with you more significant in moving forward.

Participant: Think the sensory sensitivities, I don't think the school had really picked up on the sensory sensitivities. So that was one of my clear sort of actions around doing an audit. And then thinking about how they could sort of tolerate being aware of what things they might need to adapt. I think the key message as well was just reiterating to school about how he did want to come back. And that he did want to, he just wanted to explore his own very specific interests. And what I guess I was really aware of is that we were going to put him back into a situation which is going to cause quite a lot of anxiety. And he hadn't really built up many skills to manage that anxiety. He'd had some counselling, but he hadn't particularly. Think he, because of his rigidity of thinking he was only engaging in very specific things. And he didn't really want to engage and talk about the strategies of how to sort of respond when he got quite high levels of anxiety. So one of my key things was about trying to think what we're going to do in school to sort of support that.

Researcher: Yeah. And that kind of when you think, what kind of support that you want, what were you thinking,

Participant: sort of emotional literacy work, really. So I talked about targeted work around using, I guess, there was two things. One about trying to think about situations for another viewpoint, and some joint problem-solving skills. So using like the friends approach, or zones of regulation, think good, feel good solution focused approaches and kind of like just trying to widen his thinking. Yeah, I think, as I write his advice, I sort of feel like he'll be needing to have much more regular opportunities to sort of say, I'm in this area, and what is it that I need to do to try and stuff around me to help me sort of move between zones?

Researcher: Yeah. And then you said you had this kind of meeting at home? What happened after that?

Participant: So I created a ladder, using the laddering in which I wrote with him and with mum, which focused on him returning to school and the (redacted name of internal school provision) in educational curriculum. And what I'd suggested was that he went in individual sort of individual support with building up his regular liaison with the history teacher. So starting with face to face, email, and then building to face to face. The purpose of the laddering was really for him to start doing history work in the engagement curriculum, so he wouldn't been in his history classes. And it was quite, quite a sort of standard classroom. And all the children sit around one big table, but we looked at him going around the corner. That was one of the things he'd voiced that he didn't want to see the other students so he was completing work around the corner and then building that up, but not just him going in and sitting in there, but him specifically doing history work.

Researcher: Could you explain like what the laddering is, and like how, like why you chose to do that,

Participant: I guess it's kind of like an incremental approach of building upon the level of challenge or within the environment. So there was the academic challenge, which he enjoyed. So trying to build that up and building up, him going from one to one support with a favourite member of staff to sort of widen it out, but then also developing his tolerance of being in the same room alongside the other peers. So I created that in April, and then I attended a like my plan meeting review, a bit like the my support plan in (redacted name of service), and and I hadn't had much contact in between and I want and he was attending. 

Researcher: oh okay. 

Participant: Yeah. So he was in most days. And he was, he'd gone from sitting in the back in the classroom to doing some work alongside other students.

Researcher: How did you like, what was your response? Like, how did you feel when you went to school after that time,

Participant: quite amazed? Actually,

Researcher: why amazed?

Participant: I guess I was questioning, like, how much of my what part of my involvement had led to that? There's obviously been a lot of liaison between the teacher that was running it PE teacher, and George and his family. But I was surprised. I was thinking, was it the conversation I'd had with him about? If you want to get to do this, then you need to go through these steps. Was it that he'd been out of school for such a period of time that he was wanting more stimulation? Sort of academic stimulation? Was it that I created this little? The ladder being some sort of way of getting back in? Because I don't even know if they followed the ladder. I don't know that bit to the detail. But I and I don't know, I need to go I need to ring them next week to find out if he continued all the way through the summer term, but it was well, it was sort of like end of may start of June. But I'm anticipating the six weeks holidays like how will he be going back in?

Researcher: And you said that you were like amazed or surprised

Participant: Yeah.

Researcher:  Did you get an impression of how school felt about his progress?

Participant: I'm trying to remember that meeting. There was a lot of positivity in that meeting, parents felt very positive. But I didn't. We didn't have the question of why. Why do you think? What do you think the factors are? Why is it in parents sorry schools agenda in that meeting was to gather information for the EHC assessment. But I think they were also quite pleased that the progress that he'd made over quite a short period of time, because it would have been just over like half term, or half term that he was back in school. Sorry, I just guess it's just trying to like I'm intrigued and I don't know like what was the catalyst? Was it the home visit? Something happened straight after my involvement and and it's hard to know what that what that what caused it? Yeah. 

Researcher: It would be Interesting to speak to him 

Participant: I know. Definitely I've been umming and arring because I've got the advice to write. And I'm thinking I'll just write it on the information I've got or do I go and do another home visit just to try and get a bit more of a picture. Yeah,

Researcher: Yeah its the time 

Participant: definitely.

Researcher:  And so you had that meeting? And I guess you said that you were kind of amazed and surprised. Like, is that based off of kind of previous work like that you were kind of felt that way,

Participant: was doing another case at the same time in a school. It's a very different family switch setup. where there weren't those family ex aspirations to get back into school? And there wasn't the, the child's aspirations as well. So I was quite surprised at how quickly he did get back into school because the other one he's still not in. So there's quite a quite a difference. And I kind of felt like it couldn't have just been that simple, like it couldn't of was obviously like all these multilayered factors that made at that time that that my home visits seemed to kickstart things again. Yeah. What was your question?

Researcher: just about the like, kind of surprise, in comparison, maybe to previous work,

Participant: Yeah, okay.

Researcher: Yeah. And was there was there anything else that kind of happened within this case after that meeting?

Participant: I, so we have like panels. And it was brought to the panel. And it was interesting, because my senior sat on it, and came back and talked about this case. And they really said that they felt like my role, I had quite an impact on understanding the situation, but also, moving it forward and him attending. So there seemed to be like. Like, it's never that straightforward. Is it? Like we just don't have a magic wand. But it came across like that, I felt like there was this kind of group thinking from the school. And then also, the SENCO, the head around. Being like, the people being quite instrumental, really, I felt, I felt like all I did was a bit of a translator, if that makes sense. Yeah. But I am really intrigued to sort of see where he is at.

Researcher: Yeah, what's your thinking around? You said, you were intrigued to see like, what happens after this? Yeah, like, What's your thinking around that?

Participant: I think there's always that break isn't there. There's always the apprehension of going back in to school. But there's lots of stability. So be going back into engagement, going back in with the same teacher. I think there is a change of pupils. But I don't know whether that's happened already in anticipation that that might have happened in July. So I'm wondering how his anxiety levels are about transitioning back into school. And I think something about when you've got really like high levels of anxiety that you can do something for a short period of time. But then it's the reality of, oh I've got to keep coming back. So I guess I'm interested to see like the long term motivation to continue.

Researcher: Yeah, what's the kind of anything else that stands out to you in this case that we haven't spoken about or anything that you felt interesting?

Participant: Think I'm just thinking about my caseload at the moment with EBSA. The similarity between this one and others is the high correlation of children with on the autism spectrum.

Researcher: Interesting. Like do you have any thoughts around that?

Participant: Yeah. I guess they've got high levels of rigid rigidity of thinking. When they are in high levels of anxiety, then the sensory sense sensory sensitivities are more acute. Majority of those, all those pupils are secondary and all of them have been impacted on that kind of COVID transition and that lack of consistency Yeah, I think that probably.

Researcher: And during that kind of leads on quite nicely to like, final question, I guess, which was like reflecting on what we've discussed today. Like, how, what would you say your understanding is of EBSA in this case? Like, how do you understand that term?

Participant: I guess like my first thoughts are, it's a really umbrella term. And this is a pupil that right on the far end, of really clearly not attending. But it isn't a one off, it's, it's been on and off for quite a period of years. So it's kind of kind of quite an extreme case. Yet, he also, because there was the (redacted name of internal school provision), because there was a relationship with a teacher because there were the parents that were had those aspirations and wanting to back into school. And he did that. It was a much more smooth, quicker transition.

Researcher: You said like an umbrella term?

Participant: Yeah.

Researcher: Like, what do you mean by that in terms of EBSA

Participant: I guess I'm like referring to the Jerrica Holder definition. And it's that kind of those people that are not attending school, full time. So that could be those people that just don't turn up on a Monday morning. Or the ones that are missing a day, a week of school, or at the very far end that those ones where the parents are having real significant difficulties getting them into school, but they come every day, and they're masking their anxieties, but actually, the whole weekend is consumed with the transition back into school.

Researcher: And you said like, he's quite an extreme case. Is that because he was just not coming in at all?

Participant: Yeah, yeah. I think well, there's that there's two things, the fact that he wasn't coming at all, and he'd stopped all communication with school. But also the the fact that it, those patterns have been going on for quite a period of time. Yeah,

Researcher: and it's that I don't, we don't get a lot of time to kind of reflect on the work. But is there anything that you thinking like, after we've discussed it now, or I would have done this differently? Or I kind of changed my perspective on something is there anything that's changed or that you would change?

Participant: I think in those early. The only thing I think, I felt like it's quite textbook that I'd use the tools and gather the information I needed to things moved on quite quickly. But I also I think, it may have been more helpful to have included that key teacher in creating the laddering but I very much caveated it as this is a draft and start to think about how you could adapt it more to your suit to suit your needs. So it was kind of like maybe it would have been better to construct it all together but I think because that members because there was that flexibility of a small group provision he that was just a benefit to being able to be more flexible and that wouldn't be the case. So another exam under the case that was doing right alongside it was there was expectation that he would go into mainstream lessons where it's quite unachievable 

Researcher: Yeah. You felt like they had quite achievable expectations

Participant: Yeah, yeah.

Researcher: Well, I guess it was like from so far, it's been quite successful.

Participant: Yeah. I feel like I feel this need to tell you like the follow up like. And I guess because it's not very far away that I'll know that information. I think it just I'm intrigued to just sort see whether we restart another cycle of non-attendance or whether things continue to improve, but it's very much on his terms, like he's not completing maths, for example, which he absolutely can't stand and not particularly doing much English. So he's not fully engaging in a secondary curriculum, or the secondary environment. But he's attending that we've got some really good successes.

Researcher: Yeah. He's attending and he's engaged in some learning

Participant: Yeah, exactly. Yeah.

Researcher: Is there anything else like you think would be useful for me to know, kind of talk about before we end?

Participant: I think that despite all of this, the relationships with the peers haven't changed.

Researcher: And what's kind of your thinking on the significance of that?

Participant: I guess it's, I guess, it's interesting, because a lot of pupils that you work with EBSA have got a motivation to attend because of their relationship with their peers. But actually, this is solely on academic stimulation, of learning new information. Trying to think about the other ones. Like the other case that I had, there's an interest. But there was no in interested in interest in his work. That wasn't as strong as this one. And there's no interest in building relationships with peers. And the relationship between school and home is quite poor. So there's been no real improvement. And the other one the pupil has got no interest in communicating with staff and no interest in common and in academic attainment. So again, there's there's no hook in no way.

Researcher: Do you think this child if George had relationships with his peers, that would make a difference?

Participant: No. I think for him, No, that wouldn't bother him in the slightest. The closest friend that he has got goes to another school. And they have and they are also defined as EBSA. But they have are already had an EHCP. So they were sort of thinking about provision. But even then, I wouldn't say because they've got very similar needs. It isn't a particularly reciprocal friendship. Like it's more of a supportive network for parents in a way.

Researcher: So would you say that kind of it's his draw to school because of academics, but then maybe also, the relationships that you have with like, the relationships are between school and home that are maybe

Participant: yeah, a massive resilient factor. Yeah, definitely. And I think I wonder whether that is partly to do with the similarities of socio socio economic level between the school staff and the parents staff. The other case the relationship between the SENCO and the school is really broken down and there's a brand new SENCO who had cut safeguarding concerns from CPOMS and put them into the paperwork which probably which shouldn't have been shared. So it caused a huge level of mistrust. erm so there wasn't that level of confidence that they were going to send them and that felt that they're going to be okay.

Researcher: Yes, whereas the kind of trust in this case.

Participant: is really strong Yeah, definitely.

Researcher: Anything else you can think of or would like to share?

Participant: I guess I was surprised that the autism assessment hadn't been picked up until it's quite rare, isn't it for a year, (redacted age) boy. Sometimes it goes it's a bit more because there's more masking. I felt like the Primary School hadn't supported him. I felt like if they hadn't gone in and done more work an earlier level, I feel like the secondary school’s response is very different. And I don't know if that was partly because it was COVID. And partly because there was a change of SENCO. Yeah, I felt a bit let down it like he'd been let down a bit in primary school. And his dad's a school governor as well. So they sort of like, identified him. Not that that should make any difference of having any special treatment, but you've kind of I felt like dad was trying to, he got a better relationship with schools than other parents. So he was trying to sort of seek out more support.

Researcher: Do you think maybe like, the assessment, kind of, like the referral for that assessment kind of came in line with him stopping? Attending? or was there not really a connection there?

Participant: I don't know. I guess he'd been going along quite fine hadn’t he, and that nobody had mentioned it. But the secondary staff very quickly picked up on it. But then his attendance was quite a hit and miss. So they'd already started that added layer of Let's investigate this a little bit more. So I, I wonder whether. If he hadn't. If he was attending fine. Whether a diagnosis or an assessment would have even been discussed or thought about. Because in a way, it's kind of like if he hasn't got those difficulties, what would that be? If his difficulties aren't at a level, which are causing any problem in school, then school wouldn't actively be trying to explore that would they

Researcher: And yeah, it's interesting, isn't it about link between pr if there is one between? EBSA and an autism diagnosis? It seems?

Participant: Yeah. But very much with this case, it was. It was seen as anxiety first,

Researcher:  okay. 

Participant: Particularly that was how it was framed in primary school, that it was all linked to the plague, this use this level of distress and anxiety. And it was only a couple of years later. That then they were starting to think, oh, what could this be caused by?

Researcher: So they kind of thought so this child has anxiety that's stopping them from going to school?

Participant: [Yeah]

Researcher:  But there might be some, but then they've started to think well, what's causing? Yeah, anxiety?

Participant: Yes. Yeah, definitely.

Researcher: Well, yeah, unless there's anything else? No, that's it. Thank you.  You're welcome.

Participant: Just so our LA are doing EBSA training to school staff. So they're using that frame that term a lot. And we've been creating a bit of an EBSA pathway. And we've missed this. So I've just written some EBSA training for my, for the schools. And there's like a draft, we've got a bit of an EBSA working group, but there's like a draft flowchart of are they upset or are they not? And if it's felt that there's no underlying anxiety, or Sen need than they are classed as not EBSA

Researcher: Is that taken from anywhere else?

Participant: I don't know. I could ask the person that's created it. Find out because I know that

Researcher: sounds similar to Jerrica Holder

Participant: is it it probably is then also (redacted name) that created this document is kind of like use a lot of stuff from all over. But yeah, maybe it is from there. Yeah. Okay.

Researcher: But yeah, I mean, it's interesting, isn't it? Yeah. We have some similar training as well. And yeah, is that different? Is it EBSA is it not?

Appendix 9: Transcript for interview 3

Participant: Yeah, like, I can hear that makes sense.

Researcher: So, first of all, can you tell me about like the case that you've chosen to speak about? 

Participant: Yes. erm so it was a female young person who was at a secondary school, thinking she was in (redacted age), when she was referred to me. erm she, she was attendance was dropping off. And it kind of coincided with the COVID restrictions. The reason she wasn't attending school was because of physical symptoms. So her parents kind of went down that kind of explored that avenue to see if there was any sort of medical conditions underlying the symptoms. And following investigations, the consultants kind of said they felt it was anxiety. And they felt that there was sort of psychosomatic symptoms related to the anxiety. So that was when it was kind of first mentioned to me by an inclusion officer at the school. 

Researcher: ok

Participant: And there wasn't a lot of information. And it wasn't really a referral that they were making, it was more of a request via parent, following the input or the involvement of the medical professionals, I think they may have suggested that maybe it would be important or helpful for an educational psychologist to become involved. erm so it kind of came through that avenue. But it was difficult to kind of move it forward, because it was limited information, it was kind of unclear as to what the school wanted, or what our role would be within that. So there's a bit of time that passed, but then eventually, parents contacted the EPS directly to ask for support. And I think in the meantime, what happened was Mum had done a bit of research and come across the terminology, emotional based school avoidance. And so started looking into that, and felt that that was what fitted with what her daughter was experiencing. So that's kind of the request that she made at that time. So that came through the EPS, I had a subsequent conversation with the school. And then we started to unpick that with the young person with parents, using the emotionally based school avoidance framework that (redacted name of service) have developed. We were kind of reluctant initially to kind of use that terminology. But we were kind of just saying it was around exploring the reasons for non-attendance and then unpicking some of the anxieties in relation to that.

Researcher: you said that you're reluctant to use the term like, could you tell me what like why you were?

Participant: I think it's because people maybe have have made assumptions as to what they think it means. And so we didn't necessarily want to put a label to it before we'd really understood what it was I know, as a service with with sort of changing our guidance in relation to that, to cover more of a broad umbrella of non-attendance, rather than going down that specific route route of saying this must be emotional based school avoidance, to try and unpick that a little bit more. So we didn't want to kind of jump into that, because we weren't sure if it was anxiety that she was experiencing. And if it was anxiety related to school, so we didn't, at that time, we didn't want to kind of label it as such. We wanted to go through that information gathering process and coming up with a formulation before kind of maybe referring to it in that sort of way. But I think that's where we got to in the end, because it was very evident that the barriers, were related to anxiety in the school environment. So that's kind of where we got to.

Researcher: And you said that, like the request came from parents, and yeah, initially, the school when you were first, like involved, the school were kind of struggle to get information from what was kind of your perspective on the school’s view

Participant: I think they didn't really understand. They knew that there was some medical issues, but they couldn't understand why that this person wasn't coming to school, and they couldn't understand why the Mum wasn't, or in their eyes. Kind of sort of support not supporting but almost it felt to them as though the Mum was colluding with the young person in their from their perspective. So they couldn't understand, my Mum wasn't sort of pushing that a little bit more. So I don't think they really had an understanding of what it really was the root cause of the non-attendance. I think they just thought, well, if it's a health thing, if she's better than she should be in but of course, she wasn't coming in when she was fatter because she was always feeling anxious. So she was always having some symptoms and they just couldn't understand well, if it's a medical thing and you know, there's treatment for it. Why are they not coming in. So I think it was lack of understanding the term emotional based avoidance wasn't really an well-known term in(redacted name of service) at that time, the school weren't really familiar with that we were kind as a service, maybe just in its early stages of kind of developing some guidance around

Researcher: there wasn’t guidance out from (redacted name of service) at that time?

Participant: no. So this was like, I don't know, say to 2021, maybe. And it all kind of started maybe a bit later. So yeah, so there wasn't anything. Or maybe there was something but it hadn't necessarily been shared, or hadn't been picked upon, let's say, and they weren’t aware of it. And we often find in schools that we do the guidance, but then it doesn't necessarily get passed on to the people that kind of need would benefit from it. So yeah, so I think there was something there around the relationship between school and parents. And then thinking that the parent was maybe colluding with the young person. And they perhaps want to take more of a an authoritarian type line with them as if say, we need to get them in school, which is quite classic off. Because obviously, they're just tracking the attendance and looking at the figures and trying to get children into school. But I think they were trying to try to be carefully because of the medical side of it, they were a bit like, well, actually, if it's medical advice, then we shouldn't really push it. But they didn't necessarily offer anything. In addition or alternative to that in terms of there wasn't any kind of homeworking being completed, or it certainly wasn't consistent. If there were sending some things, it wasn't consistent. This was a young person who is very academically able, and she's very keen to learn and to engage. So she would have done the work if they'd have sent it home. But they just said they couldn't feasibly do that consistently, day in day out, which was something that appeared later on in our involvement, which became a bit of a difficulty

Researcher: and you said like the initial, the first request kind of came from parents through the school. And then the second one was parents contacting the EPS, but guess what, yeah, what were they kind of saying?

Participant: They were saying that they felt it was emotional based school avoidance, and that they felt that the school needed input from the, from professionals such as ourselves. So that was kind of what they were wanting to support the school in their understanding of the reasons for non-attendance. And I don't know whether because this parent kind of is aware of things that go on in the local authority. So I don't know if they'd come across some of the guidance that we maybe put together. So that might have been some of the reasons as to why she contacted the EPS directly.

Researcher: And then how did you kind of come to an agreement of what your role was or what the purpose of your work was?

Participant: So because it come through the Parental Request, and not through the usual channels of sort of the planning meeting. I mean, that when they made the initial when they initially raised it, that wasn't through the planning meeting, either, to be honest, so it was all a bit informal. But I ended up having a conversation with the school to say this request had been made there was concerns around anxiety. Did they sort of agree with that did they think and they were kind of like perhaps that might be something that's underlying, I know that they've been she's been discharged now from the medical professionals, and they're saying, there's nothing else they can do. They'd got all the notes, and the letter correspondence, so they knew all of that that was going on. So I said that I was happy to kind of pick it up as a piece of case work, and to start unpicking and understanding kind of the factors at play. So they were happy to do that. I think they were kind of just wanting anything at that time just to sort of try and support with that. So yes, they were, they were happy for me to kind of just go through the process. And I just like so I followed the framework really that we've developed as a as a service, looking at collating pupil views, parent views, school views, and kind of taking it from there and developing a hypothesis hypothesis or a kind of formulation, and then looking at a plan. With that in mind.

Participant: And that's kind of where we were at

Researcher: at that stage when you first like getting the information and you coordinate with the school. How did you feel about kind of the information you'd been given? Before you started the work? What was your kind of feelings around it?

Participant: In terms of information I got from school?

Researcher: and the request, like just in general before you went into doing the work? How were you kind of feeling about going in to do that?

Participant: And this, the information was fairly minimal, because I think she'd not been in school and this sort of turn around I said, Well, we can't really tell you much because we don't she has not really been in because the other avenue of course, I was kind of wanting to explore was this other sort of needs underlying, whether it was learning needs or communication, you know, those sorts of things. So, but it was difficult to really unpick and understand all of that. But then they kind of said, well, when she's in school, she's she's okay. Like they often say, so we don't really get to see that. And what I did find was it was a difference. Mum was seen one thing at home in terms of that real difficulty to get her up to get her ready. But school was seeing something different, because if they did get her into school, in their eyes, she was fine for the day. So there was a difference in opinion in terms of information I got from both sources. But generally, it was quite was quite minimal in terms of the information I got. And it was more just me kind of being proactive and saying, Well, actually, this feels like it could be anxiety based non-attendance. And let's kind of unpick and explore that. And I worked quite closely with an assistant, who did quite a lot of views, people's views work with young person. So that was helpful as well, because there was kind of two of us kind of pulling all the information together and developing that sort of formulation. And understanding 

Researcher: that makes sense. So yeah, I wanted to ask him about kind of the nature of the work you did. And you tell me a bit about the stuff you used to kind of come to that formulation.

Participant: So we completed. So my colleague completed the pupil views work with the young person. So I think she used the functions of behaviour cards. I think she just does some generic sort of Pupil views, likes interests, and difficulties, things that might help. And she worked with her for quite a long period of time. So over that time, she did quite a lot of Pupil voice work with her. But she almost was touching on doing a bit of kind of motivational interviewing with her. So kind of reflecting on if she had come into school, how it went, what worked well, what kind of didn't work. Well, how can we sort of move that forward? So she almost delivered some kind of intervention work with as well. It wasn't just solely on the pupil views. But yeah, we kind of we did, we base a lot of it around the functions of non-attendance, sorry. And then with the parents, we use the framework that's been devised by (redacted name of service). So we kind of unpicked background and the history looked at different areas of development. Then we unpicked the history in relation to the non-attendance. So when did you start? What was going on at that time? And how long has it been going on for hasn't been a change in that has that got worse over time? Parents are separated. So we, we kind of we tried to sort of do that we tried to get them in together? Because they were very much wanting to work together on it. But they did have differences in opinion in terms of how we should go about addressing it, which caused a little bit not not massively so but kind of cause a little bit of difficulty, shall we say? So yeah, kind of use the parental interview sort of structure just helped me and guide me in terms of the questions that I wanted to ask. And then I did like a round robin, for staff in the school, which again, I think I took from the framework, just to get a feel. But I often find with that the take up like the the returns are not very high in terms of I don't really get you don't get much back from them. And because she wasn't in school as much, I didn't think they felt as pressured, or they didn't feel that they had much to offer because they weren't seeing this young person on a day-to-day basis. So yeah, so that's what I did. And then I tried to pull all that together. Again, there's a framework, I think, in the, in the guidance that kind of has parental views of non-attendance school views or non-attendance, young person's view of non-attendance, and then we tried to sort of align it with their functions of non-attendance sort of trying to understand what might have been underpinning that? Is it that they're avoiding social situations, social interactions, does it relate to that? So we've tried to sort of pull it down. But I suppose it's really you can't really map it on to one function, because they're often there's often lots of overlap, isn’t there? And then there's the idea of that kind of maintaining those maintaining factors, you know, the longer I'm off, the easier it is for me in terms of reducing these anxieties. So there was that layer to it as well in terms of what was exacerbating what was kind of making it more difficult for that young person. So, we kind of pulled it all together into sort of a formulation based on the functions of non-attendance. Also, we touched on kind of significant events that we felt may have contributed to some of that, those difficulties and we did feel that COVID has had an impact because we felt that there the young person had got used to being at home, the Mum was working from home, and it was a safe, comfortable environment for both of them. So we felt that that was playing its part as well in terms of that got in to a new routine a way of being and that was the preferred more comfortable way. And actually, if I can learn from home, not that she'd say this, but if I can learn from home, why can't I do it long term. So I think there was definitely some of that I do think, there was some anxiety in relation to the classroom environment. That was a big factor. And if something happened within the classroom environment, from her perspective, if she felt that she'd been wronged or included in something that she wasn't part of that led to a consequence, she would then kind of go home. And that would just feed into those anxieties in relation to school. And then it would be like, Well, I'm not going to come in because yesterday, this incident happened in the classroom, and I got kind of somehow brought into it, even though it wasn't anything to do with it. And the teachers told me off. And so lots of kinds of anxieties around that. So it was, so we had the core functions, but we also knew that there was different contextual factors, things going on, which definitely affected the implementation of the plan and the success of the plan in terms of things that were happening extraneous things shall we say that we don't necessarily have that much power or control over but that definitely had a big impact on whether this young person was going to go back into school the next day,

Researcher: I was gonna ask a bit a bit more about this, like functions of behaviour? And how that and how did you kind of use that in your formulation? Did it kind of inform it?

Participant: Yeah, we kind of almost we took the lead with what the young person was saying, because we, we could map that on quite easily with the functions of non-attendance with the app card site activity. With it clear labelling, you know, the colours, so we could do that. So we kind of had that as the foundation. And then we sort of tried to kind of map it on to what other people have said, to see whether it fit. And then we kind of went with the consensus as to how many we've got all this information, how is it mapping on? And what's the dominant sort of features that are coming through from this? And so that's kind of how we came down to that sort of formulation based on kind of all that information and pulling it all together?

Researcher: I mean, this might seem like an obvious question, but you said, like, you initially focused on like, the young person did a lot of child voice and the motivational interview stuff, what what was kind of the reasoning behind choosing that type of work to do?

Participant: I think we just sort of fell into it in response to how the young person was presenting. So they, my colleague developed quite a good relationship with this young person, I think, because you take the time to understand her views, which maybe hadn't been done previously, they built quite a good connection. And she was sharing with my colleague things that she doesn't even share with her Mum. So it was almost like an outlet for her to be able to really say how she's feeling without prejudice, worrying about what Mum might think if I say this, I what dad might think on what the school might think. So the my colleague was almost like the middle person that didn't seem to have any affiliation to anything. But she could have that frank and honest conversation with her, which was interesting, because we often use a lot of that pupil voice when we were formulating the plan. Because it was often contrary to what Mum thought would be the best thing for this young person, when this young person was actually saying, no, this would be helpful. And I don't want to do that or I don’t. So we kind of tried to use her voice throughout. And so kind of my colleagues sort of kept up regular visits with her just to sort of check in and update things. As we went along, we wanted to make sure that the plan was suitable and feasible. And we felt that we could do that with Mum. But we also felt it was important to do that with the young person so that we could get her voice. And that could shape because she didn't feel confident enough to come to the meetings, understandably, with all the professionals involved. So we what we tried to do was capture her voice prior to the meeting, so we could feed that back in. So we kind of do that way. So yeah, I think that's kind of how we came to that, because she was quite responsive to my colleague, and because we thought it was a helpful mechanism. For her to be able because she was really reflecting with her and thinking about how she could possibly move it forward. We thought that that was a useful intervention or way of kind of supporting that in person. 

Researcher: Do you know, why the college or yourself chose motivational interviewing

Participant: I say motivational interviewing, you know what we're like, as professionals, we can take elements. So I think what she kind of did was she sort of started with maybe like more solution focused, like how could move it forward. But then I think what she found was that she was sort of getting stuck at some page certain sort of stages. So it was like, okay, sometimes that happens when we're trying to change and kind of thinking about, okay, how can we get back to where we wanted to be and except that's where we're at. So I think that's probably why she drew upon that a little bit. And I think she probably started out with more solution focused but then realised actually sometimes it's about accepting where we're at in terms of that change cycle and kind of move trying to move that forward. And but I do think she's probably used in an eclectic range of different things, just whatever kind of worked. Yeah, she's quite confident is my colleague so in the sense that she probably went away and thought, actually, this will be really helpful and kind of went away and sort of did that with her. But everything she did was really useful in terms of Pupil voice.

Researcher: And so all that kind of information that you gained from pupil voice parents school, in what kind of did you? Like? What understanding did you gain from that, like the formulation or just your understanding?

Participant: I think we gained an understanding of what was underpinning the anxiety, what she was finding difficult. And we were able to come to a sort of a consensus around that. So we were all in agreement. That was possibly what was triggering the difficulties with attendance? So yes, I think asked me again, what did you say?

Researcher: Kind of your understanding? Yeah, like the formulation? I guess, like, yeah. Could you tell me a bit more about what she was finding? 

Participant: to say some more detail? Yeah, absolutely. So it was in relation. So I think some of it was around. Home was more comfortable, more fun, more rewarding. I don't know what kind of category that fit into. But I think there was an element of that at play. But I think that often is a feature in sort of school and attendance issues. That seems to be when I've worked with other cases, that does seem to be a common feature, which is completely understandable. And then I think the other sort of element to it was around that social anxiety. Worries about what might happen with her peers around her I think the school in general have difficulties with behaviour management, shall we say? So there's a lot of unpredictability, so I think she was already getting anxious before she was going to class and what might happen. But she was also anxious about adults might how adults might respond to that. So I think it was around the context and the situation. So I guess, we kind of defined that as sort of that social anxiety. We didn't know whether there was something around wanting to be with Mum as well, because she spent that quality time with Mum during the pandemic. And being at home. We didn't know there was something about that, because Mum was still working at home. And so we didn't know if that was at play. I can't think that there were any other features that sort of stood out to us. But Mum was always Mum continues actually to push this idea that she thinks that she has an underlying need, that's not being met. When you unpick that with her, she sort of insinuates that there's potentially social communication difficulties. And that is what is driving the social anxieties. That lack of understanding and difficulties with predicting and anticipating what people might do so therefore becoming very anxious about the idea of something. And so Mum always kind of came from that perspective. But I think as a collective, we all agreed that it was it was definitely around the school context and things that happened within the classroom, not so much at the social times, because she had a secure or she does have a friendship group. And so she seemed to be okay settles at social times, it was more the classroom environment. That was the difficulty, which is difficult to influence when she's going into lots of different classroom environments with lots of different teachers. And in a secondary context, it's very difficult to put that communication out in a way that everyone kind of understands reads it acts on it.

Researcher: Yeah. In terms of the plan, how did that go? Like, how was it received by school? Or how did you feel it went?

Participant: So I was very clear with school that we needed to kind of follow a small step approach, but we needed to start where she was at. So this idea that we could get her into the school, the next day was unrealistic. And it was about building relationships and rapport, going to her house and kind of building on that, and then thinking about her coming into the school outside of schooling hours, so she could get more familiar. So we sort of, I think we've pitched it right in the sense that we started at that kind of level, which worked well. And then it progressed quite quickly. In terms of her getting into school, so she did actually, she we followed as we kind of reviewed on a weekly basis that we were quite heavily involved in those initial weeks, because we didn't really have confidence that it wouldn't be implemented as agreed. So my colleague and I decided that we'd kind of have quite a lot of involvement initially just to try and ensure that that the plan that her experiences were positive going back into school, and I wouldn't normally handhold it as much as that but it just felt it was possibly required. So that was good. The school agreed to the plan. They were going out on a regular basis, then that progressed to her coming in to meet the key adults outside of school. Then it progressed to them kind of meeting a friend, and it kind of it did move it progressed very quickly. So my colleague and I were like, Whoa, this is going really, really well. And, and then we managed to get it back into the school, she was attending a safe place within the school, she's got a really keen interest in reading. So she spent a lot of time in the library and they were sending work down and it was that was kind of going really well, then we tried to move it forward to actually going into preferred lessons. And then I think there was I think there was an incident in the classroom, that kind of, and I think she had a period of time off for illness. So that kind of really knocked us back. And then because of me, and myself, and my colleague had sort of taken a bit of a backseat, because things were progressing quite well. The school didn't really know where to go with it in terms of, okay, we're back to where we were at the beginning. And then there's lots of narrative around this isn't working, which and all this effort is pointless into it, and it doesn't seem to move forward. And now we've gotten back without that realisation that actually, it's a journey. It's not always going in one direction, it's a journey. And it was the first time she'd had off, I suppose, and then becoming quit, because then she'd built up anxieties about going back into school after being off so. So yeah, so we had to sort of become involved again. But by this time, the Mum was getting really at the relationship between school and home had really suffered. And they were going down the sort of punitive route of fining well they were kind of ring in and threatening all this sort of stuff. So, again, I think that's because it's not been properly communicated to the attendance team around what would what had been put in place. So yeah, so Mum, Mum wasn't understandably, as engaged in the process, which obviously affected the young person. So we kind of almost went back to where we were initially with the school where it kind of all broken down, and nobody knew how to take it forward. And I think there was some, some successes along the way. And the school did offer an alternative kind of provision where she could do some work from home. But they they caveat it with, we can't do this long term, because it's too expensive. But then you think, Well, why offer something but then you're not going to be able to maintain it over time. So Mum got her back up about that, understandably. And then yeah, just over time, we have some successes, but it kind of it got to the point where Mum was making complaints about the school. And she making complaints to the local authority there was lots of other things going on outside of just this. Mum was sort of really kind of upping the game, if you see what I mean, because she was getting really frustrated with this lack of understanding around the non-attendance needs.

Researcher: What was your perspective on that? Like?

Participant: I could, I could sympathise empathise with Mum, because Mum was getting the brunt of it every day in terms of why she not in. And then the young person will say, Well, I don't, you know, I don't want to get, you know, just a minute. And so Mum was very stressed herself. And she was trying to work full time as well, and manage all of this. And dad was on a different sort of page, he was wanting to use more of a kind of an assertive kind of approach of, we just need to get in school, rather than kind of working with her and understanding what the anxieties were. So I think Mum felt quite isolated. So what she did end up doing was reaching out to support networks. So people that were familiar with the, with the phrase, if you like, she also started to understand a little bit around more around the SEND legislation, SEND law and became very knowledgeable very quickly about things. And so was using a lot of that in terms of what the school should have done this in terms of the SEND processes, and that hasn't happened. And so I was trying to support with that to say to school, we need to make we need to put on the SEND register, you know, this is a an emotional sort of need that we've identified.  No, she should have been but and I'm sure that I said that she should, they should they should put on it. But in terms of the wider school context, that's not very well managed anyway, so it didn't come as a surprise, but then I made sure so there's lots of complaints in relation to that because the school weren't doing in Mum’s eyes what needed to be done. And so yeah, so it kind of it got to a point in which Mum was exploring lots of different avenues. So she was looking at a different setting. She was looking at initiating that in the EHCP requesting that so then the focus sort of moved away from trying to improve her attendance or trying to I mean, she did engage in learning so it wasn't around engaging learning. It was just trying to get her into that sort of learning contexts, Mum had kind of decided that actually that wasn't going to work anymore because her anxieties had become so great. That wasn't a viable option. And so yeah, so kind of the focus then sort of turned to Mum kind of pursuing different avenues and asking questions in relation to that. So she made a request for an education health care plan. And the young person also ended up getting placed the hospital PRU school. And so then it was no longer something that the school had to kind of manage support with.

Researcher: and she wasn’t on that previously? How did you feel about that placement change? Was it an appropriate place?

Participant: I think it possibly was, in terms of getting her into some form of schooling environment, because we were very concerned that she was becoming increasingly isolated. She was making contact with her friends, but because she wasn't at school, she wasn't part of the conversations and things that were going on. So I think there was some concerns that you know, she was missing out, and that those connections may disappear. So I think it was, it was important for her, for her to be in an education environment, because I think even though she engaged with learning, she was quite self-directed. So she wish she would do what was asked of her, but then she would go read because she just loved reading. So I think it was she does love read that she does love reading. And she almost goes into her own sort of world with the books. So I think it was helpful to be into it in terms of school setting. And Mum was very much of the thoughts that actually, this was only a secondary issue when she goes to the post-16 she probably won't have attendance issues, because it's a different context. And they have different expectations and treat people more like adults. And so she's she only sort of shared that with me when I was going through the EHCP process with which I thought was quite enlightening that she felt it was just a secondary issue that would go away when she went looked in and that too, because she had attendance issues at the hospital PRU so it started out okay, well, then it dropped off again, it was the same sort of pattern. I think what she used to do is she'd agreed to something and put her whole, because she wanted to please adults. But then what she found was she couldn't maintain it over time because it was still causing a significant anxiety. So then she couldn't keep going with it. So the same sort of pattern happened at the hospital PRU whereby her attendance was great initially and then it dropped off. So again, Mum's sort of frustration, she

Researcher: thinks the difference would be for post-16. Why would that be better?

Participant: I don't know whether it was because the she felt that the adults would be different. And the expectations would be different. And perhaps it's because this young person would be able to decide what she was studying, explore their interests. I mean, I wasn't really sure if that I was a bit concerned that because she'd been out of education for so long. And not being in that environment. I thought that any sort of environment, whether it was post 16, or secondary would be potentially anxiety provoking for her and she'd need some sort of phase transition to support with that. But yeah, Mum seemed to think that that would potentially not be an issue moving forward. But then I think because things weren't working at the hospital PRU, and because Mum was in touch with people who had were more informed if you like, people who have done lots of reading and felt they had an understanding around the legislation, she then decided that actually, she wanted this young person to access education at home through a certain package that she'd heard of somebody else had accessed, who had an EHCP, who access this alternative education package. So then that became the focus of kind of, I guess, her kind of moving forward, she wanted to purely focus on that she wasn't, she didn't really want to focus on the attendance issues within the settings because she kind of decided that probably wasn't going to work. So she was focused on looking at alternative ways. And that's purely what it became about, I suppose for the parent. Because that she changed settings, we couldn't then keep going with the pupil views work because of the way that it works in terms of the trade, it came through the traded model. So we and we weren't the EPs supporting the other setting. So we never really got to get an idea from the young person, whether that was something that she wanted, or whether it because Mum's voice was quite dominant. At times, we had to really be careful with managing Mum's views, as well as making sure the young person was being heard as well. So that was a bit of a difficult difficulty. That's why I think we focus on doing the pupil views work just to make sure that she was being heard and she was at the centre of all the decisions. Yeah. So the focus, the focus changed quite quickly. And I think that was because the plan sort of worked well initially, then it didn't and then everybody became sort of disheartened. And that negative narrative started coming through again, in terms of Well, she's not gonna come into school, it doesn't work. Yeah. 

Researcher: And then so you did. Did you Did the educational health care plan? What that like? What kind of happened with that?

Participant: Good question. And so yes, so it progressed to assessment. And I wrote the plan. I wrote the advice, sorry. It went back to panel, and they decided not to issue the plan. 

Researcher: oh ok and what was your view on that 

Participant: When initially, I was asked what I thought, what I thought whether she should get a plan or not. And I kind of said, academically, the anxiety is a significant barrier. In fact, I had this conversation with another colleague, because she had a very similar case. And she's like, do you think they need an EHCP. And I was like, in terms of the provision, she needs the option, obviously, for the alternative provision. But aside from that, the provision required would not necessarily warrant any EHCP in itself, because actually, she is academic. She can complete tasks independently, she doesn't need all of that additional support. Yes, she needs the support from an emotional well-being perspective. And but I think when she gets settled into an environment, I think that will be manageable. And I don't think it needs to be at a level in which an EHCP would be, but Mum purely wanted EHCP, because she thought that that would then bring with it the funding to enable them to access the education package at home. And I don't think I was in, I wasn't necessarily in agreement with Mum, that we should pursue that avenue, because then we risk isolating this young person who wouldn't necessarily then go out and do other things because it wasn't like she was going out in the community and doing things necessarily, she might do the odd thing. But generally, she was just sort of staying at home. And it was, I guess it's a balancing act, isn't it? I'm not putting too much pressure on and identifying a place in which they can learn, but that doesn't necessarily need to be in the home environment, does it? There are other safe places all the places that she may have been able to go to and access. Yes. So I felt that and panel were in agreement that the provision didn't warrant that sort of level of didn't warrant an EHCP. But when it was initially, when Mum initially made the request, it was refused. So then took it to mediation, then they agreed to go to the next stage. So I'm not sure where it's up to. I'm assuming it's probably going to go down the same avenue.

Researcher: So it's not like you don't this hasn't come to an end. Yet

Participant: no. And it could potentially go to a tribunal. I don't know. but all the while time is ticking away and she's probably in year 11. Now, I would say. And she's very capable of achieving GCSEs. And I'm just thinking about post-16 pathways as well for in terms of if she doesn't get the qualifications, how she's going to move it forward. So all the while Mum's kind of focusing on the battles with the authority and education. It's kind of like, oh, what's happening with this young person? I mean, I think she's still on roll the hospital PRU, but I don't know, because like, she's not on my sort of caseload anymore. So I'm not 100% sure where that's up to. But I'm hoping that she's accessing some form of education. Now even with the hospital PRU, she could access home education, because they do do offer that as she doesn't need a plan for that either. She doesn’t need an education, health care plan? So yeah, I think Mum, Mum wanted to understandably, she felt she had a battle. And she wanted to take that on. She wants to take the local authority on and want to take the school on, but I think in doing so it's just burnt bridges and made things more difficult. It's become a bit adversary, adversarial, would you say in terms of like, it's just very much kind of like, well, I want this and then sort of saying, well, we can't do that. And it's just very kind of Yeah.

Researcher: How do you feel about like reflecting now on the work like about the experience with this case?

Researcher: Interestingly, when we did the (redacted name of event), I was asked to present this as a piece of casework. So it enabled me to kind of reflect on it and particularly with my colleagues, because I was like, oh, gosh, because we were so in it initially, because we were offering quite a lot of support. It was quite difficult. We were offering, we were almost like the conduit between school and home. So we were kind of like checking in with Mum and then checking in with school and we were offering quite a lot of support. So we were quite involved. So when it got to a point in which it seemed to be sort of improving, we kind of took a backseat we were a bit like phew you know, I think we need this time because we've we've done it we've put so much into it. So it was quite nice to sort of you know to do that, but then obviously when things started to unravel and not go as hoped. Then we tried to get it sort of back in. But then we felt that it was sort of too far gone. So it feels a bit bittersweet in the sense that we had real success initially. And then it quickly. And I think that's kind of what we reflected on in terms of the feedback that we offered, to (redacted name of event), it was kind of a bit like, started have really well, but then quickly, kind of changed paths, whether it was too much too soon. Whether more tweaking needed to be done, obviously, you could hypothesise, but I think what we came to the conclusion of is that we can't, as a service, we can't affect change on that day-to-day basis. So things that were going on, that were out of our control, even though we'd advise and supported them. We couldn't change the day-to-day stuff, there was just too many, too many factors at play too many people involved that were doing their own sort of thing that was influencing the situation that we couldn't possibly influence. So I guess that's probably what we reflected on it was actually, we don't really know what else we could have done to change the context, we kind of offered the support and guidance and helped with understanding and coming to a shared understanding around the young person. But we couldn't necessarily change the day-to-day context and the dynamics.

Researcher: Do you think, I guess, within the training that we have now, we talked it being at an organisation level? 

Participant: Absolutely. 

Researcher: Do you think maybe the school didn't have a good enough understanding?

Participant: Yeah, that was another point we reflected on in the sense that what is success? And so we kind of thought, just because there's been an improvement, does that warrant success. And I think they only saw success as that child being in school. Whereas for us, it was more about sort of engaging them in some form of education so that they have those opportunities and the qualifications, but I think school schools only purpose in all of this was to get her back in to full time education. There was never, I think, because it was my first piece of casework. And I think on reflection, I think I probably would sort of kind of caveat that with the idea of this is not about returning into the school context. This is about finding a way that this young person can access education doesn't necessarily mean within that setting. And I think I've reflected on that. And because I've been involved in the working group for EBSA, we've spent a lot of time looking at that, and looking at the research and our understanding, and around the idea of is the young person ready and accepting are they in a place in which they can engage with this process? And I think from the outset, we probably thought that she was but actually on reflection, maybe she wasn't. And maybe that's why we did get that regression. And because it was too much too soon. But because she was making progress, we just proceed, we just progressed with the plan as it is, because that's what we'd agreed. But actually, and because she wasn't communicating anything different. We kind of just went forward with it. But actually, maybe it was too much too soon, but don't know whether the person would have been able to articulate that to us.

Researcher: Hindsight is a wonderful thing isn’t it.

Participant: Absolutely 

Researcher: Well, last question was reflecting on this case now, discuss today. What would you say your understanding of EBSA is, in this case?

Participant: My understanding of EBSA in this case, I guess, it's probably my understanding is that it's underpinned by anxiety, and that maybe specific anxiety. So we're not talking about generalised anxiety, although some people may have generalised anxiety, but it's more specific anxiety that relates to school or something within school, I guess that's probably how I position it. And that's how I positioned it for this young person. Because that anxiety didn't present in other places, it only presented in school or when the thought when the thought of school came into mind or the expectation of going to school. That was when the anxiety really showed itself whether she just had a low level of anxiety anyway, she that's individual differences. But yeah, I kind of see it as a specific anxiety that relates to something around the education schooling context, and the it seemed to fit what was occurring seem to fit with that kind of terminology.

Researcher: But like, is there anything that you kind of like reading or training that you base that those ideas on?

Participant: And I suppose it's just the all the research and the reading and the guidance that we've pulled together for (redacted name of service). It's that's probably based on that. And the idea, I can't think of the names, but the the person that put together the functions of non-attendance that kind of comes from that. Yes. And there's been lots of work done by other educational psychologists looking at this specifically. And that seems to be the thread that kind of comes through the idea that it's context specific anxiety. And I can't think I know, there's been some recent research done in relation to autism, and EBSA. So, (redacted name), and I would have been updating the guidance. So we've been looking at the sort of the connection between autism. And so we've been looking at some research around that. And it does always, I guess, the I mean, doesn't give much in terms of understanding where it comes from our understanding the definition of it, but it does talk about the idea of any plans should really focus initially on emotional well-being and ensuring that young person is in the right place, before we progress on to looking at a plan that has structure. It's almost about kind of focusing on them and their needs and how ready or not they are to engage in that sort of process. I think I've definitely learned that from doing the sort of the research in relation to that but yeah, I guess that's probably just the general the general information that's put out there the guidance that we've pulled together, that seems to be the theme. And I know it's difficult to well, it's a social construct. It's difficult to define, because it probably means different things to different people. But I guess to me, it kind of means anxiety, but specifically related to the school context.

Researcher: Thank you. Is there anything else to add based on what we've talked about on anything? 

Participant: I don't think so. 

Researcher: That's great. Thank you 
Appendix 10: Transcript for Interview 4
Researcher: This. So I guess the first thing to think about is, why did you choose this case line to this one kind of spring to mind?

Participant: I think partly because I feel a bit like I came in sort of towards the beginning of him not coming into school or avoiding school. So I think maybe it was sort of it had been picking up for a few months. And then they had a chat with me about I think this was in a time where we could have like, anonymous consultations. And then he was referred and then and then I, I can't remember off the top of my head, if I will, I will have I was still at the school. And I think he was back to building up his timetable. And then I went on mat leave. So it was probably one of the few cases where or children I've worked with where I feel like there was a quite a nice arch to it, I did kind of I think a lot of the other ones I feel more like I've sort of come in and then it's either been to like an EHC assessment where you're not, you don't really get the arc and kind of what's happening or through one thing, and another. It's kind of stopped being me it's been maybe been someone else. I think that that, was a trainee? I can't remember, but it was one of my day a week schools. So we had a lot of time. And I think partly, I think I sort of inadvertently contributed to it becoming quite difficult to find where he was going to be placed.

Researcher: ok 

Participant:  I think partly through sort of how I described his needs. I think he I sort of inadvertently made a bit of a situation harder. So I think a little bit it kind of I want him to the kid, I thought it was a nice kid. And then I sort of had to sort of have a bit of supervision around the whole situation afterwards. Because I think I think I made it worse in some ways. I think it came out the other end. But yeah, so you were the I thought it was an interesting one for me.

Researcher: Sounds it and how did you like come to know about the case? How did like the work come about?

Participant: It would have been so it was a secondary school. And the model was we do we'd be in there a day I wasn't there a day a week. So I'd quite regularly have meetings with each of the heads of year. And equally they would I had the sort of relationship I think with people in school where if they just sort of saw me on the corridor, they might grab me for a chat. And as I said, I think then, although again, I might be dubbing myself in it. But I think we had a sort of agreement where you could have like anonymous kind of drop ins and anonymous chat. And so yeah, head of I think he's head of year via the SENCO because he had he had a diagnosis of autism has I assume a diagnosis of autism. His needs were kind of put in that they were one of those schools where you kind of have SEN and behaviour as sort of two separate streams. But because of his diagnosis, despite the fact that I think there was maybe some behaviour like behavioural problems, if you like in school leading up to him becoming kind of an EBSA situation. He sat under the kind of SEN mindset of school so more easily came to my attention. It was the ones where they didn't sort of afford them that kind of SEN conceptualisation they often didn't come to me. But yeah, it was a school that raised it he'd stopped coming in, after yeah a period of some disruptive behaviour, kind of some non-compliance and then and he was presented with some quite sort of unusual, like OCD type behaviours at home. So I think they were a bit everyone was kind of a bit alarmed about what that meant. And did that mean he had OCD? Or where did that fit in the reasons why he wasn't coming into school? Yeah, they raised them at that point. I think it was maybe a couple of months into him being at home.

Researcher: Oh okay, so he'd been off school for, like not attending school for about a month

Participant: I think so I feel like it was there was maybe it was quite a quick decline in attendance. I think he had that period of the beginning of the school year. I think it was in near nine. He came in, there started to be sort of behaviour code and detentions and then he wasn't doing like his homework we get more detentions. And then they looked I think at like ragging his timetable. This was all prior to me. So I think then there was maybe a period of time where he was coming in sporadically for certain lessons. And then that just sort of dwindled. And then I think we had like a half maybe it was the October half term. And then after that was I think, potentially when they raised him, because then he wasn't coming in at all.

Researcher: Yeah. And when they raised did they, like, what was the main concern? And I guess, why did they want you to be?

Participant: Yeah. I think initially, there was a sense that he? I don't know, it's interesting. I think there was a sense from memory that he would return. And that we were kind of looking at, well, we've we've ragged his timetable, we've, you know, I don't know he's got a key person in his head of year. You know, we don't understand why he's not coming in. And then I think because he was engaging in at home and lots of sort of like repetitive kind of ritualistic type behaviours. And his Mum had contacted school and said, I'm really worried here like, if washing his hands, however many times a day like he switches his, you know, he's got routines about how he switches his game console on and off how light switches, he he was exercising, I think as well, quite. He had to do like, a certain amount of, you know, minutes on his treadmill or something. So I think, and I don't know, if it's, it makes me think about if it's - Another psychologists thesis sort of talks about like, when certain like discourses or whatever, like when people start to use like that kind of medicalised. So like OCD was thrown about, like, is it as he got OCD, we need you to, in that I think everybody at that point very much just stepped up back and was like, Ah, no, we need somebody else in now to, you know, and then I was like, Oh, sh*t, I don't know, I don't know what to do about OCD. Like, I'm not a, that felt a little bit beyond my sort of professional scope. But yeah, I think that was partly why they quite quickly escalated it to so I'm assuming, kind of based on the rest of my sort of experience at that school, there could there are other children who bob along on, you know, like these partial timetables, or who are kind of maybe seen every now and again, but are not routinely on school site, but don't get raised quite as quickly. But I think probably on reflection those sorts of behaviours, I think everyone found a bit scary and didn't want to leave. So then he got referred.

Researcher: And it's interesting. You spoke about like, the difference between being on the SEN register versus the behaviour. Do you feel like that came into it as well?

Participant: Yeah, I think so. I think because the kind of mechanisms in school, and the kind of the pathways for getting kids known to us, and the kind of just the soft conversations that sort of take place and the kind of the familiarity of each other. I think, when kids come under that, like SEN umbrella, and unfortunately, I think the diagnosis is what helps him in that sense, means that yeah, there was just the the more kind of it was easier. And there was a more sort of routine way of setting up a date to meet with me, I was kind of just checking in with these people anyway. Whereas I think some of the other kids that I just don't, you know, potentially could be the exact same child but doesn't have the diagnosis of autism. In this case. They sat under like a different, it wasn’t under the SENCO, they would sit under I think she will like one of the assistant or deputy head or something. 

Researcher: Like the inclusion

Participant: Yeah, she will like yeah like the inclusion leader, whatever. And then they tended to filter down kind of well, APs. All you know, will refer out to they had like, an onsite like police officer and different sort of, they were very good at like finding out what they'd be like, Oh, we've referred them on to. And then, you know, like (redacted name of provision) is one of the ones I hear at the minute, but I mean, that was not his but yeah, we'll go we'll refer them on to such and such. So they kind of they would offshore those kids. So they wouldn't really ever come to me, despite the fact that I keep trying to have conversations with them as you do about well, you know, there's, in my mind, all those kids, you know, could potentially be known to us. And we could have chats about why you know, that it might be that some of the issues are more sort of family or community based or they might not have specific diagnoses, but that shouldn't kind of preclude our involvement. But yeah, that was the way it turned and I imagine still does because I don’t think I had like earth shattering Yeah, changes there.

Researcher: So they were quite concerned about these like OCD behaviours, like what they did they come to you about that rather than the attendance difficulties or was it kind of both.

Participant: potentially, I certainly that's the thing that sticks in my mind. I think it was probably like, we've got this kid who's not coming in. And then maybe, yeah, maybe it was almost, we've got this kid who's not coming in? Because I suppose potentially there was a kind of framing of these behaviours he was engaging in at home as sort of, well, we've tried, you know, we made our adjustments, and we've done what, you know what we couldn't do. And now he's, you know, washing his hands 50, 50 times a day. So that's why he's not coming in. So we need it was sort of like I think I mean, he did end up spending a bit of time at (redacted school name) PRU. And that's where I think potentially, I got sort of, I think I've made it really clear that OCD was not my really, if that was what we were going to describe as that needs to be verified and sort of assessed by a mental health professional, that I don't have those qualifications. I did try to sort of pull it back to well, this is a young person who has a diagnosis of autism, I think I Googled I just typed in on like the Internet like can like kind of OCD, you know, I can autism look like OCD or something in like a car park before I went into school one day and saw all this like stuff about, you know, yeah like how routine kind of routine preferences and like a strict need for control and how you know, it can certain kind of presentations or certain some of the I don't know sort of common types of needs or traits associated with autism can look like. Yeah, I think that's probably why I think that was probably their headline message was, we've gotten this kid doing weird stuff at home. And we've done what we can do. So now you and like, the psychological professionals need to sort of take over. Yeah, which is probably a bit of a problem.

Researcher: What did you kind of see your role as then? Because obviously, maybe not wanting to do the OCD stuff?

Participant: Yeah. Interesting. I think I think I try to retain and he did eventually come back. So I think there was a sense of this has to be about reintegration into an education setting. And I think partly I think what I suppose we can, I mean, instill now that comes up in work all the time is this sense of like, well, is this the right place to meet his needs? And I think because of the kind of medicalised and then he went to the PRU like he, he would talk to himself out loud. And the PRU made a load of kind of crisis not crisis CAMHS is it like they called on Mum like you need to take him to see I think it was crisis CAMHS or something. Because he's he's having like hallucinations, he thinks he's talking to someone. And it transpired kind of partly through his Mum speaking to the kid, and then later on, I met back up with him, and I chat with him. He was like, I'm not I'm not hallucinating, I don't think anyone else is here. He was, I could just talk to myself and obviously didn't have this. I think we unpicked he didn't really have the social understanding of like, I have an internal monologue. But I try not to if I'm walking around the supermarket, I mean, it's worse now I've got a kid because I just constantly comment on everything. But you try not to say out loud, the things that are in my head were as he didn't employ that filter? So yeah, I think I think I tried to retain that the role was about getting him back into an education setting. I think probably I had a lack of clarity that it was actually it was him that kept pulling it back to it he'd gone to the PRU and hated it and was like these kids are nuts and I'm not hanging around with these kids anymore. So he kept saying, I just want to go back to (redacted school name) like, Why can't Why can't I just go back to (redacted school name)  but by that point, it kind of I think partly I think maybe I'm thinking now the role a little bit became trying to sort of pull everyone back to because I think kids get a kind and they're not notoriety is not the right word. But there was almost like, a fear of like, well, he's not gonna be able to cope, because he's, you know, he's talking to himself now. And, you know, he's doing X, Y, and Z. So I think maybe part of the role was sort of like We he is still you know, he is still him and his needs are still can be understood in this way. So, and he did end up I think with a lot of meetings, he ended up coming back in. I think he did like a bit of PE lessons to start and then he built up gradually, but yeah, I don't know if that makes sense. I think that was kind of what it was trying to get trying to get him back in. somewhere.

Researcher: And so like, what did you like? How did your work start with him? Like, what did you do?

Participant: I did a home visit or just a handful of home visits it were COVID times, I think. So it got a bit complicated with not being able to because they would, you know, they would test positive. And then I couldn't come into the home and we did a few home visits, and he would come he would come down and work with me, and we'd look at he was quite open to like, I would give him like, you know, either like anxiety sort of scale things, or I went through like sensory checklists with him. And he was quite happy to just look at them and be like, like, no, that's not me. Like, yeah, actually, that is something I find a bit gross, because he ended up like part, I think part of the issue with kind of sensory sensitivities. So we did quite a bit of that he would, I just was reading back then. And I remember trying to do this thing with him where when he was moving back into (redacted school name), the school where we were trying to go through like, this is probably again, there's a quite misinformed, I were trying to put to like these hypothetical and some actual scenarios of like, because he said he wanted to go back to mainstream his mainstream school. And I was saying, Well, you know, you've said before, like, when teachers approach you on the corridor, if they use like, the wrong tone of voice, or, you know, you perceive them to be saying kind of something disrespectful, or, or they've got something wrong. You that then kind of makes you feel quite angry, and then you you will just say, Oh, you're effing, and this and that. So I was trying to kind of get him to do a bit of like, well, what would happen? Like, what what skills have we got? What do we need to work on? I was reading back over my notes then. And I just said, he just kept saying, I'll be fine. He said, I'll just put up with them treating me like shit, because I don't want to go to I don't want to go to the PRU anymore, so I'll just deal with it. And so I think, I don't know, there were definitely there's something in that. But I don't necessarily think sort of hypothetical scenarios was probably or like abstract thinking was probably the best way forward with him. Because I don't think he could really or I don't think I found a way of presenting it to him that made sense.

Researcher: Struggling to kind of think it was like, 

Participant: Oh, yeah I'll just be fine. Yeah, yeah, Yeah. on reflection. Yeah, it was much better if you just had like things in front of him. And he could be like, yeah, or no. Quiet sort of closed. I think it must have been like a few cards sorts and that sort of thing. Yeah, he's quite happy to speak with you.

Researcher: And then so he went to the PRU. And then so did he end up going back to his mainstream?

Participant: Yeah, so he spent so he was at home. He was at home for ages and wouldn't do work at home. And it was just one of those where I think the kind of systems just didn't, didn't quite work. So I think like, at that point, I think to access the PRU there wasn't a panel, you just need it, you needed either the school to buy a place if they had one available, or I think like a clinical practitioner, or like a psychiatrist, or someone had to say they're medically unfit and I think that's what happened with him. So eventually kind of waiting for that to happen he did get a place at the PRU and attended I think he did all right for the first week or so. And then I went to visit him there to have a chat with him and just see how things will go in. And he was like I think the peer group he didn't see himself as belonging with those kids. I think they obviously had some children with quite you know, quite kind of significant like self-harming or something or who were quite visibly dysregulated you know, might be like shouting and screaming and that kind of wasn't really him and he said. He just looked around and was like you know, this isn't where I belong. So he just kind of withdrew from that and he stopped attending and then he so he at some point during this he was issued with an education health and care plan so then began the saga of like well what specialist provision will be right to meet his needs and again, I think this is partly where in trying to sort of really outline what I thought he needed did you can you kind of inadvertently just kind of not put school but I suppose schools look at it and just think well, I’m not gonna meet that kid's needs or what we can but you know, we'll charge local authority however many hundreds of grand to do it or whatever. So yeah, I don't know, if a little bit of kind of trying to be clear about who we, how I saw his needs, and what I thought he needed, maybe, again, inadvertently, kind of just a lot. So he, he got a lot of a lot of negative consultations, and all this time it was just a home. Because he wouldn't go back to the PRU he was saying I want to go back to (redacted school name) wouldn't have him on site, the school wouldn't have an on site, because they again, they'd become a bit frightened of this young person and what he was going to be like. And then eventually, between I think the council, myself and the school and parents, obviously and him, we sort of managed to sit down and work out what would be the sort of, because I think the parents fear and in all of this was like it, he's saying he wants to go back to mainstream high school so that I guess we have to try that because we can't force him anywhere else. But if he goes back, like how sing like are things going to get worse, almost like is he? I can probably get him, you know, through the door, maybe for the first week, but then am I just gonna be back to square one and all these kinds of behaviours that she was seeing kind of ep it up kind of ebbs and flows of that depending on kind of how stressed he was in other aspects of his life? I think yeah, she just was frightened if he went back to mainstream that things would get worse in terms of his kind of well-being at home.

Researcher: So was Mum kind of linking those OCD behaviours, all those kinds of behaviours with his kind of stresses related to school would you say?

Participant: think so. Yeah, it was sort of I think, to some extent, they didn't disappear. But I think they did. Did reduce him kind of, or I think his distress around certain behaviours reduced when, for a while, I think, I guess when sort of pressure was removed, but then I think there was that sense of well yeah but. Now he's just sat at home achieving nothing and doing nothing, and he's not accruing any skills. So I think it was that, you know, I've already, you know, my life’s a right off, and he was like (redacted age). So I think he was able to that's, you know, that's almost or it that's bad as well, just because we might have a reduction in certain types of behaviours or just that he had. I can't yeah, I can't remember I was thinking maybe did he have more kind of flexibility to sort of do what he wanted to do in his day, but then without any sort of routine? I just imagine that would be even harder for him to sort of, so he's going to create his own routine, potentially, which was focused around the sort of behaviours but yeah, I think Mum was because the two things kind of aligned at roughly the same time that this absence from school and then him really leaning into handwashing exercise. I think it's like cleaning the bathroom and like, yeah, these things are like light switches. They kind of the two co-occurred. I think he just thought if he goes back there, it's just gonna get worse. Which it must have been Yeah, really frightening for her to just not be so powerless. She was like, I don't know what to do. I can't stop him. But yeah, scary. 

Researcher: And then so that you can have this kind of meeting with school and mum, so what happened there?

Participant: He was there initially. So he would he was happy to be on the school site. And he came initially. And I think we kind of looked at what sort of this is, it was I don't think it was, you know, this is this is what this is what's going to need to happen. But I guess there was a sense of right, well you want to make this work, and we want to make this work. So what needs to be in place? And I think because he'd met with me a handful of times, and he had I think he you know, he had a good relationship with his mum. So I think his mum had a good sense of what he because he I don't remember him being able to kind of articulate himself in the meetings, particularly he would sit there and kind of just go yeah, no, that's fine. I'll do that. So I think because he was willing to do he liked PE and he likes his PE teachers. I think importantly, they were kind of that they're all like sort of quite that sort of masculine, sporty, you know, no, nonsense man, older man. And it was the it was yeah, it was a practical lesson. So he went back I think attending a handful of sports, because he was doing BTEC, BTEC sports we had as PE lessons plusses practicals he didn't go back for the theory I remember that because I think everyone's just like writing was like a classic thing that he didn't like doing. And then I think we even, and then he came out of the room and just chatted with me. I remember trying to get him to play. I bought dobble, because I was like, you would I was like, we don't have to do my, you know, psych stuff. I was like, we just play game if you want, and he just was like, I'm not doing that, that looks sh*t. I was like right okay. Right, never mind, it just was just felt. I think he just found the whole thing. So cringy I think he just found adults just unbearable. And like, you know, when like, your teachers are either trying to be too friendly, I just remember being like, I just want to crawl inside my own head. Like when they're like, you know, hey, and they get down on the level and he couldn't do it. Yeah, I think that gave Mum a bit of a chance to sort of have her peace because I think Mum felt like, alright, he needs his views. But she could never then have that kind of honest parent side of things, whilst he because I think quite rightly, I think she she didn't then offload in front of him because I think that obviously wouldn't, it's not appropriate to sort of vent about how hard her life was becoming he did a bit of work with me, and I think we reviewed it was one of them where, I think we tried to review it every few weeks. And I think he incorporated some time in like, they have like one of these like SEN hub spaces where he was doing maths. I think he would do kind of maths workbooks, like at his own desk in a corner. And like no one, I think would approach him particularly or sort of. And then yeah, and then at that point, I don't know how it evolved from there. Because I think at that point I had they have stopped. I mean, like is one of them were? Did they either just stop talking about him? And I can't remember because I wouldn't have been attending the meetings in quite the same way. And then I went on Matt leave. I don't know what I don't know what became of him

Researcher: Yeah that’s the things with this job isn't it

Participant: Yeah, you don't really hear do you there

Researcher: Yeah and with the traded hours when they stop

Participant: Yeah. When things are going well, no one's gonna tell you. Or like if things have stabilised, like no one's gonna just phone you and say, Oh, by the way.

Researcher: And like, in terms of those, I guess, in that meeting, when he was coming back to the mainstream school, did you get like a sense of what kind of school’s perspective was on him returning?

Participant: Yeah, I think. I think they felt a bit like because I think they'd be in this whole situation where all these independent sort of specialist schools have been consulted. And a few had said no. And I think maybe a few had said yes. And then when he'd gone to look at those schools, he decided, again, it was it was almost like it kind of just the whole kind of train got out of control. So I think then he went to look at those schools. And it was like, Well of he it was the same as you know, when he was in the PRU, he was just like, he would see these kids kind of who are who've been placed there, potentially, because lots of other settings have said, No, we can't meet your needs. So they might have very kind of complex and quite alarming or frightening behaviours or presentations, he'd look and was like, I'm not going here. So I think after all, that, I think school were kind of like, well, I think partly the impression I got from them was like it almost like it, you can't like it not It can't get any worse. But it was like, well, we'll try. But, you know, by their own, the kind of Council's own acknowledgement, all these schools are charging 10s and 10s of 10s of 10s of 1000s of pounds. They're all saying they can't meet his needs so. So like what do you expect us to do? Which I think almost in a little way, and they had the council attend to help someone from the SEN department attend the meeting. And I think maybe it almost gave everybody a sort of permission to like, just see where it went and kind of just try and very gradually and tentatively build something back into his routine and build some school back into his day. And then it may be a little bit the sort of pressure was off, because I think probably school took the view of like, well, this, you know, this isn't gonna work, but we might as well try and it's like, you've all failed. So yeah, I don't think there was a huge amount of optimism for succeeding in the long run. But yeah, as I said the last it must have worked for at least a handful of months gradually, sort of, I don't know if they I think they maybe suspected that they were going to reach a bit of a plateau where he could do with PE practical, he could do a bit of maths paper base work, but I think they suspected that they would reach a tipping point actually I feel like we had these conversations where they would either just reach a point where they didn't feel they could increase his time anymore without there becoming an, you know, significant sort of incidence for teachers or other students. Or he himself would just reach a point of fatigue, or we've kind of run out of avenues in terms of because they didn't have a particularly good like alternate to sort of GCSE curriculum. So it was GCSEs was really your option there. They didn't, they didn't really have anything that wasn't quite heavily paper based. And he made it quite clear that like writing was kind of off the table. So yeah, I think they thought, Well, yeah, we'll give it a go. Because you've all failed. But we'll reach a point where there's just plateaus. And potentially, that's actually what happened thinking back on it. And they just didn't bother raising it with me, because they didn't need me there. At that point, I guess. They just thought, well, we've done everything we can, and this is better than nowt. And by that point, he would have been middle of (redacted age). Maybe they just thought right we'll just ride it out until college. And then off he goes,

Researcher: sounds like you especially like, listened to a lot of what he had to say. And maybe the school did as well. And like, how important do you see that in this? 

Participant: Yeah, I think it was one of those instances where I think like he could be quite articulate in sort of his views. And I think classically he had, he could express them, I think, in a way that probably felt authentic to him. But pretending you know, like, he talks about the teachers as like fat b*tch*s or whatever, like, and he'd use kind of terminology, I'm not quite sure he understood but being racist language or other kind of discriminatory so he I don’t think he often sort of understood the implications of what he was saying, but he could make his views quite clear. In terms of sort of what he liked what we didn't like, and what wound him up and what didn't wind him up. Or maybe what wound him up. And yeah, and I think he was someone who you could sit down with and he was quite sort of you would warm to him. He was like I enjoyed kind of going in and finding out what his take on something would be. But yeah, I think the bit I sort of couldn't quite figure out what sort of how, maybe something I don't know, I don't really haven't looked too much into those like comic strip type. And maybe something making it a bit more tangible would have helped. To help him sort of well, because I think he probably was one of those where like his perspective felt very much like you know the truth. And so when school came with another perspective, he found that very difficult. So you would find that very difficult to sort of acknowledge where they he might he may be at fault in a fraction of his account, and also at school needed to get hold some of the blame. But but then I often think schools don't model that very well. So schools don't practice reflecting on a situation and saying, Well, I'm not sorry, for A to B. But C, I didn't handle that part very well. They don't do that. So then when you expect the kids to kind of acknowledge that back, they can't do it. Yeah, I think it was quite important in this instance, I think, as he said he wasn't going to go, he wasn't gonna go where he wasn't gonna go. And he had a look around. And he was willing to look at other places, but just thought these kids aren't. They're not my people. So I'm not going there. And at that age, you can't force him to do. I think the mum was like, Well, I can literally pick him up and put him into a site. So yeah, and it did work out to some extent.

Researcher: You mentioned before we started recording, that the EBSA documents that's available in the service wasn't there. 

Participant: Yeah, Yeah 

Researcher: I'm just wondering, like, reflecting now, is there anything you would do differently now? 

Participant: Yeah. 

Researcher: You know with that kind of guidance stuff

Participant: Yeah, I think there's definitely. So think again, at that point, I'm not. I feel like I became aware of the term EBSA maybe during that sort of time, but I'd have to look back over my reports to see if that was how I described it. Or if we weren't really talking about it like that. I mean, me I'm sure other people were but so I think that probably, I think schools like I've just been asked by my current high school for the training out of their SLA for all well so that they're kind of inclusion, SEN, nurture staff and head of years, on the EBSA training that we deliver. So I think there's probably there was a, there was kind of a whole school awareness that didn't really I don't feel like probably. I didn't, I didn't go at it from that level I probably came at it from, well, let's have a chat with the kid. And there's a whole host of resources I could have used now, but that didn't use back then because we didn't have them. But yeah, I think probably before that there is somewhere like the kind of audit work. And I think some of the conversations about the sort of barriers and the functions of non-attendance or avoidance, I think they could have happened earlier, and kept it on a focus of avoidance and where anxiety was playing into that and where these behaviours sort of filtered down. I think if that had stayed potentially as kind of the, the umbrella or like the anchor of the conversation, then maybe wouldn't have sort of veered off into, you know, this kid needs to be placed somewhere because we can't meet his needs anymore. I think yeah, it probably got away from it got away from us a little bit.

Researcher: But kind of given just another way of looking at it.

Participant: Yeah, yeah, I think so. I think that's probably part of it was that it just became something else rather than we need to bring this back just to reintegration and getting him you know, skilling him up in whatever it is, it needs to be skilled up in removing the barriers where we can remove barriers and just seeing what happens. It became like, well, he's not coming in here. So we must find him a space somewhere else. And then that was became like a f*cking wild, whatever. You call it a wild goose something. A wild goose chase 

Researcher: That's the one Yeah. Like, reflecting back on this case? Like? How would? How does kind of this case? I'm trying to think of how to word this like, when you thinking about EBSA the terminology of emotionally based school avoidance? How does this case kind add to your understanding of what EBSA? Like what EBSA is?


Participant: Yeah, um, I think it helps me, or I think when I think about it does bring back the, the kind of importance of that it's about, it's about school avoidance and the functions that that might be serving, like, you know, the, where might the anxiety kind of be? What does that look like? And why might that be sort of presenting? Rather than I think when we get these, when we get the sort of cases put to us? Or when there is a kind of well, are we are we the right setting? Are we the right place? Or often it's like, you know, the environment, our school environment isn't right. We can't adapt, you know, we've got I don’t know over 2000 children on site, we can't I can't find a space for it. I think potentially, without having the structure of this input, and the kind of awareness might not be the right word. But I think there's there's a kind of it's become part of how I think we talk about kids when we understand certain needs, and maybe that's post pandemic, I don't know, but it's becomes a more sort of familiar way of talking about a situation and a child's needs, I think, because it didn't feel quite as maybe familiar then to me. It can you can see sort of where it quickly just becomes about everything other that reintegration back into their mainstream school, which should have always been the kind of focus and the priority and is easier to kind of, I think I find it easiest sort of hold on to that now, in terms of when they are talking about, you know, they do raise kids. Okay, we'll do the work. And we'll use the guidance we've got. And you've had, well, hopefully, will have the training. So you're aware of kind of what it's within your sort of competency and power to do. We'll do our bit working with you. And then that's got to be the direction is, at least initially. I mean, maybe maybe another school is the right setting. I don't know. But I think it that's not going to happen for weeks and weeks and months and months and months. And there's no spaces anywhere in Bla bla bla. So I think trying to work on I mean, I say where possible, saying that there's loads of kids that I'm aware of that are just at home, sort of floating into the ether. I've tried I've done a few return to school plans with kids and families and schools. In summer, where they were just sort of I picked up these bits of work for other EPs, where I think most of them have come back onto school site in September, but I'm not sure how much things have moved forward. I mean, it's where they're on school site, but then maybe it's not where they're supposed to be. Which I don't know, I suppose maybe it's Yeah, shifting what your kind of success criteria looks like. A bit.

Researcher: Like, if you were to say like, it's looking at those full functions of what's causing the school avoidance that important?

Participant: Yeah, I think that's probably I think that's certainly what I've ended up using most be like looking at the kind of cards or type things and then having transpose maybe you understand it from that perspective. And then, but I think I'd probably need to look into the kind of more like school kind of wide audit tools. And look at how, generally, because I think and again, I'm hoping where this training and the work that's going to come up with my high school might evolve into because I think what is potentially happened is kind of you get lots of these, like individual referrals, I suppose they're all seen as kind of discrete cases that need to be worked on. But yeah, there is a kind of pre that picture. And I think, again, I think we have sort of guidance and stuff that's going to be hopefully, it's going to sort of support that conversation.

Researcher: So you're wanting to kind of look at changing, or like, building on school systems, rather than working with individuals, 

Participant: Yeah potentiality. Yeah. And I guess like, because that partly that feels like, that feels sort of like how we're kind of guided to work. And there is obviously the danger if you just work with kids, and you don't, it's not kind of providing school with that it's kind of gatekeeping the, you know, the practice and the knowledge and hopefully, you know, through this training, and reflect and supporting them to kind of think about the, the mechanisms that they have in place in terms of well, you know, we have this kid that's not coming in. Right. Okay, so what then do we do? Who do we contact? What's the kind of first sorts of things we start to look at in terms of barriers? Or I think if there is a bit of work to be done, I'm hoping it's Yeah, it'll be getting them to look at what they do, and the kind of mechanisms that they have in place. And then, yeah, whether or not, I think maybe is that we just get kids where they do that they do. Maybe they do some of that. And they do a lot of that. And then it just stays where it's, you know, quite resistant, or things have become quite ingrained. And then it comes to us. And then they can feel like quite tricky kids to have any positive impacts on because things are often quite sort of enmeshed and complicated, and I can very easily just go into sort of cycles of like, hopelessness, but like, yeah, they're really hard on it. Because you know, kids are just stuck at home and they're not safe. You know, they're not being looked at, then I'll be in sort of the no one's got eyes on them. And yeah, that can be quite tricky. I think tricky situations to work in.

Researcher: The schools have more of those that information on the functions? maybe they can do a bit of that earlier work

Participant: Yeah, yeah. Particularly what they've already got the relationship with the kids. It's, it's a hard balance, I think, I don't know, I think there are we do our role in you know, where someone's just been referred. And I've offered to a I don't think it’s not like an EBSA this particular situation, but there's something about school, I think, just they receive a lot of phone calls from the pair, and they obviously sort of their frontline, so they manage a lot of that. But then there's kind of a space where it is helpful for us to step in and shoulder some of that maybe, particularly if, you know, we're in schools a day, a week or half a day a week, and sort of say, Okay, well, I will do this because I can see that you're drowning in stuff. So you know, I'll contact that parent and I'll do that home visit and I can start gathering some information and I think it's, it can feel, I suppose, sort of like, you know, that you're an ally if you're if you're if you're not sort of I don't know it's probably this is my own neuroses, but I sort of worry a bit with kind of like when you sit in a room and I don't know who it was that so I feel like someone was saying that like the mantra of like a senior, no one here, but like a, another authority like Senior was like, you know, if you go into a consultation, the standard has to be that you don't leave with anything, you don't leave in any actions because it's about kind of facilitating and sort of empowering people within that space to sort of be able to problem solve and come up with the ideas and, and I kind of get it and I as I'm saying it just makes sense. But then I'm also I feel a bit like you, but we are there. And if you I don’t now I just feel like it's there something kind of kind in saying, you know, to give me give me that bits to do? And I'll do that. And you just, but I don't know. Yeah, I don't know if that's really that helpful when it's kind of these situations.

Researcher: with with this case, is there anything like additionally for like we've missed speaking about? That would be interesting to bring up?

Participant: I don't think so. No, I think I suppose we, I think so somewhere in the middle of him that attending, we did try and focus on things like or I tried to speak to him in the family about like, things like sleep and getting a routine and sort of they had a dog. So it's like trying to kind of build in like, Well, okay, so you're gonna get up at such and such a time, like, take the dog for a walk, he was quite a sporty kid he like running so like, are you going to go to the running track, to try and kind of create some sense of meaning in his life that wasn't school based. But again, I think I listened to a podcast recently about the importance, like the kind of psychological importance of mealtimes within the home and like families coming together, you know, at least or five times a week to share or to prep, to eat and then to clean up and like the roles within that and the kind of the benefits in terms of you know, connection. And I keep thinking, That's it, stuff like that, that potentially would have been, if I could have shifted things forward. Just in his like wellbeing like if he could have got sleep, and he could have got Exercise and Movement, and food. How much would that have made an impact alongside the school side of things? 

Researcher: like, there's basic psychological needs, 

Participant: yeah. Yeah, 

Researcher: just Yeah. Like, he needs those basic needs to be met before he can even think about attending school

Participant: Yeah, and again, I don't know how much that kind of fell off the burner, because we all got a bit sort of bedazzled with these kind of slightly, and it's the first time it's ever really, I think it might be the first time it's not come up, since were these kind of slightly peculiar behaviours that sort of catch everyone a bit off guard, and you're like, oh, gosh, what he, you know, whereas Yeah, I think probably, if you were spending so much time at home, some support from Mum and some attention to like, well, how can we improve things? In that sense might have been helpful.

Researcher: Hard when you're paid directly by the school

Participant: Yeah, yeah. And of course, like a part of this is, while he wasn't on site, it was like, well, we've got all these other kids. So we need you to be working with so like, don't you can't just be going around to their house and talking about mealtimes because we've got stuff we need you to do. But I do think that's, again, that's probably something that will come into work now is, you know, trying to kind of recognise that life outside of school has to be considered as well, particularly if you kids are spending a lot of time outside of school. Yeah, that's it really. 

Researcher: Well, thank you. 

Participant: No, thanks very much.
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« The researcher is responsible for effectively managing the data collected both during and after the end of the project in line with best
practice, and any relevant legislative, regulatory or contractual requirements.
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Participant Information Sheet

Participant Pseudonym:

Project title: Educational Psychologists’ Constructions of Emotionally Based School
Avoidan Discourse Analysis

Investigator / trainee educational psychologist: Laura Brosnan,
Project supervisor: Dr Antony R Williams

Invitation to participate
You are invited to participate in research project looking at Educational Psychologists
construction of the term Emotionally Based School Avoidance.

research is being done and what it will involve. Please take time to read the following
information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is
not clear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to
take part. Thank you for reading this

What is the project about?

« lam a trainee Educational Psychologist studying at the University of Sheffield.

« laminterested in hearing the perspectives of Educational Psychologists regarding
emotionally based school avoidance (EBSA).

« Participants must be a HCPC registered Educational Psychologist working in a Local
Authority Educational Psychology Service within the Yorkshire and Humberside
region.

« The Educational Psychologist must be familiar with the term EBSA, and for this to be
a term used within their Local Authority Educational Psychology Service.

Why have | been chosen?
* 3-4 Educational Psychologists who meet the above criteria and who have expressed
an interest to be involved in this research have been invited to take part in this
research project

Do | have to take part?

Itis up to you to decide whether. or not to take part. If you do decide to take part you will be
given this information sheet to keep (and be asked to sign a consent form) and you can still
withdraw at any time* without any negative consequences. You do not have to give a
reason. If you wish to withdraw from the research, please contact the researcher.

*You can stop taking part in the study at any time. You can also ask for part or all of yaur
answers to be destroyed. You can do this without any negative consequences and you do
not need to provide a reason. If you would like to withdraw from the research please email
the researcher no later than 2 weeks from your interview, after this point your data cannot be
removed from the study, however you can withdraw from any on-going or future data
collection.

What will I be asked to do?
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* Participants will be asked to discuss a piece of casework which involved EBSA. This
will be an unstructured interview including prompts and open-ended questions asked
to gain more detail about the case and your role within it.

* Participants will be asked to use Pseudonyms in their descriptions of cases including
names of individuals, organisations and schools involved.

* The interview will last no longer than 1 hour.

* Participants will be asked to attend a meeting at Normanton Town Hall or an office
space of their choosing, where a quiet and confidential conversation can take place.

« There will be an optional feedback session will be offered to participants over Google
Meet where they will be able to check they are still happy for this research to be sent
for publication.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of taking part?

« By taking part in this research, you will be adding to the EBSA literature including the
voice of Educational Psychologists which is currently limited.

« Through your participation you will be adding to the conversation of critical thinking
regarding EBSA.

* The time used for this work will come from your personal time and it is not possible to
compensate participants for their involvement.

* Reflecting on your previous work on an EBSA case may bring up difficult emotions
and you should consider how this could be supported through supervision.

Will my taking part in this project be confidential?

Al the information collected about you di f the research will be kept strictly
confidential and will only be accessible t research team. This means that
you will not be able to be identified in any reports or publications. All of your information will
be stored securely on Google Drive and only the researcher and project supervisor will have
access to this information. The only time that the researcher or project supervisor would
reveal anything to an appropriate authority would be if you give information that we feel
could put you or another person at risk of harm. This decision would only be taken following
a conversation with the research supervisor at Sheffield University, Dr Antony R Williams.

Can | change my mind?

Yes, you can stop taking part in the study at any time. You can also ask for part or all
your_answers to be destroyed. You can do this without any negative cansequences and you
do not need to provide a reason. If you would like to withdraw from the research please
email the researcher no later than 2 weeks from your interview.

How will my information be used?

The information collected during this study will be used to produce my research thesis. An
anonymized transcript of the recording of our conversation will be included in this project.

A presentation of the findings will be given to Trainee Educational Psychologists in the at the
University of Sheffield in June 2024, and to an Educational Psychology Service in the
Yorkshire and Humberside region, in February 2024. The information may also be published
in academic journals, presented at academic conferences, or used for teaching purposes.

Due to the nature of this research researchers may find the data collected to be useful in
answering future research questions. We will ask for your explicit consent for your data to be
shared in this way.
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Although the information may be used for these purposes, you will not be identifiable in any
way through these activities. You will be allocated a unique pseudonym, and this will be
used instead of your name. Names and other identifying information given in answers will be
changed. The audio recording will be destroyed once the written report of the project is
completed, no later than September 2024.

Important legal information

Please note that by choosing to participate in this research, this will not create a legally binding
agreement, nor is it intended to create an employment relationship between you and the
University of Sheffield.

According to data protection legislation, we are required to inform you that the legal basis we
are applying in order to process your personal data is that ‘processing is necessary for the
performance of a task carried out in the public interest’ (Article 6(1)(e)). Further information
can be found in the University's Privacy Notice https:/www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-
protection/privacy/general.

The University of Sheffield will act as the Data Controller for this study. This means that the
University is responsible for looking after your information and using it properly.

This project has been ethically approved via the University of Sheffield’s Ethics Review
Procedure, as administered by the School of Education.

Who can | contact for further information?

« The trainee educational psychologist undertaking this study:
Ibrosnan1@sheffield.ac.uk

« The research supervisor at Sheffield University, Dr Antony R Williams, at
anthony.williams@sheffield.ac.uk

« If you wish to talk to an independent representative within the university and
someone who is outside of this research study, please contact Professor Rebecca
Lawthom, r.lawthom@sheffield.ac.uk, (01142)228172, School of Education, Edgar
Allen House, 241, Glossop Road, Sheffield. S10 2GW.

Complaints and Concerns

If you are not satisfied with any aspect of the research and wish to make a complaint, please
contact our supervisor at the university, Dr Antony R Williams, at
anthony.williams@sheffield.ac.uk. If you feel your complaint has not been handled in a
satisfactory way you can contact the Head of the School of Education, Professor Rebecca
Lawthom, at r.lawthom@sheffield.ac.uk. If the complaint relates to how your personal data
has been handled, you can find information about how to raise a complaint in the
University’s Privacy Notice: https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-
protection/privacy/general

If you wish to make a report of a concern or incident relating to potential exploitation, abuse
or harm resulting from your involvement in this project, please contact the project’s Designated
Safeguarding Contact, Dr Antony R Williams, at anthony.williams@sheffield.ac.uk. If the
concern or incident relates to the Designated Safeguarding Contact, or if you feel a report you
have made to this Contact has not been handled in a satisfactory way, please contact the
Head of the School of Education, Professor Rebecca Lawthom, at r.lawthom@sheffield.ac.uk
and/or the University's Research Ethics & Integrity Manager Lindsay Unwin at

Lv.unwin@sheffield.ac.uk
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What happens next?

Please think carefully about whether you wish to take part in the study. If you do wish to take
part, please complete the attached consent form and return it via email

to Ibrosnan1@sheffield.ac.uk . Your consent form will be stored on a Google Drive which
only the researchers involved in this study will have access to and it will be deleted no later
than 12 months after the study is completed.

Thank you for considering participating.




image9.png
Participant Consent Form

Please tick the appropriate boxes

Yes

No

Taking Part in the Project

I have read and understood the project information sheet. (If you will answer
No to this question please do not proceed with this consent form until you are
fully aware of what your participation in the project will mean.)

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project.

I agree to take part in the project. | understand that taking part in the project will
include giving verbal answers to questions about a piece of casework involving
emotionally based school avoidance - see information sheet for more details

I agree that whilst | am participating in this interview audio recordings will be
made. | agree to being audio recorded and for transcripts of these anonymised
audio recordings to be used in the research.

1 understand that by choosing to participate as a volunteer in this research, this
does not create a legally binding agreement nor is it intended to create an
employment relationship with the University of Sheffield.

| understand that taking part is voluntary and that | can withdraw from the study
at any time part. | can also ask for part or all of my answers to be destroyed. and
I can do this without any negative cansequences and | do not need to provide a
reason.

Iunderstand that if | would like to withdraw from the research | must email the
researcher no later than 2 weeks from my interview, after this point my data
cannot be removed from the study, however | can withdraw from any on-going
or future data collection.

How information will be used during and after the project

I understand my personal details such as name and email address will not be
revealed to people outside the project.

1 understand and agree that my words may be quoted in publications,
reports, web pages, and other research outputs. | understand that | will not
be named in these outputs unless the researcher specifically request this.

I understand and agree that other authorised researchers will have access to
this data only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the information as
requested in this form.

I understand and agree that other authorised researchers may use my data in
publications, reports, web pages, and other research outputs, only if they agree
to preserve the confidentiality of the information as requested in this form.

Igive permission for the verbal answers that | provide to be deposited in a
Google Drive so it can be used for future research and learning.

So that the information you provide can be used legally by the
researchers
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I agree to assign the copyright | hold in any materials
generated as part of this project to The University of
Sheffield.

Name of Participant [printed]

Signature

Date

Name of Researcher: Laura Bosoan

Signature

Date

Project contact details for further information:
University Supervisor: Dr Antony R Williams.. anthony.willams@sheffield.ac.uk, School of
Education, Edgar Allen House, 241, Glossop Road, Sheffield. S10 2GW.

A person outside the project who can be contacted in the event of a complaint: Professor Rebecca
Lawdbar, rlawthom@sheffield.ac.uk, (01142)228172, School of Education, Edgar Allen House,
241, Glossop Road, Sheffield. S10 2GW.

Please return this consent form by email to: Ibrosnan1@ sheffield.ac.uk
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‘about or anyining that you felt interesting

Siaker 2

L
Interesting. Like do you have any thoughts around that?

Speaker 2

Yeah, | think that,probably.

L

And during that kind of leads on quite nicely to like, final question, | guess, which was like reflecting
on what we've discussed today. Like, how, what would you say your understanding is of EBSA in this
case? Like, how do you understand that term?

Speaker 2

L
You said like an umbrella term?

Speaker 2
Yeah.

L
Like, what do you mean by that in terms of EBSA

peaker 2

S|
I guess I'm like referring to the Jerrica. Holder definition.
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Transcript 3

O supported through social relationships

Summary.

supported thr...

Reference

Files\\transcript 1
14 references coded, 7.67% coverage

Reference 1: 0.26% coverage
and that there was only one member of staff that she was probably
Lok
Speaker 2 more comfortable with

Reference 2: 0.74% coverage
Yes. So we talked about emotional connection. So one of the cards is to do with
emotional connection. And she shared like people who she felt she was connected
to. So for me that was quite positive, because outside of school, she's got
communities and she's got activities that she does.

Reference 3: 0.31% coverage

She's got one friend within school. So that was we explored that a little bit, but she
wasn't that keen to talk about that.

Reference 4: 0.54% coverage
having those two polarizing or different views. How How did that feel for you like
working in that situation?

Speaker 2 Well, it's not unusual. So you know, it's something that we do come
across quite often.

Reference 5: 0.35% coverage
Yeah. I felt that her parents especially her mum, were quite open with school and
had they had a good relationship with school as well.

Reference 6: 1.06% coverage

And I think from a very young age, her mum especially, has been aware that she has
some difficulties with sort of social communication and finding group situations,
challenging and, and over the years, I think her mum has worked quite hard to
expose her to things that are not too anxiety provoking, but are still meaning that
she has a bigger world than some children with emotionally based school avoidance

Reference 7: 0.79% coverage
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