Angela Price

How can the Role of the Educational Psychologist, as a Multi-agency Partner
within the Area of Children with Speech, Language and Communication Needs,

Be Understood?

Doctorate in Educational Psychology

School of Education, Communication and Language Sciences

Newcastle University

April 2017






Declaration
| declare that this assignment is my own work and does not include material that is
the work of others without acknowledgement, that | have consulted all materials cited

and have not submitted this assignment for any other academic award.

Angela Price






Abstract

The Bercow Report (2008) set out recommendations in support of children’s speech,
language and communication skills, including the need for agencies to work together.
The literature suggests that sharing information and negotiating roles is vital in multi-
agency working, and this study examines the potential of using ‘partner voice’ to
understand the educational psychologist (EP) role as a multi-agency partner.
Participants were asked initially how EPs could work in schools to support children with
speech, language and communication needs (SLCN), but, as this appeared restrictive,

the study became wider.

Three focus groups of key professional partners — three speech and language
therapists, four special educational needs coordinators and three Children’s Centre
staff — gave their views on how EPs could support children with SLCN, alongside the
potential barriers.

The views of seven EPs were gathered through a questionnaire distributed to all those
working in the city, asking them to outline current ways of working to support children

with SLCN and how they would like to work, again considering the barriers.

The importance of involving ‘parents as partners’ was recognised through the
participation of six parent/carers, who completed a questionnaire on their experiences
of working with EPs during a group meeting for parents of children with SLCN. Minutes

were taken and used as data.

The results highlighted four roles for EPs in supporting children with SLCN: ‘assessor’,
‘trainer’, ‘supporter of other professionals’ and ‘supporter of children and families’.
Partners were able to suggest how EPs could work from their perspective, including
potential barriers. Some were innovative and useful to carry forward. Professional

partners could all identify a unique role for EPs.

For an EP seeking to widen the EP role for children with SLCN, the participants’
information has great value and supports the idea that ‘partner voice’ informs and

enhances practice.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

The ability to communicate is an essential life skill for all children and
young people and it underpins a child’s social, emotional and
educational development. (Bercow, 2008, p. 6)

1.1 Aims of the Research

Educational psychologists (EPs) work to support children and young people (0-25)
with a wide range of special educational needs and disabilities, a proportion of whom
will have speech, language and communication needs (SLCN). These children are
educated in both mainstream and specialist settings, and a range of professionals
are potentially concerned with meeting their needs (Department for Education, 2015).
There has been an emphasis on multi-agency working for a number of years
(Department for Children Schools and Families, 2003), and it has been suggested
that EPs can work effectively in such contexts, with their background and training
making a distinctive contribution (Farrell et al., 2006). This way of working, however,
is not without problems (Todd, 2011). My role has been that of an EP concerned with
SLCN, and | was interested in how the EP role with other professionals could be

enhanced. This seemed a timely topic for my doctoral thesis.
The main question in this study is:

How can the role of the educational psychologist, as a multi-agency
partner, in the area of children with speech, language and
communication needs, be understood?

As an EP working with a range of partners, | wanted to make sense of the EP role in
supporting children with SLCN within a multi-agency context. It therefore seemed
sensible to explore this question with partners. This research aimed to explore
partners’ perceptions of the role of EPs in their work to support children with SLCN,
based on their unique perspective and, by creating an opportunity for dialogue,
gauge the value of using ‘partner voice’ to inform and enhance EP practice. In order
to provide a rounded picture of support, in addition to professional partners, EPs and

parents were included.

To help to answer the main question, the following supplementary questions were

considered:



1. How do other professionals perceive the role of the
educational psychologist in supporting children with SLCN
and how does this compare to how EPs would like to work
and what parents want?

2. What might impact on EPs supporting children with SLCN
within the local context?

3. Do professionals consider EPs to have a unique role in
supporting children with SLCN and can the current role be
widened in the local context based on partners’ perceptions?

1.2 Rationale

This research is considered to be an important study on a variety of levels. On a
personal level, | wanted to ensure that | was using all of my skills and all of the
opportunities provided within the workplace and beyond, and to do all that | could to
make a difference in supporting children and young people, including those with
SLCN.

At the beginning of the study, language and communication were an area of focus for
the local authority (LA) in which | worked. | also had a personal and professional
interest in following the Bercow review and subsequent report (Bercow, 2008). These

were the main drivers for this research.

The Bercow Report (2008) had been commissioned by the Labour government in

power at that time to consider support for children with SLCN.
| was interested in the five main themes indicated in the report:
e Communication is crucial,
e Early identification and intervention are essential;
e A continuum of services designed around the family is needed;
e Joint working is critical;
e The current system is characterised by high variability and a lack of equity.

The report made 40 recommendations designed to improve the delivery of services

to support children with SLCN and highlight the need for high levels of service.

Bercow highlighted the ability to communicate as a life skill that underpins a child’s

social, emotional and educational development. It was suggested that there was



insufficient understanding of the centrality of SLCN among commissioners and policy
makers, as well as service providers and professionals, and therefore insufficient
priority was given to it. An increased profile for all types of special educational needs

was called for.

This government focus led me to reflect on the role that EPs take in their work to
support children with SLCN, and whether this could be enhanced within the local
context by taking account of a range of perspectives from partners. Given the
assertion that ‘language is fundamental to all learning and crucial for development in
primary schoolchildren’, and that ‘poor language skills will impact on children’s
attainment in school’ (thecommunicationtrust.org.uk) it seemed sensible to assume
that EPs would be involved in supporting children with such needs. EPs are
professionals trained in child development, including speech, language and
communication (Lindsay, et al., 2008). They work in conjunction with partners to
identify barriers to learning and provide support to further development (see Chapter

2 for details on the role of EPs).

Working as an EP within an LA, | considered the EP role with regard to supporting
children with SLCN to be narrow, dictated chiefly by schools. | wondered whether
there might be a wider role for EPs to support children with SLCN and an improved
way of multi-agency working, as within the current model there seemed to be a

tendency to work separately.

Moreover, as EPs, in my experience, take account of the whole child, it seems
sensible to assume that they will liaise with a number of professional partners, in
addition to parents/carers and the child themselves, in working to meet a child’s
particular educational need. As a senior manager in an EPS and an EP team leader
in a newly formed locality team, | was aware that new ways of working had opened
up access to a range of partners and | wondered about the value in exploring a range

of views on EPs’ work in support of multi-agency working practice.

As a senior psychologist, | was unaware of any attempts by other senior
officers/management within the LA to consult with EPs about meeting the needs of
children with speech, language and communication difficulties in the city, and | was
curious to know how such needs were being planned for at a local level. This project

therefore served two purposes for me, as a practitioner-researcher: to find out what



was happening locally regarding support for children with SLCN, and how EPs could

work to support it.

Working within one of the five newly established locality teams in the city, and with
Bercow’s suggestion in mind, that joint working is critical, | was aware that co-location
did not translate easily into co-working. | was aware that, within my locality, children’s
SLCN were being targeted by other professionals, yet | was conscious that | did not
have a full picture. This made me wonder how a continuum of services could be
designed around the family if all professionals with a potential for working with them

were unaware of what other support was available.

| was also aware that a city strategy had been written on speaking, listening and
communication that highlighted a recognition within the LA that communication is
crucial and that early identification and intervention were essential, but it was unclear
to me how this was being shared with key partners. My educational psychology
service (EPS) had not been invited to be part of the working group for the strategy,
although | did have the opportunity to attend a small number of the later meetings
after | learnt of its existence. This made me wonder about the value placed on EPs
regarding their work to support children with SLCN and how this ‘fitted’ with other
support, both from a top-down perspective (government, LA) and a bottom-up
perspective (partners and clients). | considered these perspectives important to
consider in order to inform and possibly enhance the work that EPs could do to
support children with SLCN within the locality, and | was interested to explore them,
given the theme highlighted by Bercow that there was great variability in support and

a lack of equity.

As a senior psychologist with responsibility for oversight (for the EP team) of Specific
Language Impairment (SLI) provision in the LA, this research felt like a natural
extension to my role, exploring ways that EPs could work to support children with
wider SLCN. Initial discussions with an EP colleague supported this. She indicated
that she would have difficulty explaining how she supported children with SLCN. |
had also had a conversation with a speech and language therapist (SALT) who had
made very clear what she felt would be useful for EPs to do when working to support
children with SLCN. These two discussions highlighted the importance to me of

understanding others’ perceptions when delivering a service.



Another reason for carrying out this project was that, whilst a preliminary review of
literature had highlighted an abundance of research on how to support children with
SLCN in general, there was little mentioned about the EP role specifically, and less
on how partners perceived the role. As a doctoral student, | was particularly
interested to read that local evaluations of service delivery with regard to meeting the
needs of children with SLCN can provide valuable information and complement
university studies (Lindsay, Dockrell, Desforges, Laws, & Peacey, 2010).
Furthermore, | noted that this was an area ‘ripe for development’ and that doctoral
training in educational psychology could provide resources for local research. This
was an acknowledgement that EPs are in a good position to look at what is

happening locally, regarding SLCN support.

From a top-down perspective, the Bercow Report (Bercow, 2008), mentioned EPs,
but not how specifically they might work to support children with SLCN. More
recently, there have been changes to SEN guidance with the introduction of the
Children and Families Act (2014) that highlighted the EP as one of a range of
professionals who would support children in the four areas of need (of which
communication and interaction form one). Government documentation will be
explored more fully in Chapter 2, and the point | would like to make here is that EPs
are recognised as a key group of professionals who can support children with a
range of needs. However, at times of austerity, as at present, experience suggests

that this ‘recognition’ may be forgotten.

The initiative Every Child Matters (Department for Children Schools and Families,
2003) had highlighted the importance of multi-agency working, and | saw value in
linking up with those who | considered to be key partners to help to inform my own
practice, and possibly that of the team. Whilst fully acknowledging the need to work
in a multi-agency/collaborative way to meet the needs of children, the best way of
doing so is not always clear. This research is an attempt. | considered it important to
listen to others’ views (their hopes and expectations of the role), as | felt that they
may highlight possible ways for EPs to work that, in the local context, EPs
themselves had not considered. | also felt it was important to gain partners’ views, as
| wondered about the extent to which their understanding of the EP role impacted on

how they ‘collaborated’.

At the beginning of the project, traded services had just been introduced in the city

(through a service level agreement (SLA)) and | was aware, through my own work,
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that this had changed EPs’ relationships with schools. When time is limited,
experience suggests that schools can move from an early intervention/prevention
model to one that is more reactive. By this, | mean those children who are at ‘crisis
point’ and need intervention quickly. This did not sit neatly with the fact that the
centralised EPS had recently been moved out into locality teams, where the focus on
supporting children and families within local communities was through early
intervention, or Bercow’s key theme of ‘Early identification and intervention are
essential’ (Bercow, 2008). Given this, | considered it important, through this project,
to explore partners’ views on what they considered to be the role of the EP in

supporting children with SLCN and what they would consider valuable.

1.3 Context of the Research

This project adopted a case study way of thinking, as | was keen to explore the
research question within a real situation. It was not intended to follow the stricter form
of case study enquiry as described by Yin (2014). (This will be explained further in
the introduction to Chapter 4, Methodology). Given the importance of context,
therefore, this section will outline how EPs have worked in the city before moving on
to describe the LA itself. Support for children with speech, language and

communication skills will be described within this.

1.3.1 Educational psychology service (EPS)

Over the past five years, there have been major changes both in the way that EPs
work across the city and in terms of team structure and ‘place’ within the council. This
has largely been down to the drive towards multi-agency working, as well as austerity
measures, which have not appeared to go hand in hand. This project considered the
need to assess the impact of such changes on EP practice and to acknowledge that

change is ‘learning’ (Stobie, 2002a).

At the end of 2010, the EP team was moved from its centralised work base and out
into each of the five new locality areas, following a restructure of council services.
The principal EP (PEP) at the time took up the post of manager of one of the
localities, with the idea that each main professional area within the newly formed
early intervention and locality service would be represented. In each locality, there
was an EP team leader and a maingrade EP (the full-time equivalent of the service at
that time was 10.6).



At the time of EPs moving from the centralised work base, the council was beginning
to talk about schools paying for services that had previously been free to them,
including educational psychology. Traded services began in April 2012, with about
75% of the city’s schools choosing to purchase an SLA for the EPS. With this level of
‘buy-in’ continuing, and the introduction of education health care plans, the EPS
found itself overstretched. This was further exacerbated by early retirement and
voluntary severance within the EP team, which resulted in the loss of a third of the
team’s capacity. This was concerning, as constraints on time impacted on the
increased ‘early intervention’ focus that the LA and EPs had hoped for when the
locality teams were set up. Statutory work (work that the LA had to provide) and
traded service work were given priority, which was at odds with other services in the

locality team that provided a free service focused on early intervention.

As a team leader within the locality set up, | was concerned at the feeling of being co-
located rather than co-working, though | was of the view that being co-located had
helped to move away from ‘silo’ working, as EPs had become more aware of other
support available for children and families within the local area. Although the locality
office in which | worked was situated with a Children’s Centre, there was no joint
working taking place. This was because of the way that funding was organised for EP
work and time pressures (by the latter, | mean that EPs could work with Children’s
Centre colleagues, but this would be in addition to their workload, and as a manager
within the service | was aware that some EPs were already finding their workload

unmanageable).

Despite the call from government for health and education to work more closely
together (e.g. with joint commissioning), health colleagues were not part of the
locality team, as such (there was some representation at a weekly panel where
support for children and families was discussed). The initiative Every Child Matters
(Department for Children Schools and Families, 2003) suggested the need for a
skilled and confident workforce, and | do wonder within the context of locality working
how this could have been better. This research was an attempt at a move towards
this.

With limited team capacity, strategic work also came under pressure. However, as a
manager in the EPS, | considered it important to maintain regular meetings with the
manager of the SLI team, first arranged when the EPS was centralised, and this

helped to keep both services informed of any changes. | was also responsible for
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maintaining a strategic overview of language provisions in the city, for the EPS, and
was part of a panel of professionals set up to discuss children put forward by SALTs
for admission to language provision (although, latterly, | was unfortunately unable to

attend due to other work pressures).

One issue raised during the meetings with the SLI manager was the impact of traded
services on children involved with the speech and language therapy service. For
example, when the EPS was free to schools, if a SALT asked an EP to see a child
this could be negotiated with schools easily. Since schools had been asked to pay for
services, this had proved more difficult, in some instances, as schools possibly had
budgets in mind. Also, the opportunities for delivering training were reduced, as

schools sought mainly to use their time for EPs to see individual children.

The other challenge was that schools purchased packages of days of EP time (which
varied across schools), and there was the concern that children who might benefit
from EP input may not receive it because of financial constraints. Thinking
specifically about support for children with speech, language and communication
needs, Mroz suggested that this potential loss of expertise will impact on the
knowledge that teachers can have about children with SLCN and how their difficulties
may impact on their learning (Mroz, 2012). It was further suggested that the loss of
EPs could weaken the consistency of provision for children with SLCN, and the
expertise that EPs bring to the identification of and support for children with SLCN.
This is why | considered it important to explore with partners what was going on
within the local context with regard to supporting children with SLCN and consider
the EP role within that.

Because money had apparently been devolved to schools and they were buying their
own services, as a ‘deliverer’ of the service | also felt that the relationship had
changed. Not only were schools ‘partners’, but they were the ‘customers’ of the EPS.
This research seemed useful, therefore, in terms of ‘selling’ the service to schools. In
addition, it encouraged refection on how the role seemed more restricted following
the introduction of traded services and SLAs and might be expanded. Schools in the
city had historically been heavily reliant on the support of outside agencies and, in my
view, benefited from encouragement to see beyond the ‘individual priorities’
(children) that they may have, and to think perhaps more innovatively on how to

spend their EP time. | was also mindful of the need to consider alternative



perspectives from psychology when engaging in dialogue about change (Jenson,
Malcolm, Phelps, & Stoker, 2002).

As well as not fitting’ with the early intervention locality team ethos, the traded
service model, in my view, did not sit neatly with the original locality organisation (5
localities each with a EP team leader and a maingrade EP), in that buy-in from
schools through SLAs was not organised into those proportions (fifths). As a result,
EPs worked across localities, yet were ‘placed’ in terms of budget, monitoring of
holidays and sickness and so on in one locality. This, to me, raised questions not
only about line management but also about professional identity (were EPs part of an
EP team or part of a locality team, or, if both, which took precedence?). As a

manager, this felt uncomfortable.

The other change which affected the EPS, in my opinion, was the departure of the
PEP in 2011. When the PEP left, the locality manager’s job was not passed to an EP
but to a colleague from another professional background. This not only meant, in my
view, that educational psychology had a reduced voice on the management group
(for localities), but also that team members were more dependent on locality
managers passing down information about city-wide/locality issues. To add to the
‘identity’ issue, or perhaps to help it, it was agreed by management that maingrade
EPs could be situated together in one of the locality bases in order to ensure
professional support, which was felt to have been lacking when EPs were situated

within locality teams. EP team leaders retained their place in the locality offices.

The EPS experienced what seemed like a quick succession of ‘leaders’. Following
the departure of the PEP (who was the third since | had joined the service in 2005),
one of the EP team leaders took up the post of lead EP but left in 2013, at which time
| took on the role. As lead EP, | was keen to work with colleagues/partners to
establish/highlight how EPs could work with them in support of children with a range
of SEN, but this seemed ever more difficult with the constantly moving sands within
the LA. | was, however, mindful of the need to ‘get it right’ and be relevant to

challenges at the time (Gersch, 2009).

In July 2015, the EP team was reduced to a statutory-only team in the LA. Reasons
for this were difficulties with recruitment and retention, alongside austerity measures.
The EP team had been decreasing and recruitment attempts had been unsuccessful,

mainly because of the shortage of available EPs in the local area and also, | feel,



because of the unstable nature of traded services within the LA. This was explained
by senior managers as being in line with the government’s drive for schools to have
more autonomy and do more for themselves. In terms of EP recruitment, another
possible barrier was workforce transformation proposals (‘equal pay for equal value’)
being proposed by the council, which sought to remove EPs from Soulbury pay and
conditions of service. The new council pay grades were significantly lower than
Soulbury pay grades (though a market supplement was indicated as ‘likely’), which
made me query even more the ‘value’ that the LA placed on the contribution that EPs
can make. As | write, | am working as an independent psychologist, supporting the

same schools that | did as a LA EP, having taken voluntary severance myself.

Changes in policy, procedures and ways of working had not resulted, certainly in my
view as an EP, in collaborative working to the extent that was perhaps envisaged
when the locality teams were first set up. There had been limited opportunities,
certainly within the locality that was the focus for this study, for developing a real,
shared understanding of issues and to plan the best ways of working together to
meet the needs of children and families. In my opinion, it has not helped, as far as
the EP role is concerned, that the ‘early intervention’ procedures seemed at odds
with SEN procedures (by this, | mean Team Around Family and Code of Practice
review meetings/meetings that are now part of the education health care plan needs
assessment). There had been some attempt at this but, because of the many
expectations placed on managers, the difficulty remained unresolved. This potential
‘conflict’ may also have contributed towards an ‘identity’ pull for EPs. The suggested
opportunity for EPs to reposition themselves and possibly improve their contribution
to support children and young people, following the introduction of new Special
Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) Code of Practice (Department for
Education, 2015), seemed difficult (Fox, 2015).

As lead EP for the EPS, | was very clear of the value of working closely with

colleagues from other professional areas. However, it was disappointing that EPs
found themselves in the position which afforded little time to work with the team of
professionals they were co-located with. To add to the difficulty, perhaps, over the
short time that localities had been in existence a number of staff had moved on or
been relocated, so | could understand when | heard EPs say that they did not feel

part of the locality team.
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1.3.2 Provision for children with SLCN in the local authority

The ‘vision’ for the council is ‘of a city where people have confidence, aspiration,
resilience, independence and the opportunity to maximise their potential’. The plan
for the directorate under which | worked (2014—2017) highlighted three themes:
‘Health and well-being’ (self-care and sustainability), ‘Safer stronger communities’
(resilience and capacity building), and ‘Education, skills and lifelong learning’ (school-

ready, work-ready, life-ready). Included in the strategic priorities are:

e to ensure the best start in life, with a focus on children from pregnancy to two

years;

e to ensure joined-up planning, coordination and delivery of services with a

focus on localities;

e to improve education and skills attainment at all stages, with a focus on
narrowing the attainment gap between the most disadvantaged and others,

and increasing skills for work;

e to broaden the education skills and employment opportunities, to enable

individuals to fulfil their potential and aspirations, with a focus on over-16s.

The development of speech, language and communication skills would appear to me
to feature heavily in the above priorities, and | would be interested to know whether

plans to address SLCN needs specifically are included in the council’s strategy.

The SALT service provides both universal and targeted services to children and
young people in the city. Support is accessed through an open referral system.
Parents/carers can refer, as can other professionals. Schools are required to

complete a referral form to access the service.

In terms of specialist educational provision for children with SLI within the city, there
are three primary schools and one secondary school which have ‘units’ attached. The
focus is on intervention and there is a two-year limit on time in the primary provision,
though this could be extended depending on the needs of the child. Children did not
need a statement or education health care plan (EHCP) to be granted a place.
Secondary was slightly different, in that young people required a statement/EHCP as
this was considered a longer-term placement. One of the primary language

provisions was situated in the locality in which this research took place. | was the EP
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who provided support to the school hosting the provision, and was aware at the
beginning of this research that there appeared to be no real links or sharing of
expertise with other schools in the locality. This was another reason why | considered

this research to be useful.

Within the locality, the EPS supported two secondary schools, 12 primary schools
and one nursery school. An additional secondary school and three primary schools
purchased educational psychology support from an independent EP. All schools in
the locality were provided with a service through the LA’s EPS for work deemed to be

statutory (support that the LA must provide).

There were two Children’s Centres and six day nurseries in the locality. The number
of Children’s Centres had been reduced since the beginning of the research project. |
was aware that work was going on in the Children’s Centres on supporting children
with speech, language and communication needs. This was through posters on the
walls of the building in which | worked (which had one of the Children’s Centres
located in it), linked to the ‘Hello’ campaign. This was the campaign in 2011 that
marked a National Year of Communication, following the Bercow Report (2008).
There was a different focus for each month of the year, in the Children’s Centres.
None of the professionals from the Children’s Centre within the locality team had
highlighted the ‘Hello’ campaign or shared what was being focused upon, although,

as already indicated, finding opportunities to do so had been difficult.

Given this focus in Children’s Centres, | wondered what was going on in schools to
support children with speech, language and communication needs, and particularly
what had been planned as part of the ‘Hello’ campaign. | had not heard any mention
of this in schools during my visits or through information from the LA. This may have
been due to the fact that the EPS had been moved, in the restructure, to the area of
‘early intervention’, a different strand of the council to schools and SEN (special
educational needs unit). | did have an awareness that, as a result of being in a
different ‘strand’, EPs were often ‘out of the loop’ in terms of strategic planning. | had
also heard nothing from SALT colleagues specifically about any events being

organised in schools.

From the strategy, a draft policy had been produced in 2010 on speaking, listening
and communication. | was also aware of guidance from the Office of the

Communication Champion to LA and Primary Care Trust commissioners regarding
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how they could improve effectiveness and value for money in terms of speech,
language and communication services. (Unfortunately, the indicated links to this
document, e.g. through the Communication Trust, now lead to a French website,
which adds weight to concerns that work conducted previously has lost status). |
wondered who was taking the policy on speaking, listening and communication
forward in the LA and what was being done across the city in terms of the ‘Hello’

campaign and the drive to support children with SLCN.

These unanswered questions led to me ask what more EPs could be doing to
support local children with SLCN. | also saw a need for structures of support and any
strategic work going on within the LA to be more transparent. Without clear planning,
| am not sure how professionals can work together effectively to meet the needs of
children. This project was regarded as a way of unravelling what seemed like a web

of mystery, focused on those partners regarded as ‘frontline’.

In order to progress my idea, | was able to meet with one of the senior members in
the council at the time who was keen to support research in the area of speech,
language and communication, given that this had been highlighted as a priority area
within the council. | was invited to one of the partnership meetings in order to gain an
overview of what was going on within the city with regard to meeting children’s needs
in this very important area of development. There were presentations from some of
the authors of the draft policy on speaking, listening and communication, as well as
one of the schools in the locality and the local college. Information shared included
an outline of support for children in the early years, which included ‘I| CAN Early Talk’
(a communication and language programme aimed at the early years workforce in
partnership with parents), ECAT (Department for Children Schools and Families,
2008b) and CLLD (Department for Children Schools and Families, 2008a). It was
indicated that a steering group had been set up for all practitioners to discuss how
best to support the ‘Hello’ campaign. As far as | was aware, EPs had not been invited

to be part of the steering group.

Regarding support for schools, the importance of ‘Quality First’ teaching and the
Inclusion Development Programme (Department for Children, Schools and Families,
2008c) were highlighted. There was mention of the city being nominated as a lead
authority for speech, language and communication. It was explained that the
intention had been to build the capacity of staff in schools in the identification of

SLCN and how they could provide guidance and support, but high changeover of
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staff had caused difficulties. One of the authors of the draft explained that, due to LA
needs (from Early Years Foundation Stage profile data), the early years had been
targeted. Eight settings with a range of needs had been selected to champion the
Inclusion Development Programme (IDP) in SLCN for early years (Department for
Children Schools and Families, 2008c) and that a multi-agency team had been set up
to work with and support the settings. Planning for this had not been shared with the
EP team and | was unaware of any team members who had been made aware of this
work going on in their schools/settings. This, again, made me wonder about the value

placed on EPs within the authority in this field of work.

The eight settings mentioned all had a lead practitioner and had had training on the
IDP SLCN early years. All settings worked together and agreed to report on impact,
in terms of CLLD scores and NI72 (this is a national indicator and refers to the
achievement of at least 78 points across the Early Years Foundation Stage, with at
least six in each of the scales in ‘Personal Social and Emotional Development’ and
‘Communication, Language and Literacy’). In terms of the impact, it was reported that
CLLD scores had improved in all eight settings and that the gap had been narrowed.

With regard to what could be done better, the following were suggested:

e Ensure that there is a high focus on speaking and listening among the leaders

of all settings, across the city.

e Encourage and support settings with good practice to take ownership and
share their practice — reference made to the ‘Schools White Paper’
(Department for Education, 2010).

e Work with universities and colleges to ensure training of practitioners,

including an emphasis on communication and language skills.

¢ Improve transition of information between services. Increased sharing of

information, e.g. SALTs and schools.

e Establish a strategic vision for speaking and listening across the city (birth to

19), incorporating all agencies and all documentation.

e Accept that speaking and listening improvement will impact on reading, writing

and maths.

¢ Incorporate links to LA poverty strategy.
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When asked what was happening with regard to older children (given the focus on
the early years), it was indicated that a date had been arranged to launch ‘Hello’ to

schools.

Five years on from the presentations, and for the purpose of this write up, prior to
leaving the council | sought to find out what had happened to the draft policy on
speaking, listening and communication and who within the council had responsibility
for this area. Information from current service managers and from one of the authors
who had been involved in the draft policy suggested that there had been changes in
the strategic board with responsibility for this area within the council, as well as
changes to staff. However, it was indicated that the draft policy, although never
finalised, had been brought to the attention of those responsible for drawing up a new
education and skills strategy, which itself was reported to be in draft form. | asked for
access to this when it was available, but unfortunately was never able to have sight
of it.

With regard to the work that was carried out with the eight settings, it was indicated
that none of the special educational needs coordinators (SENCos) who were in place
at the time of the presentation that | had attended remained in the same setting (a
SENCo is the person in school who takes responsibility for the provision made for
children with special educational needs and disabilities). It was, however, reported
that one nursery that had been involved in addition to the eight identified previously,
continued to do a great deal to support children with SLCN. It was further indicated
that there had been some discussions with schools, settings and support teams to
see how the sharing of skills in SLCN could be restarted. However, as this work was
not regarded as ‘statutory’, there was the suggestion that it might fall more under the
remit of teaching schools in the city (funded to support special educational needs and
early years). However, in an effort to ensure support, it was indicated that some of
the original IDP SENCos had been contacted and that discussions had taken place
on how to disseminate best practice. There was also the hope that | CAN Early Talk
could be started up again, although there was a concern that staff who were trained
in it might not be available. As a manager of a team within the council, this was a
concern. Staff changes, staff reductions, council restructure and austerity measures
all appeared as barriers to meeting children’s needs. | did wonder how much further
on the professionals/the children’s workforce were in terms of their understanding of

SLCN and the impact that such difficulties could have on other areas of development
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and on life chances. | wondered about status of the recommendations from the
Bercow Report (2008), seven years on. | had concerns that, with all of the other
‘priority’ areas in the council, other ‘drives’, other ‘agendas’, a focus on support for
children with speech, language and communication skills, certainly within schools,

might be lost from strategic vision.

The local offer for children with SLCN, based on the council website, includes
information from the speech and language therapy service and Afasic (a national
charity that supports parents and represents children with SLCN). The local offer for
the EPS makes no reference to SLCN support, though the focus of the text was
access to the service. There is another site on the council website that describes the
EPS, including ‘delays in talking and understanding what people say’ as examples of
types of need that EPs support. Given the suggestion that speech, language and
communication skills are fundamental to all learning, | did wonder whether this went

far enough.

The local offer on the city’s family information service website makes no reference to
support for SLCN. It was more about how requests could be made and the criteria for
access to services. There was mention of the SALT service and Afasic. The
information regarding the EPS was outdated and gave a different description to
information on EPS that was available via other sources. | was unaware as to

whether there were plans to link up information, ensuring consistency.

It is within the context of changes within the LA and ways of working for EPs
described above, coupled with uncertainty as to how the needs of children with SLCN
were being planned towards at a local level, that | became interested in what the role
of the EP could be, in terms of making a positive contribution, in conjunction with

partners, to supporting these children.

1.4 Thesis Structure

This thesis will next outline my position as a researcher before moving on to the
literature deemed relevant to this study. Methodology used will next be outlined
before presenting the results from the focus groups, EP questionnaires and parental
data and then discussing this within the context of the research questions.
Implications for practice and methodological issues will also be considered, before

drawing final conclusions.
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Chapter 2. Researcher’s Position

2.1 Introduction

In this research, | take a social constructionist perspective, although arriving at ‘my
position’ has proven to be quite a journey. In keeping with this position, | have drawn
upon role theory and solution-oriented theory, both of which have guided this study.
In approaching the research, | recognised that consideration of my view of reality was
fundamental to the development of my research questions and my approach to data

collection and analysis. This will be the focus of this section.

| have already outlined the context of the research in terms of the EPS and the LA.
Along with the participants in this study, | consider myself to be part of the ‘context’,
given that this was practitioner-led research. In carrying out this study, | was aware
that | was in a good position to explore, make suggestions on changes to practice
and challenge the status quo (Costley, Elliott, & Gibbs, 2010), given my position both
within the EPS and the locality team. Other benefits were that there was a high
degree of trust with colleagues and that | had an appreciation of the complexity of the
context (Campbell & Groundwater-Smith, 2007). | do acknowledge that there are
moral and ethical issues associated with practitioner research, and these will be

outlined in Chapter 4, Methodology.

Given my position, in this research | considered it important to maintain a reflexive
diary to help to monitor my methodological congruence. Willig suggests that
reflexivity can be increased by documenting each phase of the process, and it also
makes clearer how the research was shaped (Willig, 2008). By maintaining a diary, |
was able to record how the project progressed and to make links between
personal/emotional aspects and intellectual practice (see Appendix A for diary

extracts). Reflexivity will be outlined further in Chapter 4.

Prior to carrying out this research, | thought myself to be a critical realist. This was
based on my understanding of the term, alongside discussions with EP colleagues.
As pointed out by Willig, however, a researcher’s epistemological position is not
straightforward and can shift (Willig, 2008).

In starting out on this project, | took the view that there is an ‘independent world’ but

that it cannot be viewed obijectively. In holding this view of ‘reality’, | considered that
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partners would each have their own view of how EPs could work to support children
with SLCN, based on their personal experiences and knowledge. | thought it
important to learn about their ‘realities’ through this project, something which | felt
needed to be respected and acknowledged. If | could achieve a greater
understanding of how they perceived the world in terms of EPs, | hoped that this
would support collaborative working. | also thought that their realities might have
much to offer in terms of how EPs could work to support children with SLCN as they
would be looking at the situation from a different perspective to EPs. | valued the

concept of what | have come to think of as ‘partner voice’.

Acknowledging that philosophical assumptions guide the research, | recognised the
need to understand my views on reality better, in order to acknowledge potential
impact on the methodology used in the study, including data collection, data analysis
and my interpretation of it. | therefore began to explore the area of philosophy, a
subject that | knew very little about. | was interested in the various ideas about
knowledge, reality, human nature and society, and acknowledged the necessity of
identifying the standpoint of the researcher in terms of their ontology and
epistemology. Prior to this, | had been sceptical about their relevance to the area of
psychology; this conception was based on lack of understanding in this new (to me)

terminology.

| became interested in the idea that knowledge is created by the interaction between
individuals in society (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), and that social constructionists, in
attempting to make sense of the social world, view knowledge as constructed, as
opposed to created. This resulted in further reflection on my understanding of both
the nature of reality (ontology) and how we obtain that reality (epistemology). | could
relate to Berger and Luckmann’s suggestion that we construct reality according to the
social groups in which we participate (Berger & Luckmann, 1991). In line with a social
constructionist way of thinking, | do consider conventions, morals and meanings to
be social products which impact on our relationships and ourselves. | also agree that

social processes, particularly language, are central to everyday life and experiences.

2.2 Social Constructionism

Social constructionism looks at how individuals construct subjective meanings to
understand their experiences and attempt to make sense of the meaning that they

have about the world (Cresswell, 2003). This is what | hoped to do in this study. | was
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aware, through experience, that partners would likely have had a variety of different
experiences of EPs in their work to support children with SLCN, and this is what |
was keen to understand. The range of partners selected for the project would, | felt,
provide a broad spectrum of experience, ranging from EPs themselves, through three
very different professional partners, to parents. | was interested in the sense that
partners made of the EP contribution and, in the spirit of collaborative working, to use
those perspectives to inform and enhance EP practice. | was also interested in how
partners came to their understanding and incorporated questions regarding past
experiences of EPs into the focus group sessions and in questionnaires. Although
nothing regarding past experiences was included in the questions posed by this
research, | did consider it important to know in order to understand how the partners

may have arrived at their ‘reality’.

In adopting a social constructionist viewpoint, | was interested in exploring the notion
of agency, of partners adding to the construction of the EP role. The whole research
project is one of social construction. Given my previous understanding of being a
critical realist, | wondered there this fits. This is something | have struggled with. A
paper by Zielke has helped here (Zielke, 2006). She critiques work by Ratner
(Ratner, 2006). Ratner argues for critical realism against social constructionism,
suggesting that a real world exists, informed through different kinds of evidence and
that objective knowledge is increasingly known but always incomplete. He suggests
that social constructionism denies errors and that beliefs are simply opinions, which
can never be wrong as they are not describing something that is real. My own
thought here is that reality is in the eye of the beholder. What is ‘real’ to one person
may not be to another, as they may have a different perspective based on their own

individual experience, knowledge and ideas.

Ratner described social constructionism as having a social—political basis which can
be individual or group, and that people are free to construct the world in any way that
they collectively choose. In my study, | was interested to explore how partners
constructed their world of support for children with SLCN and how EPs might fit into
that world. He goes on to say that social constructionism validates every opinion in
every group and that no one can be wrong, that all opinions are laudable and that
beliefs are valued as they represent the agency of the group. | can entirely relate to
this perspective; in carrying out this study, | valued the opinions and beliefs of

partners and sought to encourage their views (Ratner, 2006). Ratner argued that
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everyone is a critical realist, not a social constructionist, and that nobody practises
social constructionism consistently. He suggests that, on important issues, everyone
believes that a real world is knowable, through evidence and reasoning, and
commands general agreement. He proposes that social constructionism gives people
licence to believe what they want under the claim that it is their interpretive frame
(Ratner, 2006).

In responding, Zielke highlights the confusion that can be caused by extreme
interpretations of the constructionist position. Whilst indicating respect for critical
realism, she suggests that this may critiqued for its presupposition that some

knowledge is beyond construction (Zielke, 2006).

| do think that understandings and meanings are developed in coordination with
others, and that this fits well with work-based learning such as this project. It is
suggested that multidisciplinary approaches to knowledge, which | was keen to
explore, are necessary to answer society’s questions (Costley et al., 2010). As
already indicated, | considered this project to be the first step towards collaborative
working regarding support for children with SLCN in the local context. Through my
interactions with partners, | hoped to develop their understanding of EPs as well as to

seek their perspectives on the role.

Berger and Luckmann (1966) suggest that an important way of maintaining a
person’s subjective reality is through conversation. Through this, it is proposed that
we continually confirm our picture of reality. In carrying out this research and
providing a platform for conversation, | hoped to add to partners’ picture of reality
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Gergen (1978) highlighted the importance of language,
suggesting that knowledge is never abstract, objective and absolute; rather, it is
concrete, situated and linked with human experience; further, that there is no Truth,

just local truths (Gergen, 1978).

Social construction of reality is an ongoing, dynamic process in which people act on
their interpretations. Social constructs are not given by nature, so they need to be
maintained and reaffirmed if they are to persist. In carrying out this study, | wanted to
find out about partners’ constructs of the EP role, based on their particular
understandings, and to use these possibly to inform a wider role in the area of
children with SLCN. Hoffman suggested that social constructionism is really a lens

about lenses (Hoffman, 1990)
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It has been suggested that, whilst researchers may say a lot about their philosophical
underpinnings, it is often left unclear how methodologies and method relate to
theoretical elements (Crotty, 1998). Crotty explains that forms of method,
methodology, epistemology and theoretical perspectives are often thrown into a bag
as if they were comparable terms, rather than relating to each other. This is
something that has proven to be frustrating during carrying out this research and
working out what my epistemology was, and how this impacted on my chosen

methods and so on.

Crotty identified with pragmatism (e.g. William James and John Dewey), which
generally takes an agnostic view of ontological issues. | can relate to this in that,
rather than worrying about the existence of a ‘real world’ that exists outside of human
experience, it seems more productive to focus on a world of actions and
consequences in order to consider what difference it makes to act one way rather
than another (Crotty, 1998). Crotty’s view seems to be that ontological positions do
not matter, so long as you have a clear epistemological position, which in his case
would be anti-realist. In other words, if all knowledge is subjectively constructed, then
the ‘true’ nature of reality does not matter, because we can never get outside our

socially based constructions.

It is suggested that social constructionism, despite being central to social sciences
today, has, over time, become more and more opaque (Alvesson & Skdldberg,
2009). Elder-Vass suggested that, in its extreme form, everything is a social
construction (Elder-Vass, 2012). He proposed that we are just partly shaped by our
social context and suggested that our capacity to reflect and decide is influenced by
our knowledge, beliefs and experiences, as well as social structure. He went on to
suggest that if something is socially constructed, then it follows that it could be

differently constructed and therefore changes can be made to it.

Social constructionism suggests that all knowledge is derived and maintained
through social interactions, and that the world as we experience it and the people
that we are, are the product of social processes. Language is highlighted as an
important means for sedimentation. ‘Sedimented’ is the metaphor used by Berger
and Luckmann (1966) to explain how experiences and knowledge are stored as
memory layers, in and between individuals (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), and it is
suggested that an important aspect of this is the transference of institutional
meaning.
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| can relate to the suggestion that knowledge of the meanings of institutions is
transferred by ‘special typifications’ (which | understand as people in role) and
controls (e.g. rituals and symbols). Berger and Luckmann, considered pioneers of
social constructionism, describe how, in their typifications, individuals create roles for
themselves and others. They describe how roles represent institutions and
institutions exist and come to life by human enactment in roles. In the case of this

research, the institution would be the LA, with the locality a part of this.

Roles are important for the development of self, as they are internalised and together
will form a whole self, a subject. Further, by playing roles, the individual participates
in the social world and, by internalising the roles, the world becomes subjectively real
for the person (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). This idea is interesting to me and is the
basis for this study. All partners play their role and their world is real to them. In
carrying out this research, | hoped to add to their reality as well as to use their reality

to inform EP role.

2.3 Role Theory

The word ‘role’ has been around since the 1920s, made more prominent through the
work of such as George Herbert Mead, Jacob Levy Moreno and Talcott Parsons.
George Mead (1863-1931) was an American philosopher, sociologist and
psychologist whose most influential ideas were on the emergence of mind and self
from the communication process. Mead theorised that a person’s understanding of
the social world is gained through play and game. He suggested that children take on
different roles that they observe in society, and play them out to gain an
understanding of the different social roles, for instance to act out being a policeman.
Mead made reference to ‘actors’ and theatre, and suggested that changed conditions
can render a social role outdated. This caused me to reflect on the new locality set
up and new code of practice, and the possible implications of both on the EP role.
Mead supported the concept of a symbolic interactionist role theory, in that actions
are understood not by the actions themselves but by the perceptions of them, and
the roles that are shaped by these understandings. This idea seemed to fit well with

my study.

Role theory suggests that each social role has a set of rights, duties, expectations
and behaviours that a person has to fulfil. The model is that people behave in a

predictable way and behaviour is context specific. Biddle defines role as behaviors
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characteristic of one or more persons in a context (Biddle, 1979) and explains that, in
role theory, members of social positions have expectations for their own behaviour
and the behaviour of other people (Biddle, 1986). In terms of support for children with
SLCN, | was aware that partners working within the local context would have views
on how they were ‘supporting’ and also on the ‘behaviour’ of other people, that is,
EPs. | was also aware that the context in which EPs were working locally had
changed, with some partners now considered also as clients, and | was interested in
the suggestion that the encounter between a client and provider is important to the
overall success of whatever is being marketed (Solomon, Surprenant, Czepiel, &
Gutman, 1985). The same authors define role theory as the study of a role and the
‘conduct associated with certain socially defined positions’ rather than a particular
individual. Through this study | hoped to define, or at least begin to define, the role of

the EP in their work to support children with SLCN in the local context.

Wikipedia defines role theory as a ‘perspective in sociology and in social psychology
that considers most of everyday activity to be the acting out of socially defined
categories’, and gives the examples of mother, manager and teacher. This suggests
that everyone brings aspects of all of their ‘roles’ to a particular situation. My own
‘roles’ should therefore be acknowledged as some of which were driving this
research. As a manager of the EPS and a strategic partner within the LA, given the
economic and political climate | was keen to ensure that the role of EPs was as
diverse and clear as it could be. | was also an EP working as a partner with schools
and parents, a member of a new locality team and team leader within the locality, so
a practitioner—researcher, as well as a mother and grandmother. Partners, of course,

also brought knowledge/impact of their own individual roles to this project.

These viewpoints are of interest to me, though an alternative view is acknowledged.
Dahrendorf suggests that people accept their own roles in society, rather than society
imposing them. Ralph Dahrendorf (1929-2009) was a German socialist who thought
of society as being held by enforced constraints, with some positions being delegated
power and authority over others. | could relate to this perspective in some ways, in
that in my experience EPs are quite autonomous in the way that they work and, in

this respect, can shape their own role.

Role theory emphasises people as ‘social actors’ who learn behaviour appropriate to
the positions that they hold, and that actors within a service adopt a relatively

standard set of behaviours (Solomon et al., 1985). Whilst | was not intending to
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consider ‘behaviours’ as such within in this study, | was interested in exploring
whether partners perceived EPs to have a standard set of aspects to their role.
Linked to this, | was also interested in the suggestion that satisfaction in a ‘product’ is
determined by ‘performance’, and that managers require research evidence to help
them in the decision as to the level of performance needed to satisfy the consumer
(Churchill & Surprenant, 1982). Given the ‘traded position’ of the EPS within the LA, |
thought it useful to consider role within this context.

Congruity is defined as ‘the state or fact of agreeing or being consistent with each
other or with something else’ and ‘the quality or fact of being suitable or appropriate
for something’ (Encarta dictionaries). In thinking about this research, | was interested
in the concepts of ‘inter-role congruence’ and ‘intra-role congruence’ (Solomon et al.,
1985). Inter-role congruence is the degree to which the provider and client share a
common definition of service roles. If this concept is applied to this study, it is the
degree to which EPs and partners share a definition of their role regarding their work
to support children with speech, language and communication. | considered a

number of aspects of inter-role congruence useful when thinking about the EP role:

. The notion of ‘relationship marketing’ in services is interesting, satisfying
customers wants and needs rather than simply ‘acquiring’ customers, said to be at
the forefront of marketing practices (Berry, 1995). With an emphasis on quality,
strategies for relationship marketing include customising the relationship to the
individual customer. As already suggested, given the traded services position of EPs

within the local context, all partners are potential customers.

. Mutual understanding of what is expected from a role is required for a positive
service experience and, as one partner identifies a salient role, the complementary
role of the partner is defined at the same time (Solomon et al., 1985). In carrying out
this research, | hoped to develop more of a mutual understanding and begin to think,
with partners about how EPs may work to support children with SLCN and how this

would fit with what they were doing, or could do.

. The suggestion that the first impression of a service is the pervasive one led
me to wonder about the effects of ‘culture’. EPs had previously been part of an
established centralised service within the LA, it could be argued, with a defined
‘culture’, and were moved into locality teams as a new way of working. By culture, |

mean practices and policies, priorities, attitudes to schools/ children and
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parents/guardians, as well as to other professionals and management (Barclay,
1997). | wondered how far the emphasis on multi-agency working/being co-located
might result in a culture shift, and | recognised the importance of inter-role
congruency in this. Some partners, particularly parents, may be coming across EPs
for the first time and | hoped through this project to gain some awareness of partners’
perceptions of how EPs could work to support children with SLCN, in order to work

towards establishing greater inter-role congruency.

Intra-role congruency refers to the degree to which the service provider’s (in this case
EP’s) perception of his/her role is concordant with the organisation’s (in this case it
could be the EPS’s or LA’s) perception. Whilst the focus of this study was more to do
with inter-role congruence, | do think that intra-role congruency is useful to consider,
as | wonder how much one impacts on the other. It is suggested, for example, that
lack of role clarity is a major source of job dissatisfaction and reduced
innovativeness, as workers are unsure about the exact role expectations (Kahn,
Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, & Rosenthal, 1964), and this reflected the discussion
mentioned previously with one of my EP colleagues, who indicated that she would
find difficulty in explaining her role in supporting children with SLCN, if asked. |
wondered whether this was because, within my own experience, there was no
defined role within the EPS (or the LA) for doing so, and it was left to the individual
EP’s professional judgement to work in whichever way they considered appropriate. |
wondered how important intra-role congruence (EPs being clear about their role in

supporting children with SLCN) may be to inter-role congruence (EPs and partners).

The suggestion that consumers have ‘cognitive scripts’ for encounters with services
and that acceptance of a new service script is aided by integrating with the old is
interesting (Solomon et al., 1985). Through this study, | wanted to explore partners’
scripts of EPs supporting children with SLCN and, through the exploration (the focus
groups/parents session involved giving information about how EPs work as well as
taking on board their views and ideas), to identify new possibilities for ways of

working.

2.4 Solution-oriented Approach

Through this study, | was interested in exploring any potential adjustments to EP
practice that may benefit children with SLCN and reflected on the usefulness of

adopting a solution-oriented way of thinking to this research. Drawing on work by
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O’Hanlon, | used the concepts of problem-free talk, miracle question and scaling with

the focus groups (O’Hanlon, 2010).

Solution-oriented approaches come from the discipline of family therapy, and differ
from Steve de Shazer’s and Insoo Kim Berg’s solution-focused brief therapy model,
in that they consider the problem as a potentially important part of the change

process, whereas solution-focused models believe that change can be built entirely

on competence (Rees, 2008).

Initially used in therapy, solution-focused practice is used across a range of
disciplines (education, nursing, mental health), anywhere where there is ‘interaction’.
In solution-oriented approaches, listening to and acknowledging experiences are a

major first step (O’Hanlon, 2010). The same author explains:

‘Combining the best of Carl Rogers’ use of acknowledgement and validation, as well
as the directive approaches of Milton Erickson and strategic therapies, Solution-
Oriented Therapy considers clients experts on their concerns, problems, goals and

responses to therapy’.

In this study, | considered ‘partners’ as experts in their field, and through this project
hoped that they would share concerns and goals regarding how EPs could support

children with SLCN from their unique experiences.

O’Hanlon acknowledged that therapists bring their own experiences, beliefs and
knowledge to the therapy relationship and subscribed to Berger and Luckmann’s
view that reality can be shaped by culture, language, background, gender and other
ways of knowing (Nuekrug, 2015). The solution-oriented idea builds on social
constructionist thinking and incorporates key features of problem-free talk, scaling,

miracle question, exception-seeking questions and coping questions.

The first three of these features were drawn upon in the focus group questions. In
line with solution-oriented theory, | wondered whether small adjustments to EP

practice may have an impact on outcomes of support.

2.5 Summary

This research was carried out from a social constructionist perspective. It draws on
role theory and solution-oriented theory in keeping with this. It was hoped that by

using this lens to consider the questions posed in this study an insight into the unique
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perspectives of partners could be gained. Do EPs have a defined role in the way they
can work to support children with SLCN, and how important is inter-role and intra-role

congruence?
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Chapter 3. Literature Review

This study looks at how an EP, as a multi-agency partner in the area of children with
speech, language and communication difficulties, can be understood. In the
introduction to this thesis, | outlined the local context to make clear the opportunities

and challenges relevant to this research, given its case study way of thinking.

This chapter will outline the main areas of research considered relevant to this study.
In planning a literature review of quality | was aware of the necessity to ensure
breadth, depth, rigour, consistency, effective analysis and synthesis in order to use
the ideas in the literature to justify my approach to the topic of EPs work to support
children with SLCN, the selection of my methods and to show that my research was
contributing something new (Hart, 1998). | was also aware of the need to adopt a
critical approach to reading in order to assess the value of the work (Wallace & Wray,
2011).

The national context relevant to the area of supporting children with speech,
language and communication needs will first of all be considered before moving on
briefly to describe what is meant by SLCN and the associated challenges faced by
children and young people. The role of the EP will next be considered, first in general
and then with particular reference to SLCN. The review will outline the importance of
working with others in general and with specific reference to SLCN. It will end by

considering work-based research.

3.1 National Context

Since this project has spanned what seems like a great deal of economic, political
and educational change, it is important to consider the context over time. In this
section, | will outline what | consider to be the most relevant documentation when

thinking about meeting children’s SLCN at a national level.

As indicated in the rationale, the report by John Bercow MP in 2008 was the key
document that set out the support needed for children and young people with SLCN
aged 0 to 19. The review that led to the report began in 2007, and was the first major
review for seven years for people with SLCN, and gathered evidence from a wide
range of sources. It was regarded as an independent review into speech and
language provision, and was requested by Ed Balls, the then Children, Schools and
Families Secretary and Alan Johnson, then Health Secretary of the New Labour
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government. The review consisted of a questionnaire which received over 2000
responses, meeting with groups of parents and visits to Children’s Centres and
nurseries, and primary and secondary schools across England. The report set out 40
recommendations to the government on the steps needed to transform provision for

children and young people with SLCN from 0 to19, and included:

e To improve understanding that communication is crucial: the creation of a
communication council, appointment of a Communication Champion and
commissioning of a National Year of Speech, Language and Communication.
Regarding support for families: to have information emphasising the
importance of speech, language and communication and to have access to a
range of information, advice and support, particularly at key stages and
transition points, and for the government to consider funding national, regional

and support services for families.

e To ensure that early identification and intervention are recognised as
essential: a robust system for early identification of SLCN was suggested, with
primary care trusts and LAs working together, and that, when SLCN was

identified, appropriate provision should be available to intervene promptly.

e To design a continuum of services around the family: in order to support the
workforce to deliver, professionals should undertake pre-qualification training
in collaborative and multidisciplinary working and the government should
ensure that good-quality training such as that provided through the IDP was

available to everyone, to develop their skills in SLCN.

e To promote more and better joint working: all services should work together in
support of all children and young people with SLCN, recognising that
operating in separate silos produces misunderstandings, causes divisions and
could be confusing to parents. Each Children’s Trust should appoint an
appropriate senior member of its governing board to lead on SLCN in the local
area and that this leadership role should include oversight of the drive to

improve outcomes.

e To ensure greater consistency and equity for families: a ‘postcode’ lottery was
described in relation to access to speech and language therapy services. It

was proposed that there should be a national indicator specifically for SLCN
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from 2011 and as much data as possible should be available on the

educational attainment of children and young people with SLCN.

References to a senior member on the governing board of the Children’s Trust and
joint commissioning are interesting in that, as a senior psychologist, | was unaware at
the start of this study, and throughout, who were the key people in the LA to drive the
SLCN agenda forward.

The report mentioned EPs a number of times, though not specifically how they could

use their specific skills to work to support children with SLCN:

e |t was suggested that research was required in order to identify children with
SLCN, and highlighted inconsistent practices (some areas had clear and
detailed guidelines for identifying children, whereas others left it to the clinical
judgements of professionals who were involved, such as teachers, SALTs and
EPs).

o EPs were highlighted as one of the specialist targeted services that children

with SEN may access.

e Variation in how education and speech and language therapy services work
together was highlighted (in some areas, there were teams of SALTs, EPs and
specialist teachers working across groups of schools, whereas in others there

was a culture of separate working).

e |n a case study, an EP was working as part of a communication aid steering

committee.

The government’s response to the report was ‘Better Communication: An action plan
to improve services for children and young people with SLCN’ (Department for
Children Schools and Families & Department of Health, 2008). Accepting many of
the review’s recommendations, the plan contained a range of initiatives to improve
services for children and young people with SLCN and to support understanding
across the children’s workforce in the importance of speech, language and
communication. Jean Gross was appointed as communication champion in 2009 to
raise awareness of speech, language and communication issues and work with
partners to coordinate initiatives and organise a National Year of Speech, language

and communication in 2011 (named the ‘Hello’ campaign’).
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In order to pull together policy, practice and research, the ‘Better Communication’
programme was commissioned as part of the action plan. This was a programme of
research to enhance the evidence base and inform delivery of better outcomes for
children and young people. Notable in the reports that formed part of the programme
was the rider that the reports were commissioned before the Coalition government
took up office in May 2010 and, as a result, might not reflect current government
policy, making reference to the Department of Children, Schools and Families
(DCSF) rather than the Department for Education (DfE). Furthermore, views
expressed in the report were indicated to be the authors’, not necessarily reflective of

the Department for Education.

Jean Gross, Communication Champion (with a background in educational
psychology), was in office for two years. In her final report (Gross, 2011), she
indicated that there was a great deal of work going on across the country to promote
the centrality of good communication skills to children’s learning, well-being and life
chances. As a result, it was suggested that awareness had increased, although 82%
of parents believed that more information on how children develop speech, language

and communication would be helpful.

The report welcomed the government’s proposals for a single plan in order to bring
together health education and social care provision for children with the most severe
special educational needs and disabilities, but indicated less confidence in planning
for children whose needs were less severe, because of significant cuts to frontline
SALT services and specialist advisory teachers. Concern was also highlighted about
the provision that might be available to children with SLCN if assessed for an EHCP
or if their needs were identified early, as a result of a two-year progress check. She
added that services for children with SLCN came from a low base and that further
reduction would neither be fair nor cost-effective, in the longer term. In a report by the
BBC in January 2102, there was a quote from Jean Gross indicating that she had
personally seen cuts of over 15% in 10 services that she had visited (more cuts due
in April) and that the cuts coincided with a rising incidence of SLCN, and a 58%
growth over the previous five years in numbers of school-age children with SLCN as

their primary special need (BBC, 2012).

EPs were included in Jean Gross’ report in examples of practice across the country.
There was mention of an LA and a Primary Care Trust working closely together to

commission services where EPs were part of an early intervention team, alongside
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SALTs and specialist teachers. In another area, an EP had dedicated time for SLCN,

and in another EPs had been reduced by 25%.

Despite a new government being in power (the budget had already been arranged),
2011 saw the year of ‘Hello’, the National Year of Communication, intended to
increase understanding of the importance of developing the speech, language and
communication skills of children and young people. Run by the Communication Trust,
a coalition of voluntary and not-for-profit organisations with expertise in speech,
language and communication (including | CAN and Afasic) working in partnership
with Jean Gross, monthly themes were planned from January to December 2011.
There was a ‘Hello’ e-communication toolkit that provided information on ‘Hello’, as
well as access to information via Twitter, Facebook and a blog. A range of resources
was also produced to support the campaign (e.g. Don’t Get Me Wrong and SLI
Handbook).

Following the final report from Jean Gross, the Communication Trust indicated a five-
year strategy which would focus on supporting primary and secondary schools
regarding SLCN (Communication Trust, 2012). The Communication Trust continues
to produce regular newsletters. In addition, a number of publications to support
schools in meeting the needs of children and young people with speech, language
and communication skills have been made available, for instance Short Guide for

Secondary Schools.

Before moving onto relevant guidance from the Coalition government, it is useful to
reflect on the support that was provided through the National Strategies (Department
of Children, Schools and Families). The programmes consisted of resources and
services that supported improvements in the quality of teaching and learning in
schools, colleges and early year’s settings, with the aim of raising standards of
attainment and improve life chances. Of note, in relation to supporting children and

young people with SLCN, were:

e Every Child a Talker (Department for Children Schools and Families, 2008b):
with a focus on early language development for children from birth to four,
working through early years settings in consultation with other agencies e.g.
SALT. As a result, it is suggested that expertise was significantly enhanced in

LAs and settings (Department for Education, 2011b). My own experience,
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working in an LA, is that much of this ‘expertise’ may have been lost through

austerity measures and people moving on.

e Communication, Language and Literacy Development (Department for
Children, Schools and Families, 2008a): with a focus on the development of
systematic synthetic phonics following recommendations in the Rose Review
(Rose, 2009), with the majority of settings using the Letters and Sounds
programme. As a result, it is suggested that expectations of what a five-year-
old can achieve have been significantly raised (Department for Education,
2011b).

¢ Inclusion Development Programme ‘Supporting Children with Speech,
Language and Communication Needs’ (SLCN) (Department for Children,
Schools and Families, 2008c), which, it is suggested, improved the
confidence and skills of teachers (Department for Education, 2011b).

Produced in booklet, CD/DVD format, as well as e-learning.

The Coalition government (the government at the time of carrying out this research)
continued to support the development of speech, language and communication skills
through a number of initiatives. In December 2011, there was a press release from
the Communication Trust that speech and language were to become part of the
National Curriculum in 2014, detailed in a report which was part of the National
Curriculum review (Department for Education, 2011a). The ‘Importance of Teaching’
(Department for Education, 2010) had already laid out the government’s plans for
‘whole system reform in England’. Although SLCN was not mentioned as such,
synthetic phonics was (as the best method for teaching reading; support would be
available in every school). The National Curriculum report (Department for Education,
2011a) made recommendations for embedding SLCN across all subjects, not just
English, from 2014. It also referred to a resource developed by the Communication
Trust and Pearson Assessment, ‘Universally Speaking’, a set of three booklets that

outlined the ages and stages of children’s communication from birth to 18 years.

A press release from the Communication Trust at the time of the report described the
inclusion of communication across the curriculum as a big step forward and that it
had followed news that communication was being included in the Ofsted framework.
(Communication Trust, 2011a). The body of evidence connecting oral development,

cognitive development and educational attainment was also highlighted, as was the
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view that oracy, although particular to English in the National Curriculum, should be
promoted more widely, as integral to all subjects. Changes in the curriculum and
assessment continued, with the introduction of a phonics check for children in Year 1
and the scrapping of National Curriculum levels to ‘numbers’, where 100 is average.
The new English Curriculum for KS1 and KS2 has spoken language threaded
through it, with teachers being responsible for explicitly teaching spoken language

skills.

The new English programmes of study for Key Stages 1 and 2 include, as statutory

requirements, that pupils should be taught to:

ask relevant questions to extend their understanding and knowledge
e use relevant strategies to build their vocabulary
e articulate and justify answers, arguments and opinions

e give well-structured descriptions, explanations and narratives for different

purposes

e use spoken language to develop understanding through speculating,

hypothesising, imagining and exploring ideas
e speak audibly and fluently with an increasing command of Standard English

e participate in discussions, presentations, performances, role play,

improvisations and debates. (Department for Education, 2013)

For children with SLCN, the new National Curriculum would appear to represent
some significant challenges and, as a professional who supports children with
barriers to learning, | do have concerns about the pressure that this may place on
children to achieve, as well as on teachers in supporting them to achieve and

reporting on the results that their management may be keen for them to show.

In addition to this, there have also been changes to the Early Years Foundation
Stage (EYFS) framework (Department for Education, 2014a), which covers children
from O to 5 years and is mandatory for all Ofsted-registered early years providers,
including childminders, preschools, nurseries and school reception classes. The
framework had previously been updated in 2012 (Department for Education, 2012)
from the original of 2008 (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008d), to

35



reflect the recommendations of Dame Claire Tickell's review (Tickell, 2011). This had
looked at the impact of the EYFS on children’s outcomes and on those working in the
early years. In the updated version, no changes had been made to the areas of
learning and development, including the early learning goals. The framework
describes seven areas of learning that should shape the curriculum; ‘Communication
and language’ is one of three highlighted as ‘prime’, through which children will build

their curiosity and enthusiasm for learning, as well as form relationships and ‘thrive’.

The government also targeted early years though the Early Language Development
Programme, a three-year DfE-funded programme led by | CAN, focusing on the
development of speech, language and communication skills and delivered through
Children’s Centres using a cascade model. In a press release dated November 2011,
the director of the Communication Trust indicated that the programme would begin to
address some of the issues highlighted in the reviews carried out by Graham Allen
MP (Allen, 2011) and Frank Field MP (Field, 2010) in supporting outcomes for
children with SEN. Given the suggestion that early language is one of the biggest
predictors of future earnings and that more than half of children in some areas arrive
at school with significant language delay, it was suggested that investment would

help to address ‘this growing public health issue’ (Communication Trust, 2011b).

In 2011, the government outlined its proposals for another overhaul, this time of the
SEN system (Department for Education, 2011c). Several references were made to
SLCN, including that the cooperation between health and education was often not
adequate, resulting in children not receiving the support that they need. A need for
joined-up commissioning was called for, as was training to enable to children’s
workforce to identify SEN and SLCN.

In 2014, the Children and Families Act set in law changes to the special educational
needs system, replacing statements of special educational needs with an EHCP. A
new code of practice for children with special educational needs and disabilities was
introduced (Department for Education, 2014b) and subsequently revised
(Department for Education, 2015). The new system for categorising needs included,
as one of four, ‘Communication and Interaction’. EPs are mentioned a number of
times in the code of practice in relation to specialist support, and providing
psychological advice, early identification and training. The latter suggestion refers to
EPs providing training on mental health issues, and it names SALTs as professionals

who can provide training in SLCN. This suggests to me a narrow view of EPs and
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possibly neglects the possible wider issues of SLCN and the fact that SLCN can
masquerade as behaviour, for example. The youth justice system is an area that has
highlighted the role that SLCN can play in life choices, with 35% of offenders being
reported as having only basic-level speaking and listening skills (Centre for Social
Justice, 2013).

Overarching all of the above is the Children Act (2004). Set up to amend the Children
Act 1989, following the Victoria Climbie inquiry, the act requires professionals in all
children’s services to work towards structural mechanisms to support collaboration
between agencies. Professional groups were required to examine the functions of
their role boundaries to make sure that good-quality services were provided for
children and young people. My concern, as will be outlined below, is that the
workforce is continually being reviewed and restructured, making it very difficult for
professionals to set up structures for collaboration. | was keen to explore, through
this research, the role boundaries that partners considered EPs to have when

working to support children with SLCN.

3.2 What are Speech, Language and Communication Needs?

The Bercow Report uses the term ‘speech, language and communication needs’
(SLCN) to encompass a wide range of difficulties, relating to all aspects of
communication in children and young people. The report indicates that this can
include ‘difficulties with fluency, forming sounds and words, formulating sentences,

understanding what others say, and using language socially’ (Bercow, 2008).

The Bercow Report indicated that approximately half of children and young people in
some socio-economically disadvantaged populations have speech and language
skills that are significantly lower than those of other children of the same age. It was
suggested that access to early years provision that is specifically designed to meet
their language learning needs was required and that specific targeted intervention to
support their development may be needed. The report suggested that around 7% of
five-year-olds entering school in England had significant difficulties with speech
and/or language, with around 1% entering school with severe and complex SLCN.
SLCN may be a child’s primary need, with no obvious cause, or be associated with
other difficulties. However, the report itself indicated variations in approaches and
provision for children with SLCN and ‘considerable differences between the approach

to criteria and definitions of SLCN’, highlighted through case studies. It is therefore
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possible that the term SLCN may not be useful, given that it represents such a wide
area of need and can be understood differently. In terms of this research, | wondered

whether partners involved may interpret the term differently.

Reilly et al. (2014) pointed out that the term SLCN is widely used in education, and is
a broader term than language impairment (SLI), as it incorporates a wide range of
problems that have different causes and intervention needs, such as stuttering and
voice disorders, and secondary problems associated with conditions such as autism,

cerebral palsy and hearing loss (Reilly, Bishop, & Tomblin, 2014).

With regard to the SLI label (commonly used to describe children with language
impairment whose cognitive skills are within ‘normal limits’), Reilly et al. suggest that
there is limited evidence as to whether this term has provided any real benefits for
children (Reilly, Tomblin et al., 2014) and that the term may be disadvantageous to
some because of the criteria stipulated for them to access speech and language
therapy services. Removal of the word ‘specific’ is recommended, along with setting
up an international panel to agree a definition and set of criteria for language

impairment.

The Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists has also highlighted
concerns over ‘inconsistent and unclear terminology’ (RCSLT, 2014), as has Bishop.
She reported that a survey of labels in current use had revealed 132 different terms
(‘specific language impairment’ was the most commonly used), and suggested that
many were too general to be useful (Bishop, 2014). Bishop described the ‘mayhem in
diagnostic labels’ as being confusing, impeding access to appropriate services. She
pointed out that, in areas other than language, there were fairly consistent diagnostic
criteria, but that there is no agreed label for children with unexplained language

problems.

Concerns around speech, language and communication needs as a category on the
school census have also been raised, with the suggestion that it should be reviewed
(Lindsay, Dockrell, Law, & Roulstone, 2012). It is suggested that commissioning of
services between health and education should ensure that a continuum of services
collaborates effectively, designed around the needs of the family, as well as consider

how research can further develop practice.

Given the suggestion that ‘speech, language and communication are crucial to every

child’s ability to access and get the most out of education and life’ and that children
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with SLCN can be the most vulnerable children, needing effective support in order to
reach their potential (Department for Children Schools and Families & Department of
Health, 2008), it would seem sensible to work towards a consensus. Communication

between partners in this respect is called for (Reilly, Bishop et al., 2014).

There have been a number of papers written on roles and responsibilities in meeting
the needs of children with SLCN, and the importance of working with others, and this
will be addressed in sections that follow. Prior to thinking about roles, it is perhaps
important to consider, first of all, the difficulties and poor outcomes that can be

associated with SLCN, and these will be outlined next.

3.3 Difficulties and Poor Outcomes Associated with SLCN

The Bercow Report (2008) indicated that all children and young people with SLCN
are ‘at risk’, with difficulties commonly related to reading and writing and accessing
the curriculum, poor behaviour and difficulty socialising with their peers. Difficulties in
emotional and psychological well-being (Botting, 2006), employment prospects (All
Parliamentary Group on Speech and Language Difficulties, 2013), mental health
(Clegg, Hollis, & Rutter, 1999) and the risk of offending (Davies et al., 2004) have
also been highlighted.

It has been suggested that the impact of SLCN is strongest in literacy and numeracy
(Stothard, Snowling, Bishop, Chipchase, & Kaplan, 1998), with those children who
experience persistent difficulties achieving lower academically (Aram, Ekelman, &
Nation, 1984). In looking at the educational attainments of school leavers with a
preschool history of speech and language impairments, it was found that GCSE
grades for children whose language impairments had resolved by the age of five and
a half was still below that of age-matched controls but was significantly higher than

those with persistent difficulties (Snowling, Adams, Bishop, & Stothard, 2001).

As well as ‘persistence’ of difficulty, another key factor in how well children can
achieve academically is the level of support provided. Studies have found that those
with little support achieve lower exam pass rates (Rutter, Mawhood, Howlin 1992),
but what form this support should take or who should provide it, and to what extent is
unclear. Experience suggests that schools would take a lead on this and involve
other professionals as appropriate but, given that language impairments can be
‘hidden’ (Nation, Clarke, Marshall, & Durand, 2004), it can be supposed that children
in need of help may be missed. Nation, Clarke, Marshall and Durand (2004)

39



proposed that serious reading and language impairments are not always obvious in
children with good phonological ability, who appear to read well, superficially.
Working as an EP, | can relate to this. Children with a strong visual memory, for
example, may be able to recognise and read a high proportion of words on sight, yet
fail to understand what they are reading and struggle to decode less-familiar words,

based on their limited phonic knowledge.

As phonological processing is said to be strongly linked with reading and spelling
ability, the literature suggests that children with SLCN will be at an increased risk of
having phonological difficulties and therefore literacy. Within the SLCN ‘umbrella’,
however, there will be some variation in the severity of impact. In studies that have
considered phonological difficulties in different groups of language-impaired children
(‘speech’, ‘language’ and ‘speech and language’), though all are considered to be ‘at
risk’, those with speech and language difficulties appear to be most affected (Leitao,
Hogben, & Fletcher, 1997).

In terms of children with speech impairment, experience suggests that the pattern
and severity of difficulty can have an impact on how much a child is affected.
Although children can overcome such difficulties, it is said that any fault in the speech
processing system will affect a child’s spoken language development as well as
literacy, as the child will be unable to develop the phonological awareness and skills

needed to move from the spoken to the written word (Stackhouse, 2000).

As an EP, | am aware that children will draw upon a range of strategies when reading
and do not depend entirely on their phonological skills. In their study, which looked at
the effects of phonological difficulties on reading, Webster and Plante (1992) found
no significant differences between phonically ‘normal’ children and children with
persistent phonological impairment for word recognition. A focus on this method of
reading might therefore be the way forward for children with SLCN in terms of
developing their reading skills, though experience suggests that without good

phonological skills the progress can be limited.

Interestingly, Stackhouse found that developmental signs of literacy problems
changed over time and that performance at 4:06 was not predictive of reading and
spelling performance at age 6:06. This perhaps reflects the pattern of reading
development as described by Snowling (2000), which supports understanding of both

the complexities of reading and how children with SLCN may be affected. Snowling
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pointed out that reading is considered to be the interaction between phonological and
semantic processes, and as learning to read involves understanding how letter
strings (orthography) and speech sounds (phonology) link together, children with
phonological difficulties have problems making this connection. She goes on to say
that later in development, word meanings come into play and, as these are vital for
reading fluency and reading irregular words, children with semantic impairments
have problems then. In addition, as a support for reading , children also use context
to support semantic knowledge, but that children with grammatical or pragmatic
difficulties benefit less from contextual supports and as a consequence have poor

comprehension of text.

Snowling (2000) suggests that a complexity of factors impact on reading and that the
home environment and the teaching that the child has received need to be
considered. Early intervention that targets phonological awareness and follows highly
structured reading programmes is suggested, alongside considering the child’s
motivation and regular reading practice (vital for sight vocabulary). Advice such as
this could be provided by an EP and, in my experience, often is but, reflecting on the
apparently complex link between literacy problems and speech, language and

communication difficulties, | do wonder if enough consideration is given to this.

One possible reason why not enough consideration may be given to the literacy—
SLCN link could be the wide range of needs covered by the SLCN ‘umbrella’. In
addition, experience suggests that each different type of difficulty will have varying
levels of need within it. Studies of literacy outcomes associated with speech sound
disorders, for example, have highlighted conflicting findings of outcomes, and
suggested that this may be due to the heterogeneity within this type of difficulty
(Riatano, Pennington, Tunick, & Broada, 2004).

Mroz (2014) found that skills in speech, language and communication are not

routinely considered for pupils with literacy difficulties, and that no explicit link is
made between literacy development, and speech, language and communication
skills. It is suggested that a focus on phonic knowledge fails to acknowledge the

wider language skills that are required for literacy development.

In terms of impact on progress in subjects other than literacy, studies have found that
children with language difficulties perform poorly in relation to national expectations

across all tests at Key Stage 2 (Conti-Ramsden, Knox, Botting, & Simkin, 2003). This
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is not surprising, as experience suggests that SLCN can pose problems in terms of
accessing the wide range of curriculum subjects on offer in schools. Some children,
for example, require individual instructions and pre-teaching of subject-specific
vocabulary to support their development. Studies support this. Difficulties with
vocabulary and concepts, for example, have been shown to impact on mathematical
ability (Snowling, Adams, Bishop, & Stothard, 2001).

As children move on from Key Stage 2 to Key Stage 3, the increasing language
demands can be problematic (Dockrell, Lindsay, Palikara, & Cullen, 2007). Transition
from primary school into secondary school has therefore been highlighted as a
crucial time for assessment and evaluation of needs and required levels of support
(Conti-Ramsden, Durkin, Simkin, & Knox, 2009). In considering this, EPs are often
asked to carry out work with pupils prior to transition, thus taking a developmental
history from parents seems ever more important. This might be considered good
practice, but | wonder how much this might be an integral part of the assessment

process for all EPs.

Longitudinal studies are useful in highlighting possible outcomes and the importance
of ensuring appropriate support. Studies have shown, for example, that when
followed up at age 15 to 16, children with a preschool history of speech and language
impairment who had language difficulties at age 5:6 (‘persistent’) had significant
impairments in all aspects of spoken and written language in secondary school, and
that children fell further and further behind their peers in vocabulary growth over time
(Stothard, Snowling, Bishop, Chipchase, & Kaplan, 1998). It has been suggested that
three-quarters of children with a history of speech and language difficulties had
access to some sort of special education in secondary school and that, although
attainment varied, it was significantly lower than typically developing peers (Durkin,
Simkin, Knox, & Conti-Ramsden 2009).

When young people with a history of SLCN leave schooal, it is suggested that
outcomes and educational/training pathways can also be affected. Adolescents with
a background of speech and language problems, for example, were found to be more
likely to follow vocational and training courses than A levels, with 50% of young
people remaining in full-time education post-16, compared to 75% of those
developing typically (Snowling, Adams, Bishop, & Stothard, 2001). Of note, however,
is the indication that in the 2000s young people appear to have more opportunities
post-16 than in the 1990s (Durkin, Simkin, Knox, & Conti-Ramsden, 2009).
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Early intervention, therefore, would appear to be crucial, with the suggestion that
competence in oral language is a crucial protective factor in ensuring academic
success, positive self-esteem and improved life chances (Snow & Powell, 2004). The
need to take some care has been highlighted, with the suggestion that the prediction
of long-term outcomes for children with language delay at age 2 is difficult, and that
there may be ethical implications that need to be considered (Paul, 2000). Paul
outlines parent training as the intervention of choice alongside monitoring of progress
(‘watch and see’), for children with language delays and no other risk factors (from
stable, relatively advantaged families). She also points out that within the context of
multiple intelligences (Gardner, 2011), by concentrating on development of language
ability, attention could be shifted from other areas of development, which could result
in better school performance in the future. In reflecting on the role that EPs play in
school, children’s areas of strength are often highlighted alongside areas of need, the

importance of which is highlighted within this context.

As well as impacting on educational attainments, poor language skills have been
linked to social cognition (Botting & Conti-Ramsden, 2008). With studies suggesting
that children with SLCN are less well accepted than their peers (Fujuki, Brinton, Hart,
& Fitzgerald, 1999), are at increased risk of loneliness (Asher and Gazelle, 1999) and
at higher risk of being bullied (Knox & Conti-Ramsden, 2003), this is another area of
development which requires support, and one in which experience suggests EPs
might typically be involved, though not necessarily with a language focus. Research
studies carried out into access rituals are interesting (Corsaro, 1979; Craig, &
Washington, 1993) and highlight the difficulties that children with SLCN can have in
gaining access to other children’s interactions. With the assertion that children with
SLCN are delayed in their ability to understand the impact of displaying emotions on
relationships relative to their peers (Brinton, Spackman, Fujuki, & Ricks, 2007), and
that friends provide social and cognitive scaffolding for one another (Hartup, 1996),

some of the far-reaching effects of SLCN can be understood.

In turn, social difficulties have been found to lead to low self-esteem in language-
related areas; social acceptance, behavioural competence and academic (Jerome,
Fujuki, Brinton, & James, 2002), but that, despite experiencing shyness, children with
SLCN want to interact socially (Wadman, Durkin, & Conti-Ramsden, 2008). Age may
play a part in this; Lindsay and Dockrell (2000) found that behavioural, but not self-

esteem, difficulties are common in children aged 7 to 8 with specific speech and

43



language difficulties. Jerome et al.’s findings were consistent with this, in that no
differences in self-perception was found between a group of younger children, whilst
in the older group children perceived themselves more negatively in terms of
scholastic competence, social acceptance and behavioural conduct (Jerome, Fujuki,
Brinton, & James, 2002). The notion of early intervention would appear to be an

important consideration in this respect.

A link which has been well documented is that of SLCN and social, emotional and
behavioural difficulties. Whilst it has been suggested that it is important to distinguish
between the different types of SLCN and also between different domains of
behavioural difficulties (so, not straightforward), the research suggests that pupils
with ASD and SLCN are more likely to have significant peer problems and impaired
prosocial behaviour than their peers (Lindsay & Dockrell, 2012). Careful analysis to

consider provision and how to meet individuals’ needs is called for.

Some studies suggest that children with an early diagnosis of
language/communication difficulties are more likely to develop associated
behavioural difficulties than their peers (Davison & Howlin, 1997), but others suggest
that if language difficulties have been resolved by the age of five and a half, the
children have good outcomes (Snowling, Bishop, Stothard, Chipchase, & Kaplan,
2006).

Botting and Conti-Ramsden (2000) pointed out that children with the most complex
expressive and receptive language difficulties were most likely to score above the
clinical threshold in terms of behaviour and that their social difficulties were more

marked than those of children with mainly expressive difficulties.

In terms of outcomes into adulthood, Clegg et al. found that 40% of a group of adults
with a history of language disorder continued living in the family home and struggled
with independent living (Clegg, Hollis, & Rutter, 1999). However, whilst some suggest
that mild to moderate difficulties may not have significant long-term effects on mental
health (Beitchman, Browlie, & Bao, 2014), others highlight variation and the need for

consideration on a case-by-case basis (Whitehouse, Watt, Line, & Bishop, 2009).

The Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists suggests that young people
with SLCN are over-represented in the justice pathway, with reports of 65% of
offenders having a language difficulty (Gregory & Bryan, 2011). It is suggested that

poor communication skills make it difficult for young people to engage with court
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processes and struggle to understand the requirements of conditions. Also
highlighted as a concern are verbally mediated interventions such as restorative
justice, particularly as around 35% of offenders are indicated to have speaking and
listening skills at a basic level (Davies et al., 2004). Worryingly, in a study which
looked at the prevalence of SLCN on children attending a youth offending service,
approximately 90% of the sample displayed some form of language difficulty and
staff had little understanding of difficulties presented by the children on their caseload
(Games, Curran, & Porter, 2012 (EPIP)). The Royal College of Speech and
Language Therapists recommends having intermediaries for young people with
SLCN yet, given the indication that language problems can go undetected (Cohen,
2005), this may be difficult.

3.4 Role of Educational Psychologists

In 2010, the Association of Educational Psychologists produced a paper (Association
of Educational Psychologists, 2010) which outlined areas of work such as early years
identification and intervention, improving well-being, development and learning for all
children, narrowing the gap, working with parents and ensuring the promotion of child
views. It suggested that EPs were well positioned to identify trends across localities
and implement strategies to address local need effectively. The often-narrow view of
the EP role was highlighted (statutory work). EPs were described as a highly skilled
part of the children’s workforce, trained in scientific methods with a thorough
understanding of child development. This paper, | thought, was useful as it
summarised EPs’ main areas of work in an accessible way to demonstrate the
contribution that they can make to the delivery of local services. As lead EP for a LA,
though not when this was produced in 2010, | do wonder who this was shared with
and if it had an impact locally, as my experience has been one of services being

shuffled (to traded/co-located) and reduced, which has made a wider role difficult.

An earlier paper (Farrell et al., 2006), focused on the views of stakeholders as to the
distinctive role that EPs could make in the then newly established Children’s
Services. Key findings were reported as: a contribution to the promotion of the five
ECM outcomes, that statutory work had prevented EPs from expanding their work
into other areas (where the impact of their psychological skills and knowledge could
be maximised), that EPs could work effectively in multi-agency contexts, and that

their academic background and training enabled a distinctive contribution.
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Another key finding from ‘a significant proportion of stakeholders’ was that an
alternative provider might have been able to carry out some of the work that an EP
did. This latter point is interesting and not surprising at all, as in my experience EPs
are frequently asked to carry out work which might be termed ‘low level’. It does
concern me that LAs do not, in general, fully utilise the skills and knowledge that an
EP may have. Although now outdated, this paper offered some recommendations for
EP services, including providing greater clarity to the contribution that EPs can make,
EPs being clear about the psychological contribution that they can make to a piece of
work and EPs working with other agencies to see how they can enhance and

develop effective multi-agency working.

Interestingly, the last point in this paper referred to EPs becoming more community
based, with a reduced emphasis on school work. Unfortunately, with traded services
being introduced in recent years and thinking about the LA in which | work, there
remains a very heavy emphasis on delivering school-based work, which takes away
capacity for early intervention/community-based opportunities. This is frustrating, as
there seem to be many missed opportunities to work with children and families
because of funding constraints. One of the reasons for the current study was to raise
the profile of EPs within the locality, working on a common theme as, in some ways, |
feel that EPs have been lost into the world of traded services and statutory work and
contribution to locality services is in fact limited because of funding constraints. This
seems to go against what Farrell et al. (2006) considered to be the future for EPs as
a result of ECM.

Fallon et al. (2010) suggest that the development of the social and political context of
public services presents a challenge to EPS delivery and professional identity
(Fallon, Woods, & Rooney, 2010). Relating to reviews of the role of EPs, a consistent
theme of reconstruction, reformulation and refocusing is suggested. | can relate to
this, as the landscape seems to be changing all the time. | was interested to read a
paper (Love, 2009) which outlined the role of EPs from a historical perspective, from
psychometricians to gatekeepers and then on to a more supportive role for children
teachers and parents. This highlights the change in role across the years and it

continues at the present time.

In a paper intended to warn that the future of educational psychology was not
automatically assured (Gersch, 2009), it was suggested that there were challenges to

be faced and it was the way EPs met those challenges that would determine the
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outcomes. Again, | can relate to this. In my current working context, | feel that a
raised EP profile is needed to highlight the potential contribution that EPs can make
to meeting the needs of children and their families. The paper concludes by
suggesting that the environment in which EPs are operating is one of rapid change

and that EPs should go with the flow that is driving the changes.

Whilst | agree that EPs have the ability to respond flexibly to the context (Fallon et
al., 2010) and, within this, to be aware of their own strengths and difficulties to deploy
themselves to the best effect (Stobie, 2002b), experience suggests that within a new
multidisciplinary team, roles are not as clear as they could be . In carrying out this
study, in some ways | am looking for clarity on their role and ways that EPs can work
with others to the benefit of children. | find it frustrating when reading papers from 18
years ago at the time of writing (Thomson, 1996) as, in some ways EPs are in the

same position, trying to redefine the role.

Ashton and Roberts (2006) looked at what was valuable about the EP role from the
perspective of EPs and SENCos. A gap in perception between the two groups was
noted and it was suggested that the challenge was to make the EPs’ contribution
clear not only to schools, families and other professionals, but also to EPs
themselves. There was some question from EPs about how their contribution was
unique. A decrease in role clarity, it was said, was a consequence of role expansion
as a result of changes in delivery. SENCos involved in this study were from primary
schools and it was suggested that it would be helpful to elicit perceptions of the EP
role from other school types in order to help EPs to tailor their services accordingly
(Ashton & Roberts, 2006). Thinking about my research, | was interested in gaining
similar perceptions but around meeting the needs of children with SLCN with a wider

range of partners.

Looking from the perspective of parents, it has been suggested that the EP’s
contribution is valued highly and considered to result in improved outcomes for their
children (Squires et al., 2007). Thinking specifically about how this might relate to my
research, ‘language disorder’ was mentioned as one of a range of conditions that
EPs may be called upon to assess. This was in relation to the Every Child Matters
agenda and carried out as part of the DfES funded review into the role of EPs (Farrell
et al., 2006). Proactive work by EPs that was highlighted by parents included parent
workshops, explaining procedures and provision for SEN, and running training

courses. This paper was useful in outlining what parents found useful and what their
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experiences were, but did not really provide any clear suggestions as to how services
might be improved. It did, however, suggest that EPs could support and empower
parents and help them to make a contribution that is valued. Is it really that simple,
though? Experience suggests that parents can feel disempowered when liaising with
professionals about their child, and how support in that respect could be successful

may be down to their relationship with the EP.

Cameron (2006) proposed a number of distinctive dimensions that EPs bring,
including using research evidence and theory in psychology to recommend evidence-
based strategies for change/allow clients to see opportunities for change (Cameron,
2006). Through this study, | wanted to open up the world of EPs to partners and let
them know that any contribution that they could make would be valuable. There was
the suggestion that an increase in specialisation could be linked to perceptions of EP
effectiveness and their distinctive contribution within multidisciplinary teams, and that
non-EP professionals could identify core psychological functions in work where an
EP had made a significant contribution to the outcomes of children and young people
(Farrell et al., 2006). For this reason, | felt it useful to engage in discussions around
EPs and their work to support children with SLCN and, in doing so, raise the EP

profile in this area of work.

| was interested in partners’ experiences of EPs and their thoughts on how they felt
that EPs might usefully work in the future, for the purpose of this study with children
with SLCN. It seems that EPs have an ever-developing role in these times of political
and educational change and, in a way, | was searching for a professional identity in
the area of SLCN with partner support.

It is perhaps useful to end this section with reference to the guidelines for
professional practice as laid out by the British Psychological Society (British
Psychological Society, 2008) and standards of proficiency for EPs by the Health Care
Professions Council (Health and Care Professions Council, 2012). The ability to
support the learning of others in the application of psychological skills, knowledge,
practices and procedures is highlighted, as well as the need to work in partnership
with others, commit to joint working, build and sustain professional relationships and
respect the professional standing and views of colleagues. The next section will
consider the importance of working with others and issues around collaborative

working.
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3.5 Importance of Working with Others

Collaborative working has been a key part of government policy to support the well-
being of children for a number of years (Department for Children, Schools and
Families, 2003), with a duty being placed on local bodies to work together through
local partnership arrangements. Despite multi-agency working now being central to
policy and practice in Children’s Services, there is the suggestion that it remains
problematic (Todd, 2007).

There is much written on the importance of collaboration among different agencies in
order to meet the needs of children with SLCN and impact on outcomes (Lindsay &
Dockrell, 2004). The concept of collaboration is a difficult one, however, as this can
mean different things to different people. In addition, there are different models of
working together. Transdisciplinary (using the concept of team around the child), as
opposed to multidisciplinary, is considered best for collaborative working (Gascoigne,
2006). Jones and Cornish suggest that it is not what you know but who you know
(Jones & Cornish, 2012), and looked at the importance of networks, which when
restricted can result in disadvantages such as restricted knowledge about what is
going on in their organisations and difficulty forming alliances. In carrying out this

research, | wanted to strengthen networks.

In accepting that collaboration is the orientation towards common and shared values
(Costley et al., 2010), | wondered how professionals could develop more of a shared
understanding to meet children’s needs and, as professionals working within a multi-
agency team, | wondered whether EPs could learn from partners in terms of their
own practice. Experience suggests that trust is an important aspect of multi-agency
working and this is supported by Hardy et al. (Hardy, Hudson, & Waddington, 2003). |
consider this idea to be at the heart of this study. In carrying it out, | am conveying
my trust in participants to comment on my role and that of other EPs. In turn, | am
trusting them to draw on their own experiences and understandings to provide ideas
on how EPs might work to support children with SLCN in line with their perceptions

and their view of the world.

Despite work in a multi-agency way having been a focus for a number of years now,
experience suggests that there is still a long way to go ‘on the ground’. | was
interested to attend a launch day for the directorate’s plan in the LA and to have a

speaker from a company called Collaborate who has been working with the council.
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This made me think about my research and how work may be going on at a higher
level around working collaboratively, but what about frontline workers? As they have
been organised into locality teams, it struck me that no one tells you how you can
collaborate more efficiently to work towards better outcomes for children. Just by
being situated together, the idea is that services may work more closely and

collaborate.

With the suggestion that interprofessional and interagency collaboration is an
effective way to drive up the standard of care (Community Care, 2009), it is
suggested that consideration must also be given to collaboration between
organisations, rather than the professionals within them. In the case of children with
SLCN for example, this would be between the LA and health services, rather than the
EP and the SALT. It is argued that there should be an awareness of the different
cultures and working practices within the organisations and that investigations should
be carried out into how resourcing and priorities affect the staff. | can relate to this
suggestion, as professionals can become overloaded as the workforce reduces and
demands grow. In my experience, multi-agency working can take longer than single-
agency working, and building new relationships can take effort. This is the reason for
not making the push to link and find out from other professionals in everyday

practice.

In terms of supporting children with SLCN, the rationale for collaboration between
SALT and EPs is strong, but experience suggests that it is not always carried out as
well as it might be. Education and health can remain quite separate services and, as
a result, important information may not be shared (Botting & Resling, 2007). Lack of
clarity between roles has been highlighted as an issue for parents, evidenced by
contradiction or duplication in reports (Band et al., 2002). Interestingly, in Farrell et
al.’s study (2006), over half of EPs reported not collaborating with SALT services.
SALTs requested assessment of ability from EPs in order to clarify a general delay in
learning or difficulty specific to language. This is very much my own experience. In
her study of practical and conceptual issues arising from collaboration between EPs
and SALTs, McConnellogue (2011) highlighted a number of key issues, including
mechanisms for exchange of information, and did not find a difference in
conceptualisation as a barrier to collaboration. The need for commissioning of
protocols and procedures for interagency working was suggested, particularly around

information sharing.
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Given the drive towards multi-agency working as the most effective way to work to
support children and their families, | do wonder how much thought and planning goes
into how a proposed model will work and be evaluated. Todd suggested that
problems in multi-agency working have been conceptualised in a way that does not
make it easy for improvements to be made (Todd, 2011). She argues that multi-
agency working, in terms of what works, has considered systems and communication
rather than professional roles or relationships, and proposed an understanding
focused on the latter with practitioners, young people and families working together.
Todd (2011) further suggested that, in this way, all the various knowledge will have
agency. In the case of the LA represented in this study, | was unsure how the new

locality set up was being evaluated.

Dyson et al. (2009) described multi-agency working as being fraught with difficulties
and suggested that roles and responsibilities evolve over time (Dyson, Farrell, Kerr, &
Mearns, 2009). Despite Every Child Matters, ad hoc working was suggested, with
different set ups and working practices described. With suggestions that the
complexities of teamwork is not sufficiently considered (Dennison, McBay, &
Shaldon, 2006) and that problems, issues and difficulties are the result of a complex
web of perceptions (Monsen & Frederickson, 2008), there seems to be much to

consider within what seems to be a very complex concept.

Todd wrote about a jigsaw model of multi-agency working, with each professional
bringing their own skill set and knowledge to supporting the child and young person
(Todd, 2011). Whilst acknowledging the face validity of what she termed ‘composite
expertise’, Todd suggested that complexities and ambiguities in relationships
between agencies and between agencies and ‘clients’ are obscured when multi-
agency working is conceptualised in this way. | agree with Todd in that, whilst there
may be value in a jigsaw model, there should be more of a focus on the relationship
between partners and experience suggests that this is the part that is missed by
managers when planning for working in a multi-agency way. This study had the
intention of building relationships with partners by involving them in an evaluation of

EP support in a particular area of difficulty for children.

In reflecting further on the jigsaw model, | wondered who decided what goes for each
jigsaw piece. Does this depend on professional training, experience, skills,
opportunity? Are boundaries so clear? Should there even be professional

boundaries? | do not think it is as simple as jigsaw pieces coming together. Is it not
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about supporting children and young people together, as professional partners?
Does this make boundaries (or jigsaw edges) more blurred? In order to move away
from silo working, my view is that professionals need to be more flexible in their role
and take account of the views of others in order to be informed about them. | saw this
project as opening up EP practice to partners and, drawing on the notion of relational

agency, to build relationships and enhance multi-agency working.

Described as the ‘capacity to recognize and use the support of others to transform
the object’ and ‘an ability to seek out and use others as resources for action’
(Edwards & D’Arcy, 2004), it is suggested that relational agency works by engaging
with the disposition of others. | was interested in Edward’s indication that relational
agency involves being attuned to each other’s purposes and ways of working
(Edwards, 2010), as this is what | was trying to achieve through this project in
bringing partners together to contribute towards a common concern. | wondered how
this happens in practice. What could partners contribute to another partners’ practice,
if given the time and the space? Can partners learn from each other in terms of their

own role? Can practice be improved by listening to one another?

Whittington suggested that identity, in terms of a sense of one’s self, is constructed
through participation in relationships and group membership (Whittington, 2003). |
have already mentioned the pull on identity for EPs in terms of being part of an EPS
and a multi-agency team, and | wonder how much this may impact on an individual’s

willingness to engage in what could be regarded as different cultures.

Interestingly, in a study which considered EPs’ professional identity as part of an
EPS and as part of a multi-agency team, the latter was described more positively and
indicated to enhance feelings of professional identity (Gaskell & Leadbetter, 2009). In
terms of the EPs in the present study, this seemed to be the opposite case, given the
request for EPs to move back to a central base. Gaskell and Leadbetter reported that
participants found that their own skills were clarified and developed, and they were
allowed the opportunity for more creative working, with individuals working to their
strengths. This is interesting and may add weight to the argument that planning for
how services will work together is essential. Management has been highlighted as an
important factor for successful multi-agency working (Hardy et al., 2003). Todd
suggested that professionals should engage with practice as a social and identity
forming achievement and that it is the professional’s responsibility to create a space

where all knowledges have agency (Todd, 2011).
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Whittington (2003) suggested that there are sets of understandings that professionals
bring and implications that they face in the collaborative process (Whittington, 2003).
He described effective interprofessional collaboration as requiring practitioners to
learn, negotiate and apply. He went on to highlight the need to sustain professional
identity but to remain flexible and unfinished. In carrying out this research, | could
relate to this. My view is that professional identity is never finished; collaboration

viewed in this way could be regarded as continuing professional development.

In a report organised by the Home Office to improve understanding of different multi-
agency models, it was indicated that, in the case of co-located services, a better
understanding of partners’ roles and responsibilities could result in an improved
working relationship (Home Office, 2013). Taking time with colleagues to discuss
roles is an important ‘brick’ in building a solid wall to support inclusion (Todd, 2007).
Interestingly, it is suggested that just one committed professional can make all the

difference to the lives of children and their families (Goodley, 2007).

Experience suggests that, at times of heavy work load and stress, this can lead to a
decrease in multi-agency working rather than more. A more joined-up approach is
needed, but there are a number of constraints evident, mainly in terms of resources
and finances. How can children’s needs be met effectively in this case? Within
school, does this then fall more to teachers? As an EP working in schools, | am
aware that not all teachers feel confident in supporting children with SLCN and

welcome support from outside agencies.

Mroz suggested that a key obstacle to supporting children is the availability of
appropriate expertise (Mroz, 2012). With regard to my own thoughts on this, the
beginning of traded services marked the beginning of a very different way of working
with schools and provisions for EPs. In a study that looked at EPs’ perceptions of
traded service delivery, EPs suggested that this way of working could have
implications on the type of partnerships that they can and cannot develop, even
closing down partnerships with some services (Islam, 2013). Job insecurity, not
knowing budgets and increased workloads were highlighted as difficulties arising

from a traded service.

Todd suggested that, in order to avoid another thirty years of professionals struggling
to work together effectively with parents to secure services, there needs to be a

change in direction (Todd, 2011). She went on to say that there should be a focus on
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the ‘relational’ between professionals, parents and children. In considering the
suggestion that parents generally struggle to come to terms more with fragmented
service provision than the disability of their child, and that when parents lose trust in
a service it is difficult for other services to rebuild that trust (Goodley, 2007), Bercow’s

key theme of a continuum of services around the family is ever more pressing.

3.6 Support for Children with SLCN

It is suggested that two of the key professional groups that work with children with
speech, language and communication difficulties are EPs and SALTs. Dunsmuir et
al. (2007) explored barriers and opportunities for EPs and SALTs and suggested
that, through greater professional understanding and communication, collaborative
approaches could be enhanced. It was proposed that roles needed to be clarified
through the identification of complementary and distinctive areas of practice
(Dunsmuir, Clifford, & Took, 2007). Within my own working context, | realised that
collaboration with SALTs could be closer. Although on the face of it there were close

working links, | was unsure how these were being carried through in practice.

It has been interesting to note that research studies into support for children with
SLCN in school highlight the need to work closely with SALT services rather than EP
services. This is understandable, given that SALTs may be regarded as the ‘experts’
in the field but, to me, suggests a lack of awareness from the teaching profession of
the impact that SLCN can have on a child and that can often present as another type
of difficulty, for instance behaviour. Dockrell and Lindsay (2000) argue that best
practice for children with SLCN must consider the impact of difficulties on access to

the curriculum and on their social and behavioural needs (Dockrell & Lindsay, 2000)

In a study to support the Bercow review, Lindsay et al. highlighted the varied
provision of support for children with SLCN (Lindsay et al., 2008). EPs were
described as carrying out a range of tasks in the six LAs that took part in a survey,
including support in schools and at a strategic level. It was suggested that SALTs
were a scarce resource and that careful thought needed to be given to their role to
ensure optimal use of their skills. Interestingly, one LA highlighted difficulties in
recruiting EPs, but there appeared to be no mention of ensuring optimal use of EP
skills. EPs were indicated to work in cooperation with SALTSs to deliver training, and

involvement in research was mentioned by one LA.
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Despite the broad nature of SLCN, the report indicated that it was unclear whether
EP posts for SLCN existed in all LAs. | was interested in the suggestion that the role
of EP services in support of children and young people with SLCN should be
investigated further. This would certainly seem sensible, given the central importance
of the development of speech, language and communication skills as indicated by
Bercow, but would need to be considered alongside difficulties in EP recruitment. In
view of the current shortage of EPs, and how not all of them feel that they have the
skills necessary to take on a specialist role (Cameron, 2006), it would seem sensible
to identify the unique skills that they can bring to this area of need to use those skills

to best effect.

The idea that SALTs are a scarce resource seems to be well documented. ‘Talking
Point’, ‘the first stop for information on children’s communication’, is a website
(www.talkingpoint.org.uk) that offers support and advice for parents and
professionals. In reviewing the site, | noted the reference to EPs as professionals
who understand how communication and behaviour interact and that advice may be
sought from EPs in the absence of support from SALTs in schools. | found this
suggestion interesting, as it appears to indicate that SALTs are in shorter supply than
EPs, which in my experience does not seem to be the case. Advice from EPs could

also be interpreted as ‘secondary’, and only useful in the absence of SALT advice.

A report by Kelly and Gray (2000) suggested that health professionals are strong
advocates of EPs developing specialisms, and it was thought that more joint training
to facilitate a better understanding of roles could help to develop closer working
relationships between health and education (Kelly & Gray, 2000). Given the

suggestion made above, this would be useful.

The apparent close working relationship between EPs and SALTs in meeting the
needs of children with SLCN was pointed out in a paper by Farrell et al (2006).
Speaking about EPs, a SALT was quoted as follows:

The assessments they [EPs] carry out complement ours and help fill
in the missing bits of the jigsaw to help decide if a child has a general
learning difficulty, specific speech and language impairment or
autistic spectrum disorder. At the same time, they provide
information on differentiating the curriculum across all areas and
behavioural management. There is no one else within the health or
education system that provides this information or advice. (p.44)
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There was also reference to EPs and a ‘tendency’ to drift away from cognitive
assessment as being a barrier to good multi-agency working (Farrell et al., 2006).
This comment was made in relation to the diagnosis of SLI, and a search on the
website of the Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists for ‘educational
psychologist’ brings up references to EPs in terms of intelligence quotient. Whilst
experience suggests that SALTs do welcome this information for diagnostic
purposes, it should be acknowledged that some EPs choose not to use cognitive
assessments in their practice. Would it pose problems, therefore, to suggest that this
is a unique skill or function of the EP in the area of children with SLCN? A

professional debate, perhaps?

In terms of ‘what works’ for children with SLCN, a study carried out as part of the
‘Better Research’ programme makes one mention of EPs (Law et al., 2012). This
paper looked at interventions for children and young people, providing information on
programmes including delivery and level of evidence. Many programmes, as would
be expected, were to be delivered by SALTs, although there was some mention of

teachers.

In a study which looked at profiles of need and provision for children with language
impairments and autism spectrum disorders in mainstream schools, it was reported
that, compared to learning support assistants and SALTs, there was little direct
involvement with pupils by SENCos and very little contact with EPs (Dockrell,
Ricketts, Palikara, Charman, & Lindsay, 2012). Time from an EP in one school was
reported be typically one hour to two hours per term for 17 pupils, of whom 13 were
in the language-impaired cohort and four with Autism Spectrum Disorder. According
to their parents, children with ASD were significantly more likely to receive EP
support. However, the parents’ comments indicated that the reality was of even less
involvement with EPs, as most of those parents who answered ‘yes’ to EP

involvement clarified that this was for an assessment or an annual review.

Regarding supporting children with the curriculum, a joint assessment by EPs and
SALTs of children with literacy difficulties is suggested (McConnellogue, 2011), given
that provision for children with speech and language needs should be embedded in
the curriculum (Law et al., 2001). But how can EPs work with teachers to support
children with SLCN? With the suggestion that what a teacher knows is one of the
most important influences on what is done in the classroom (Fennema & Kranke,

1992), training for teachers in SLCN would seem useful.

56



Mroz and Hall (2003) reported on a study carried out to look at the assessment and
identification abilities of early years professionals in relation to children with SLCN. It
was indicated that practitioners are aware of the need for early identification of
children’s communication needs, but lacked the tools to do so. Access to post-
qualification training to support the assessment process was suggested. In view of
the already-highlighted suggestion of scarce SALT support, such training would be
better organised through strategic channels, which would involve commissioners

along with health and education managers.

In terms of EPs responding to initiatives within the early years sector, it is suggested
that there remains a high level of dissatisfaction (Shannon & Posada, 2007), as a
result partly of lack of time for organisational and multi-agency work and high
caseloads. The need to look carefully about what they can offer to a multi-agency

approach, different from that of other professionals, is highlighted.

3.7 Work-based Research

Work-based research or learning is a field of study in itself, an approach to
knowledge within the context of practice. In carrying out this research, | recognised
the value of furthering my understanding of the support that was available for children
with speech, language and communication needs within the local context, of what
was going on in ‘real time’, seeking the views of partners and then taking ‘reflective,
practitioner-led action’ (Costley et al., 2010). Also referred to as a scientist
practitioner model, it is suggested that this framework allows for research, design,
delivery and evaluation of contexts, and that an EP’s identity as a scientist
practitioner comes from the ability to manage the complexities of epistemology,
science and practice within the context of multiple social systems (Lane & Corrie,
2006). In day-to-day practice, experience suggests that such a framework is not as
apparent as this would suggest. This project was therefore an opportunity to engage

more formally with this framework.
Lane and Corrie (2006) described four themes in a modern scientist’s framework:

1. Think effectively, problem solve and make decisions using frames of reference

from a variety of traditions

2. Use the information that we have to formulate a story grounded in

psychological concepts
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3. Act effectively, using theoretical constructs and design interventions according

to individual needs
4. Critique our work, and evaluate ourselves and our actions.

Although this project did not allow the opportunity to put into practice and evaluate
the ideas that emerged as to how EPs could work to support children with SLCN, it is
useful to keep this framework in mind in the search for knowledge from partners

within the local context.

This links with models of organisational learning which suggests that knowledge
should be ‘actionable’ and ‘usable’ for practitioners and policy makers (Argyris,
1999). As already indicated, this is what | was hoping for, through this research, by
identifying possible small changes to practice (solution-oriented approach) based on
partners’ ‘knowledge’. The concept of knowledge is an interesting one. | considered
partners to have their own knowledge, and through this project was seeking for them
to share this knowledge and, in turn, to add to both their knowledge and my

knowledge towards a common aim.

In carrying out this research, | was particularly interested in the notion of knowledge
growing and at the same time becoming obsolete as ‘reality’ changes, and that
understanding involves both learning new knowledge and discarding this obsolete
knowledge (Hedberg, 1991). It is suggested that the activity of discarding or
‘unlearning’ is as important to understanding as adding new knowledge. In my
approach to this research with the various partners, | wanted not only find out the
knowledge that they held of EPs working with children with SLCN, but to add to their
knowledge by providing them with an outline of how EPs work in general. | hoped
that this would support both ideas that they had had previous to the session and new
ideas based on the information | had provided about EPs, as well as discussion

within the session. | consider this ‘unlearning’ to represent a shift in perception.

The whole concept of knowledge is interesting, with the suggestion that ‘individual
knowledge’ is based on each person’s cognitive abilities and ‘organisational
knowledge’ based on such as interaction between employees and the sharing of
ideas and information (Lucas, 2010). | hoped that this project would capture the
knowledge that partners held on the whole area of SLCN, as well of EPs in general
and their work in supporting children with SLCN, informed by their individual values,

experiences and knowledge. | was interested in what they considered the role of an
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EP to be, exploring their current understanding of what EPs do and what they might
usefully do. This is consistent with the notion of ‘role congruence’ in role theory,
which | consider to be central to this study, and | was seeking to improve the

congruity.

| can recall at the beginning of this project attending a session when a representative
from human resources was speaking about cultural change. It was suggested that ‘if
you always do what you’ve always done, you'll always get what you’ve always got’,
and that workers within the council should be working in a different way. How do we
know, though, what is good and effective practice? The need to consider the nature
of appropriate evidence is highlighted (McConachie, 1999), but experience suggests
that the difficulty with this, as in other areas of care and support, is that there is little

evidence to suggest that one approach is better than another.

It has been suggested that services are under pressure to evaluate what they provide
(McConachie, 1999), but this was not the main impetus of this study. | saw this
project as a type of audit of the work carried out by EPs in supporting children with
SLCN - ‘audit’ as defined by Crombie et al. as the process of reviewing the delivery
of health care to identify deficiencies so that they may be remediated (Crombie,
Davies, Abraham, & Florey, 1993). NHS England indicates that clinical audit allows
providers and ‘patients’ to know where the service is doing well and where there
could be improvements. Whilst within the EP work context, there are no ‘patients’,
this perspective would be similar to that taken by children, young people and their

families, schools and other professionals: in other words, ‘partners’.

Schoén suggested that professional education should incorporate learning by doing,
or reflection-in-action, where professionals continue to learn through their career
(Schon, 1987), with professional competence being based on the developing
knowledge of what to do in new situations and how to behave effectively in the
practitioner client relationship (Schon, 1974). When evaluating services, it is
suggested that the hardest link to make is that between service aims, and structures
and resources (McConachie, 1999). Reflecting on this latter point, | was mindful that
any suggestions made by partners regarding the EP’s role in working to support
children with SLCN might not be possible, due to resourcing constraints. The need to
be discuss barriers/other considerations with partners as part of this study was

therefore deemed necessary.
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Given the continuing degree of uncertainty about the distinctive contribution that EPs
can make in supporting children, young people and their families, including how their
work overlaps with other professionals (Farrell, 2009), it is suggested that there is a
need to stop, work out what is happening, and apply appropriate psychology to our
own situation. To develop this “helicopter view” or meta-perspective, we need to
develop self-reflexive processes as EPs and as services (Wagner, 2000). In order to
overcome what is suggested as one of the key challenges for EPs to overcome —
feelings of insecurity and self-doubt — the profession needs to be clear about the
distinctive contribution that it can make (Farrell, 2009). In carrying out this study, |
was hoping to find some clarity, through partners’ views regarding the EP role,
including what they considered unique, about children who have speech, language

and communication needs.

3.8 My Research Study and Thesis Question

My approach throughout this study has been that of a reflective practitioner. | was
interested in how the role of the EP could be widened within the local context, but |
was not sure how. | was also unsure whether other EPs working in the local area

shared my interest in looking at ways of enhancing practice.

A review of the literature suggested a great deal of information on multi-agency and
collaborative working, but little specifically on how EPs could work to support children
with SLCN. | was unable to locate any studies which used perceptions from a range
of partners to inform and enhance EP practice and support multi-agency working in
this area. The importance of including ‘parent voice’ (Department for Children,
Schools and Families, 2009) and ‘child voice’ (Department for Children, Schools and
Families, 2008) is well documented and | wondered about using the concept of

‘partner voice’. This was the gap in literature that | was hoping to fill.
This study considered the question:
How can the role of the EP as a multi-agency partner, in the area of
children with SLCN, be understood?
Understanding of role was highlighted as an important factor for successful multi-
agency working, but | wondered how partners could contribute to the role. | was

interested in their views and did not feel ‘precious’ about the EP role. | was keen to

explore together the role of the EP, and to learn from each other.
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Chapter 4. Methodology

4.1 Introduction

This study adopted a qualitative approach to research, considered to be the most
appropriate due to its real-world nature and my aim to understand phenomena in a
context-specific setting (Patton, 2002). Qualitative research is described as typically
focused on making sense of a situation, providing rich descriptions to develop theory
from data (Weathington, Cunningham, & Pittenger, 2010). It contrasts with
quantitative research, which is designed to measure the presence or extent of
difference between individuals or groups, or to test predetermined hypotheses that

are based on existing theory.

| am aware that there are criticisms of qualitative research. These relate to the
samples being small and not necessarily representative of the broader population,
therefore it is difficult to know how far results can be generalised. It has also been
suggested that findings lack rigour and that it can be difficult to tell how far the
findings are biased by the researcher’s own opinions. However, qualitative research
has been highlighted as a complex and varied field of enquiry and a specialist area of
expertise, and is not to be taken as easy research (Greig et al., 2007). It has been
acknowledged that, in real-world research, work must be undertaken in complex,

messy, poorly controlled field settings (Robson, 2002).

Given that | wanted to explore the research question within a real situation, this
project adopted a case study way of thinking. This approach seemed appropriate as
it acknowledged the importance of the context, without being constrained by the
requirements suggested for successful ‘case study’ research (Yin, 2014). Yin
highlights the overall challenges of case study research which he suggests, despite

being considered as a ‘soft’ form of research, make it ‘hard’.

This study met some of the criteria for case study research, as described by Yin
(2014), but not all. In keeping with case study research, it sought to answer a ‘how’
question by investigating a contemporary phenomenon within its real world context,
acknowledging multiple realities. The general format for case study research was

also useful to follow as a guide to the project (to determine the research question,
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select the participants and data collection/analysis techniques, prepare for and

collect data, evaluate and analyse the data, and report the results).

This study did not, however, seek to specifically address the five traditional concerns
associated with case studies, or follow all of the principles considered necessary for
high quality case study research (Yin, 2014). Yin, for example, emphasises the
importance of using multiple sources of evidence (e.g. documents, archival records,
interviews, direct observation, participant observation, physical artifacts), for
triangulation of data, and suggests that individual sources of data (e.g. interviews)
are not recommended when doing case study research . In carrying out this research

| sought the views of partners only, and did not take account of wider data sources.

Yin also indicates that the ‘case’ should be a concrete phenomenon and not an
‘abstraction’; this led to further consideration of the ‘case’ in this project. | had thought
of the locality as the ‘case’, but was interested to read that the term ‘case study’
should be reserved for research in which the focus of interest is the ‘case’ itself
(Bryman, 2008). The focus of interest in this study was the role of EPs in their work to
support children with SLCN, and the locality / the city were more the backdrop.
However, participants had been selected to represent the locality and the context of
working for EPs was considered integral to the project. For these reasons and those
outlined above, a ‘case study way of thinking’ was considered a more appropriate

term than ‘case study’ to describe the approach adopted.
A variety of methods was employed to gather data.

Focus group interviews were arranged with partners from three different agencies

working within the locality:

e SALTs (3 participants)
e Special educational needs coordinators (4 participants)

e Children’s Centre staff (3 participants).

Questionnaires were distributed to EPs working in the LA (7 returned).
Questionnaires were also completed by six parents attending a parent’s group for

children with SLCN and minutes from the meeting were taken by a SENCo.

This chapter will outline and critically justify the methodology used in carrying out this
research project, which was designed to explore the role of the EP within a local
context. The research questions will first be revisited before moving on to consider
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the research paradigm, which will make reference to the ontological and

epistemological approaches taken and the importance of reflexivity in research.

The research sample, including the rationale for choice of partners who were
involved in this study, will then be outlined before describing the process of data
collection, along with an explanation for choice of data collection techniques. The
process of data analysis will next be described before reflecting on the issues of

validity and reliability.

The final section of this chapter will outline ethical considerations related to this

study.

4.2 Research Questions

Willig suggested that the research question should identify the phenomena of interest

without making too many assumptions about it (Willig, 2008).
The main question in this study was:

How can the role of the educational psychologist, as a multi-agency
partner, in the area of children with speech, language and
communication needs, be understood?

Supplementary questions were:

1. How do other professionals perceive the role of the
educational psychologist in supporting children with SLCN
and how does this compare to how EPs would like to work
and what parents want?

2. What might impact on EPs supporting children with SLCN
within the local context?

3. Do professionals consider EPs to have a unique role in
supporting children with SLCN and can the current role be
widened in the local context, based on partners’ perceptions?

Participants were asked:

How can educational psychologists work to support children with

speech, language and communication skills (in schools)?
The ‘in schools’ wording was included initially, but as the focus groups progressed it
became apparent that partners considered the role of the EP working with children
with SLCN to be wider than schools, so suggestions were taken as to ways of

working in line with this.
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4.3 Research Paradigm

4.3.1 Ontology and epistemology

Guba and Lincoln (1994) highlighted the importance of paradigm questions when
carrying out research. They defined paradigm as a world view or belief system that
guides the researcher, not only in the methods they choose but also in ontologically

and epistemologically fundamental ways (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Having already outlined the social constructionist perspective upon which this study
was based in Chapter 2, this section will highlight some of what seems to have been
a very long journey through the maze of various definitions, explanations and

interpretations in terms of establishing my own ‘paradigm’.

Epistemology asks ‘How can we know?” (Willig, 2008). Gergen suggested that social
constructionist enquiry is concerned with analysing the processes by which people
come to describe, explain and otherwise account for the world (including themselves)
in which they live (Gergen, 1985). He went on to say that the terms in which the
world is understood are social artefacts (products of interchanges between people).
He pointed out that, from a constructionist position, understanding is not driven by

the forces of nature but comes from people’s active, cooperative relationships.

Articulating epistemology allows the expression of ideas about what constitutes
reliable knowledge (O’Gorman & Maclintosh, 2015). By being clear on how valid
knowledge might be obtained, therefore, clarity is allowed on the nature of any claims
about knowledge that are made. In carrying out this research, | hoped to make a
knowledge claim about partners’ perception of the EP role within the local context
and, in turn, comment on the usefulness of listening to partners’ voice in relation to

role.

O’Gorman and Maclintosh (2015) defined ontology as the study of being or reality,
how we view reality, and explain that in the most basic sense this means whether the
world is seen as objective or subjective (O’'Gorman & Maclintosh, 2015). They
described an objective perspective as regarding reality as being made up of objects
that can be measured and tested, and that exist even when we are not directly
experiencing them. A subjective perspective, by contrast, is described as looking at

reality as being made up of perceptions and interactions of living subjects, with each
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individual experiencing their time and place in the world in a different way. | subscribe

more to a subjective perspective.

In explaining ontology, O’Gorman and Maclntosh (2015) pointed out that uncertainty
as to which way of studying reality is the most appropriate, even towards the end of
your research (which | can relate to, given the journey already indicated), is a healthy
sign. This is because ontological questions require continuous answering and there
will always be a valid argument against whatever stance is selected (O’Gorman &
Maclintosh, 2015). They went on to say that in order to show that a study has
appropriate depth, considerations of how the researcher and the way the research is

carried out might impact on that being researched must be expressed.

Willig outlined ontological positions as ‘realist’ and ‘relativist’ (Willig, 2008). Realists
believe that a reality exists independent of the observer, that this reality can be
discovered and understood exactly as it is and that it can be experienced by
everyone in exactly the same way (Campbell, 1998). This idea of reality does not fit
comfortably with my views of the world. Relativists, on the other hand, emphasise the
‘diversity of interpretations’ that can be made of the world (Willig, 2008). They believe
that knowledge is social reality, is value laden, and it only comes to light through

individual interpretation. | subscribe to a relativist way of thinking.

Speed talked about ‘realism’ and ‘constructivism’ as two views of reality (Speed,
1991). In terms of the latter, Phillips suggested that constructivism as a term has
been used extensively and, as a result, there is little consensus on its meaning
(Phillips, 1995). This is unhelpful to researchers such as myself, who are trying hard
to understand the various terminologies and determining our own individual
standpoints. | realise that | am not alone in this confusion. Hoffman indicated that for
a long time she thought that constructivism was synonymous with social
constructionism (Hoffman, 1990); both deny the idea of an objectively knowable truth.
She highlighted, however, that after reading an overview of social constructionism by
Gergen, she realised that social constructionists place more emphasis on social
interpretation and the intersubjective influence of language, family and culture, and
less so on the operations of the nervous system (Gergen, 1985). Hoffman explained
that constructivism implies that interaction only takes place between ‘informationally
closed’ nervous systems that influence one another in indirect ways. She points out

that, in contrast, social constructionism bypasses ‘the fixivity of the model of
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biologically based cognition’ and views the development of concepts as fluid and

socially derived.

Alvesson and Skdéldberg (2009) also highlight issues relating to terminology. Within
social constructionism, variations are described in terms of it representing a critical
perspective, a sociological theory, a theory of knowledge (epistemological) and a
theory of reality (ontological). It is explained that the critical perspective calls into
question the natural and showing this to be socially constructed; the social
perspective suggests that society has been produced and reproduced by shared
meanings and so is socially constructed; the epistemological perspective relates to
knowledge being socially constructed; the ontological perspective means reality itself
is a social construction. They went on to suggest that, if everything is socially
constructed, then social construction is, too, and therefore there is no reason to

believe it (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009). This view seems extreme.

My journey through the maze has been both interesting and frustrating. The
epistemological and ontological positions that | thought | started out with have shifted
throughout the course of the study and write up, as | have attempted to clarify my
understanding of reality and truth. | can relate to all of the standpoints described
above and acknowledge their impact on the way that | set about and conducted this
study, as well as the method chosen for analysis and the way that the data have

been interpreted. The next section will deal with the importance of reflexivity.

4.3.2 Importance of reflexivity

As an EP working within the local area, | had a professional role with all the partners
who were included in this research; | was also, in some ways, researching myself as
well as being the researcher. | therefore considered myself to be in the privileged
position of having an insider perspective that was not likely to be known to any other
researcher, as they would not be working in my position. However, | understood the
dangers within this, from the researcher perspective, and therefore acknowledged
the need to be very aware of trying to take a critical approach so that | did not read
into the data what | wanted to see. | was also aware, in carrying out this research,
that participants might not be as open to me as they might to an unknown

researcher.

Costley et al. (2010) outlined the following challenges for a work-based researcher:
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¢ Negotiating access to the work situation for the area being researched and
gaining consent for the research to take place

e Promising confidentiality and anonymity to work colleagues

e Possibly giving challenge to the value system of the organisation or
professional field

¢ Interviewing colleagues

e Managing power implications and positioning myself as a researcher and a
practitioner within the research project. (Costley et al., 2010)

| acknowledged the importance of keeping a research diary in order to ensure
reflexivity (see Appendix A for extracts). Reflexivity is defined as ‘an active process of
systematically developing insight into your work to guide future actions’ (Birks & Mills,
2011) and, in order to support this, a diary was maintained throughout the study
which included my thoughts, feelings, insights and ideas, reflections on the research,
decision making and free writing. Bearing in mind the suggestion that it is impossible
to have complete knowledge of yourself and that too much emphasis on reflexivity
can inhibit intellectual entrepreneurship (Cutcliffe, 2003), | sought to maintain as
much of an awareness as possible of the impact of my experience, knowledge, views

and perceptions on the research process.

| acknowledge that | have ‘multiple selves’ that impact on how | think about the world.
This includes the various roles that | held during the project —senior EP, team leader
and part of locality management team, work colleague and manager to EPs, service
provider to schools, mother, grandmother and wife. All of these ‘selves’ will have

impacted on how | proceeded in the research and influenced the methodology.

4.4 Research Sample

This research was carried out in one locality within the city and a case study way of
thinking used to explore the research question. This project grew as it progressed.
Given the new way of working in the locality set up, as already explained, | wanted to
explore ways of working more collaboratively with other professionals to meet the
needs of children and families. | therefore started out by involving who | considered
to be the key professional partners for EPs in their work to support children with
SLCN, as follows:

Children’s Centre staff: Two early years teachers and one senior early years

practitioner.
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Having just moved into the locality as part of the ‘team’, | was aware that work was
going on in the Children’s Centres to support children with SLCN and that EPs were
not part of that work. | was also aware of the recommendations made following the
reviews carried out by Graham Allen (Allen, 2011) and Frank Field (Field, 2010) and
the highlighted importance of early intervention. Within the locality, | was unsure
whether there were any links between the two Children’s Centres and schools, and
was keen to explore perceptions from colleagues from the early years workforce on
how EPs could work to support children with SLCN through their work in schools. |
also saw this as an opportunity to build bridges with new colleagues and find out
more about what was going on in their area of work. Children’s Centre staff from both
centres were offered the opportunity to take part in the research through the

Children’s Centre manager. Those who offered their time took part in the focus

group.

SENCos: Two secondary school SENCos, One primary school SENCo/language

provision teacher and one nursery SENCo.

Given the relatively new arrangement whereby schools were expected to pay for EP
support through an SLA, as a ‘seller’ of services | thought it important to highlight the
role that EPs could take in their work to support children with SLCN. | was also
interested in finding out about the perspectives across age groups (nursery, primary
and secondary) and allowing the SENCos the space to share their views with each
other. All schools in the locality were offered the opportunity to take part in the

research. SENCos who responded to the offer all took part.

Speech and language therapists: Two specialist speech and language therapists (for
children with specific language impairment (SLI)), one of whom was also working as
a community SALT within the locality and city wide, and one community SALT who

worked locally.

Given that speech, language and communication comprise the area that SALTs have
been trained to support, it was considered important to include them in the research.
Although SALTs were not part of the multi-agency team in the locality, the EPS
maintained close links though liaison to meet the needs of individual children. The
offer to take part in this project was made through a manager of the SLI team with

whom | had contact. All SALTs who responded to the invitation took part.
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As information from the focus groups had indicated varying experiences with EPs, |
took the decision to involve EPs as providers of the ‘work’ or ‘service’. | had initially
thought about interviewing the other EP working with me in the locality, so that there
was a wider EP perspective than just my own, and had also wondered about setting

up a focus group for EPs, but had been aware of time pressures on the team.

Rather than restrict EP involvement to the small number working in the locality, as a
manager | saw the value of including all of the team in this project, both in terms of
encouraging them to think about their practice and sharing possible alternative ways
of working to support children with SLCN. | wanted to check out the degree to which
my own perceptions were in tune with others in the team. Although my own
perception was that EPs could potentially widen their role in terms of their work to
support children with SLCN, | was unsure how far this view was shared across the

team.

| also considered it important for the whole team to have some sense of ownership in
the project from the outset. All EPs were aware through discussion at team meetings
that | was carrying out the research and the usefulness of it had been agreed with the
principal EP in post at the beginning of the study. Another reason was that | was
keen to give all team members the same message with regard to supporting children
with SLCN, which in turn | thought might result in increased consistency in terms of
educational psychology support (whilst acknowledging, of course, the variety of
individual working styles within the team and different ways of working within each of

the five localities across the city).

My thoughts had returned periodically to parents and how they might be involved,
particularly as responses from EPs in their questionnaires had made little mention of
parents. | wondered about the possibility of a case study with a parent, but was
unsure how a parent might be selected, given that SLCN seems to be such an
umbrella term. However, the opportunity to involve parents arose through my work as
EP for the language provisions, as | was invited to a parents’ group to speak about
the role of the EP. It was a group that had been organised by the SENCo of the
primary language provision (for children with specific language impairment) based in
my locality, but was described as a group for parents of children with any language

need, including those on the autistic spectrum.
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By involving parents, albeit a small number, | saw this research project as more
complete, involving professional partners, EP as ‘providers’ of the service and
parents as ‘receivers’. Bercow had indicated that ‘a continuum of services designed
around the family’ is needed, and | was interested in the suggestion in the Bercow
Report that families wanted to see effective joint working both between health and
education and between professionals and families (Bercow, 2008). | considered this

research to be a step towards demonstrating this.

4.5 Process of Data Collection

The selected data-gathering methods were used, as | wanted to find out partners’
perceptions of the EP role in their work to support children with SLCN in what |
considered to be a supportive and unintrusive way, mindful of factors such as time
and trust. Prior to arranging data collection | did consider the appropriateness of
piloting the data collection methods: the focus group questioning route, EPs’
questionnaire and parent questionnaire. | decided that this would not be appropriate
in this study, as | was seeking to explore the reality of particular partners in a

particular locality within the city.

4.5.1 Focus groups

| had initially considered carrying out semi-structured interviews with key
professionals from the locality, given the suggestion that this method is useful if the
researcher is interested in the way that people experience an event (Willig, 2008). |
was interested in exploring participants’ experiences/perceptions of EPs in their work
to support children with SLCN. Focus groups were instead decided upon as a more
appropriate method, carried out with what | considered to be three key groups of

professionals.

Focus groups are described as small groups who come together to explore attitudes,
perceptions, feelings and ideas. They typically last between one and a half and two
hours and involve six to nine people, though in small-scale research the numbers are
often smaller (Denscombe, 2010). They are also useful when a researcher is trying to
understand differences in perspectives between groups or categories of people and
wants ideas from the group (Krueger & Casey, 2009). Krueger and Casey (2009)
suggest that a group has the capacity to become more than the sum of its parts, to
show a ‘synergy’ that individuals do not possess on their own. This method of data

collection was therefore considered appropriate for this research. | wanted to explore
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the perceptions of partners on the EP role in relation to supporting children with
SLCN, as well as any ideas that they had to build on current EP practice. As shared
views can be gauged in a focus group, this has advantages over individual

interviews.

The first step to organising the focus groups was to make contact with each group of

partners within the locality. This was conducted as follows.

Children’s Centre staff and speech and language therapists: An introduction to the
project was undertaken verbally with the Children’s Centre manager (for the locality)
and the manager of the SLI team (city-wide team, a branch of the speech and
language therapy service). On agreement that they would take the request for
participation back to their teams, an explanatory email was sent (see Appendix B).
The managers took the request to their teams and contacted me with interested
participants. From the Children’s Centre, two teachers and a senior early years
practitioner (manager) were interested in taking part in a focus group. From the
speech and language therapy service, three SALTs were interested: one community
SALT (working in the locality); one community (locality)/SLI (city-wide) SALT; and
one SLI (city-wide) SALT who also provided support to secondary aged children (city

wide), were interested in taking part in a focus group.

SENCos: | emailed all head teachers and SENCos in the locality (3 secondary
schools, 15 primary schools and one nursery school), with a brief explanation of the
study, and asked for any interested participants. This followed discussion with the
other EP working in the locality (she provided me with contact details for the schools
that she covered in the locality). | received no response from head teachers, but four
responses from interested SENCos, two from secondary schools, one from a nursery

and one from a primary school.

On identification of participants, a letter was sent to each by email outlining the
project further and inviting them to a focus group session (see Appendix C). A
consent to participate form was also sent. Some participants returned these by post,
and some handed them to me on the day of the focus group. All participants

completed forms giving their consent to take part.

The order that groups were arranged in was by convenience rather than any other

reason. | recognised the need to fit in with partners’ commitments in terms of time,
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and the timing of focus groups was negotiated. Participants involved were all those

who offered their time. There was no process of selection.

A questioning route was devised for the focus group sessions (see Appendix D). This
questioning route consisted of a series of open-ended questions. Although a
questioning route was used for the focus group sessions, | considered the format to
be semi-structured. By this, | mean that | recognised the importance of following
participants’ discussion and welcomed additional contributions to the questions that |
was asking. | did not want to stifle any ideas by having to follow a strict questioning
route. This route was devised for guidance through the session and in order to

ensure some consistency in approach between the groups.

It is suggested that the first impression of a service is the pervasive one (Mashek &
Hammer, 2011). | wanted to make the participants as comfortable as possible and
refreshments were provided at the beginning of the session and throughout. | thought
it important to try to maintain an informal feel to the group in order to help foster trust
and provide an environment where participants would hopefully feel comfortable to

share their true views. This was important, given that | was exploring their ‘reality’.

The sessions were digitally recorded and videoed. The video recordings were a
backup to the voice recordings only. The recordings were transcribed after the
session. | chose to transcribe the recordings myself, as | wanted to be immersed in
the data and relive the experiences of the sessions, which | thought would provide

further familiarity with the data and support the process of data analysis.

| wanted to get a feel for the skill’lknowledge base of each group with regard to
SLCN, their experience of EPs in general and how EPs could work to support
children with SLCN. | was aware of the need to listen and learn from the participants
during the focus groups, but was conscious that each group might come to the
session with differing experiences of working with EPs and of EP work. In order to
support partners in commenting on the EP role, | saw value in sharing the EP leaflet
for three main reasons. It would act as an introduction to the work of the EP team,
ensure that all three groups had at least this basic information and also provide a

springboard for further ideas on ways of working.

Unfortunately, it was not possible to organise all three focus groups in the same room
of the locality team building. Nevertheless, thought was given to the layout of each

room, and this was designed to ensure that | had the necessary resources close to
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hand to ensure the smooth running of the session. A flipchart was placed to one side
of me within easy reach and in a position where participants had a clear view.
Bercow’s quotations were placed on the wall behind me, again within clear view of
participants and within my easy reach to refer to at the appropriate point in the
session (Bercow, 2008). A video camera was placed at the opposite end of the table
to where participants were seated. A digital recorder was placed in the middle of the

table. Tea, coffee and biscuits were made available throughout the session.
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Figure 1 Plan of the room used for the Children’s Centre staff focus group
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Figure 2 Plan of the room used for SENCo focus group
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Figure 3 Plan of the room used for speech and language therapists

The format of the session was adapted from that outlined by Kruegar and Casey
(2009). Each session began with a welcome and reminder of the aim of the session.
After confirmation of permission to record and reassurances about confidentiality, the
session took the following structure: opening/introductory questions; transition

questions; key questions; and ending questions.

As an opening question, | prompted introductions. | felt it important to begin with a
question that would ease the group into the session. Participants were asked to say
their name and what their role was. | included myself in this and explained my role of
senior EP with responsibility for language provision oversight. | felt it important to
include myself, as | saw myself as a partner of the participants as well as a
researcher. | explained that the title of my thesis/overall question being asked
through this study was a working title and might change slightly. | checked with
participants that they understood the purpose of the study and added that | was

interested in thinking about how EPs could work to support what they were doing
As introductory questions, participants were asked the following questions:

What comes to mind when you hear the term ‘SLCN’? Participants were asked to
think about what comes to mind when they hear the term ‘SLCN’. In asking this

question, | wanted to set the scene and gauge their understanding of the term, which
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in my experience covers a range of difficulties. Participants were asked to write down
their thoughts on post-it notes and stick them on a piece of flipchart paper under an
umbrella labelled SLCN. The flipchart paper was then fixed on the wall to refer to
during the session when appropriate as a visual reminder of their understanding of
range of difficulties covered by the SLCN umbrella. | was also interested in finding
out whether there would be any differences between partners in the way that the
term was understood, as | wondered if this might affect how they considered the role
of an EP. In asking this question, | had in mind the theme from the Bercow Report

(Bercow, 2008),’Communication is crucial’.

‘What is going on within your service/school to support children with SLCN?’ What
are you doing that is helping to move children forward? This question involved
participants writing down on a piece of paper what they were doing within their
service/school with regard to supporting children with SLCN. | had initially planned to
ask participants to share what they were ‘doing well’ (as shown in questioning route
Appendix D), but changed this wording when | came to it as | was interested in
gaining as comprehensive a picture as possible in terms of what was already going
on in the locality. This question was also felt useful so that participants would have
fresh in their minds what they were doing, so that when they were asked about what
EPs could do, they would have their own context in mind and might think of the EP
role within the context of what they were already doing. In asking this question, | had
in mind the themes from the Bercow Report (Bercow, 2008) that ‘Early identification

and intervention are essential’ and ‘Joint working is critical’.

| had planned to ask the participants to share with the group their notes on what they
were doing to support children with SLCN, but when | came to this point during the
first focus group session | changed my mind as | wondered whether participants may
feel uncomfortable doing so. Instead participants were advised that there was no
need to share (with the suggestion that they probably knew what they are all doing
anyway), and that the information would be useful for me to find out what was going

on in the locality from their service/ school in support of children with SLCN.

The final question of this opening section was for participants to think about how the
city was doing in terms of meeting the needs of children with SLCN and then how the

locality was doing.
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What are your thoughts on how the city is doing in meeting the needs of children with
SLCN generally? How are things in the local area? This question was intended to
encourage participants to begin to think wider than their service/school and therefore
considered a good introduction to thinking about EPs. For this question, participants
were presented with a rating scale drawn on a large piece of flipchart paper,
numbered 0 to 9. They were asked to decide where the city would be in terms of a 0
to 9 rating and where the locality would be. In asking this question | also wanted to
highlight to participants that there was the possibility of doing things better (moving
up the scale), again a good platform question and introduction to them thinking about
how EPs could work to support children with SLCN further or in a different way.
Participants’ attention was drawn to quotes from the Bercow Report (Bercow, 2008)

that were stuck on the wall of the room:

The ability to communicate is an essential life skill for all children and
young people in the twenty-first century. It is at the core of all social
interaction. With strong communication skills, children can engage
and thrive. Without them, children will struggle to learn, achieve,
make friends and interact with the world around them. (2008, p. 16)

and
The current system for providing support to children and young people with
SLCN is routinely described by families as a ‘postcode lottery’, particularly
in the context of their access to speech and language therapy (SLT).
Despite the hard work and commitment of many professionals in health

and children’s services, the needs of many children and young people are
still not being met. (2008, p. 11)

These two quotes were selected to highlight the importance to children of developing
speech, language and communication skills and that support around the country
varied (theme from the Bercow Report (2008): ‘The current system is characterised
by high variability and a lack of equity’). | then recapped my question, which was also

displayed on the wall:

How can educational psychologists support children with speech,
language and communication needs (SLCN) through their work in
schools?

By presenting information in this order, | hoped to place the study within the context

of considering support for children with SLCN in the light of the Bercow review.

As transition questions, participants were asked the following:
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Thinking about the role of educational psychologists in supporting children with

SLCN, what has been your experience in the past?

This question was asked to introduce the notion of EPs working with children with
SLCN and to encourage them to begin to think about support, in addition to what they
were doing them themselves and everything else that was going on in the city or
locality. | had in my mind the point made by the Bercow Report that ‘joint working is
critical’ (Bercow, 2008). | purposely did not ask about joint working outright, as | did
not want to pre-empt any responses. | also made a point of saying to participants that
| was not precious, as | was aware that they might have some reservations about
sharing experiences that were not entirely positive. | therefore hoped that this would

serve to put participants at ease and support open discussion.

The educational psychology leaflet was then shared with the participants. Is there
anything in the leaflet that surprised you or were you already well aware of what EPs
do? The leaflet was shared after they had outlined their experiences, to emphasise
that EPs may work in other ways to what they may have experienced themselves.
This was to help to open up the possibility of EPs working in other ways and, in a

way, to give permission for them to express innovative ideas.

The key questions followed. It is suggested that a focus group should have two to
five key questions that drive the study, and should be placed about a third of the way
through the session; 10 to 20 minutes should be allowed for discussion of each
(Krueger & Casey, 2009). The first question was based on the miracle question idea

from the solution-oriented approach.

What would an ideal world of EPs supporting children through their work in schools,
or anywhere, look like? In asking the question in this way, | wanted to acknowledge
that my original question contained the words ‘through their work in schools’, but that
EPs could actually work beyond the school gates, thus to think more widely than this.
| also described this as ‘blue sky thinking’. Ideas were recorded on a flipchart and left
on display to refer to later, as appropriate. This question was asked with the theme
from Bercow in mind, ‘A continuum of services designed around the family is needed’
(Bercow, 2008). Partners had already described what they were doing to support
children with SLCN, and | was interested to know where EPs fit in the continuum of

services, from their point of view.
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Having outlined what would be useful from EPs in an ideal world, the next key

guestion was intended to encourage reality thinking:

Do any barriers/ other considerations exist that might affect the support that EPs can
provide for children with SLCN? Again, these were listed on the flipchart, then placed
side by side with the ‘blue sky thinking’ ideas.

What then, in your view, might be a good way forward for EPs supporting children
with SLCN? (In asking this question, | had the ‘Joint working is critical’ theme in
mind). Ideas were again recorded on a flipchart. | asked participants to suggest three

ways of working for an EP that would make a difference.

A summary of responses from each of the three key questions was given to the

participants to check for accuracy and allow the opportunity for any additions.

The ending/final questions were intended to bring closure to the session, and enable
reflection on comments that were made as well as ensuring that nothing had been

missed:

All things considered, do you think EPs have a unique role to play in supporting
children with SLCN and, if so, what? (This question was included to explore
participants’ perception of the role that EPs can play within the context of everything
else that is going on to support children with SLCN (from their particular service,
within the city or within the locality — all the aspects that had been covered during the

session)).

Have we missed anything? Is there anything we should have talked about but
haven’t? This last question was included to ensure that participants had said
everything that they wanted to say. Flipchart papers on display were referred to again

to ensure an accurate reflection of their suggestions.

Questions were kept up on the wall during the focus group sessions as a visual

support to help participants to keep them in mind.
Participants were thanked for their time and chocolates were handed out.

4.5.2 Questionnaires

As already indicated, | had wondered whether | needed first to pilot the

questionnaires and had decided that, as this study was being carried out to explore
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the unique views of partners working within a particular locality, this would not be
appropriate. | was seeking to explore particular partners’ reality, not reality generally.
It is suggested instead, in terms of focus groups, that it is important to test the
questions orally and, if a question is found not to work with the first focus group, the

wording can be changed for the second group (Krueger & Casey, 2009).

All eight EPs working in the city were emailed a questionnaire. This method of data
collection was considered to be the most appropriate, as | was aware of time

pressures on team members.

Gillam (2007) pointed out that questionnaires are a good method of data collection,
as they are an easy way to get information from people quickly, they can complete
them in their own time and the questions are standardised (Gillam, 2007). The
negatives about using questionnaires were indicated to be the quality of information
obtained, having to use short and simple questions, and lack of control over the
respondents and how they will answer. Oppenheim (1992) supported these positives
and negatives, and suggested that interviews are almost the mirror image: time
consuming, with a risk of interviewer bias and potentially expensive (Oppenheim,
1992).

| kept the number of questions to a minimum (four), on a single side of A4, in order to
have the best chance of return. Within the overall question of ‘How can EPs support
children with SLCN through their work in schools’, the following questions were

included:

1. How do you currently support children with SLCN (all ages, not just restricted
to school)? This was an introductory question to encourage EPs to think about
the range of work that they engaged in to support children of all ages with
SLCN. In asking this question as a starter, | had in my mind the words of the
EP colleague (the impetus for this project), who had suggested that she would

not know what to say if asked how she supported children with SLCN.

2. Are there any barriers/constraints that you feel affect support you
provide/would like to offer? This question moved EPs on from thinking about
their range of work to considering any restrictions on what they did or how
they would like to work. In asking this, | was interested in finding out if EPs
would like to do more, if conditions were more favourable, or whether they

were happy with their current ways of working.
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3. Would you like to work any differently to support children with SLCN? This
qguestion was, in essence, a closed question requiring a yes or no response,
which | considered to be the most powerful indicator of whether they were
happy with current practice. Also, in asking the question in this way, | was
interested in how many of the EPs might enlarge on their response. Any
enlargement, | thought, could reflect strength of feeling, though could also

reflect lack of time, of course.

4. Do you think EPs have a unique role to play in supporting children with SLCN?
This question was included as | was interested in establishing how EPs saw

their role in relation to others.

Questionnaires were sent to EPs (see Appendix E), with a date for return indicated. A
reminder email was sent near to the time. Six were returned by the requested date
and a seventh a short time afterwards. | made the decision not to send a further

follow-up email to the eighth EP, given their known work pressures.

In terms of data collection from parents, the opportunity to gain their views followed
an invitation for me to speak to a group of parents about the role of an EP. The
parents could therefore be regarded as a convenience sample. All parents attending
the group had children with speech, language and communication difficulties, some
of whom had received a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder. Data from parents
were obtained by way of minutes taken by the teacher who had organised the

parents’ group. Parents also completed a questionnaire (see Appendix F).

Parents had been asked prior to the group meeting if they would be willing to take
part in my research project, and all had indicated verbally that they would. This was
mentioned again to them at the beginning of the parents’ group session and a letter
handed to them, making clear the purpose of the study and asking them to complete
the questionnaire if they were happy to be included (see Appendix G). | explained
that the teacher would be taking notes, which would be used as part of my data
collection, and that there was a questionnaire for them to complete if they were
happy to do so. There was a place at the bottom of the questionnaire to sign,
indicating their permission for me to use their responses in my thesis. Confidentiality
was assured. The questionnaire did not follow the same format as that for focus

groups or EPs, as these were not considered to be appropriate. From parents, | was

80



interested in gauging their experiences of EPs and exploring whether there was any

more that they would like the EPs to have done to support them and their child.

The questionnaire was planned in line with the presentation about the role of EPs
(see Appendix H). As it happened, parents were asked to complete the questionnaire
at the end of the session as it felt more comfortable to do it this way. Had | stopped to
ask parents to complete a part of the questionnaire at planned times, this would have
affected the flow of the presentation and may have stifled the questions that were
being asked by parents. | therefore took the decision to leave the questionnaire until
the end, once the presentation was underway. | kept the number of questions on the
questionnaire to the minimum required to gain the information | was seeking. | also
included open and closed questions. | was conscious of parents’ time and did not

want completion of the questionnaire to dominate the parents’ group session.

A mixture of open and closed questions were included. The parental questionnaire
was supported by the presentation. ‘Giving and getting information’. | considered the

questions through a social constructionist lens.

The first question on the questionnaire (closed): ‘Has your child been seen by an
educational psychologist?’ This was felt to be a useful opener to beginning to think
about EPs working with them and their child. Also, | could not assume that all the

children had been seen by an EP.

Question 2 (open): ‘If so, could you please give details (how many times, over what
length of time, work carried out etc.)’ was included to encourage parents to recall the

EPs’ work in terms of frequency and content.

Question 3 (closed): Have you had contact with an educational psychologist as part
of the work carried out with your child? was included, as again | did not want to
assume that the EP had contacted or met with parents. This was something | was
interested in exploring, given the lack of mention of work with parents in EP

questionnaires.

Question 4 (open): If so, could you please give details (telephone contact, face to
face, individual meeting, review meeting, frequency/timing etc.) was intended to build
on the previous question to explore further the nature of contact with the parents, if

there had been any.
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Question 5 (intended as open, though could be answered in a closed way if desired):
Is there anything that you would have liked to have seen done differently? This was
included to explore parents’ views on whether they were satisfied with the EP

involvement or if something else could have been done to support them or their child.

Question 6 (intended as open, though could be answered in a closed way if desired):
Having heard a bit more about how an educational psychologist works, is there
anything else you would have liked to have seen done differently? This question was
intended to be asked after sharing information on the range of work carried out by

EPs, to explore whether, by being better informed, they would expect different things.

Question 7 (intended as open, though could be answered in a closed way if desired):
Is there anything else you feel an EP could do to support your child both within
current constraints and in an ideal world? This was the last question on the
questionnaire and was included to gauge parents’ understanding of barriers to
working for EPs, but also the same ‘blue sky thinking’ opportunity that was presented

to the focus groups.

Six questionnaires were completed and returned. | was aware that some of the
parents were together, or had brought another family member along, so am not able

to say whether all of the children were represented by returned questionnaires.

The teacher/SENCo running the parents’ group took notes throughout the session.

These notes were also used as data.

4.6 Process of Data Analysis

As this project aimed to find out how a range of partners perceived the role of the EP
in their work to support children with SLCN, | wanted to keep the groups separate in
terms of analysis of data. This way, any differences in perceptions could be

considered. | also wanted to highlight any overall themes.

In setting out on this research, | considered using grounded theory as a general
approach, as | was keen to feel my way through the data and add to it, as | felt was
needed to address the research question. | recognised that there were variations to
this approach based on the researcher’s particular epistemological stance. Strauss
and Corbin adopt a realist approach to reflecting participants’ accounts and
generating new theory, but are more interpretive than earlier versions of grounded
theory (Strauss & Corbin, 2008).
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In reflecting on what might be considered limitations of this study in terms of time,
linked to it representing practitioner research, the ‘lite’ (abbreviated) version was then
considered. Willig, however, suggested that this version should not be a researcher’s
first choice but used when there are other constraints (Willig, 2008), and went on to
point out that the epistemological roots of grounded theory have raised wide criticism,
with arguments that a positivist epistemology is subscribed to and that it ‘sidesteps’
reflexivity. | wondered about the reality of coming to a study without prior knowledge,
and was interested in Cutcliffe’s view that no potential researcher is an empty vessel,
a person with no history or background (Cutcliffe, 2000). | was also aware of, but not
persuaded by, others who disagreed with this, suggesting that researchers can be

self-aware and not impose previous knowledge on the data (Urquart, 2007).

Taking into account my concerns about grounded theory as outlined above, thematic
analysis was instead selected, despite the suggestion in some of the literature that
this approach to data analysis was not sophisticated enough for a doctoral project. |
was interested in the counter argument, that it offers a theoretically flexible method
for analysing qualitative data, and is a useful and flexible method for qualitative
research. The approach outlined by Braun and Clarke was used (Braun & Clarke,
2006):

1. Familiarisation with the data (initial ‘noticings’)

2. Coding according to relevance to broad research question (bricks and tiles)
3. Searching for themes (roof)

4. Revisiting/renaming themes

5. Defining

6. Writing up.

As | was interested in exploring the perceptions of key partners on the role of the EP
in their work to support children with SLCN, | decided to keep the groups separate in
terms of analysis of data. Themes were derived for individual partners from data

collected, then accumulated into overall themes for all partners.

In deciding on categories (or codes), it has been suggested that characteristics

should relate to the research setting and to the problem under investigation, and that
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they bring together parts of the data in a purposeful way (Costley et al., 2010).

Codes, themes and overall themes featured in the data analysis.

4.6.1 Focus groups

Thematic analysis was used to analyse data as follows:

Stage 1 — Familiarisation with the data. | listened to recordings of each focus group
session and jotted down ‘noticings’ about each down the right-hand side of the page.
| also put notes down the left-hand side that highlighted the structure of the session.
This was part of the familiarisation stage. | then read the scripts that had been
transcribed from the recordings and added further ‘noticings’. During the reading, |

picked up information that | had not noticed in listening, so it was good to do both.

Stage 2 — Coding according to relevance to broad research question. | read through
the scripts again and highlighted parts pertaining to the role of the EP or potential
role of the EP, and what | considered useful in terms of the research questions
(barriers, ways that EPs could work), based on participants’ actual words and my
‘noticings’. These highlighted parts were coded. Scripts were therefore not coded line
by line but by sentence/idea. Different coloured highlighter pens were used for each
group (pink for Children’s Centre staff, yellow for SALTs and green for SENCos), so
that when group data were accumulated under questions, | could see which group
the information had come from. | read through the scripts again to make sure that

nothing had been missed.

Stage 3 — Searching for themes. A great deal of thought was given to as to how to
organise the next steps of data analysis. For the key questions, ‘What would an ideal
world of EPs supporting children through their work in schools, or anywhere, look
like’ and ‘Do any barriers/ other considerations exist that might affect the support that
EPs can provide for children with SLCN?’, coded responses for each group were

organised under themes.

| compared themes against lists that had been captured on the flipchart during the
focus group sessions. This was considered useful to check that no main points had
been missed. | also recognised that, in analysing the scripts, some of the context was
lost. The flipchart lists had been drawn up within the focus group and main points
noted within the context of discussion. This resulted in the shifting of some coded

quotes placed under themes. | had, for example, placed ‘an understanding of actual
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need’ under ‘others not following recommendations’ (SENCos), which on reflection
are different. Another example is that | had placed ‘there could be a specialist EP for
children like that or | know all EPs... but it’s that foundation stage age group’ under
the theme of ‘specialist EP’ (SALTSs). In the focus group session, | had captured this
on the chart as ‘early intervention in the early years’. | therefore created two themes
from this data and placed the quotation under each. ‘Early years/early intervention’

may have been missed as a theme had | not compared the flipchart with data.

Looking at the themes, | wondered if | had labelled them appropriately. In organising
them, | had wanted to separate focus group suggestions (semantic) from my ideas
based on what they said (latent). | tried coding by numbers to indicate the sources (1
for participant, 2 for my idea based on what participant said, and 3 overall
occurrences/ideas as a result of discussion), but this did not work. | therefore decided
to keep codings under quotations and ‘noticings’. Quotes were moved between
themes that | thought were more appropriate. Some quotations were sorted under

more than one sub-theme.

The next step involved bringing data from all focus groups together. | had wondered
about doing this for the key questions only, but decided that it would be useful to sort
information for all questions, as responses could have a bearing on key questions in
a way that | had not really anticipated. In order to do this, | took nine large sheets of
paper and wrote each of the questions posed to the focus groups at the top. Quotes
taken from the three focus groups transcripts and my ‘noticings’ were sorted under
appropriate questions. Some of the data had arisen in direct response to that
particular question, whilst other relevant information pertaining to the question
emerged in other parts of the session. For the key questions, data had already been
organised under themes separately for each of the focus groups. This data was put

together and organised under overall themes.
Stage 4/5/ 6 — Revisiting/renaming themes, defining and writing up.

4.6.2 Questionnaires

Questionnaires from seven EPs were analysed using a thematic analysis approach
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) as follows:

Stage 1 — Familiarisation was the first stage of data analysis. | read through each of

the seven questionnaires and made notes down the side which represented my initial
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‘noticings’. Next, | highlighted responses in each of the questionnaires which
represented what | considered to be the main points (for semantic codes) and jotted
further notes down the side. | then picked out the main noticings (for latent codes)
from each questionnaire and made a bulleted list on a post-it note that was attached
to the questionnaire. This helped to highlight the main points that were coming from

each questionnaire and keep ‘familiar’ the responses of individual EPs.

Stage 2/3 — Coding according to relevance to broad research question and searching
for themes. | had highlighted each of the seven questionnaires in a different colour,
as the next step of analysis involved cutting up the individual questionnaires to
accumulate all the EPs’ responses and my ‘noticings’ under each of the four
questions. | thought it useful to be able to see at a glance the pattern of responses
from individual EPs. Again, | took large pieces of paper and wrote each question at
the top. The highlighted pieces were then sorted under themes for each of the
questions. The bulleted lists were also compared with themes to ensure that main

themes and ideas had been captured
Stage 4/5/6 — Revisiting/renaming themes, defining/writing up.

Questionnaires from six parents were also analysed using a thematic analysis
approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Stage 1 — As with the EP questionnaires, familiarisation was the first stage of data
analysis. | read through each of the six questionnaires and made notes down the
side to represent my initial ‘noticings’. Next, | highlighted responses in each of the
questionnaires which represented what | considered to be the main points (for
semantic codes) and jotted further notes down the side. As with the EP
questionnaires, | then picked out the main ‘noticings’ (for latent codes) from each

questionnaire and made a bulleted list on a post-it note attached to the questionnaire.

Stage 2/3 — | had highlighted each questionnaire in a different colour, as the next
step of analysis involved cutting up the individual parental questionnaires to
accumulate responses and my noticings under each of the seven questions. As with
the EP data, coded information was sorted under themes. The bulleted lists were
also compared with themes to ensure that main themes and ideas had been

captured.
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Notes from the teacher/SENCo were analysed in the same way. | read through the
notes and jotted down the side my initial ‘noticings’. | then read through again and
highlighted sections that related to the role of the EP and how an EP might work to
support.

Stages 4 to 6 — as with the EP analysis.

4.6.3 Analysis across partners

In order to answer the first of the supplementary questions, ‘How do other
professionals perceive the role of the educational psychologist in supporting children
with SLCN and how does this compare to how EPs would like to work and what
parents want?’, | wanted to compare data across all partners. | did this by first of all
typing up themed data from the focus group data, ensuring that the colour coding
remained the same (SALTs yellow, Children’s Centre staff pink, and SENCos green).
| then produced a visual representation for each overall theme, which made it easier

see patterns among professional partners (see photographs in Appendix I).

In order to think about how the perceptions of professional partners compared to
EPs’ and parents’, | set out mapping themes from both groups onto the visual
representation produced from the focus group data. In doing this, | felt that | was
losing the richness of the data, so decided instead to keep the parents’ data in terms
of the ways that EPs could work to support children with SLCN together (as they
were ultimately potential beneficiaries of support) and the EP data together (as they

were the providers of EP support).

In order to answer the second supplementary question ‘What might impact on EPs
supporting children with SLCN within the local context?’, | followed the same
procedure as for the first question in terms of sorting themes from the focus groups
under overall themes and producing a visual representation. | then added themes

from the EPs’ data to see how they matched (see Appendix J).

To help to answer the third question, ‘Do professionals consider EPs to have a
unique role in supporting children with SLCN and can the current role be widened in
the local context based on partners’ perceptions?, | mapped the ‘blue sky thinking’
suggestions from focus groups onto the barriers. | then added the EP data and what
parents would like from an EP. | also placed an asterisk on the three things that each

focus group had indicated as the way of working for EPs, within the current
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constraints, that would make a difference. Some ways of working were mapped to

more than one barrier (see Appendix K).

Analysing data across partners to address the three questions outlined above and
writing up the results allowed for further reflection on the data and resulted in further
refinement of both themes and overall themes. This represented the final stage of
data analysis. Themes such as ‘Awareness of children with SLCN’ as a barrier for
EPs, for example, was changed to ‘Lack of awareness of children with SLCN’ and
‘Explaining the focus of EP work’ in the SALTs ‘blue sky thinking’ was changed to
‘Explaining EP assessment’. In terms of examples of changes to overall themes,
‘Understanding of EP role’ was changed to ‘Lack of understanding of EP role’ in the
write up of the barriers, and ‘Time and money’ was changed to ‘Constraints on time

and money’.

4.7 Validity and Reliability

Cho and Trent (2006) suggested that validity in qualitative research is linked to what
the researcher has observed and what is true in reality and propose two
perspectives: transactional validity and transformational validity (Cho & Trent, 2006).
The former is described as an interactive process between the researcher and the
data, aimed at achieving a higher level of accuracy and consensus by revisiting the
facts, feelings, experiences and values collected and interpreted. ‘Truth’ in this case
is regarded as an understanding of a participant’s perception of reality (Koelsch,

2013), which was, of course, what | wanted to represent through this research.

| was aware of the need to ensure that my research could achieve a high level of
‘transactional’ validity and employed one of the techniques used to enhance this type
of validity: member checking. This was carried out during the focus group by regularly
recapping participants’ suggestions and summing up at the end of the session. This
was felt to be a more appropriate way of member checking than going back to
participants at a later stage to check the accuracy of their words. The main reason for
this was that | was very aware that participants had given up their valuable time to
take part in a focus group and | felt it would be asking too much to take up more of
their time by checking afterwards. This may be a wrong assumption on my part and
participants may have been very willing to validate their words, and in saying this |

acknowledge that | could be too sensitive towards the time constraints that | consider
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others to be experiencing. This is based on my own experience and may not hold

true for everyone.

Koelsch points out that, whilst the member check has been regarded as an important
component of validation in qualitative research in order to assess the accuracy with
which a researcher has represented a participant’s subjectivity, researchers should
not expect participants’ subjectivities to remain static throughout the research
process (Koelsch, 2013). She explains that although it is accepted that a
researcher’s subjectivity may change, there is the suggestion that participants’
accounts of lived experiences remain fixed. She argues that a participant’s truth can
be created during the interview process. This resonates well with me and | feel that it
highlights the value of carrying out focus groups above individual interviews.
Participants had the opportunity to hear one another’s views, which in turn may have

helped them to clarify/shape their reality/truths.

Koelsch explained that some theorists argue that change, rather than representation,
should be the primary goal of qualitative research. This research project aims at both.
| was interested in gaining an insight into perceptions and, through the data, to
represent their realities, as well as hopefully move participants on in their thinking on

how EPs can and do work to support children with SLCN as a multi-agency partner.

Koelsch described the transactional/transformational divide as the difference
between using representation or change as a marker of validity, and suggested that
the member check can be used to span this divide in order to support a holistic view
of validity. She cited Lather in highlighting one specific type of transformational
validity, catalytic validity, explaining that to achieve a high degree of catalytic validity,
the research project must support participants in knowing reality in order to transform
it (Lather, 1986). For this reason, the focus group sessions included the sharing of
the EPS leaflet and the opportunity to reflect on current EP working practices before
moving on to thinking about how EPs might work. The parent group session also
started off with a presentation on how EPs worked and allowed time for questions,

prior to asking them to complete questionnaires on the role.

Transformational validity is the second type of validity described by Cho and Trent
which, they explained, is a progressive process that leads towards social change,
achieved by the research itself. Although unsure about exactly what constitutes

‘social change’, | would argue that the experience of taking part in this research, as
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an EP, other professional or a parent, represented change in itself. Taking part
represented an opportunity to make suggestions on how EPs could work (hearing
information, asking questions, answering questions, debating with others);
experience suggests that this type of opportunity is a change and, in my view, a step
up on usual ways of working together to meet the needs of children. That said, it is
acknowledged that a real test of transformational validity may have come from follow-
up work. By this | mean that suggestions for ways of working for EPs in supporting
children with SLCN were put into practice and reviewed with those partners who had

made the suggestions.

Cho and Trent pointed out, however, that there is no way to guarantee that the

outcomes will be valid conclusions.

In terms of reliability, concern has been expressed about qualitative studies and how
reliable they can claim to be, given difficulties in replication of the design (Morse,
1999). | do acknowledge the importance of being clear in terms of what | did, but as
this study looked at a range of views in order to understand their reality, | am unsure
how the study could be replicated exactly. Different participants even from within the
same partner group may have different realties. Also, the purpose of the study was

not to generalise results but to consider the role of the EP in the local area.

4.8 Ethical Considerations

Ethics is generally about acting in the right way, and this can depend on an
individual’s position within a group. As a practitioner-researcher, | was concerned
with a number of ethical considerations. | recognised the need to consider carefully
my professional position and how this might impact on my approach to research, as

well as participants’ responses to participation.

A good starting point in considering ethical concerns is the British Psychological
Society’s (BPS) Code of Human Research Ethics (BPS, 2010), which indicates that
practice in psychological research should be based on a set of moral principles. In
common with the Code of Ethics and Conduct (BPS, 2009), four general principles

are outlined:

Respect for Autonomy and Dignity of Persons: ‘Psychologists value the dignity and
worth of all persons equally, with sensitivity to the dynamic of perceived authority or

influence over others and with particular regard to people’s right including those of
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privacy and self-determination’ (value statement from the Code of Ethics and
Conduct, 2009, p.10). This principle calls for a clear duty to the participants of the
research, respecting their knowledge, experience and insight. They should also
respect their age, education, gender, religion, family and socio-economic status. In
showing this respect, psychologists should explain the nature of the research being
carried out as well as avoid any unfair or prejudiced practice. In this study, |
acknowledged the need to provide necessary information to all participants in order
for them to make a decision on whether to take part. At the beginning of the focus
group and parents’ session, | checked their understanding of the purpose of the
research. In line with the principle, participants provided their consent to take part,
and confidentiality was assured. The data collected was anonymised, so that it could
not to be traced back to anyone taking part. | was mindful of the need to be respectful
to all participants at every stage of the research and to ensure that their rights were

respected and protected.

Scientific Value: this considers the standard of the research in terms of its design and
the way it was conducted. The principle states that research should be of sufficient
quality, with transparent aims, making clear what the research is intended to achieve.
This research was very carefully designed in order to achieve its aim of exploring
partners’ perceptions of the role of EPs in their work to support children with SLCN.
This was stated throughout. Clarity of the project’s aims and objectives was also
considered when ‘Approval of the Project’ was submitted to the University prior to

starting.

Social Responsibility: when carrying out research, a duty for the welfare of others
must be acknowledged; the knowledge generated should be beneficial to the
purpose. This principal calls for psychologists to work with in partnership with others,
to be self-reflective and aware of their personal and professional responsibilities. It is
also indicated that they should be mindful of the consequences of unexpected and
predicted outcomes, as well as acknowledging the problems associated with the
interpretation of research findings. Within the context of the study, | considered the
welfare of others to be paramount. This included not only the participants, but also
the managers who were approached initially about the research and others who

contributed to its completion.

I have been mindful of both my personal and professional responsibilities in carrying

out this research, reflected in my approach to the study and stance throughout. Prior
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to working with each set of partners, careful thought was given to ensuring that their
experience was as comfortable as possible. | reflected long and hard on the research
questions in terms of what | wanted to find out and the potential impact on
participants. Focus groups, for example, were planned in a way so as to put
participants at ease, with refreshments available throughout the session. | adopted a
solution-oriented approach, using ‘problem-free talk’ as a way of putting participants
at their ease. Participants at times steered away from the questions | posed, but |

thought it important to allow freedom of expression, respecting all contributions.

Maximising Benefit and Minimising Harm: The BPS Code of Ethics and Conduct
(2009) indicates that all psychologists should consider research from the participants’
viewpoint. In carrying out research, psychologists should be aware of the potential
impact of their interventions, and harm should be no greater than that which the
participants would normally be exposed to. Sensitivity to power differentials between
researcher and participants is indicated as essential. During the course of this study,
| was ever-mindful of not causing harm to participants. | confirmed, for example, that
focus groups were happy to be recorded and videoed. | also tried to ensure that any
potential perceptions of power were minimised through the approach that | took to

the research and in my interactions with participants.

Professional guidelines are also important to consider when carrying out research;

the Health Care Professions Council (HCPC) standards of proficiency include:
1a.1 be able to practise within the legal and ethical boundaries of their profession

e understand the need to act in the best interests of service users at all times

e understand the need to respect, and so far as possible uphold, the rights,
dignity, values and autonomy of every service user including their role in the
diagnostic and therapeutic process and in maintaining health and well-being

e understand the power imbalance between practitioners and service users and

how this can be managed appropriately.
1a.3 understand the importance of and be able to maintain confidentiality

Costley et al. suggest that a particular issue in work-based research is the
relationship between the researcher and the researched (Costley et al., 2010). This
was considered to be particularly important, given that | was an EP asking about

EPs. | needed to be sensitive as to how this might make participants feel and the
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possible impact on any data obtained. | was also aware of my position as a senior
manager of an EP in asking EPs about their role. | was, however, mindful of the need
to emphasise the research as being carried out ‘with’ rather than ‘on’ (Doyle, 2007)

participants as an active part of the research process.

The research project was discussed with EP colleagues during the course of
planning and, in a more structured way, during team meetings. EP colleagues, for
example, were involved in validating the questioning route for the focus groups. This
was discussed first with the EP who worked with me in the locality and then sent to
all other EPs by email for comment or change. To ensure that all views had been
taken into account, this was raised as an item at a team meeting. Plans for the
meeting with parents were also shared. In including EP colleagues in this way, |
intended to keep them informed of the progress of the study and encourage joint
ownership, given that the research was being carried out to support an

understanding of the EP role.

Throughout the course of the research | was mindful of the context in which it was
being carried out, and realised that what might be appropriate in one context might
not be appropriate in another (Campbell & Groundwater-Smith, 2007). | was aware
that, as a practitioner—researcher, | was in a privileged position in terms of
understanding the context and any sensitivities around it. The ethical principles
outlined above were informed by this knowledge. (Further ethical reflections are
highlighted in Chapter 7.)

This research met the ethical standards required by Newcastle University. An
application for ‘Approval of the Research Project and Supervisory Team’ was
submitted prior to starting the research, which required the completion of a section on
ethical issues. Although it was indicated that the research involved human subjects,
none of the other considerations were applicable (for example, does the study
involve vulnerable groups such as children; will it be necessary for participants to
take part in the study without their knowledge or consent; will the study involve
sensitive topics, ranging from sexual activity to drugs). Had the research involved any
of the other factors, | should have needed separate University ethical approval.
Discussion with my supervisor and clarification with the University confirmed that this
was not required in my case (see Appendix L for a copy of the email confirmation
from Newcastle University relating to ‘Approval of research project and supervisory
team’).
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Chapter 5. Results

5.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the results from each of the five groups of partners. Overall
themes in terms of ‘blue sky thinking’ ideas from the three focus groups will be
presented first. ‘Blue sky thinking’ relates to what partners thought an ideal world of
EPs supporting children with SLCN would look like. Overall themes for the potential
barriers to ‘blue sky thinking’ are presented next, incorporating themes from the three
focus groups and EPs, before moving on to show how ‘blue sky thinking’ can be

mapped to the barriers for all five groups of partners.

Results from each group of partners involved in this project are then outlined in turn —
Children’s Centre staff, SENCos, SALTs, EPs and parents — before finally

considering data in terms of the research questions.
5.2 Overall Themes

5.2.1 ‘Blue sky thinking’

Themes from the three focus groups (Children’s Centre staff, SENCos and SALTS)
were sorted into four overall themes. These emerged from the data and were not pre-

set. The four overall themes were:

e Trainer
e Supporter of children and families
e Assessor

e Supporter of other professionals

Each of these overall themes is shown in Table 1, with contributing themes from

each of the focus groups.
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Table 1 Overall ‘blue sky thinking’ themes and focus groups' contributory themes

Trainer Supporter of Assessor Supporter of other professionals
children and
families
Children’s | Training for other Supporting government Providing professional consultation
Centre professionals on SLCN guidance/initiatives Partnership working
staff Training for themselves Advising on child development/SLC
on SLCN Supporting early intervention/early
Delivering joint training years
Training on the role of
EPs re SLCN
SENCos | Raising the profile of Capturing the child's | Contributing to assessment Developing resources
oracy views Explaining EP assessment Supporting schools to share practice
Training for teachers Signposting for EP being part of the school team
children . .
o Modelling use of strategies
Organising youth Supporting project work/research
groups . .
. - Sharing knowledge about provisions and LA
Supporting/training/
. . protocols
signposting for
parents
SALTs Linking SLCN to literacy | Informing and Having clearer follow up policies Acting as a bridge between SALT and

development in schools

Training on the role of
EPs and SALT

supporting parents

A specialist EP for speech and
language

Supporting early intervention/early
years

Giving advice on child development

schools

Seeing everyone's priorities
Supporting diagnosis

Providing professional consultation

Supporting classroom strategies linked to
SALT advice

Clarifying the EP role
Clarifying protocols to schools




The themes from all three focus groups highlight the ‘“Trainer’ role for EPs in their
‘blue sky thinking’. There are a number of points of agreement. Children’s Centre
staff and SENCos both contributed ‘Training for themselves’, and Children’s Centre
staff and SALTs contributed ‘Training for other professionals’ and ‘Training on the
role of the EP’. In addition to training on SLCN in general, specific training/advice
may be identified in the themes from all three focus groups. Children’s Centre staff
saw a role for EPs in terms of ‘Advising on child development / SLC’. SALTs
contributed the theme ‘Linking SLCN to literacy’ and SENCos ‘Raising the profile of
oracy’. Training together was highlighted by both Children’s Centre staff (‘Delivering
joint training’) and SALTs (‘Training on the role of EPs and SALTS’).

In terms of the overall theme of ‘Supporter of children and families’, two focus groups
contributed to this theme in their ‘blue sky thinking’. SENCo themes related to
support for both children and parents. SALT highlighted specific support for parents
only. In terms of the overall theme of ‘Assessor’, all three focus groups contributed
themes. Children’s Centre staff and SALTs both contributed ‘Supporting early
intervention/ early years’ and ‘Advising on child development’, yet the other themes
differed. Children’s Centre staff were the only group to highlight an ‘Assessor’ role
linked to government initiatives. SALTs’ themes linked to procedural aspects of work,
‘Having clearer follow up’ and ‘A specialist EP for speech and language’. SENCos
saw an ‘Assessor’ role for EPs in terms contributing to assessments of children with

SLCN and explaining the focus of EP assessments.

The fourth overall theme, ‘Supporter of other professionals’, included themes for ‘blue
sky thinking’ from all three focus groups, which included support for themselves and
other professionals. SALT and Children’s Centre staff data both produced the theme
of ‘Providing professional consultation’. SENCo themes reflected work of a more
practical nature ‘Developing resources’, ‘Modelling use of strategies’ and ‘Supporting

schools to share practice’.

5.2.2 Barriers

In terms of barriers to ‘blue sky thinking’, themes from the three focus groups
(Children’s Centre staff, SENCos and SALTs) were sorted into seven overall barrier

themes. These were:

e Not being valued by schools

e Constraints on time and money
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e EPs as individuals

e Changing landscapes

e Lack of understanding of EP role
e Agencies not working together

e Lack of enthusiasm
EP barrier themes were then mapped on to the above overall themes

Each of these overall themes is shown in Table 2, with contributing themes from the

four groups of partners.
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Table 2 Overall barrier themes, and contributory themes from focus groups and EPs

Not being Constraints EPs as Changing landscapes Lack of Agencies not Lack of
valued by on time and | individuals understanding | working together | enthusiasm
schools money of EP role
Children’s | EP unaware of EP capacity Keeping up with members | Understanding
Centre individual school of teams and their roles of roles
staff data EP unaware of city-wide
strategies
EP may lack in familiarity
with relevant government
initiatives
SENCos Others not Time/ money Lack of support from Focus on SALT | Lack of multi- Lack of
following (SLA) managers support for agency working enthusiasm
recommendations children with from all
Restricted SLCN involved
knowledge
/Understanding of
need
SALTs Being valued by EP staffing/ Individuality | Referral process Understanding Lack of
schools budget of EPs Changing LA landscape roles enthusiasm
Staffing in Unclear SLA/ traded services
schools follow up
Unclear Changing EP landscape
follow up
EPs Lack of Time EPS organisation/ service Lack of opportunity
awareness of delivery to work with/ liaise
children with with SALT
SLCN

Difference in/
confusion over SLI
classification




Themes from all four groups of partners contributed to the overall theme of ‘Not being
valued by schools’ as a barrier to ‘blue sky thinking’. SENCos’ ‘Understanding of
need’ and EPs’ ‘Lack of awareness of children with SLCN’ were similar in that they
referred to schools’ lack of understanding of SLCN and associated needs, which
potentially EPs could help with. The Children’s Centre staff’'s theme related to
schools not sharing information with EPs (‘EP unaware of school data’) and SALTSs’
and SENCos’ themes related more to schools not taking into account EP
recommendations (‘Others not following recommendations’ and ‘Being valued by

schools’).

Themes from all four groups of partners contributed to the overall theme of
‘Constraints on time and money’ as a barrier to ‘blue sky thinking’. Themes from
Children’s Centre staff and SALTs were similar in their reference to EP staffing and
capacity (‘EP capacity’ and ‘EP staffing/ budget’). EPs and SENCos both contributed
themes relating to time (‘Time’ and ‘“Time and money/ SLA’), the latter referring to the

constraints in EP time as a result of the new SLAs in place and school budgets.

In terms of the overall theme of ‘EPs as individuals’, only one partner contributed
(SALTSs). SALTSs contributed two themes, ‘Individuality of EP’s and ‘Unclear follow
up’. The latter was placed under this overall theme as responses to the EP
questionnaire had indicated varying practices in terms of how children with SLCN

were supported.

Themes from all four groups of partners contributed to the overall theme of ‘Changing
landscapes’, relating to changes in terms of government, local authority, locality and
EP team landscapes. EPs’ theme, ‘EPS organisation/ service delivery’, focused on
the changes that had taken place within the EP team and was supported by SALTS’
‘SLA/ traded services’ and ‘Changing EP landscape’. SALTs themes reflected
changes at a locality level ‘Referral process’ and ‘Changing LA landscape’, as did
Children’s Centre staff with themes of ‘Keeping up with members of teams and their
roles’ and ‘EP unaware of city-wide strategies’. SENCos’ theme of ‘Support of

managers’ also related to the locality/ local authority.

Themes from all three focus group partners contributed to the overall theme of ‘Lack
of understanding of EP role’. Children’s Centre staff and SALTs both contributed
themes of ‘Understanding roles’. SENCos ‘Focus on SALT support for children with
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SLCN’ was placed under this overall theme, as it could reflect a lack of

understanding of the EP role.

Two groups of professional partners, EPs and SENCos, contributed to the overall

theme of ‘Agencies not working together’. EPs’ themes of ‘Lack of opportunity to

work with/ liaise with SALT’ and ‘Difference in/ confusion over SLI classification’

focused on work with SALT, whereas SENCos’ ‘Lack of multi-agency working’

suggested a wider view than EPs/ SALTSs.

Themes from two of the focus groups, SENCos and SALTSs, contributed to the overall

theme of ‘Lack of enthusiasm’ (‘Enthusiasm from all involved’ and ‘Lack of

enthusiasm’).

5.2.3 ‘Blue sky thinking’ and barriers

‘Blue sky thinking’ themes from all five groups of partners, Children’s Centre staff,

SENCos, SALTs, EPs and parents were mapped to each of the seven potential

barriers. Themes that are shown in the following tables with an asterisk are those

identified by focus group participants as those that would make a difference in terms

of EPs working to support children with SLCN within the current constraints.

Table 3 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes mapped onto the barrier ‘Not being valued by schools’

Children’s SENCos SALTs EPs Parents
Centre staff
Supporting EP being part | Giving advice on child More time to | To be
government of the school development implement available
Contributing to | policies*® PP
Prowdlr]g assessment Training on literacy link* Support
professional Modelling use children and
consultation of strateggies* Linking SLCN to literacy schools to
Advising on child development in schools anAana%e thfe
development/ Acting as a bridge h'IZe up 't?wr
SLC between SALT and gL'I ren wi

Delivering joint
training

schools

Supporting diagnosis
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Table 4 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes mapped onto the barrier ‘Constraints on time and money’

Children’s Centre
staff

SENCos

SALTs

EPs

Parents

Training for
themselves on
SLCN

Supporting
government
guidance/ initiatives

Training for other
professionals on
SLCN

Partnership working*

Training on the role
of EPs re SLCN*

Providing
professional
consultation

Supporting early
intervention/ early
years®

Advising on child
development

Delivering joint
training

Modelling use of
strategies®

Capturing the child’s
view

EP being part of the
school team

Developing resources
Training for teachers*

Raising the profile of
oracy

Contributing to
assessment

Supporting project work/
research

Organising youth groups
Supporting schools to
share practice
Supporting/ training/
signposting for parents*
Explaining EP
assessment*

Supporting classroom
strategies linked to SALT
advice

Training on the role of EPs
and SALT

Supporting early
intervention/ early years

Having clearer follow-up
policies™

Providing professional
consultation*

Training on literacy link*

Informing and supporting
parents

A specialist EP for speech
and language

Acting as a bridge between
SALT and schools

Seeing everyone’s priorities
Supporting diagnosis

Clear process of
work

More time to
implement and
monitor interventions

More time to work
with and liaise with
other professionals

Support children and
schools to manage
LA set up for
children with SLI

Refresh knowledge

Collaboration/ liaison
with others

Regular review by an EP

Follow up on recommendations to

schools

Provide and share advice with parents

Be available for future support

Provide direction/ signpost to other

agencies

A more detailed report that addresses

important aspects
More detailed EP report
Increased EP knowledge

Support parents as partners

Make clearer the role of the EP

Consider EP assessments —

relevance and sharing with parents

Speedier process

More communication with parents

Time for EP to get to know the child

Meeting with parents




Table 5 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes mapped onto the barrier ‘EPs as individuals’

Children’s SENCos SALTs EPs Parents
Centre staff
Delivering joint | Developing Having clearer | Would not work | Provide and share
training resources follow-up differently advice with parents
Advising on Supporting policies Clear process of | Consider EP
child project work/ Providing work assessments —
development research zg(:]f:jﬁ;?ir:)ﬂ* Collaboration/ ;ilzxﬁmisit?\nd
Training for Raising the liaison with arent%
other profile of oracy | Linking SLCN | others P
professionals Sharin to literacy . Make clearer the
g Work with
on SLCN knowledge idne;/(e::]%%rgent parents to EP role
Training on the | about provision develop Support parents as
role of EPs re and LA Training on confidence partners
SLCN protocols t_hel|teracy Assessment Provide direction/
. . link ;
Partnership Organising . signpost to other
T . Intervention !
working youth groups Acting as a agencies
- bridge More time to I
;Lr:é?:ggsfor between SALT | implement and gr?:\}gv\??égmt'on
and schools monitor 9
Signposting for Informing and interventions Increased EP
children supporting Refresh knowledge
Supporting/ parents knowledge A more detailed
trial:mg/tin . More to time to r%%?rt which
Si9 pos* gfo work with and addresses
parents important aspects

Modelling use
of strategies”

Explaining EP
assessment *

liaise with other
professionals

More
communication with
parents

Meeting with
parents

Time for EP to get
to know the child

More detailed EP
report
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Table 6 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes mapped onto the barrier ‘Changing landscapes’

Children’s SENCos SALTs EPs Parents
Centre staff
Delivering joint Developing Supporting early More time to Regular
training resources intervention/ early | work and liaise | review by an
Supporting early | EP being part of years ertor}e(;tsr,]iirrwls EP
intervention/ the school team Having clearer P Be available
early years* Subporting proiect follow-up policies* | Refresh for future
Advisi . PP g proj . knowledge support
vising on child | work/ research A specialist EP for
development Contributing to speech and Collaboration/ Regular
Supporting assessment language g?%i?g with ';;”ew by an
government Raising the profile Acting as a bridge
guidance/ of orac? P between SALT Increased
initiatives y and schools EP
- Sharin . knowledge
Providing knowle%ge about Seeing 9
professional rovisions and LA everyone’s
consultation grotocols priorities
Partnership Training for Clarifying
working teachers* protocols to
schools

Training for other
professionals on
SLCN

Organising youth
groups

Training on the
role of EPs and
SALT
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Table 7 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes mapped onto the barrier ‘Lack of understanding of EP role’

Children’s Centre SENCos SALTs EPs Parents

staff

Training Children’s Developing Training on the SLCN No further

Centre staff on resources literacy link* overlooked | suggestions
?

SLCN EP being part of Having clearer by schools? Happy with

Partnership working* | the school team follow-up policies™ support

Supporting Contributing to Linking SLCN to

government assessment literacy

guidance/ initiatives*

Providing
professional
consultation

Training on the role
of EPs re SLCN*

Advising on child
development

Supporting early
intervention/ early
years®

Delivering joint
training

Capturing the
child’s view

Supporting project
work/ research
Raising the profile
of oracy

development in
school

Training on the
role of EPs and
SALT

Table 8 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes mapped onto the barrier ‘Agencies not working together’

Children’s Centre | SENCos SALTs EPs Parents
staff
Training on the role | Developing Acting as a Collaboration/ | Provide
of EPs re SLCN resources bridge between | liaison with and share
Supporting early EP being part of the ?Q:g;asnd others ag\r/é?ﬁsw'th
intervention/ early school team P
years Raising the profile of Crlatrlfylr;gt Cvﬂifﬁtmg
Training on the role | oracy gcﬂgcjzs 0 arents
of EPs re SLCN * Training for P
Advising on child teachers* (?i:zzgggg S:rrc)e?]c’::as
development . .
P Supporting project Training on the partners

Delivering joint work/ research role of EPs and
training I

Contributing to SALT

assessment Training on

Sharing knowledge literacy link*

about provision and

LA protocols
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Table 9 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes mapped onto the barrier ‘Lack of enthusiasm’

Children’s Centre staff SENCos SALTs EPs | Parents
Training on the role of Supporting Having clearer follow-up
EPs re SLCN* project work/ policies *

research

Partnership working * Training on literacy link *

Delivering joint training Providing professional

- . nsultation *
Providing professional consultatio

consultation Acting as a bridge between
Training for other SALT and schools
professionals on SLCN Linking SLCN to literacy

Advising on child development in schools

development Informing and supporting
parents

‘Blue sky thinking’ themes from all five groups of partners were mapped onto all
seven barriers, with the exception of the barrier ‘Lack of enthusiasm’, which was

considered to be a barrier to focus group ‘blue sky thinking’ only.

The following sections will describe in more detail the data gathered from each of the

focus groups, the EPs and the parents.

5.3 Children’s Centre Staff

In terms of what ‘EPs supporting children through their work in schools, or anywhere,
would look like’ in an ideal world (‘blue sky thinking’), Children’s Centre staff
responses were coded and organised under the themes of ‘Supporting government
initiatives’, ‘Advising on child development/ SLC’, “Training for themselves on SLCN’,
‘Training for other professionals on SLCN’, ‘Partnership working’, ‘Providing
professional consultation’, ‘“Training on the role of EPs re SLCN’ , ‘Supporting early

intervention/ early years’ and ‘Delivering joint training’.

‘Blue sky thinking’ ideas taken from coded data, relating to each theme, are shown in
Table 10 below. Table 11 shows the barrier themes and ideas from Children’s Centre
staff (see Appendix M for examples of coded data relating to these themes and

ideas).
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Table 10 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes and contributory ideas: Children’s Centre focus group

Theme

‘Blue sky thinking’ ideas from Children’s Centre staff focus group session

Supporting government initiatives

Support children whose needs are highlighted through the EYFS prime area ‘Communication and
Language’

Support the cascade of the Early Language Development Programme to settings

Advising on child development/ SLC

Provide advice to childcare settings on age related norms re speech, language and communication
Provide a broader overview of a child’s development (seeing ‘the whole child’)

Training for themselves on SLCN

Support their understanding of language difficulties as they regard themselves as inexperienced in
severe language delay

Training for other professionals on SLCN

Support writers of Common Assessment Framework referrals to understand that requesting nursery
places for children with speech and language issues may not be the ‘solution’

Train childminders on speech and language development

Support understanding in settings that children need to build their self-esteem and language as a
basis for learning

Partnership working

Support in the early identification of speech and language issues by providing another point of view
Provide a surgery for Children’s Centre staff to talk about their work

Support other professional’s opinions (make messages stronger)

Providing professional consultation

Be available to Children’s Centre staff in person/ through email to provide advice on children they
have observed and are concerned about

Training on the role of EPs re SLCN

Train health visitors on the role of EPs and speech and language development

Supporting early intervention/early years

Be involved in children’s 2 year developmental check alongside childcare providers

Delivering joint training

Carry out joint training with Children’s Centre staff to settings, given their thought that EPs probably
have more first-hand knowledge of what SLCN looks like in children
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Table 11 Barriers to ‘blue sky thinking’: Children’s Centre focus group

Theme

Ideas about potential barriers from Children’s Centre focus group

EP unaware of city-wide strategies

EPs unaware of the | CAN Early Talk accredited settings in the city/ locality (this is
an accreditation which is awarded to settings who show good practice in
supporting children’s speech, language and communication skills)

Keeping up with members of teams and their roles

EPs unaware that the focus of work for teachers in the Children’s Centre had
changed

EPs unaware that staffing had been reduced in the Children’s Centre

EP unaware of individual school data

EPs unaware of a school in the locality where the results for communication
language and thinking are low

EP capacity

Time and resources

Access to EPs for early years work

EP may lack familiarity with relevant government initiatives

EPs lack of familiarity with the EYFS framework

Understanding of roles

Parents may be worried about an EP seeing their child

Lack of understanding by some settings as how to access EPs for work in the
early years




Taking into account the barriers, Children’s Centre staff indicated the following three
things that would make a difference in terms of EPs working to support children with
SLCN:

e Training professionals on how EPs can support children with SLCN

¢ Involvement in two-year developmental check (including child minders),

linked to early intervention
e Partnership working (giving the same messages together).

Children’s Centre staff thought that EPs had a unique role in terms of working to
support children with SLCN as follows:

e A broader overview compared to the more focused work that a SALT may do:

Yeah, ‘cos | suppose an educational psychologist has more of a, a kinda
broader overview, whereas speech and language therapists, often and this
is no disrespect to them, their work is often focused, it's very specific
things, erm, to do with just the language, whereas you would say, ok they
have got this language issue, but actually its affecting all of it. So you see
the child as a whole child.

e A holistic approach to the child/ seeing the whole child (behaviour and
learning) as often speech and language is seen as something separate and it
needs to be linked to learning and the development of the child:

Well, | think we don’t know that, we don’t know although | think it if we think
about the whole child, the whole child, behaviour and learning, because |
think very often we see speech and language, as you know, that is

something separate and it needs to be linked to the learning and
development of the child

e EPs know how one type of difficulty can impact on another

you know, how things impact on other things
Children’s Centre staff thought that support for children with SLCN was better in the
local area than in the city as a whole (on a scale of 0 to 10, they thought that the local

area was at 7.5 compared to 6.5 in the city).

Children’s Centre staff provided information about their previous experience of
working with EPs. One of the participants had had no experience of working with an
EP in her previous role as nursery manager. Her current experience was limited to
sitting on an early intervention panel with a senior EP. Questions were asked about

the age band that EPs covered, what the referral process to EP was, how day care in
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schools was covered (does the educational psychologist for a school also cover the
day care?). The two other participants had had experience of EPs, but not in their
current role.

I've got no experience in day care or, erm, in the role I'm in now, the first

time I've ever would be the CAF (Common Assessment Framework) panel

that we've sat round and the only reason is that | attend the CAF now is

because of my role changing, so in far, so far as if | was still in an old role, |
don’t think our paths would particularly cross, to be honest.

| mean, in terms of this job, | can’t think of a time when | have had any
contact.

Yes | have, but not, but not in this role, although I did want to speak to you
actually about somebody else.

See Appendix N for details of responses by the Children’s Centre staff focus group.

5.4 SENCos

In terms of what ‘EPs supporting children through their work in schools, or anywhere,
would look like’ in an ideal world (‘blue sky thinking’), SENCo responses were coded
and organised under the themes of ‘Signposting for children’, ‘Capturing the child’s
view’, ‘Raising the profile of oracy’, ‘Developing resources’, ‘Organising youth
groups’, ‘Supporting/ training/ signposting for parents’, ‘Explaining EP assessment’,
‘EP being part of the school team’, ‘Supporting schools to share practice’, ‘Sharing
knowledge about provision and LA protocols’, ‘Supporting project work/ research’,

‘Modelling use of strategies’, ‘Training for teachers’ and ‘Contributing to assessment’.

‘Blue sky thinking’ ideas taken from coded data, relating to each theme, are shown in
Table 12. Table 13 shows the barrier themes (see Appendix O for examples of coded
data).
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Table 12 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes and contributory ideas: SENCo focus group

Theme

‘Blue sky thinking’ ideas from SENCo focus group session

Signposting for children

Signpost young people with SLCN to sources of support (eg youth groups) through
such as Twitter and Facebook

Capturing the child’s view

Include in reports how the child feels about their SLCN eg how it feels walking into a
classroom

Raising the profile of oracy

Highlight the importance of teaching oracy (participants suggested that secondary
provision is creating children with social communication problems)

Developing resources

Develop resources to use with children and be involved in reviewing how they have
worked

Organising youth groups

Organise a locality youth group which parents and children can access (suggested that
school can be intimidating, teachers can be too busy to speak to parents when they get
in touch, some parents work)

Supporting/ training/ signposting for parents

Model to parents, emphasising the importance of communication, highlighting the
importance of talking to their children

Explaining EP assessment

Make clear to teachers what EP assessments are about and what they are looking for in
using them

Work with teachers to understand that EPs do not provide a cure but are just the first
step to supporting a child’s development

EP being part of the school team

Be considered part of the school team rather than staff being told that EP is coming in
Share research programmes with staff

Follow children through school
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Supporting schools to share practice

Support schools across the locality to share resources

Support primary and secondary schools in working together including highlighting the
useful of this to managers as currently staff do not feel they are given the time or
resources

Support the sharing of expertise across the locality, of which one of the primary
language provisions is part

Sharing knowledge about provision and LA protocols

Keep staff up to date with what is going on in the LA/ facilities available in the LA to
support children with SLCN

Provide training to teachers on LA support for children with SLCN

Supporting project work/ research

Support a locality project to support children with SLCN (SENCos highlighted need to
be critical based on previous experience)

Modelling use of strategies

Model strategies (eg lowering language levels) or use of resources to teachers as an
EP may approach something in a different way to a teacher or from a different angle/ at
a different level

EPs and teachers ‘team teaching’

Training for teachers

Train on such as how executive functioning can impact on children’s speech and
language

Train teachers on the importance of teaching oracy

Train teachers on aspects of language eg semantics

Contributing to assessment

Highlight speech and language difficulties in children who may have behaviour
problems/ communication problems

Support understanding of the link between SLCN and medical conditions/ historical
issues

Emphasise the importance of developing speech, language and communication skills
for reading
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Table 13 Barriers to ‘blue sky thinking’: SENCo focus group

Themes

Potential barrier ideas from SENCo focus group

Time/ money (SLA)

Time and money

Others not following recommendations

Teachers taking on board what EPs are asking them to do
Teachers not doing what they have been asked to do to support a child

Getting everyone on board so that they know what to do to support the child

Lack of support from managers

Backing of powers that be

Lack of multi-agency working

Multi-agency working

Lack of enthusiasm from all involved

Everyone being enthusiastic, the right people doing it, committed

Focus on SALT support for children with SLCN

Focus on SALT support for children with SLCN

Restricted knowledge/ understanding of need

An understanding of the child’s actual needs

People’s knowledge of speech, language and communication




Taking into account the barriers, SENCos indicated the following three things that

would make a difference in terms of EPs working to support children with SLCN:
e explaining assessment /modelling
e training on how other difficulties can affect SLCN-vice versa
e signposting parents/teachers/students

SENCos thought that EPs had a unique role in terms of working to support children
with SLCN as follows:

e to support multi-agency approaches

e to provide a report for SEN panel

or could it be you're almost | almost feel it's the when it comes to... so if
you’re going for FSA for example or assessment, like if | did an
assessment in school, would the SEN panel look at my assessment or
would they look at yours?

and | think there’s an element there’s an element of power being an EP in
terms of | mean | couldn’t go to the SEN panel and say well | think

e To provide a ‘global viewpoint’ — able to comment across health and education

e To look ‘across the board’
as SENCo | just get an overview of people’s views and ideas and that and
then you now you come in and then you look at it across the board

e To support what teachers think

e To give support and advice

| mean it's about support in school really and advice I'm always asking you
for advice you know to point me in the right direction erm and | agree with
what you’re saying about going to the panel

e To look at the facts and bring different aspects of the child’s development
together (people might only see the behaviour)
and then and | would agree with you that some people can have a lot of
information about a kiddie then you’ve got to sometimes it's a case of well
how can | say this well some people might go all they can see is the

behaviour can’t deal with it so and | think that you keep sort of a neutral
you don’t and you look at the facts and bring things together

SENCos thought that support for children with SLCN was at an equal level across the
city, including the locality. They thought that support for children at secondary level
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was not as good as at primary (on a scale of 0 to 10, support at secondary school

was indicated as a 3 and at primary a 7).

SENCos provided information about previous experience of working with EPs.
Participants all had had experience of EPs. Comments were made with regard to
usefulness of EP support:

| think... when we say we are not sure if it's this difficulty or its speech,

language and communication. It's good to be able to rule that out but |

think... I... this assessment that would be useful. | think staff don’t always

know what to do with a report advice and | think some of the things that are

in a report are already in place and it’s that thing where a therapist comes

in and works once a week with a child or and | wonder if staff think oh they

are coming to do that with the child...so what... the assessment so what
happens now and | know we’ve talked about that in the past

it's resources, seeing you work with a child, possibly sometimes, just to see
how you might approach it because actually you might approach things
differently to a class teacher from a different level or a different angle. |
think if they saw that, | think sometimes when they see speech and
language work with a child they go — ah — | know what you mean by
lowering your language levels

| think sometimes staff just want to see it... in action

See Appendix P for details of responses during the focus group with the SENCos.

5.5 Speech and Language Therapists (SALTS)

In terms of what ‘EPs supporting children through their work in schools, or anywhere,
would look like’ in an ideal world (‘blue sky thinking’), SALTS’ responses were coded

and organised into themes.

‘Blue sky thinking’ ideas taken from coded data, relating to each theme, are shown in
Table 14, while Table 15 shows the barrier themes (see Appendix Q for examples of
coded data).
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Table 14 ‘Blue sky thinking’ themes and contributory ideas: SALT focus group

Theme

‘Blue sky thinking’ ideas from SALT focus groups session

Linking SLCN to literacy development in schools

Link speech and or language problems or the underlying disorder causing that,
to literacy development

Train teachers in the SLCN - literacy link

Clarifying protocols to schools

Emphasise that the speech and language therapy service and the language
and learning team (an LA support service) are different and offer different
services

Support schools to refer to SALT when appropriate and follow advice provided

Giving advice on child development

Support schools in understanding the stages of speech and language
development so that they can raise children who may be showing delays

Informing and supporting parents

Support parents to engage positively with SALT

Acting as a bridge between SALT and schools

Have a greater role with children who don’t meet SALT criteria as language
and learning are both low (a suggested ‘gap’), provide support strategies

Support schools to ensure that SLI contract is maintained — a support assistant
is present during SALT session each week

Providing professional consultation

Be available to discuss children SALTs consider ‘tricky’/ giving another
professional opinion

Supporting classroom strategies linked to SALT advice

Provide classroom support strategies (suggestion that schools take more
notice of EPs than SALT)

Support schools to include SALT targets on a child’s IEP

Seeing everyone’s priorities

Liaise with schools regarding children that are priorities for EP time from a
SALT point of view

A specialist EP for speech and language

Have a specialism in SLCN (specialist EP in the service)

Supporting diagnosis

Help schools and other professionals to disentangle a child’s needs

Work with others to find out what may be behind speech and language issues
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Supporting early intervention/ early years

Work with children in the foundation stage

For EPs to have a specialism in SLCN. Concern particularly expressed about
foundation stage children

Clarifiying the EP role

Ensure that the EP leaflet is available to other services to share with parents

Emphasise to schools the ongoing nature of EP support, rather than one off
assessment (suggestion that schools do not think of EPs as people who can
provide updating and ongoing advice and support)

Training on the role of EPs and SALT

Provide joint training to schools on the role of the EP and role of SALT
Tell schools what a SALT does and vice versa

Support teachers’ understanding of SALT role re children with low language
and learning who don’t meet SALT criteria

Having clearer follow-up policies

Follow up on those children who showed attention and listening difficulties
during assessment (difficult to ascertain if findings are completely reliable)

Provide recommendations and advice to schools in follow up — monitor and
update advice on a termly basis or on request from school
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Table 15 Barriers to ‘blue sky thinking’: SALT focus group

Themes

Potential barrier ideas from SALT focus group

Referral process

Access to EPs through the Common Assessment Framework (CAF) process (lengthy
referral form)

EP staffing/ budget

Money and staffing (EPs)

Traded services/ SLAs impact on training opportunities in school

Understanding of roles

Understanding roles and responsibility

Individuality of EPs

EPs can give a variable service (quality of reports and information in the reports)

Being valued by schools

School cooperation
How much schools value what they think EPs can offer
What schools think an EP role should be

Staffing in schools

Money and staffing in school (to support the targets EPs set and to meet SALTs more often)

SLA/ traded services

EPs now being bought in (schools may not choose to use their time for training)

EPs not seeing SALTSs’ priorities and EPs priorities(and therefore in multi-agency working)

Changing EP landscape

Private EPs may not provide pre-discussion and follow up

Lack of enthusiasm

Enthusiasm as a result of an ‘exhausted and disillusioned’ workforce

Unclear follow up

Unclear follow up, EPs need to make clear in reports if the child is to be seen again

Changing LA landscape

Not all schools buy in a service from the LA so who do SALTSs speak to if not a LA EP?

Changes in the LA — referral processes, opportunities for support




Taking into account the barriers, SALTs indicated the following three things that

would make a difference in terms of EPs working to support children with SLCN:
e Look at the follow up
e Good communication with SALT
e Training on the impact of SLCN on literacy

SALTSs thought that EPs had a unique role in terms of working to support children
with SLCN as follows:

e Linking language skills to children’s learning, development and academic

progress
e Ascertaining the child’s potential for learning

e Setting targets linked to language and literacy skills
Harnessing that to their speech and language and their literacy, and then
setting really appropriate SMART targets
e Advice to school on how improvements in speech, language and
communication skills can impact on their learning
I mean even if we are able to really improve a child’s communication skills

we haven’t got the expertise to say right well how that gets reflected in their
learning, we just hope it will..... Advice for schools in that particular light

Breadth of EP knowledge and how it can be related to the classroom

SALTs thought that support for children with SLCN was better across the city than in
the local area (on a scale of 0 to 10 they thought that the local area was at 4.5

compared to 6 in the city).

SALTs provided information about previous experience of working with EPs,
highlighting that EP support can vary. Comment was made with regard to EP reports,

difficulties associated with traded services and referral processes:

very variable with psychologists

and | can certainly understand why some schools were reluctant to buy into
the service when they don’t know who they are going to get

and the quality of the reports and the information in the reports is very
variable across
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yes and | think when the schools realise that that will be a huge advantage
because you know | am sure some of them refer to speech and language
therapy rather than educational psychology, erm because of that form

See Appendix R for details of responses during the focus group with the SALTSs.

5.6 Educational Psychologists

In terms of how EPs themselves currently work, data was organised under five

themes, as shown in Table 16 (see Appendix S for examples of coded data).
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Table 16 Themes on current ways of working from EP questionnaires

Theme Current way of working for EPs

Collaboration/ liaison | Check previous involvement with SALT

with others Recommend referrals to SALT when necessary
Liaison with SALT
Liaison with Language and Learning (an education support service)
Liaison with the SENCo
Work with families to look at strategies to develop speech, language and communication (ASD)
Joint work with SALT (ASD)
Working together including parents may reflect experience

Assessment To clarify needs
Carry out assessment using a range of different tools including PIP, BPVS, BAS, play based assessment
Observation in whole class and small groups compared to one to one
Consultation with family, staff and other professionals to help gain a clearer understanding of the SLCN and how this
relates to other patterns of strength and difficulties
Early language screening interventions — discussion/ checklists with nursery
Carry out verbal/ non-verbal assessment at the request of SALT
Assessing their SEN when asked to do so
Looking at expressive and receptive language skills

Intervention Make recommendations to develop their skills and to access the curriculum based on assessment

Support through casework, training and consultation

Training for staff on interventions

Give advice to parents, teachers etc

Write reports to support statutory assessment or language provision placements
Set targets with schools and SALT to monitor speech and language progress

Clear process of work

Gather information about children, carry out assessment and make recommendations (not all EPs demonstrated this)

SLCN overlooked by
schools?

Speech and language difficulties may sometimes be overlooked by schools (suggested that many issues seem to be
around social interaction and communication needs)




Six EPs mentioned linking with and working with SALT (6 out of 7). One EP
mentioned another agency. One EP mentioned working with families. The main
partner to liaise with was considered to be a SALT. Two EPs mentioned SENCos.
The responses seemed to reflect more an emphasis on assessment and intervention

than liaison with others.

There was little mention of work with parents. There was a feeling of a general will to
do better. Some EPs answered questions more fully than others. Some EPs named
interventions that they used; some saw themselves as the expert, giving rather than
negotiating. There were differing views about the usefulness of cognitive
assessments when working with children with SLCN. The term ‘SLCN’ was not
generally queried; one EP wondered whether | was including autistic spectrum

disorder in the term, and included the information anyway.

Data from EPs highlighted barriers to work as shown in Table 17 (see Appendix S for

examples of coded data).
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Table 17 Themes on barriers to ways of working from EP questionnaires

Themes

Potential barrier ideas from EPs

Time

Time constraints impact on working with SALT /ensuring that school and parents
are not give too many conflicting targets

Time as a primary barrier to providing the best support in terms of working with
individual children, settings, colleagues and in terms of research to ensure that EPs
are up to date with the latest developments and recommendations

EPs organisation/ service delivery

SLAs and new ways of working (may impact on children with SLCN being
prioritised)

Ways of working may reflect experience of EPs (SALT as main contact, EP as
expert, lack of reference to parents by most EPs, some not looking wider than the
EP service for support)

Lack of opportunity to work with/ liaise with SALT

Cuts to other services (SALT) impact on liaison and intervention

Lack of awareness of children with SLCN

Children with SLCN not being prioritised by schools to see an EP

Difference in /confusion over SLI clarification

Perceived importance of cognitive scores

No barriers/ constraints

Happy with current support?




Four of the seven EPs highlighted time as a barrier to providing the support that they
would like. Four of the seven indicated work with SALT as a barrier — not enough
time/opportunity. Two of the seven EPs indicated that the way of working (SLAs) was
a constraint and, perhaps linked to this, having the right children prioritised by
schools. One highlighted SLI categorisation as a difficulty. One EP identified no
barriers at all, a possible indication that they were happy with the support that they
provided. SALT being the perceived main contact, EP as the expert, lack of reference
to parents and some EPs not looking wider than the EP service in terms of support

were also barriers ‘noticed’ in the questionnaires.

In terms of how EPs would like to work differently (‘blue sky thinking’), data was
organised under the themes in Table 18 (see Appendix S for examples of coded
data):
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Table 18 Themes on ideas for ways of working from EP questionnaires

Themes

‘Blue sky thinking’ ideas

More time to work with and liaise with other professionals

More joint work with SALT to get a better understanding of the
work they do and how we can fit into this to ensure effective
support

Work more closely with SALT/ liaise more with SALT

More time to liaise with colleagues from the Language and
Learning team

Ongoing opportunities for feedback and updates from SALT
colleagues

Refresh knowledge

Refresh own knowledge of Makaton

More time to implement and monitor interventions

Involved more in supporting schools to monitor interventions to
raise speech and language skills in general, but especially in the
early years

Monitor the effectiveness of interventions over time

Do things that other regional EPs have been involved in e.g. talk
table, explore ICT (information and communication technology).,
language through literacy

Support children and schools to manage LA set up for children with SLI

Support mainstream schools with ensuring that children who
attend the language provision are included on the day they are
there

Work with parents to develop confidence

Work with parents around speech and language issues and to
develop their confidence with their babies/ children

Would not work differently

Would not work any differently




More time, generally, and time to liaise with other professionals, were suggested by
four of the seven EPs. All four mentioned liaison with SALT, and one mentioned
SALT and another professional service. One EP of the seven mentioned working with
parents more. Children were mentioned by one EP, but this was in the context of
supporting children with SLI to manage the demands of attending a language
provision for four days a week and their ‘home’ school for one day a week. One EP
mentioned being involved more in early intervention, particularly early years, and one
EP mentioned developing their own skills. One EP compared the work that they did
with EPs in other areas and indicated a wish to do the same (eg table talk, ICT and
language through literacy). Two of the seven EPs mentioned supporting schools to
implement strategies and interventions to support children. In considering the
responses on the questionnaires, | noticed that there was little mention of working
with parents or mention of direct work with children. All but one EP indicated that they

would like to work differently to support children with SLCN.

All seven EPs thought that they had a unique role in supporting children with SLCN
and ideas fell under the themes of ‘Consider the whole child’, ‘Assessment of
cognitive skills and overview of development over time’, ‘Relate SLCN to learning’,
‘Close and sustained relationships with schools and SENCos for effective support’,
‘Providing practical strategies and recommendations’, ‘Knowledge of teaching and
learning’, ‘Support/ follow-up work from other professionals’, ‘Knowledge of LA
provision’, ‘Early intervention’, ‘Support decision making on meeting child’'s needs’,
‘Cover a broad age range’ and ‘Lack of reference to work with parents’ (see

Appendix S for examples of coded data).

Knowledge of the whole child, child development and SEN were highlighted by four
of the seven EPs, and one mentioned the broad age range that EPs cover:
Our training and experience we look at the ‘whole child’ rather than

concentrating solely on their speech and language needs.

Particularly because we look at the overall development and can see SLCN
in the context of the broader development and disorder.

In terms of identifying if the difficulty is specific to language.
Providing support in terms of strategies and interventions was suggested by three of

the seven and support/follow on from other professionals was highlighted by two:

| also believe given our school experiences that we can suggest
recommendations that can realistically be implemented.
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Supporting them (children) to access the curriculum despite their difficulties
as opposed to giving them specific targets to develop their own sKills.

I am working with a pupil at the moment... about to be discharged from the
(SALT) team.... her speech and language skills are still an issue in terms of
confidence, self-esteem and effects of her having historic salt difficulties.

Supporting decision making was mentioned by one EP, as was knowledge of LA provision.
Two EPs mentioned assessment (specifically cognitive) and two of the seven relationships

with schools:

We can also test IQ and compare verbal and non-verbal skills which helps
SALT decide whether there is a specific language impairment.

| think our role in schools, our relationship with SENCos in schools over
time means we can have insight into school systems, dynamics and can
support staff more effectively.

It was noted that none of the seven EPs mentioned work specifically with parents or

direct work with children as a unique role.

5.7 Parents

A range of experiences across parents /carers (the adult representing the child,
hereto referred to as ‘parent’) was evident in their responses. All had had some
involvement with an EP. LA EPs and independent EPs were not thought of any
differently. Even though the session was focused on the role of the EP, parents
seemed not to see EPs separately, but as part of a process for statutory assessment

with SALT, based on their experiences.

Parents’ responses on how EPs have worked to support their children with SLCN
were organised under the themes of ‘Children seen by EPs in different authorities’,
‘Lack of consistency of EP over time’, ‘Children seen at home and at school’,
‘Parents recalled names of psychologist’ and ‘No differentiation made of type of
psychologist’ (see Appendix T for themes and examples of coded data related to

questions).

All children represented at the meeting had been seen by an EP. Two parents named
the EP who had supported their child. One parent named an independent EP and
two the LA EPs. One parent named a LA EP and a clinical psychologist. Parents
seemed to make no distinction or show any awareness of differences between

psychologists. One parent indicated that their child had been seen in another LA.

Five parents commented on how many times their child had been seen: once a year

three or four times, five times in all, three times being seen by a LA EP and twice by
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an independent EP, three times twice in primary and once in Year 7, twice in one
month, three times in two years. Parents, therefore, indicated that children had

generally been seen more than once and over time.

In terms of where the work was done, parents indicated that it was carried out at
school and at home. The EP named for the home visits was an independent EP. In

my experience, this might reflect a way of working for this particular EP.

One parent indicated that their child had been seen in another authority and did not
indicate follow up when they moved. Inconsistency of EP was evident, with some

children being seen by a number of different EPs.

Five of six parents indicated that they had had contact with an EP as part of work
carried out with their child. The one parent who indicated that they had not had

contact with an EP had been provided with details of EP work.

Details of how EPs had carried out work with their child were organised under the
themes of ‘EP attended a review meeting’, ‘Name of EP provided’, ‘EP made
telephone contact’, ‘Made comment on the quality of EP work’, ‘Met individually with

EP’ and ‘EP carried out a home visit'.

Three parents named EPs (LA, independent, other LA). One indicated telephone
contact. Two indicated that they had had individual meetings and three that they had
seen the EP at a meeting. Two indicated that an EP had carried out home visits.
There was one positive comment about an EP and one parent gave details of the

date work was carried out.

The parent who had indicated no contact indicated later in the questionnaire that they
had had contact with an EP at review meetings to discuss long-term plans for their
child. Whilst their response suggests that they had not met the EP prior to the review
meeting, they had, in fact, had contact. This had been the case for another parent
(met EP at a review meeting). Parents may therefore have interpreted questions in

different ways.

Parents expressed come concerns. One parent commented that the report that they
received from the EP was too brief and did not seem to emphasise important
aspects. One parent commented about the timeframe in which they thought that work
by an EP should have been done (but acknowledged that things take time and was

pleased with the outcome). Another indicated that appointments had not been offered
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quickly enough. One parent was unhappy about an EP who made no contribution in
a meeting. One expressed concern at the lack of knowledge of an EP (did not know
about dyspraxia). One said that they would have liked more communication with an
EP. One indicated that they would have welcomed a personal meeting with the EP
before an official meeting and one indicated that they would have liked a home visit
by the EP before seeing their child. Another indicated that they were happy with the
support that they had received from an EP.

In terms of how EPs could work better to support children with SLCN (‘blue sky
thinking’), responses from questions on whether parents would have liked anything
done differently and whether there was anything more they felt an EP could do to
support their child were drawn upon (see Appendix F for Questions 5 and 6 of the
questionnaire). Themes were ‘Happy with support’, ‘A more detailed report which
addresses important aspects’, ‘Increased EP knowledge’, ‘Greater contribution to
review meeting’, ‘More communication with parents’, ‘Speedier process’, ‘More
detailed EP report’, ‘Meeting with parents’, ‘“Time for EP to get to know the child’ and

‘No further suggestions’.

Parents’ responses indicated a variety of views on what they would like EP support to
look like. Some parents were happy with the support that they had received and
could think of nothing that they would like done differently:

No I can honestly say that the EP was a great support and would have

been lost without her support
Other parents responded with suggestions about reports — there should be a
minimum wording to reports:

First two times she was seen it was a very brief report that did not seem to
emphasise important aspects.

| think there should be a minimum amount of wording/ page used. This is
because | have had one EP report that was only a half of an A4 piece of
paper, but I've also had a report of 11 pages long. Obviously | want a
report that delves into my child’s difficulties

(The EP named as providing the longer report was an independent EP).

Parents had suggestions about meeting with parents: more face to face, having a
personal meeting or a summary prior to a meeting in school, and more than one
meeting with parents. Parents suggested that EPs should come to know their child:
Remember once a quarter meeting will never ever let you know a child.
You learn little from the reports. Get to know the child.
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In my experience, all of these suggestions could be affected by time constraints.

Regarding anything else that EPs could do, two parents left this section of the
questionnaires blank. One suggested regular reviews of their child. Other responses
suggested the following as useful: explaining assessments (scoring, relevance, are
they outdated), a focus on schools (they play a big part, insist on recommendations
being carried out), explaining reports (negative focus for FSA, supporting parents)

and to direct parents and signpost.

The final question posed to parents asked them to consider how EPs could support
their children, both within current constraints and in an ideal world. Coded data was
organised under the themes of ‘No suggestions’, ‘Regular review by an EP’,
‘Consider EP assessments — relevance and sharing with parents’, ‘Follow up on
recommendations to schools’, ‘Make clearer the role of the EP’, ‘Provide direction/
signpost to other agencies’, ‘Provide and share advice with parents’, ‘Be available for

future support’ and ‘Support parents as partners (see Appendix T).

Two parents left this section (Question 7) blank. One parent suggested that schools

played a big part:

No, | think school plays a huge part.
One parent wanted regular reviews of their child and another wanted EPs to be
forthcoming with advice. One parent wanted an EP to be there in the future for their
child (if things changed) and another wanted EPs to insist that schools carry out
recommendations made:

Insist and revisit advice/ recommendations to schools, penalise schools not

doing recommendations. Not helping (child).
Notes taken by the SENCo at the parent meeting provided a valuable insight into
parents’ perceptions relating to their experiences and were coded as ‘noticings’.
Parents expressed frustration in terms of lack of available information for them about
SLCN and commented on not knowing where to get information from. One parent
suggested than an EP could ‘Advise best places to help’. One parent talked about
how it had felt as if they had won the lottery when they had an ‘answer’ (referring to a

diagnosis).

Parents spoke about being daunted at a review meeting by the number of
professionals attending and feeling vulnerable at meetings. One explained how scary
and hard it had been to hear that the EP was to see their child, and there seemed to
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be a general lack of understanding as to why an EP might be involved. The role of an
EP in the FSA process was queried, including whether EPs helped parents to look at
draft statements. Parents highlighted difficulties in hearing negative comments about
their child:

It's hard to not hear the advice from professionals.

One parent indicated how out of her depth she would have felt, without support.

5.8 Summary

This chapter has outlined the results from the three focus groups — Children’s Centre
staff, SENCos and SALTs — questionnaires from EPs and from parents, and notes

from a parents meeting.

In order to answer the main question in this study, ‘How can the role of the
educational psychologist, as a multi-agency partner, in the area of children with
speech, language and communication needs, be understood?’, information was
sought from participants in relation to three supplementary questions.

1. How do other professionals perceive the role of the educational

psychologist in supporting children with SLCN and how does this compare
to how EPs would like to work and what parents want?

2. What might impact on EPs supporting children with SLCN within the
local context?

3. Do professionals consider EPs to have a unique role in supporting
children with SLCN and can the current role be widened in the local context
based on partners’ perceptions?

Results outlined in this section allow each of these three supplementary questions to

be answered as follows:

In terms of how other professional’s perceive the role of the EP in supporting children
with SLCN, information was gained through the three focus groups. Discussion with
Children’s Centre staff, SENCo and SALTSs resulted in a number of roles for EPs
being identified in terms of ‘blue sky thinking’ (in an ideal world), from their unique
perspectives. EPs indicated through questionnaires how they currently work in the
city and how they should like to work. Parents indicated through questionnaires and

discussion what they would like EPs to do.

Regarding what might impact on EPs supporting children with SLCN within the local

context (Question 2), barriers to ‘blue sky thinking’ were identified through focus
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group discussion and EP questionnaires. All partners were all able to acknowledge

that there were barriers to EPs working in the ways that they had indicated.

In considering the third question, EPs and other professionals were all able to
highlight a unique role for EPs in their work to support children with SLCN through
the focus groups and questionnaires. In terms of the second part of the question,
‘blue sky thinking’ themes were mapped to the barriers in order to consider possible
challenges. In addition, focus groups were able to suggest the three most useful
ways that EPs could work to support children with SLCN that, in their view, would
make a difference, taking into account the barriers that had been identified within the
local context. They also provided information on their views of support for children
with SLCN locally and previous experience of working with EPs. Information from
EPs regarding how they work and should like to work to support children with SLCN

and what parents want from EPs also contributed to answering this question.

The following section will consider in more detail each of the three supplementary
questions in this study, drawing on the results outlined above in order to reach a

greater understanding of the EP as a multi-agency partner within the area of SLCN.
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Chapter 6. Discussion and Conclusion

6.1 Introduction

The aim of this research was to explore partners’ perceptions of the role of the EP in
their work to support children with SLCN, from their unique perspective, and, by
creating an opportunity for dialogue, gauge the value of using ‘partner voice’ to

inform and enhance EP practice.

This section will first consider each of the three supplementary questions used in
order to support this enquiry, drawing on data obtained from partners as outlined in
the previous section. The main research question will then be addressed before

evaluating and reflecting on the study as a whole
6.2 Research Questions
6.2.1 Research Question 1

How do other professionals perceive the role of the educational
psychologist in supporting children with SLCN and how does this
compare to how EPs would like to work and what parents want?

This was considered an important first question.

In starting out on this study, | had wondered whether a wider role was possible both
in my work as an EP supporting a number of schools and also as a member of a
multi-agency locality team. | was aware of the changing landscape in terms of
increased autonomy for schools, traded services and the reorganisation of services. |
was interested in how EPs were perceived by a range of partners in terms of
professional identity, who are EPs, what they do and whether their role is changing. |
was also interested to explore this question in terms of self-preservation, to see what

EPs can offer that is considered useful in their work to support children and families.

Biddle suggested that people have expectations for their own behaviour and of
others (Biddle, 1986) and, whilst | would hasten to say that partners had
‘expectations’ as such, they were certainly able to make some suggestions, drawing

on their own constructions of meaning in terms of the EP role (Cresswell, 2003).

Thematic analysis of data from the focus groups indicated four roles for EPs in

supporting children with SLCN:
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‘Trainer’

‘Supporter of children and families’

e ‘Assessor

‘Supporter of other professionals’.

Interestingly, though not surprisingly perhaps, given findings outlined by Bercow
(Bercow, 2008), partner themes contributing to the overall theme of ‘Supporter of
children and families’ were fewest. The main contributors were SENCos, whose
themes related to ‘Capturing the child’s view’, ‘Signposting for children’,
‘Informing/supporting parents’ and ‘Organising youth groups’. The theme of
‘Signposting for children’ was reassuring, given the suggested impact that SLCN can
have on a child’s emotional and psychological well-being (Botting, 2006) and long-

term outcomes (Gregory & Bryan, 2011).

The theme of ‘Informing/supporting parents’ was also supported by SALTs and fitted
with what parents wanted themselves. Of note was that Children’s Centre staff made
no suggestions for this area of work. | was surprised at this, given that they worked
closely with parents themselves, and | wondered if the previous lack of contact
between EPs and Children’s Centres in the local area may have supported this
perception. This could link with the notion that partners’ understanding of the EP role
may impact on how they collaborate and that a better understanding of partners’
roles and responsibilities could result in an improved working relationship (Home
Office, 2013).

Children’s Centre staff made more contributions to the overall theme of ‘Assessor’,
with the themes of ‘Supporting government guidance’, ‘Supporting early
intervention/early years’ (with provisions) (which links with the indication by Kelly and
Gray (2000) that EPs want more emphasis on early intervention and an increased
role with early years providers), and ‘Advice on child development/speech, language
and communication development’ (for practitioners). This importance of early
intervention for children with SLCN is well documented, (Snowling et al., 2009), and
the suggestion of EPs being involved in the two-year developmental check was
interesting (and useful). One of the participants was particularly keen on emphasising
the inclusion of childminders as an early years ‘provision’, and not being forgotten in
any discussions about support for children (‘we need to see childminders as much of

the early years profession as nurseries and schools’). Her comments during the
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session suggested that personal experiences had impacted on her views. This adds
weight to the view that personal experiences shape a person’s view of the world
(Berger & Luckmann, 1991) and, as evidenced here, can impact on how partners

work together.

SALTs contributed equally to the overall themes of ‘Assessor’, with themes of
‘Supporting early intervention/early years’ as well as having ‘Clearer follow up’, ‘A
specialist EP for speech and language’, which could link to Cameron’s suggestion
that an increase in specialisation can be linked to EP effectiveness (Cameron, 2006)
and ‘Supporting diagnosis’. This seemed to be in line with Farrell et al.’s indication
that SALTs wanted assessment of ability from EPs in order to clarify a general delay
in learning or difficulty specific to language (Farrell et al., 2006). ‘Clearer follow up’
and ‘Supporting diagnosis’ would seem important given Nation, Clarke, Marshall and

Durand’s suggestion that language impairments can be hidden (2004).

SENCos contributed the least to the overall theme of ‘Assessor’, with themes of
‘Contributing to assessment’ and ‘Explaining the focus of EP work’. | was surprised at
these themes, as they seemed to suggest that SENCos feel that EPs carry out
assessments without always explaining what they are looking for. This is something

that EPs need to consider.

‘Supporter of other professionals’ was the overall theme that incorporated the most
themes from partners, and is reassuring in terms of Bercow’s theme, ‘Joint working is
critical’ (Bercow, 2008). Speech and language therapists themes were mainly linked
to work in schools (‘Clarifying the EP role’, Clarifying protocols to schools’ ‘Acting as
a bridge between SALT and schools’ and ‘Seeing everyone’s priorities’). In terms of
‘Providing professional consultation’, SALTs indicated that they valued discussion
with an EP, which research suggests can aid the exchange of information and avoid
any issues (McConnellogue, 2011). This may fit with Farrell et al.’s report from a
SALT that EP assessment can complement theirs (Farrell et al., 2006). Interestingly,
SALTs did not suggest joint assessment of children with literacy difficulties
(McConnellogue, 2011), particularly given their keenness for EPs to support teachers
in understanding the link between literacy and SLCN and the suggestion that
provision for children with speech and language needs should be embedded in the

curriculum (Law et al., 2001).
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Children’s Centre staff contributed least to the overall theme of ‘Supporter of other
professionals’, again perhaps reflecting their own experiences. Given this possibility,
it was reassuring that they also contributed to the theme of ‘Providing professional
consultation’, as well as ‘Partnership working’, and perhaps adds weight to the
suggestion that practitioners are aware of the need for early identification but lack the
tools to do so (Mroz & Hall, 2003).

SENCos, who arguably work most closely with EPs in the local area, indicated that
they would welcome practical support through the themes of ‘Modelling use of
strategies’, ‘Developing resources’ and ‘Supporting project work/research’. ‘Being
part of the school team’, ‘Supporting schools to share practice’ and ‘Sharing
knowledge about provisions and LA protocols’ suggested an EP role within school

and beyond.

| was interested in whether any of the suggestions that came out of the discussion
with partners about how EPs could work to support children with SLCN fit with what
the partners from focus groups were already doing. This did not seem to be the case.
Their ideas appeared to have few links to what they were doing already, and this was
a surprise. This would suggest to me that partners may not see EPs in a supporting
role to the work that they are doing themselves, and it is evident that there is perhaps
much to do before the collaborative working that was hoped for in setting up locality

teams can be established.

The fourth overall theme for ways of working was ‘Trainer’, and again all three
professional partners identified a role in this area for EPs. SALTs had ‘Linking SLCN
to literacy development in schools’ and “Training on the literacy link’, which is not
surprising perhaps, given the well documented link between SLCN and literacy
development (Stothard et al., 1998). This also reminded me of the discussion that |
had had with the SALT prior to beginning the research. Dockrell and Lindsay had
suggested that best practice for children must consider the impact of difficulties on
access to the curriculum (Dockrell & Lindsay, 2000) and this seemed to be an

important area for EPs and SALTSs to collaborate on.

SALTs also contributed the theme ‘Giving advice on child development’. This was
linked to schools not referring children with SLCN at appropriate times. Children’s
Centre staff contributed four themes to training: ‘Training for themselves to support

children with SLCN’ ‘Delivering joint training’, Training on the role of EP re SLCN’ and
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Training on SLCN for other professionals’. | had found it interesting that, when
discussing support for children with SLCN in the locality, the Children’s Centre staff
had looked to what they were doing themselves. This contrasted with SENCos and
SALTs, who both thought only about SALT support. | wondered about SALT support
and links with Children’s Centres, and thought that it would have been useful to

check this out.

SENCos contributed the themes of ‘Support, training and signposting for parents’,
‘Training for teachers’ and ‘Raising the profile of oracy’. The latter was a cause for
concern, for one SENCo in particular. The new National Curriculum for KS1 and KS2
should help towards this, as it has spoken language threaded through (Department
for Education, 2013). The ‘Training for teachers’ theme was useful, given the
suggestion that what a teacher knows is one of the most important influences on
what is done in the classroom (Fennema & Kranke, 1992), and that SLCN are not
routinely considered for children with literacy difficulties (Mroz, 2014). Snow and
Powell (2004) also suggested language as a crucial protective factor in ensuring
academic success, positive self-esteem and life chances (Snow & Powell 2004), and

therefore an appropriate concern perhaps, for SENCos.

EPs in the city were able to provide information on how they work currently to support
children with SLCN and how they would like to work. Currently work was indicated as
being focused on assessment, intervention and collaboration/liaison with others
(SENCo and SALT). There was a suggestion that SLCN can be overlooked by
schools and there was evidence of a clear process of work. The latter was
interesting, given the wish for clearer follow up by SALT. In terms of working
differently, EPs would like more time to work with and liaise with other professionals
(SALT and an education support team were identified). This was reassuring, given

the wish for closer working by SALT.

More time to implement and monitor interventions, work to develop parents’
confidence, and support for children and schools to manage the set up for children
with SLI in the LA was hoped for by some EPs. One EP also indicated that they
would like to refresh their knowledge, and one EP did not want to work differently.
Perhaps linked to the latter indication, SALTs had indicated a wide variation in the
way that EPs work with the same type of need across the same team. In comparing
EPs’ perceptions and professional partners’ perceptions of the EP role, the latter is

much wider. This, of course, represented the blue sky thinking of partners and, whilst

137



the same was requested of EPs, it is possible that EPs were more mindful of the

reality.

Parental responses suggested a hope of practical support from EPs. Parents would
like detailed reports which address the important aspects, time for the EP to get to
know their child, meetings with the EP, and for EPs to follow up on recommendations
to schools and to provide and share advice with them. In addition, parents would like
EPs to be available for future support, provide regular review and direct/signpost to
other agencies. ‘Support parents as partners’ as a theme came from a ‘noticing’ that
some parents can feel daunted in meetings. These hopes, in terms of support from
EPs, are entirely appropriate and appear to me to represent good EP practice. It
would have been useful to have shared suggestions from professional partners with

parents, to obtain their comments on their usefulness.

| was surprised how many of the parental responses/questions reflected Bercow’s
findings, including the fight for support. This led me to reflect on the position of
parents as partners. Questions asked of me during the session suggested that
parents may feel daunted and vulnerable when liaising with others around meeting
the needs of their children. Responses to questionnaires and comments made by
parents during the session highlighted further possibilities for EP support, though not
specifically in terms of supporting SLCN. These were the possibilities of looking at
draft statements with parents, supporting parents to ensure that recommendations
made by professionals are followed up and providing information to parents

regarding the support available.

Given the suggestion that a lack of role clarity can be an issue for parents (Band et
al., 2002), placing them at the heart of this study is important. Hardy highlighted
‘trust’ as an essential feature of multi-agency working (Hardy et al., 2003) and, given
parents’ comments about feeling daunted, this is something that requires a high level

of attention from all professionals.

Costley et al. suggested that collaboration is an orientation towards common and
shared values (Costley et al., 2010), and this is what | was aiming for in this study.
Despite problems associated with multi-agency working (Todd, 2007), the importance

of collaboration to meet children’s needs in SLCN is clear (Lindsay & Dockrell, 2004).

Having considered partners’ perceptions of how EPs can work with children with

SLCN, the next section will consider barriers to support.
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6.2.2 Research Question 2

What might impact on EPs supporting children with SLCN within the
local context?

Barriers identified by professional partners and EPs were organised under seven

themes:

e ‘Constraints on time and money’
e ‘Lack of enthusiasm’

e ‘Agencies not working together’

e ‘Lack of understanding of EP role’
¢ ‘Changing landscapes’

e ‘EPs as individuals’

¢ ‘Not being valued by schools’.

‘Constraints on time and money’ was identified as a theme by all four groups of
professionals. This was in terms of time, resources and staffing. The general feeling |
had, as a manager working within the EPS, was that EPs were doing what they could
to support children with SLCN within the constraints of time and context of working.
This fits with Stobie’s suggestion that EPs employ themselves to best effect (Stobie,
2002b). Cuts to frontline services being a major challenge to the support of children
with SLCN had been highlighted (Gross, 2011), as had the availability of resources to
support a wider role and difficulties in recruiting EPs (Kelly & Gray, 2000). Mroz had
also pointed out that a key obstacle in supporting children is the availability of experts
(Mroz, 2012).

‘Lack of enthusiasm’ was identified as a barrier by SALTs and SENCos and related
to EPs (‘you need the right people doing it’) and other professionals. An ‘exhausted
and disillusioned’ workforce was suggested. The latter could be linked to another of
the themes, ‘Changing landscapes’, which was highlighted by all four groups.
Changes to teams, the world of private EPs, traded services and restructure of
services were all identified. Fallon et al. (2010) noted that the developing social and
political context of public services presented a challenge to EPs and to service

delivery (Fallon et al., 2010), and this perception was evident in the results.

‘Agencies not working together’ was a barrier highlighted by SENCos, and was
suggested alongside ‘Supporting multi-agency approaches’ as a unique role for EPs.

This suggests that, whilst SENCos acknowledge the value of multi-agency working,
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they understand that within the context of the LA this can be difficult. Todd suggested
that multi-agency working considered systems rather than professional roles and
relationships (Todd, 2011), and this could provide an explanation of this perceived
barrier. EPs also contributed to the barrier of ‘Agencies not working together’ in their
indication of lack of opportunity to work with and liaise with SALT and differences in/
confusion over SLI clarification. Interestingly SALTs did not raise concerns over
differences in terminology, which perhaps supports the notion that education and
health can remain quite separate services (Botting & Resling, 2007), despite the
governments drive to encourage otherwise. It is also of concern that studies have
shown a high proportion of EPs not collaborating with SALT services (Farrell et al,
2006).

‘Lack of understanding of EP role’ was a theme from Children’s Centre staff, SENCos
and SALTs. SALTs indicated the usefulness of communicating each other’s role
more effectively. This had also been highlighted by Kelly and Gray, who suggested
this as a way of helping a closer working relationship (Kelly & Gray, 2000). Dunsmuir
et al. also pointed out that roles need to be identified through the identification of
complementary and distinctive area of practice (Dunsmuir et al., 2007). SENCos
contributed towards this theme in terms of their focus on SALT support for children
with SLCN.

‘EPs as individuals’ was identified as a theme by SALTs only. They commented on
the quality of reports and unclear follow up by some. McConachie pointed out the
need to consider appropriate evidence for good and effective practice (McConachie,
1999) and, given concerns expressed by SALTSs, a consideration of EP practice in

this area is useful.

The ‘Not valued by schools’ theme was also from SALT (‘Maybe school cooperation,
to a degree’), but also contributed towards by the other three professionals. SENCos
referred to teachers not taking recommendations on board or not having an
understanding of a child’s needs. This latter point was also highlighted by EPs and,
given the suggestion that knowledge should be actionable and usable (Argyris,
1999), this barrier needs be addressed on a practical level, in conjunction with
teachers during the EP’s work in school. Experience suggests that, after seeing a
child, not all EPs work as closely with classroom teachers as would be considered
best practice. This could be due to time pressures and the fact that the SENCo is the

main link in school. Information in schools may not always be cascaded. The
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Children’s Centre staff theme arose from a ‘noticing’ of a suggestion that schools
may not understand that children need to build their self-esteem and language skills

as a foundation for other learning.

The barriers suggested by partners in terms of how EPs might work to support
children with SLCN highlight a number of challenges. Some reflect the changing face
of LAs and others are more personal to EPs. Whilst acknowledging that change can
represent learning (Stobie et al., 2002a) and that EPs can respond flexibly to the

context (Fallon et al., 2010), ‘getting it right’ (Gersch, 2009) does not seem easy.

Having considered partners’ perceptions of what might impact on the EPs supporting
children with SLCN in the local context, the next section will consider whether the

role can be widened and whether EPs have a unique role.
6.2.3 Research Question 3

Do professionals consider EPs to have a unique role in supporting
children with SLCN and can the current role be widened in the local
context based on partners’ perceptions?

As stated at the beginning of this thesis, as an EP working with a range of partners |
wanted to make sense of the EP role in supporting children with SLCN within a multi-
agency context, and it seemed sensible to explore this question with partners. | am,
however, mindful that not all EPs working in the city wanted a wider role in supporting
children within the local area with SLCN, as they were happy with the work that they
were already doing. With this in mind, it is important to say at this point that to have a
wider role with children with SLCN may not be a better way of working for some EPs
working locally. That said, the main question in this study was about trying to
understand the EP role as a multi-agency partner (addressed further in the next
section), and the indication that EPs will work in different ways is an important

consideration.

In terms of having a unique role to play in supporting children with SLCN, all four
groups of professionals made suggestions. Given the suggestion that EPs
themselves can question their unique role (Ashton & Roberts, 2006), partners’
suggestions were useful. SENCos highlighted a number of unique roles for EPs in
their work to support children with SLCN, including supporting multi-agency
approaches, providing support and advice to staff in school (including backing up

what teachers thought) as well providing a global viewpoint (looking ‘across the
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board’ and looking at facts and bringing things’ together).SENCos also suggested
that EPs have ‘an element of power’ in providing a report for the SEN panel (the

panel which considers requests for an education health care needs assessment).

Children’s Centre staff highlighted the ‘broader overview’ (compared to SALT) that
EPs take: a ‘holistic approach to the child’ and having knowledge on how one type of
difficulty can impact on another. SALTs indicated a unique role for EPs as linking
language skills to learning, development and academic progress, ascertaining a
child’s potential for learning and setting SMART targets linked to language and
literacy. SALTs also highlighted the EPs breadth of knowledge and the ability to give
advice to schools on how improvements in speech, language and communication

skills can impact on children’s learning.

Considering the whole child was also highlighted by EPs, along with assessment of
cognitive skills and overview of development over time and relating SLCN to learning.
This latter role is encouraging given documented links (Stothard et al., 1998). EPs
also thought that they had a unique role in providing practical support and follow up
work for other professionals, establishing close relationships with schools (to ensure
effective support), knowledge of teaching and learning and LA provision, as well as
early intervention. Supporting decision making around a child’s needs and covering a
broad age band were also considered unique. There was a lack of reference to
parents in terms of a unique role. Interestingly, these unique roles identified by EPs

for themselves are in common with roles identified for EPs by partners.

As indicated in the literature review, a great deal has been written about the unique
contribution of the EP (Cameron, 2006). Can a role really be defined? Taking into
account the perceptions of partners, it would appear that EPs have a standard role
associated with their position (Solomon et al., 1985), possibly mirroring those
identified by partners (trainer, assessor, supporter). Are those roles identified by
partners as unique to EPs really the case? None of the partners made specific
reference to the ‘application of psychology’ in EPs’ work as a unique role, and this

was a surprise.

In order to help consider whether a wider role was possible, themes relating to
partners’ perceptions of how EPs can work to support children with SLCN were

mapped to barriers. This, | thought, would represent the reality.
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‘Constraints on time and money’ was the biggest barrier, followed closely by ‘EPs as
individuals’. It is also worth highlighting that parents’ hopes for support from EPs fell
mainly into these. Given the suggestion that parents value the EP contribution
(Squires et al., 2007), this is a concern. ‘Not being valued by schools’ and ‘Lack of
enthusiasm’ were the smallest’, followed closely by ‘Agencies not working together’.

‘Changing landscapes’ and ‘Lack of understanding of EP role’ were roughly equal.

Partners had identified the three most useful ways of working for EPs, taking into
account the barriers that may be faced. ‘Constraints on time and money’ was again
the biggest barrier to these. All three ways of working highlighted by professional

partners were included:

e SALT: Look at follow up, good communication with SALT and training on the
impact of SLCN on literacy

e SENCos: explaining assessment/ modelling, training on how other difficulties
can affect SLCN — vice versa and signposting for parents/teachers/students

e Children’s Centre staff: partnership working, training professionals on how EPs
can support children with SLCN , and involvement in two-year developmental

check (including child minders), linked to early intervention

‘Lack of enthusiasm’ saw the three SALT key ways of working affected, as well as

Children’s Centre staff’s partnership working.

‘Agencies not working together’ impacted on Children’s Centre staff’s training
professionals, supporting early intervention, training for teachers from SENCos and

training on the literacy link for SALTs.

‘Lack of understanding of EP role’ impacted on SALTs having clearer follow-up
policies and training on the literacy link, as well as training professionals and

partnership working from the Children’s Centre staff.

‘Changing landscapes’ appeared to affect SALTSs’ clearer follow-up policies and
training on the literacy link again, as well as all three of the Children’s Centre staff's
key ways of working. Training for teachers was considered to be affected by this

barrier.

‘EPs as individuals’ impacted again on all three professional partners’ key ways of

working, apart from the Children’s Centre staff’s early intervention.
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‘Not being valued by schools impacted on SALTS’ training on the literacy link and

SENCos’ modelling use of strategies.

In considering whether the EP role in supporting children with SLCN can be widened
from the local context, it was shown that there are a number of potential barriers that
need to be taken into account. Acknowledging the notion of EPs being well
positioned to implement strategies to address local need effectively (Association of
Educational Psychologists, 2010), there would appear to be a number of
considerations for EPs if they are to highlight effectively the distinctive contribution
that they can make (Cameron, 2006). When working in a multi-agency context, the

importance of clarifying roles within it would seem important (Dunsmuir et al., 2007).

Whittington (2003) suggested that professionals face implications in the collaborative
process, with the indication that for effective interprofessional collaboration,
practitioners are required to learn, negotiate and apply (Whittington, 2003). In
carrying out this research, | recognised the importance of taking into account
partners’ views in order to support understanding of the role of the EP, as a multi-
agency partner within the area of SLCN. The main research question will next be

addressed.
6.2.4 Main research question

How can the role of the educational psychologist, as a multi-agency
partner in the area of children with speech, language and
communication needs, be understood?

In starting out on this project, | had wondered whether there was an improved way of
multi-agency working in SLCN, as within the current model there was a tendency to
work separately. In order to help to answer this main question, it is perhaps useful to
refer back to the themes highlighted by Bercow and consider this study within that
context (Bercow, 2008).

In terms of working as a multi-agency partner, | was interested in the themes of ‘Joint
working is critical’ and ‘A continuum of services designed around the needs of the

family is essential’.

At the start of this study, | considered that the push for collaborative working should
be a top-down process, with management providing the opportunities, time and
encouragement for frontline workers to work together more efficiently around the

needs of the child/young person and family. My view on this has changed in carrying
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out this study. Although management does have a part to play in supporting
opportunities, the push for successful collaborative working practices at the front face
needs to come from the partners themselves, yet this should be explicitly encouraged
and facilitated by managers. There should be a structure in place for this within the
LA.

Through carrying out this study | have come to realise that collaboration is
everyone’s responsibility and that collaborating with partners can support an
understanding of role. Solomon et al. (1985) talked about the concepts of intra-role
congruence and inter-role congruence, and these are relevant to understanding the

role of the EP as a multi-agency partner within the local context.

Intra-role congruence would relate to the congruence within the LA and the EPS.
With so many changes, this has proven difficult and, as a result of pressure on time
and money, EPs in the local area have felt pulled in different directions, with some
giving priority to some areas over others. At the start of this project, EPs had a
statutory role for the LA. They were also supporting a traded service, as well as
linking with their new locality teams. There were changes in terms of management
both at a service and locality level. Taking all of this into account, it could be argued

that intra-role congruence was not strong.

Inter-role congruence would relate to EPs with partners. To establish strong
congruence there would need to be a mutual understanding of roles, the prerequisite
for a satisfying service experience (Solomon et al., 1985). Being part of two teams,
the EPS serves schools plus supports statutory work and the locality team. This may
have affected inter-role congruence. EPs commented on questionnaires about
difficulties in not knowing who to contact because of changes to teams. Although EPs
may have had strong relationships with schools, partners within the locality teams
were less familiar and, because of time constraints and some lack of opportunity,
there was not a clear understanding of roles. Taking all of this into account, neither

may inter-role congruence be regarded as strong.

Todd talked about a jigsaw approach to multi-agency working (Todd, 2011) and,
whilst the notions of inter- and intra-role congruence could be applied to this, the
local authority being the jigsaw and partners and parents/children being the pieces,

there may be a more useful way of considering multi-agency working.
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Taking into consideration that interprofessional and interagency collaboration is an
effective way to drive up care (Community Care, 2009), a suitable model would need
to represent agencies as well as children and their families as partners. This brings to
mind a system of cogs, relating to various partners involved with the family, which
turn smoothly when role congruence is strong (both intra- and inter-role). However,
the cogs need oil to turn smoothly. | understand this oiling of wheels to be partners
talking to each other. The more partners talk, the more the wheels will be oiled and
therefore turn more smoothly. Discussions on role and how partners fit together in
terms of role are part of this oiling process. McConachie pointed out that the hardest
link to make is between service aims to structures and resources (McConachie,

1999). The oiling of cogs might help one to support the other.

Parents’ role in supporting their children in the above model would be an all-
encompassing one, with professionals working together with parents to meet
children’s needs. Parents would represent the main cog (empowered and with
ownership), with professionals being smaller ones. | do recognise that such a model
assumes parental confidence to ‘orchestrate’, perhaps another role for the EP would

be empowering parents to assume this role.

Edwards indicated that relational agency works by engaging with the disposition of
others (Edwards, 2010). Through this study | had hoped to demonstrate the value of
relational agency and this notion would fit the cogs model. Why shouldn’t other
professionals seek the views of partners on their role in order to inform and enhance

it? As Todd suggested, all knowledges have agency (Todd, 2011).

In terms of understanding the role of the EP as a multi-agency partner, role theory
can be a useful ‘lens’. In order to work towards strengthening role, inter-role and
intra-role congruence can be explored. Drawing on a social constructionist

perspective, this study was an attempt at strengthening inter-role congruence.

In carrying out this research, | realise that partners have a great deal of the power
themselves and cannot wait for guidance regarding collaboration. Despite
management being regarded as an important factor (Hardy et al., 2003), partners
need to get on with it. They need to take responsibility and make the effort to link in —
it won'’t just happen. Partners need to be proactive. This is what | have learnt from

the project.
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In terms of how to understand the role of the EP in the area of children with SLCN,
the context is very important. Barriers highlighted by partners were interesting, but
weighting to each perhaps serve to support the notion that meaning is constructed
based on previous experience (Cresswell, 2003). There appeared to be a number of
competing agendas within the local area that made working conditions difficult. The
introduction of a traded service delivery model within the city at the same time as
moving EPs out into a multi-agency early intervention team might appear challenge
enough. When coupled with a quick succession of budget cuts and reducing team
members, increased expectations and shifting sands in terms of policy and
procedures, EPs within the city have had to work hard to get on with the job in hand,

namely supporting children with a range of special and additional needs.

This study aimed to create an opportunity to give partners a voice in how EPs could
work to support children with SLCN. Involvement in the project would provide the
space and time for key partners to contemplate the EP role within the context of work
that they were carrying out themselves and the government’s drive to develop
children’s speech, language and communication skills. | wondered whether, by
listening to partners’ views on the EP role, their unique perspectives could be
captured and used to inform and enhance EP practice within the local area. The
usefulness of using ‘partner voice’ as an aid to understanding the role was the gap in
literature | was hoping to fill. The new knowledge generated through this study
suggests that ‘partner voice’ can be a useful aid to understanding where roles fit and
support a wider role for EPs within the area of SLCN. This represents my ‘unique

contribution’ to research.

EPs need to be more proactive in gathering up intelligence such as this and are in an
ideal position to look at what is happening and bring relevant knowledge together.
Partners need the confidence to ask others about their own role and how, from their
perspective, they think that they should usefully work. This takes confidence and is a

sign of strength, not weakness: a step further towards working ‘multi-agency’.

The following chapter will provide an evaluation of the research project in terms of

ethical reflections and implications for practice.
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Chapter 7. Evaluation and Reflection

7.1 Introduction

This chapter will focus on an evaluation of and reflection on the research, highlighted
by Birks and Mills as important (Birks & Mills, 2011). Issues relating to sensitivity to
context will first be presented, moving onto commitment and rigour. Implications in

terms of EP practice will be considered before drawing some final conclusions.

7.2 Sensitivity to Context

As a practitioner, | was aware in carrying out this study of the need to be very
sensitive to the context, and issues of power and status cannot be ignored. As a
senior manager within the EPS and an EP team leader within a locality, | was aware
that | had some status within the LA. On reflection, this is probably one of the
reasons why | was so concerned about putting participants of focus group members
at ease, both in my personal approach and in the planning of the session

(refreshments freely available and chocolates at the end).

| was aware that my position may have had an influence in a number of ways. First,
in terms of recruitment of participants, it could be suggested that those partners who
were approached for this study may not have wanted to decline in case they caused
offence or strained a professional relationship. | was sensitive to this and made it
clear to those approached that it was entirely voluntary, and | put no pressure on

receiving responses to my initial approaches.

| was sensitive to ensuring that participants were not put in a position that might
make them feel uncomfortable or awkward in any way. This is why | changed my
mind during the opening questions of the focus group and suggested to participants
that they did not need to share their notes about what their particular service was
doing to support children with SLCN. This may have been the wrong decision, and |
did reflect on this afterwards. By not asking them to share, | wondered whether
participants may have thought | was not giving value to their contributions. I did not
receive this impression from any of the participants, but | acknowledge that some

may have preferred to tell the group what they were doing.

Reflecting on how | presented myself during the focus group sessions, | realise that |

adjusted myself/adapted to the particular group mainly on the basis of how well |
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knew the participants, and possibly how comfortable | felt in their company. | had not
anticipated this. It was not planned and | did what came naturally at the time to be
sensitive to the context, despite my best efforts to ensure that groups were all
conducted in the same way (which could have led to insensitivity to context).
Thinking about this, had | been a stranger to the participants | would likely have
presented in the same way to all three groups, as there would have been no previous
relationship to draw on. Also, reflecting on participants’ responses, had | been a
stranger | am not sure that participants would have been as open as they seemed to
be. On the other hand, | need to acknowledge that, in knowing me, the participants

may have been more guarded.

| am aware that within this study | made a number of assumptions which impacted on
the way that it was carried out. | made the assumption that EPs would be pressured
in terms of time to take part in a focus group, which was why questionnaires were
decided upon as a data collection method. | am aware that this was not checked with
the EPs themselves and was based on my experiences as a manager within the
service, and discussions with individuals and the team as a whole regarding the
pressure of work and shortage of time. On reflection, | should have checked this with

the EPs themselves.

| feel that it was probably a good idea to have kept the phrase ‘through their work in
schools’ in the question to the focus groups, as this actually served to highlight its
inappropriateness. The first focus group carried out was the Children’s Centre staff
and, when it came to it, | felt quite uncomfortable in reading out the question at the
beginning of the session, as | felt that it in some ways it was suggesting that the EP
role was limited to work in schools (in terms of supporting children with SLCN),
although this was certainly not the case. As it happened, the Children’s Centre staff
were focused on early years support anyway, which was reflected in their
suggestions for EP work. Interestingly, the other two groups were more school
focused, despite my saying that, although the ‘through their work in schools’ was
included in the question, | was interested in their ideas of work anywhere. It should
be acknowledged, however, that by keeping the question on display this may have
served to reinforce the ‘within schools’ notion and impacted on the groups’

suggestions.

In reflecting on the focus group key questions, | did wonder about the

appropriateness of encouraging ‘blue sky thinking’ first and then reality thinking,
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based on participants’ identification of barriers to what would be ideal. It could be
argued that by asking questions in this way | was setting participants up for a fall. | do
not consider this to be the case, and it was not the impression that | received from
participants. | was concerned that partners might view this study in some way as me
making promises. The literature on making and keeping promises suggests that
service relationships are achieved by ‘mutual exchange and fulfiiment of promises’
(Gronroos, 2006).

Typing up lists of SLCN led me to reflect on whether | had spent enough time on this
with the participants. The task was carried out as an introduction to the topic, so that
participants had the breadth of difficulties (that they had listed) in their mind when
thinking about how EPs might support it. Post-it notes were stuck on the wall so that
they were in view of the participants for the session but, on reflection, | think it may
have been useful to have verbalised them more. Did | miss an opportunity for

members of the focus group to learn from each other?

Sorting post-it notes for each focus group, | wondered whether it may have been
helpful for each participant in a group to have had a different colour post-it pad, but
then | was aware that this would show up if some made more of a contribution than
others and this may have made them uncomfortable. What was important was
getting the range of views from the group. | did not really need to know the responses

of separate participants anyway, as they were working on tasks as a group.

SALTs took a long time to write their lists of what they do to support children with
SLCN. | made clear to participants that they did not need to share the information
with each other, but wondered afterwards whether | should have gone over what they
had written. Also, | did not ask EPs and parents what they thought were SLCN, for

good reasons at the time. In hindsight, this may have been useful.

Regarding the size of focus group, | am aware that it may have been better to have
had more participants involved, yet all partners who indicated an interest in taking
part did so. | was very grateful to those who were able to give their time, and
understood that everyone was busy and that time is precious. | was surprised that |
had no responses from any of the head teachers in the locality but, again, this may
be a reflection of time pressure. All but one of the SENCos who took part were from
schools that | covered as an EP, and | did wonder whether they would have given up

their time if it had not been me who was conducting the research. This may be a
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presumption on my part, of course; even if they did not have a good working
relationship with me, their motivation for involvement could have been a great
interest in considering how EPs could work to support children with SLCN. By having
smaller focus groups, it could be argued that there was a greater opportunity for all
participants to have a say and to feel more comfortable in expressing their views than

they may have done in a larger group.

The session with the Children’s Centre staff was useful in terms of building bridges,
finding out from their perspective what they were doing to support children with
SLCN, sharing how EPs work generally and encouraging them to make suggestions
as to how EPs could work from the unique perspective. The session had seemed
difficult at times, yet not uncomfortable, as participants tried to provide me with useful
suggestions based on what seemed to be their limited experience of working with
EPs. As a result, the group was able to provide what | would regard as useful ideas
for ways in which EPs could work to support children with SLCN. There was also
some good discussion between participants as they checked out information and

ideas with each other and negotiated responses (on the scaling).

| did not anticipate that the session would feel so difficult with the Children’s Centre
staff. It seemed at times that | was asking the participants for information on a subject
that they knew little about, though they presented as very keen to help. | noticed that
there was some avoidance of questions (‘blue sky thinking’), due possibly to the lack
of familiarity with EPs. | asked the question in a number of different ways. To refocus,

| regularly returned to the question.

| acknowledge that SENCos may have felt some discomfort in being asked the
question about their experience of EPs, given that | was the EP providing support for
three out of the four schools represented, although all those present will have worked
with EPs other than me. SENCos for the schools in which | worked did respond by
referring to me when commenting on EP support and this caused me to reflect on
difficulties associated with being a practitioner-researcher. It is acknowledged that
comments by SENCos relating to their experience of working with EPs may have
been impacted upon and, for this reason, it may have been better to have included
SENCos from schools that | was not covering as an EP. All SENCos in the locality
were invited to take part and four accepted, all of whom participated. Had | omitted
schools that | supported, | would have had only one SENCo for the focus group. It

could also be argued that SENCos of schools | worked in who took part may have felt
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pressured or obliged to do so. | was very careful not to place any pressure and there

was equal contact about the project with all schools.

The SENCo focus group started off with myself and participants relating to each
other in terms of training, which seemed to help towards a feeling of common goals
and a sense of working together. When asked to write down what came to mind
when they heard the term ‘SLCN’, it required regular rewording and prompts to
encourage the SENCos to add to their lists. The term, it seemed, did not conjure up
an easy list for the participants, yet | felt it was important to allow time in order to
ensure as comprehensive a list as possible. Although the SENCos did come up with
quite a comprehensive list of needs associated with SLCN, it is perhaps important to
remember that the list did not come easily. The SENCos also explained some of the

terms to each other.

There were differences in how the different focus groups and the members of each
understood, or were familiar with, the term ‘SLCN’. | wonder therefore whether it may
have been better for me to have explained the term myself as the term used by
Bercow (Bercow, 2008). What | had attempted to do was to clarify the term, from their
point of view, and for them to have the spectrum of need in mind when they thought
about how EPs might work to support. | could have given participants more guidance,
but this would not have allowed me an insight into their understanding, which |

considered important for the purpose of this study.

There were differences in perceptions between and within focus groups. Participants
within each focus group took part in discussion and debate, and in this respect the
data is considered more useful than if participants had taken part in individual
interviews. Comments made suggested that they were able to learn from one

another.

In thinking how partners perceive the EP role within the continuum of services they
are offered, | did not ask this question specifically. On reflection, this may have been
useful. Neither did | draw attention to what other services were doing to support
children with SLCN and ask how EPs could give support with that in mind. | did
nothing to prompt thinking about collaborative working, as | was interested to see

what participants came up with themselves.

| did wonder whether participants may have felt uncomfortable about commenting on

the EP role. To me it was an ‘olive branch’, a way of giving their perceptions, ideas
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and opinions value, and | tried to encourage openness by indicating that | was not
‘precious’. | was aware, however, of sensitivities around professional boundaries and

unsaid rules.

Participants in the focus groups were asked about the unique role of an EP in
supporting children with SLCN. | included this question, given what seems to be the
changing nature of the EP role, but did feel a little uncomfortable in asking this as |
was keen not to suggest that | felt that EPs had a definite role. All participants
highlighted a unique role for EPs, but it should be acknowledged that they may have
felt pressured to suggest a unique role even if they did not think this to be the case,

simply because this question was asked.

Whilst coding the EP questionnaires, | was very aware of knowing the individual EPs.
This could be regarded as helpful in that | recognised them by their responses, so
might therefore be regarded as an accurate reflection of how they work. EPs
questionnaires were completed in a limited time. Some were more detailed than
others, but | was aware of the relatively quick turnaround time and pressures on EP
time. | therefore wonder how much thought EPs had given to their responses. Did
they include only what was foremost in their mind and, if they had had more time,

perhaps they could have included more?

In terms of the parents’ group, | had indicated to parents that completion of the
questionnaire was their choice, but | do wonder if parents may have felt pressured to
complete the questionnaire if other parents in the group were completing theirs. On
reflection, parents may have felt uncomfortable about indicating that they did not wish
to take part in completing the questionnaire. It may have been better to have handed

out a questionnaire to parents to take away and return it if they so wished.

| did not check responses/data with partners after the results had been analysed. |
had already spent time summarising during the session and again at the end of the

session, and it did not seem appropriate to take up more of their time.

7.3 Commitment and Rigour

Within this study, | was interested in exploring Bercow’s theme of multi-agency
working (Bercow, 2008), involving who | considered to be the three main professional

partners for EPs working to support children with SLCN. Committed to ensuring as
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clear picture as possible with key partners, consideration should be given to whether

they were the right partners.

| chose partners who | thought had a range of experiences working with EPs and
were useful partners in terms of work with children with SLCN. In saying this, |
acknowledge that my perception of role will have impacted on who | selected as key
partners to include in the study. | could, of course, have taken the perspective of
managers. This would have presented more of a balanced view, but | was keen
through this study to consider perceptions of the EP role through the eyes of frontline

workers.

In considering which partners to include in the study, | was aware of the importance
of involving parents and also children/young people. As the focus was on how EPs
could work to support children with SLCN, | wondered how such a study could be
conducted without involving those central to it. | was aware that speech, language
and communication is an enormous area of need and, access difficulties aside, was

unsure how children might be approached for involvement.

After carrying out the study, | would acknowledge that a broader range of partners
would have been useful. However, given the limitations in terms of time and access,
those partners that were selected, | feel, represented a good cross-section of those

currently working to support children with SLCN.

Children’s Centre staff had historically not worked a great deal with EPs and their
experiences were limited, so in that respect it was useful to explore their perceptions.
Although EP support for children in the early years within the LA was free, EPs had
tended to see children in nurseries and not particularly to link in with Children’s
Centres. On reflection, this seems surprising, particularly as Children’s Centres are
set up to support development of children in the early years and speech, language

and communication is a particular area of focus.

In contrast, SENCos had had considerable experience of working with EPs. The
recent introduction of traded services meant that schools were paying for EP support
and in reality SENCos were being asked to consider what work they might wish to
pay for, in some respects. SENCos were therefore a useful partner to include, as

they represented a ‘paying customer’ for the EPS, as well as a collaborative partner.
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SALTs represent the bridge across the age ranges as far as SLCN support is
concerned, and therefore are good partners to have included in the focus groups.
SALTs have historically linked with EPs in supporting children with SLCN, and it was
felt that the good practice already taking place within the LA could be built upon.

It could be argued that it would have been useful to pilot the questioning route and
the questionnaires. | acknowledge that | could have selected different partners to
‘test’ the questions and | could have changed the questioning route/questionnaires
based on their responses. However, | was of the view that any changes made as a
result of doing this could lead to unhelpful changes, based on the fact that | wanted
to explore the perceptions of particular partners. | could have also carried out a pilot
with the same partners but in a different locality. Again, this was not considered to be
appropriate, as | wanted to explore the perceptions of the partners whom | was
working with in one of the localities, and anyway was aware that not all localities
worked in the same way, thus any feedback gained might not have been relevant to

the context of the locality in the study.

In order to ensure commitment and rigour, | have reflected on questions used, such
as the inclusion of the phrase ‘through their work in schools’ These were dropped
naturally as the project progressed, and suggested to me at the time that this area of
work cannot be restricted to work in schools. | was aware that by including these
words within the thesis question in the EP questionnaire that | may have limited the
EP responses. However, Question 1 of the questionnaire did encourage them to

think more widely than just school.

| asked participants about their understanding of the term SLCN as an opener to the
focus groups so that participants could have the whole umbrella in their heads when
thinking about how EPs might work to support, but asking the question was more
useful than this. | had the post-it up for the whole of the session as a reminder and

referred to it regularly.

There appeared to be some confusion initially as to what | was asking participants to
do regarding the SLCN question, and it is interesting to note that their list contained
types of language difficulty and the impact of language difficulties. | had made the
assumption that partners would write down the type of language difficulty, but of
course what came to mind for some was the impact (e.g. ‘reflects on behaviour’).

This understanding of my question was surprising to me at first, as it was not what |

156



was expecting. On reflection, my question should have been, ‘What types of
difficulty/need would come under the SLCN umbrella’. It was interesting to compare

responses to this question across partners.

| was concerned that | may have dismissed too quickly the lists that the participants
drew up around what they were doing to support children with SLCN. This was not
my intention and, on reflection, it may have been better to acknowledge what they
were doing already, particularly as | wanted them to consider the EP within the

context of what was already going on.

| had thought that partners may have differing perceptions on what constitutes
‘SLCN’ and, whilst this may have been true of individual participants, in carrying out
the SLCN umbrella activity as a group the breadth of the term was covered by all of
the focus groups, and this surprised me. | had wrongly assumed that there would be
a noticeable difference in how the three focus groups understood the term. SALTS’
list was longer, as might be expected, but as a group the SENCos and Children’s
Centre staff were able to provide a comprehensive list. It is noted, however, that lists
were produced in collaboration with each other; if individual lists had been drawn up,
then they would not have been so lengthy. Individual perceptions were pooled and
built upon, which highlights the greater utility of focus groups over individual

interviews.

Whilst it has been useful to explore the perception of partners with regard to the work
that EPs can do to support children with SLCN, | am of the view that more could have
emerged from the focus group sessions had | been able to step out of the researcher
role and into the senior EP role. By this, | mean more open debate and discussion
could have taken place around the various ideas. There would have been the
opportunity for more checking out and planning in a collaborative way to support
children with SLCN.

When the session with SENCos moved on to how EPs could work to support children
with SLCN, | was surprised at the useful suggestions made by participants, given that
discussion on the scaling question had suggested a view that support for children
with SLCN was the responsibility of SALTs. | wondered whether the problem had
been in the wording of my questions (How are we doing in the city/in the locality,
regarding meeting the needs of children with SLCN), but on reflection | did provide

additional prompts that the responsibility for support lay wider than with SALTSs.
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Perhaps SENCos did not see themselves/support in school as part of support in the

locality/in the city. In hindsight, it would have been useful to check this with them.

In discussing possible support from an EP for children with SLCN in schools, it was
useful to hear SENCos’ experiences across the age ranges. Having a SENCo from
one of the primary language provisions as part of the group was useful, as she was
able to provide a balanced view of the support available for children in the city/locality

and support the discussion/bring it back to the topic of SLCN.

When discussion moved on to barriers to working, the SENCos at first did not appear
to realise that | meant in terms of EPs, as was evident in their initial suggestions.
Repeating the question seemed to help and to encourage their thinking about the
barriers/considerations that may be relevant to EPs and their work to support children
with SLCN. Throughout the session, | checked my understanding of what the

participants were saying.

The last question in the focus group session was to ask if anything had been missed.
| did feel that | perhaps overdid going over the suggestions/ideas on the flipchart but,
as one question supported the next, this seemed useful at the time. Also, at the end,
| wanted to ensure that what | had recorded was an accurate reflection of what had

been said.

The focus group sessions were a useful opportunity for two-way sharing of
information. Children’s Centre staff, for example, shared that practice in the most
deprived areas was probably the best practice. When asking the Children’s Centre
staff about the EP role in an ideal world, | wondered whether this may have been a
difficult question to answer for them, as discussion had indicated that they had less
experience of working with EPs than partners in the other focus groups. | also
noticed that they gave much information about themselves at this point in the focus
group session and | wondered whether this was diversionary or a play for time. To
support them, | read through the list of SLCN that had been drawn up, emphasising
the range, and asked again how EPs might work to give support. This did seem a
difficult task for them. Many points/ideas came through discussion, rather than from
Children’s Centre staff being very clear of ways an EP could work to support children
with SLCN.

The parents’ questionnaire was completed as part of a session with parents about

the role of the EP. Thinking about it, the information shared with parents was about
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EP training and current ways of working. It may have been useful to explore
possibilities for EP work with parents in a more open way, as was done with the

focus groups, so that they could have worked together to make suggestions.

For the parents’ questionnaire, initial ‘noticings’ and latent codes proved more difficult
to extrapolate than in the EP questionnaires. | coded in a way which made sense to

me.

In order to analyse the data, | jotted initial ‘noticings’ and picked out data which |
thought of as important and relevant to highlight and to code. | acknowledge that
what | considered as important and relevant may have been viewed very differently
by another person. My experience, background and personal views will all have
played a part. It is not possible for a researcher to stand entirely apart from who they
are and what they bring. Every researcher brings something different to their
research, and it is important to reflect on what this might mean for the outcomes. In
terms of this study, | was committed to exploring a range of partners’ views that had
been obtained, and carried out what | considered to be rigorous interpretation of the

data, acknowledging that | was coming to it from a social constructionist perspective.

In terms of analysing the data, | was committed to ensuring rigour. Recordings were
listened to and focus groups transcribed. Scripts were read and re-read. | put notes
down the left-hand side that highlighted the structure of the session and jotted
‘noticings’ down the right-hand side of the page. During the reading, | picked things
up that | had not noticed while listening, so it was useful to do both. | wondered about
colour coding each participant, but decided that this was not necessary as | was

colour coding by group.

It was useful to compare themes with lists that had been captured on the flipchart to
ensure, as far as possible, that no information was missed. ‘Seeing the whole child’,
for example was listed on the flipchart for Children’s Centre staff under the question
‘How can EPs work with support children with SLCN’, but it had not been captured as

a ‘blue sky thinking’ idea in terms of how can EPs give support.

| experimented with the names of themes. | was surprised that what | was left with
was what | could have predicted. Had my preconceptions impacted on my analysis? |
recognise that someone else may have sorted data differently. | did not worry about
this too much, as it was about the sense that | could make of the data, based on my

understanding and experience, which | have been very clear about. My view was
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that, although the theme name was important, the most relevant information lay
under the theme. Questionnaires completed by EPs and parents were given the

same rigorous attention as the focus group scripts.

In terms of the research as a whole, although this study was carried out to explore
partners’ perceptions, it should be acknowledged that my assumption that by
speaking to partners a better understanding of how EPs can support children with
SLCN may not be entirely correct. There is nothing to say definitely that partners

were entirely open and honest in what they shared.

7.4 Implications for Practice

Gersch (2009) warned that the future of educational psychology was not
automatically assured and suggested that the way EPs faced challenges would
determine the outcomes (Gersch, 2009). Whilst the ability of EPs to respond flexibly
to change has been highlighted (Fallon et al., 2010), experience suggests that this is
not always easy. This section will first of all consider the impact and importance of
some of the ideas from partners involved in this project in terms of how they think
EPs could work to support children with SLCN, before moving on to offer personal

reflections and ideas for future research.

7.4.1 Impact and importance

In terms of the local area, the impact and importance of this study are unclear. It was
carried out as practitioner research in the hope that results may be interesting to
managers and provide a platform for debate. As the context of working for EPs has
changed during the course of this research, it is perhaps useful to think about the

project in a wider sense.

Each partner who took part in this project had their own unique perspective on how
EPs could work to support children with SLCN, and these are important to consider in
order to inform and enhance practice. Four roles were identified for EPs: ‘Assessor’,
Supporter of other professionals’, ‘Supporter of children and families’ and ‘Trainer’.
The range of ideas gained through information from the partners involved were
extremely useful and have implications for practice. However, the practicalities/

potential barriers to these ideas need also to be considered.

In starting out on this project, | was interested in the five main themes for supporting
children with SLCN indicated in the Bercow Report (Bercow, 2008). It is perhaps
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useful to consider the EP role, as perceived by the range of partners included in this

study, within each of these themes.

First, partners identified a number of roles for EPs that could relate to Bercow’s
theme of ‘Communication is crucial’. Ideally, as suggested by SALTs, there would be
an EP at the EPS with a specialism in SLCN who could maintain an overview of this
area of need within the city, as well as to keep EP colleagues up to date with new
guidance and so on. This would be useful, since one of the barriers identified was
that EPs may not be up to date with government guidance and what was going on in

the Children’s Centres.

The Children’s Centre staff talked about the cascade of the Early Language
Development Programme, which EPs had not really been made aware of. Closer
working with Children’s Centre staff would seem useful, therefore, in terms of giving
the same messages around the importance of developing children’s SLCN and EPs
possibly supporting attendance at Children’s Centre sessions. The barriers to this, of
course, would be time and staffing, as well as lack of opportunity for EPs and
Children’s Centre staff to get together as part of a wider locality team. This calls for

consideration by managers.

Good communication forms a solid basis on which children can learn basic skills, and
the support in this area needs to start from birth. EPs could model the use of
language with children, through play sessions. In my current role, working
independently as an EP, | have had the opportunity to be part of a working group
supporting children with SLCN in a primary school. One of the ideas that has been
suggested for supporting parents in school, given that past experience by school staff
had suggested that ‘training’ for parents had not been successful, was the setting up
of ‘stay and play’ sessions. Such opportunities would help to highlight the importance
of communication with young children, particularly given my experience of seeing
some very young children playing on mobile phones and tablets. Strategies such as
using reduced language and providing ‘time to talk’ could be offered. EP could also
work to support an understanding that self-esteem and language are a basis for

learning, as suggested by the Children’s Centre staff.

EPs could work with schools towards being ‘communication friendly’. This is one of
my hopes in working with the primary school. However, within this | am mindful of not

being viewed as ‘the expert’, as any changes and ways forward need to be planned
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together with staff in order for them to maintain ownership and enthusiasm for
support. Thinking about children as they grow older and move through school and
onto secondary school, the importance of supporting children in terms of SLCN
continues. Discussions with the SENCos highlighted the need for training for

teachers in the importance of oracy.

SALTs were very clear that EPs could usefully support understanding of the impact
of SLCN on literacy. Given the volume of literature highlighting this very important link
(Stothard et al., 1998; Snowling, 2000; Stackhouse, 2000), this should be a major
focus of EP work. EPs should routinely check SLC skills when asked by schools to
work with a child with literacy difficulties and, in turn, should indicate to school staff
how SLCN can impact on literacy development. Teachers could be trained in this
link, as suggested by SALTSs, as well as the link emphasised through casework. The
same could be done for children with behavioural difficulties, again given the

documented links.

Second, partners identified a number of roles for EPs which could relate to Bercow’s
theme of ‘Early identification and intervention are essential’. Children’s Centre staff
suggested that EPs could be involved in the two-year developmental check for
children and this would be extremely useful in helping to identify difficulties early and
provide support. My concern with this is the EP resources that would be needed to
support this. The key might possibly be for EPs to work more closely with childcare
providers and encourage them to raise any children of concern. Within the locality
this did happen in some cases, but not all, and | feel that this might have been due to
not all nurseries understanding how to refer to an EP, or actually doing so. It would
have been useful for all nurseries in the locality and, indeed, across the city to be
alerted to the possibility of EP ensuring fair access, despite implications for EPs in

terms of time and staffing.

Working more closely with health visitors was a useful idea put forward by Children’s
Centre staff. EPs in the city did work with health visitors if they had children in
common, but | was unaware of any specific attempt to work together on specific
areas of need. This would have been helpful, given the indication by Children’s
Centre staff that health visitors often submitted a CAF referral requesting a nursery
placement to support language development. Reflecting on this, more joint working
between health visitors and Children’s Centre staff might be useful, and EPs could

support this by being available for professional consultation.
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Early intervention relates to an early stage in a child’s difficulty, as well as at an early
age. Experience suggests that this can be a challenge when working to a traded
services model, as schools will often highlight the children who are at crisis point or
whom they would like to move forward for an education healthcare plan. Training for
teachers and other professionals in the importance of developing children’s SLCN
would therefore appear to be vital. My concern is who would offer such training in the

context of decreasing support services, including educational psychology.

Third, partners identified a number of roles for EPs which could relate to Bercow’s
theme of ‘A continuum of services designed around the family is needed’. Parents
described what seemed like a fight for support at times, and feeling intimidated in
meetings attended by a range of professionals. As an EP, | recognise the importance
of keeping families at the heart of any support and regard this as an important role.
EPs could ensure that parents are supported and empowered to take an active and
confident part in supporting their child’s needs, highlighting strengths as well as
areas of difficulty and signposting where necessary. | am mindful of one parent’s
comment in terms of it being difficult to hear negatives about their child, but also of
another parent in terms of capturing the full extent of their child’s needs in a report.

EPs therefore need to ensure that a careful balance is established.

| was interested in the SENCos’ suggestion of EPs organising a locality youth group
that parents and children could access. Their point in making this suggestion related
to parents not always being able or willing to come into school. Such an alternative
venue would be useful to consider as it could offer a more relaxed informal approach
for parents, which could be less intimidating. Meetings might also be held in this

‘youth group’, which could represent more neutral territory.

Parents would like EPs to follow their children through school. As an EP, | have had
the privilege of working in this way and it has proven useful in terms of getting to
know a child’s needs well and building a relationship with parents. There might be
difficulties associated with this though, not only in terms of EPs moving on, or EPs
changing localities, but also in terms of individual EPs. SALTs highlighted the variety
in ways of working for EPs, and not all ways of working are suited to all parents. Also,
another EP being introduced to the family could result in different ways of support
being identified, given the varying experiences and knowledge of EPs within the

team.
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SENCos suggested EPs signposting young people to sources of support through
such as Twitter and Facebook. As an EP | would be reluctant to suggest this to
children, given safeguarding concerns, but could alert parents to possibilities in order
for them to check prior to speaking to their children. SENCos were also interested in
the idea of EPs, including how children feel about their SLCN. Of course, the
challenge with this would be that not all children may be aware of their SLCN and,
even if they are, they may have difficulties in explaining their feelings. It is a useful

suggestion, nonetheless.

Parents at the meeting had questions on the EP role, as well as making suggestions.
The EP service did have an EP leaflet that outlines the support, but | was aware that
this was not well used or distributed. EPs should therefore usefully ensure that
parents and families are well informed about EPs prior to them starting work with
their child. There should also perhaps be updated and consistent information about

EPs available on the council websites. This is something for managers to address.

Fourth, partners identified a number of roles for EPs which could relate to Bercow’s
theme of ‘Joint working is critical’. All partners saw a role for EPs in terms of working
with them and supporting their particular ‘area’. If EP resources were unlimited, it
would appear that their role in terms of joint working would be wider. Professional
partners were keen to have time with an EP in terms of liaison and professional
consultation. A surgery-type approach was suggested by Children’s Centre staff. This
in theory sounds a good idea, but | am mindful that not all EPs may be comfortable in
providing such as service. They may question their own knowledge, for example.
Closer working with SALT/ joint training around EP and SALT roles could be a way
forward. One EP indicated a wish to build on their own skills. This was in relation to
Makaton. However, given the requirement for EPs to engage in regular CPD, regular
training on such as SLCN may be useful. As an EP, | am aware of the usefulness of
revisiting knowledge and strategies around the range of children’s difficulties that

EPs may come across during the course of their work. SALTs could help with this.

SALTs were clear in their view of the usefulness of EPs being explicit about their
follow up of children. They suggested that this was not always made clear in an EP
report, and also that schools may not see EPs as providing ongoing advice and
support. In order to ensure that the next steps are clear in terms of ongoing

involvement, this should be made explicit in EP reports. | would regard this as good
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practice and something that EPs should do, as it reduces uncertainty and supports

multi-agency working through clarity of involvement.

SENCos suggested that EPs could work more closely with teachers, developing
resources, modelling strategies and team teaching. Again, in an ideal world this
would seem to be useful, but with traded services | am aware that schools think
carefully on how they spend the time that they purchase; to carry out work such as
this might regarded as a luxury. As an EP working independently, | am more than
ever aware of schools using their time to see individual children who are causing the
most concern. SALTs would like EPs to see all priorities and, although this would be
useful as it allows other professionals to gain perhaps the valuable insight they
require to inform their own work (an identified discrepancy between non-verbal and
verbal ability in the case of SALT), with budgets in mind this is not always possible
for schools to organise. One of the ideas put forward by partners on how EPs could
work to support children with SLCN was to consider SLCN within the context of a

child’s wider needs. This was considered one of the unique roles for EPs.

As a senior EP working in the city, | was unsure how much awareness other EPs had
in terms of the impact of SLCN on other difficulties and the extent to which SLCN can
masquerade as other difficulties. As a starting point to moving forward with this

project this would have been useful to establish.

It would be useful for EPs to consider how they can work in a more strategic way,
alongside supporting the needs of individual children. Within the locality for example
there was a primary language provision that not all of the SENCos attending the
focus group were aware of. Although a possible role for EPs was highlighted in terms
of keeping schools informed of what was going on in the LA, a clear role, had this
project progressed, would have been to raise awareness and enable closer working

between all schools within the locality.

Fifth, partners identified a number of roles for EPs that could relate to Bercow’s
theme of ‘The current system is characterised by high variability and a lack of equity’.
In carrying out this research, | was made aware by partners that provision for children
with SLCN across the city varied. Within the locality, SENCos seemed to consider
SALTs as the main providers of support for children with SLCN, yet were able to
identify ways of working themselves within schools. EPs could therefore work with

schools to support their understanding of SLCN within a multi-agency context, with
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each partner contributing and having some ownership. A locality project to support
children with SLCN could have usefully been set up, ensuring that key professionals

work together towards a common aim in a planned and coordinated way.

Within the context of the locality, all three groups of professionals were able to
suggest the three most useful ways of working for EPs, taking into account identified
barriers, and perhaps these would have been a starting point to planning EP support
based on partners’ perceptions. SENCos would like EPs to explain assessment and
modelling strategies. They would also like to have training on how other difficulties
impact on SLCN and vice versa, as well as signposting for parents, teachers and
children. All of these suggestions could be easily taken forward, assuming that these
would be allowed priority over seeing individual children. Discussions between head

teachers and SENCos in terms of such ways of working would be useful.

Children’s Centre staff would like to see involvement of EPs in the two-year
developmental check for children, as well as training for professionals on how EPs
can support children with SLCN. They would also welcome partnership working in
terms of giving the same messages together. Again, such ways of working would be
extremely useful in terms of supporting early intervention and taking a more active
role with preschool children. As an independent EP, | do not have the opportunity to
support young children in the way that | did as a LA EP. Acknowledging that the way
EPs work across the country is ever changing, it is perhaps incumbent on individual
EPs to ensure that they continue to have experience of working across the age
ranges (0—-25), unless of course they decide to provide a specialist service targeting
a particular age group. My personal view is that in potentially losing the breadth of

age range, the EP role might become restricted.

A number of barriers to working were also highlighted by partners. These perhaps
reflect the changing nature of LA services, but cannot be ignored when reflecting on
implications for practice. Barriers relating to changing landscapes could be difficult to
overcome, particularly those relating to time and money and service delivery (traded
services). EPs could, however, strive to do more in terms of keeping up to date with
changes to teams and city-wide strategies. | am mindful of the pressures on EP time

and lack of opportunity perhaps to find these out.

The barriers relating to lack of enthusiasm and EPs as individuals could be a matter

of consideration for the EP team manager. Training, as previously mentioned, might
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usefully feature in plans, as might team building. It would have been useful to think
about how to move forward as a team, based on the results of this research.

Unfortunately, this cannot be the case in this particular context.

This research has highlighted a way of working with partners that could work towards
better outcomes for children. It considered partners’ perceptions of the EP role
regarding support for children with SLCN, but it could be applied to any area of
difficulty, such as mental health and working with child and adolescent mental health
services, for example. It was ‘real collaboration’ — not simply letting partners know
what EPs do, but asking them what, from their unique perspective, EPs could

usefully do.

In considering the main question from this research, | would suggest that taking
account of partners’ views of a role can support an understanding of multi-agency
working. This seems apparent in a number of ways. First, it seemed to give
participants ownership, in some respects, and if ideas were taken forward it would be
useful to seek support from the group of partners from which the suggestion came.
Second, partners were able to make suggestions for the EP role that had perhaps
not been considered by EPs. | cannot be certain in saying this, as individual EPs may
well have, but certainly, in planning work for the team and discussing support for
children, some of the suggestions had never been aired by any members of the

team.

Regarding the EP role in general, | was surprised that none of the partners
mentioned the application of psychology specifically. This is interesting. Perhaps an
aspect of the EP role that requires attention within a multi-agency context, therefore,
is to make clear how EPs apply ‘psychological theory, research and techniques to
support children, young people, their families and schools to promote the emotional
and social well-being of young people’ (as well as) ‘those with learning difficulties to
achieve their full potential through the use of assessment, monitoring and evaluation’

(Association of Educational Psychologists, 2016).

7.4.2 Personal reflection

Throughout this study, | have been interested in my roles as researcher and as a
senior manager within the EPS and the council. In some ways, | feel that the balance

| have had to maintain reflects my working life as an EP, which requires an
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awareness of the needs of others, sensitivity to context, and management of

situations in a confident, measured and reflective way.

Prior to carrying out this research, | did debate my position as practitioner—researcher
and wondered whether it might have been more prudent to carry out a study
completely separate to my job. | was actually advised to do this by another
researcher. | was, however, keen to embark on a project that | considered useful to
me in my role, particularly as the context of EP work seemed to be shifting in the sea

of political and educational change.

When | set out on the journey of this thesis, | could not have contemplated that on its
completion | would not be part of the LA in which the research was carried out. This
reflects the changing nature of EP work and support for children and families through
the LA. The journey of this thesis has been a challenge. | have tried hard to make
sense of terminology, which has not been easy particularly as there seemed to be
some lack of consensus over meanings. However, this has resulted in a great deal of
searching and reflection on what | really mean by ‘truth’ and ‘reality’. | think that |

have come out of it a stronger and more confident EP.

In terms of this study, | have come to realise more than ever the importance of
partners making the push to work together, keeping children and families at the heart
of everything that they do. Working together with parents, no professionals can be
‘precious’ about role boundaries, as together they should be shaped in a
collaborative way. By listening to the views of partners, roles can hopefully be

shaped to meet children’s needs better.

| am mindful that the Bercow Report (Bercow, 2008) has now been archived, as
governments move on. Despite this, a great deal has been written about the
importance of support for children with SLCN and, hopefully, through studies such as
this one, the central focus that is required can be continued. In this respect, this

research is important.

7.4.3 Future research

This study looked at the value of using partner voice in order to help to understand
the role of the EP as a multi-agency partner. Future research might usefully focus on

exploring with partners how they came to arrive at their reality. This may highlight
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gaps in multi-agency working that could be addressed. This represents what |

referred to in Chapter 1 as the ‘bottom-up’ perspective.

Given that partners expressed views about other partners, it may be useful to explore
this further (SALTs speaking about SENCos: ‘there’s a massive dichotomy — there
are some of the schools that just don’t engage, don’t refer, there’s nobody in there
that we need to see and there’s other schools who are amazing, fantastic SENCos
who do everything you ask, get everyone to the right meetings, you can set them
targets and they actually do them’). It may have been useful, for example, to have
each group of partners comment on support from other services and share
perceptions in that way. In making this suggestion, however, | am conscious that not
all services may consider it appropriate and could feel uncomfortable about the idea.
It would likely call for a great deal of trust between groups and an agreement to work
together in this way with a shared aim. This may help to move services further away

from ‘silo’ working and further towards collaboration.

Another area to consider may be to explore perceptions of senior managers in the
LA, thus considering the ‘top-down’ perspective. It would be useful to know the value
that is placed on EPs in their work to support children with SLCN, from their
perspective. Government documentation does mention EPs in terms of supporting
children with SLCN and, although examples of what EPs are doing are provided,
there does not seem to be anything that outlines the range of skills that EPs bring
and how these are recognised as being useful for supporting children with SLCN. If
such information was documented at a higher level, then it may serve to raise the
profile of EPs in terms of the contribution that they can make and also to ensure
appropriate funding to do so. Future useful research could be to gauge perceptions
of senior managers within the LA and, in the process, highlight the skills that EPs can

bring.

| am very aware that children were not included in this study as partners. This was
considered beyond the scope of the project, but would be a useful topic for future

research. What sort of service would young people want?

This study was able to explore some parents’ views, but SLCN represents a wide
area of need. It may be useful to look at parents’ views in terms of the different needs
covered by SLCN. Whilst this may be a useful area to explore further, | am mindful of

the current climate in terms of the shortage of EPs and complications brought about
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by changes in the way services work/commissioning of services. This concern may

also apply to the other research suggestions above.
7.5 Conclusion

7.5.1 Summary

| was interested in the five main themes in the Bercow Report (Bercow, 2008):
e Communication is crucial
e Early identification and intervention are essential
e A continuum of services designed around the family is needed
e Joint working is critical
e The current system is characterised by high variability and a lack of equity.

The results of this study suggest that, in creating space for dialogue, ideas from
partners can be useful and could serve to broaden EPs’ role with regard to how they
work to support children with SLCN in the local context. Although it is acknowledged
that this study provides no evidence to indicate that this would lead to better

outcomes for children, it has raised some important areas for consideration.

SALTs, as the main professional involved with supporting children with SLCN,
consider themselves to deliver an effective service and are very clear about how EPs
could work to support children with such needs. They are also clear in their indication
that practice between EPs can differ, and this was backed up by information gained
from the EPs themselves. Some EPs clearly wanted to alter or add to their practice in
terms of working to support children with SLCN, whereas others were happy in their
work as it was. Although respecting the fact that not all EPs work in the same way, |
do find this latter difficult to understand, as a reflective practitioner. My personal view
is that there is always something new to learn and, as our knowledge and experience

grows, we shift our views and practice accordingly.

| may not be saying anything surprising in this research, that by taking a range of
partners’ views, a comprehensive role for EPs in supporting children with SLCN can
be described. It is the information gained from the process that is useful. SENCos,
who EPs may regard as the professionals with whom they work most closely,

seemed to have the narrowest view of how EPs could work to support children with
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SLCN. Children’s Centre staff, who work with EPs the least of the three focus groups
of professionals, could make innovative suggestions, possibly as they were less
exposed to a stereotypical way of working. Can professionals who know EPs least
support EPs in thinking out of the box? SALTs had very clear views on how EPs
could work. There was a sense of frustration that EPs could be doing much more to

support children with SLCN, based on their experiences.

This study has shown that partners’ perceptions of roles can be used to inform (and
hopefully enhance) ways of working. Opportunities to explore partners’ perceptions,
however, may need to be set up specifically for that purpose. Each partner’s
perspective is valuable, as it adds a unique dimension, and a partner’s perception will

impact on the way that they themselves work as a collaborative partner.

In some ways, this study is about collaborating to collaborate. Although there were
differences apparent between partners in terms of responses, it seems important and

useful to pull together views on how to support children with SLCN.

7.5.2 Final note

In starting out on this thesis, | was of the view that collaboration should be supported
from the top down. This was based on the LA'’s drive for more joined-up services
through a locality model in which services were co-located. As a frontline practitioner,
| felt some frustration that collaboration was not happening on the scale that had
been imagined, and | realised that it would not just happen. This study has been
useful on a number of levels. It allowed me to make contact with partners and
provide them with further information about EPs. It provided a forum for discussion
around the EP role and a unique opportunity to gain partners’ perceptions on how
EPs can work to support children with SLCN. Furthermore, it has provided a further

understanding of EPs as a multi-agency partner.

This study has shown that partners can have a role in shaping how other
professionals carry out their work. ‘Partner voice’ would therefore appear to be a
valuable tool in partners working together, understanding where roles fit with each
other, which in turn can inform and enhance practice. As previously stated, | do not
think that it is enough to share information about each other’s roles; collaboration
needs to go one step further. My view is that partners cannot be sensitive about their
role at these times of working together to meet needs. Each will, of course, have their

own skill set, but it is only by communicating with partners that these skills can be
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used to the best effect to support children, young people, their families and each
other. EPs need to be constantly adapting their practice within the context of
apparent changes, maintaining flexibility to ensure high quality support and delivery

of service.
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Appendix A Extracts from reflexive diary

31.1.11 — I met with a Head of Service within the council, and his assistant to discuss
useful areas of research. This followed the principal EP discussing the potential for
research at a Senior Management Meeting. As ‘Communication’ was an area of
focus for the council it was thought that this would be a useful area for me to
consider. The senior manager wondered about looking at the importance of early
language skills for literacy. Following the meeting | reflected upon this further, in
terms of what would be a useful area of research for the council, but which also what
would be interesting and useful to me in my as an EP. | wondered about looking at
the confidence of early years teachers in developing children’s language skills, or
perhaps how there might be a collaborative approach to supporting and developing
children’s language skills within the locality (possibly including one secondary school,
four primary schools and one nursery in the study). | wondered about questions such
as ‘What skills and knowledge do teachers have to support and develop children’s
speech, language and communication skills?’, ‘Are teachers now more equipped to
support and develop children’s speech, language and communication skills following
the Bercow Report?’, ‘Despite the government’s focus on the development of
children’s speech, language and communication needs, are teachers really now
more equipped?’ or ‘Is the government’s drive to skill up teachers to support children
with SLCN succeeding?’. | also had in mind the viewpoint of the Head of Service and
reflected on looking at “The impact of language difficulties on phonological skills for
reading’, ‘How confident are secondary school teachers in supporting children with
low literacy skills?’ or ‘Does the foundation stage profile sufficiently highlight
difficulties with speech, language and communication so that teachers can be alerted

to these to support literacy development’.

My thinking then moved to collaborative working between schools given the
government’s drive for schools to support each other (Department for Education,
2010). | wondered about carrying out an action research project beginning with a
questionnaire for teachers to complete to establish a baseline of skills, and then
working with schools to encourage collaborative working including sharing of
knowledge skills and expertise. Two of my schools were to become a federation and
as one was the host of a primary language provision | wondered about the possibility
and usefulness of carrying such a project out with them. Questions such as ‘How

best can skills in speech, language and communication be developed across the
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federation?’, ‘What are teachers responses to the government drive to developing
their skills in SLCN and how has government information/training impacted on
teachers’ practice’. | was interested in empowering change, acknowledging that in
times of challenge schools were being encouraged to look within themselves to

develop skills.

| was aware through my work with the language provisions and work within the

locality that expertise within the primary language provision based within the locality
was not being shared locally. | wondered about an action research project involving
questionnaires to all teachers across the federation, individual interviews and focus

groups.

31.10.11 — I met with the SENCo and foundation stage leader to discuss the project.
We agreed the usefulness of a questionnaire to establish a baseline of skills of
knowledge across the staff within the federation, then to select a cross-section to
interview and develop an intervention to raise skills and knowledge in meeting the
needs of children with SLCN. | reflected on the meeting afterwards and felt
uncomfortable that both teachers had looked to me to take the lead when | had
hoped that the project could be more collaborative. | also later came to realise that
the head teacher had had a different understanding to myself of ‘intervention’. My
idea was in relation to addressing staff needs and building their skills, his idea was
around the teachers using interventions with the children and monitoring the
effectiveness of those. At a later meeting with the head teacher it became clear that
his ideas and my own were far apart. He talked about me interviewing a cross-
section of staff, including himself, and seemed to have a clear view of how he wanted
the project to progress, which was very different to my original idea. Whilst | could
have discussed this with him and possibly reached an agreement, | made the
decision to change direction and consider how EPs could support schools in meeting
the needs of children with SLCN. | recognised the importance of maintaining control
over the project and felt that under the circumstances this may be difficult. The
experience of meeting with staff in the federation had resulted in me reflecting on
what may be useful in my own role. The resulting idea was felt to be more useful in
terms of my position as a senior manager and timely given the changes that were
taking place within the EP profession/ways of working. | thought about questions
such as ‘Can EPs support teachers’ skills development through collaboration’ and

‘how can EPs support schools in meeting the needs of children with SLCN?’
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18.11.15 — | met with the SENCo of the Federation. | explained my thoughts
regarding change in direction, and reasons for it. She was supportive and indicated
that she understood the reasons behind it. We agreed to draw up a questionnaire
together for staff to complete which explored their knowledge and skills in working
with children who have SLCN so that we could plan the intervention from responses.
In changing the focus to EP this had allowed me to steer the project towards building
teachers skills, my original plan rather than considering interventions with children,
the head teachers plan. | was reassured by the SENCos parting comment when we
met, that the project seemed more manageable. She agreed that the head teacher
could be drawn in other directions and that it would be better if just the two of us were
taking the lead. We both came away from the meeting with tasks to do. In reflecting
on the discussion | realised how conscious | was in maintaining a comfortable
relationship. Although the SENCo was supportive | had felt a little uncomfortable

about having changed the focus to EPs.

21.11.11- Questionnaire for staff emailed to the SENCo for comment/
checking/change and distribution (joint effort). The SENCo responded by asking if
she needed an official version of the questionnaire before distributing. This surprised
me and gave me the impression that the SENCo was of the view that | was leading
the project. | was keen to ensure that school maintained ownership and saw myself
more of a facilitator. | wondered whether the SENCo was confused given that |
initially proposed the project (though never intended to lead on). | was very conscious
that this should be a joint venture. | emailed back asking the SENCo to finalise, run it
by the head teacher and distribute. | suggested that staff may need an introductory
paragraph and left it to her though was conscious that she may think she was doing

more work on the project that she had initially anticipated.

24.11.11 — Working on this project has made me realise the need to be very clear on
roles. | had thought | had been clear but an email exchange with the SENCo
suggested not. This made me realise how easy it can be to misunderstand according

to one’s individual stance.

12.1.12 — Discussion with SALT working in the language provision (in the federation).
She made the comment that she had done lots of training in the school and this
made me think about professional barriers and sensitivity. This SALT had not
contacted me as her team leader had suggested she might when | had spoken to her

about the project.
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6/10.2.12 — discussion with tutors and colleagues — | was reminded to keep the

project manageable.

15.2.12 — Email to SENCo following receipt of the completed questionnaires. | felt
that | needed more background of SLC in the school, given the SALTs comment and

was aware that | was trying to work in the dark in some respects.

19.2.12- | met with the SENCo and foundation stage leader to draw up an action plan
based on questionnaire responses. | was of the view that a clear baseline of skills
was important to establish, including what training had already been delivered, and
what staff had already had access to (IDP). This information felt difficult to clarify and
as a result | made the decision to shift my focus again to how EPs could work to
support children with SLCN. Work on this project so far had made me reflect on the
importance of establishing and being clear on roles as well as the pressures of time
on individual roles and how this can affect liaison and how a role is carried out. | also
wondered how partners actually viewed EPs in their role to support children with

SLCN, given my experience with the federation staff.

My meetings with the SENCo continued in my role of school EP up to a point where
the SENCo took complete ownership and moved the project forward in line with other

‘bespoke’ training going on already in school.

27.2.12 — | attended a training session for the new locality team. Each team
presented. | spoke about my research into support for children with SLCN. One of the
teachers from the Children’s Centre spoke to me and let me know about the work
going on in the Centres to support SLC. We agreed that it would be useful to link up.

5.3.12 —met with the manager of the SLI team and another SALT. We discussed my
research and both were keen to be involved. This led me to think about having focus
groups of partners — Children’s Centre staff, SALTs and SENCos. | also wondered
about parents, key partners. Up till now | had been thinking about carrying out
individual interviews with partners but SALTs suggested that they may be able to
organise a few of them to speak to me. Not wanting to miss out on such an offer |
began to think about focus groups, which could provide a broader view that just one
person. This led me on to thinking about size of focus groups and how | might
approach participation. | also wondered about EP participation. | recognised the
usefulness of keeping the research to within the locality but as the research was

pertinent to all EPs, thought that information from across the team would be useful.
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14.3.12 — SALT presentation to the EP team led me to reflect on SALT work in
broader terms (the presentation was on chewing and feeding) and how EPs can
support children in broader terms. Times were changing regarding working practices
and | wondered whether EPs should be ‘casting their nets’ broader than schools.
This felt in contrast to the direction we as a team were being ‘pushed’, in terms of
offering traded services. Reflecting on my own role in terms of working to support
children with SLCN, | felt that this was restricted to individual work with children (as
prioritised by school), liaison with SALTs and attendance at the language provision
panel. | recognised that the area of language was very broad and that EP
assessments did not always highlight difficulties that may be present (depending on
assessment choices/ what aspect of language was being explored). | felt that there
may be much more EPs could be doing in terms of work to support children with
SLCN and that historically EPs in the city (and in other LAs | had worked in) had
been directed to work in a very limited way. | wondered how EPs might be able to
make a greater impact regarding their work to support children with SLCN. | began to
think about using the locality in which | was working as a ‘case study’, particularly as
the principal EP was at that time also locality manager and could therefore maintain a

span of interest across both of her teams (EP team and locality team).

19.3.12 — Discussion with manager of the Children’s Centre regarding involvement in

the project.

2.4.12 — Email from manager of the Children’s Centre advising that she had asked
the teachers on the team if they would like to be involved. Although | considered it
very useful for the teachers to be part of the focus group given their links with schools
and nurseries in the locality, | had hoped that other staff working in the Children’s
Centre might be involved. | had thought that | had made this clear to the manager in
our discussions but perhaps not. | had talked about staff in general assuming this
meant all staff. In asking only teachers, this may have been an assumption on the
part of the manager, given my focus on SLCN support in schools. On reflection |
should have made myself clearer perhaps through written communication as in face
to face discussion, experience suggests that detail can be lost. | was, however, keen
to keep arrangements informal and engage in a ‘working together’ capacity rather
than presenting myself as the researcher wanting to encroach on their time for what

might be regarded as my own benefit. As it happened the focus group turned out to
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involve a practitioner from the Children’s Centre who was not a teacher, which was

useful.

10.4.12 — In planning the focus groups | reflected on whether to include a
questionnaire to EPs. This study was intended to focus on the perceptions of other

professionals and how they saw the EP in relation to supporting children with SLCN.

14.5.12/18.5.12 — | received direct contact from two SALTs who were interested in

taking part in a focus group.

17.5.12 — A comment by a SALT about inappropriate use of assessments for speech
and language by a senior LA manager highlighted the importance of SALT — EP

working to together.

25.5.12- Met with SENCo and foundation stage leader of the federation schools. The
point | raised was that the profile of communication was to be raised as SLC was to
become part of the National Curriculum (NC) from 2014. A NC review had called for
SLC to form part of the curriculum for all subjects from 2014 rather than being
focused in NC for English. | also highlighted the Jean Gross report (Communication
Champion) which made reference to a three-wave approach to SLCN including
classroom approaches for all children and evidence-based intervention for children
needing help (the 3-wave approach was not a new concept). The KS2 School Talk
DVD was shared (noted that EPs were not listed as one of the agencies who can
help children with SLC). SENCo reported that a parents’ group was being organised
for July in conjunction with Afasic. A workshop for parents to observe had also been
planned. We discussed training for teachers in school, including SLCN being
included as an additional ‘bespoke CPD’ group for staff (groups for other areas of
development were already going on in school). This felt sensible to me in order to
raise the importance of SLC as an area of need within school and also encourage the
school to take ownership of it (rather than rely on me as an outside agent to take it
forward on what felt like an unclear picture of exactly what was going on within the
federation already). The SENCo suggested that | might be best placed to suggest

this to the head teacher.

26.5.12 — | sent an email to the head teacher, SENCo and foundation stage leader
advising that | was struggling to understand the baseline skills of teachers in school
and query myself as the best person to lead on the training. | felt frustrated as |

wanted to support the school staff in developing their skills but recognised that
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everyone was so busy that a clear picture within school was proving difficult to grasp.
| also sensed that the SENCo was frustrated. My view was that the school should be
taking the lead on identifying their own needs and discussing with me if | was to
support them in any way and the position | felt in was difficult. | wanted to do a good
job in supporting the school but needed to be honest about my position. | also
emailed the SENCo separately. The foundation stage leader replied with information
about foundation stage and replied by asking about the school as a whole. This
reinforced my feelings of the school not taking ownership and wanting me to put the

pieces together. The head teacher was sent another email the following week.

1.6.12 — | reflected on the three-wave approach and wondered whether this might be
something that could be adopted by EPs in supporting children through schools:
wave 1 — individual children, wave 2 — whole school, wave 3 — strategic? In carrying
out focus groups | wanted to find out if EPs could learn from partners (how to work to
support children with SLCN) based on their unique perspective. What do EPs do?
Are there other ways of supporting children? Has anyone ever asked partners for

their perspective on this?

1.6.12 — Read about SLCN and social inclusion (ICAN) and reflected on the locality
area in which | worked (one of social disadvantage). | recognised the need for
everyone to work together to raise the skills of children in speech, language and
communication and wondered whether work carried out as part of this study could
contribute towards a strategy for the locality in terms of supporting children with
SLCN. What was going on? Who was doing what? What more could be done and by
whom? Could there be an action plan? In asking these questions, however, | was
mindful of the financial landscape and the move to traded services for the EPS which
because of demands from paying schools meant limited time for preventative work at

a locality level. This felt frustrating.

4.6.12 — Read ICAN 8 — Skills for work, skills for life which highlighted to me the need
to think about the EP role in supporting children and young people from 0 to 25.
Should EPs in the LA be linking more with Connexions and Youth Offending
Services? Probably yes, but given the limited EP resources in the LA this was
difficult. What would partners think? | wondered about questions such as ‘How can
EPs support children with SLCN within a multi-agency context?’ Should | include
partners such as Connexions and Youth Offending Service (YOS) in the focus

groups? | decided to stay with my initial plan of three groups. | reflected on the whole
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area of SLCN — enormous. Why aren’t EPs involved more? With a remit for
supporting children 0 to 25 it would seem to me that EPs are ideally placed to
support children with SLCN in terms of impact of such difficulties and liaising with

other professionals in support of the ‘whole child’.

7.6.12 — read an article in the Guardian (2008) which suggested that communication
skills should be at the heart of the curriculum and that schools have neglected the

issue.

15.6.12 — Meeting with my supervisors. We agreed that there was no need to do a

pilot.

19.6.12 — Email to SALTs who had contacted me to express an interest in taking part
in the focus group to confirm the date and time of the session. SALTs had provided
me with their availability. Four SALTs had expressed an interest but because of the
different availabilities a best fit meant that only three were able to take part. Email to

Children’s Centre staff to suggest dates for their session.

20.6.12 — Email to head teachers and SENCos about the focus group. Four replies

from SENCos interested in taking part.
22.6.12 — Email to SENCos with suggested date for focus group session.

30.6.12- | thought about how much information participants would need prior to the
focus group. | was conscious of people’s time and did not want to put any extra
burden on them. | therefore decided to send what was necessary and then spend
time at the beginning of the session ‘setting the scene’ so that each group has the
same starting point. | realise of course that everyone will bring their own experiences
but if | can ensure the basics are covered then this will proved a springboard for the
session. | thought about the structure of the sessions and how best to incorporate

activities.

5.7.12 — | thought about questions for the focus groups and recognised the need not

to reflect assumptions.

7.7.12 — | thought about my research question and the inclusion of ‘through their
work in schools’ in the wording. The lead EP at the time (new to role, following the
departure of the principal EP through the severance scheme the council had

introduced to save money following budget cuts) expressed particular interest in
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Children’s Centre staff responses given the very limited role of EPs in Children’s
Centres within the LA. By including ‘through their work in schools’, was this not in
itself an assumption? | did feel pulled though as the majority of funding for the EP
team came through traded services to schools, yet | could not ignore the importance
of early intervention, particularly in area such as speech, language and
communication when skills are developed from birth. | therefore thought about taking
out the schools wording but after great debate decided to leave it in as this had been
my initial question and felt that responses to it might also shed some light on

partner’s perceptions of the EP role.

11.7.12 — Focus group with the Children’s Centre staff. This felt really positive and |
felt build some bridges, and resulted in a clearer understanding of each other’s work.
| was concerned at the beginning of the session that too much time may have been
spent on the early questions but thought that it had run smoothly — questions flowed.
The main difficulty | felt was that the Children’s Centre staff lacked understanding of
how EPs worked (seems to have limited experience of working with EPs), which
suggests that there should possibly be a greater focus by EPs on the early years and
linking in with key staff. | was interested to find out what differences there might be
between the three groups. In terms of what went well — the session felt comfortable,
there was laughter, there was feeling that we had the same agendas, the participants
said that they had learnt a lot. In terms of what did not go so well — | wondered
whether | was clear /specific enough on my questions as participants sought to clarify
at times (e.g. in terms of what?). | had not anticipated this. Perhaps if | had run a pilot
such difficulties may have been highlighted, but then a different person or group may

not have needed clarification.

The SLCN umbrella activity was felt useful to do as | referred to their suggestions
through the session (how could EPs work to support children with SLCN), so a good
point of reference and visual reminder of the breadth of need that SLCN covers. The
‘in schools’ wording in the question was lost somewhat as the focus of the Children’s
Centre staff was on the early years. It was useful to have an early years practitioner
taking part in the focus group alongside the two teachers as she provided another
perspective. She made the interesting point that as a practitioner working in a

nursery she had not been aware that referrals could have been made to an EP.

| wondered whether | had said too much (as the researcher), asking and answering

questions as they arose, but in situ this felt comfortable and appropriate. | went with
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the flow of the session, at times letting the participants take the lead, which again felt
right and supported the collaborative process. | also changed a few of the plans | had
during the session. | had for example planned on using post-it notes for the scaling
session. Participants wrote on the flipchart paper instead as this felt more appropriate
when the time came. When the time came to suggest the three most useful ways an
EP could work to support children with SLCN, this was done as a group rather than
individually as | had first planned. Involvement in the two-year developmental check
was not anticipated- | was not aware of this happening so it was useful information
and a good example of the usefulness of EPs linking up with partners to work in

innovative ways.

17.7.12 — Focus group for SENCos. | resisted the temptation to add to the list myself
of SLCN (to help demonstrate the broadness of the term) as it was important to
understand the SENCo’s perceptions as this could impact on how they considered
that EPs could usefully work. | was surprised by how much of a challenge the
SENCos seemed to find the SLCN umbrella activity. Also | think it was a mistake
saying to participants that they did not need to share their support plans/strategies
with the group. | had taken this decision as | had not wanted to put them on the spot,
but am concerned that in not doing so | robbed them of the chance to highlight how
they approached SLCN. At the time | felt like | was ‘brushing them under the carpet’,
for me to retrieve later, but had been done with the best intentions. By trying to be

sensitive | may have been insensitive.

| also missed out on reinforcing how EPs work (which was in the plan, but lost during
the flow of the session) but in terms of SENCos this was probably information they
knew already. | came away from the session feeling as though | was pushing the EP
role to support children with SLCN (which feels uncomfortable) but on reflection this
may have been because the main message that seemed to come from the SENCos
was that meeting the needs of children with SLCN were very much the remit of
SALTs, rather than themselves or other professionals, which | was very surprised
about. SENCos seemed to regard themselves as having little responsibility for
meeting SLCN even though they had written lists themselves on what they were
doing to support SLCN. | also noticed that discussion veered off the topic of SLCN at
times and | wondered whether this was because of SENCos experiences of working
with EPs to support children with a range of difficulties. In this respect, previous

experience of EPs would appear to impact on how partners, or SENCos in this case,
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think about the role that EPs can take and perhaps only through discussion and

collaborative working can perceptions be shifted.

It was interesting to note that the EP as gatekeeper was one of the unique roles

identified, also to check out /confirm teachers’ concerns.

| have been thinking again about how to involve EPs and will take ideas from
partners to the team to explore their feasibility. There may be other things that the EP
team may need to consider i.e. perceptions that schools hold of the EP role, do

schools fully understand what support EPs can offer?

When the SENCos were asked how they thought support for children with SLCN was
going in the locality, again they did not seem to consider how well they themselves
were meeting the needs of children/look critically at themselves and it seemed that

they did not think of themselves in terms of being part of the locality.

In comparing the SENCo and Children’s Centre sessions, | feel that more came out
the latter session in terms of ideas for ways EPs could work to support children with
SLCN which is very surprising considering that EP have worked much less,
historically, in the LA with Children’s Centres and SENCos are the main contact point
for EPs working into schools. This could represent, as already suggested, quite a
fixed view of how EPs can work to support. Perhaps keeping the wording ‘through
their work in schools’ may have been useful after all — to begin to encourage

stereotypical ways of working.

21.7.12 — Thinking about the three focus groups, | have come to the conclusion that it
is not possible to run them all exactly the same as discussion can go in a variety of
directions and influence what is said, even with a questioning route to guide it. | feel,
however, that this is appropriate as we are dealing with a real life experience and
participants necessarily need to feel comfortable to express views as they have them
and not feel stifled in any way. | do, however, acknowledge the balance that needs to
be ensured between maintaining structure and being sensitive to participants’

contributions.

23.7.12 — Focus group for SALTSs. | felt the session went very well. As might have
been anticipated for SALTs (as it is their area of expertise), there were lots of
suggestions to place under the SLCN umbrella. There were also some good

suggestions on how EPs can work to support children with SLCN. | got the
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impression that the SALTs were pleased to be involved. At one point they got very
excited about making suggestions as to how EPs could work to support children with
SLCN and had to remind themselves that it was not ‘real’. | had a real sense of
SALTs wanting to work together and came away with a better picture in SALT
support in the city. Having carried out all three focus groups | feel that time spent has
been very worthwhile. It has brought me closer to colleagues with a common aim — a
desire to support children with SLCN. It has felt more useful than | had anticipated
and some of the ideas that have been suggested by partners fit with ideas | already

had in my mind, though not all, which is positive.

4.8.12 — Reflecting again on the questioning route for the focus groups — I think it is
more difficult to stick firmly to a questioning route when participants are known to the
researcher. | tended to ‘go with the flow’, which felt right at the time, and had to
restrain myself/pull myself back at times as | wanted the ideas to come from the

participants themselves without any direction from me.

28.9.12 — Transcribing the Children’s Centre focus group session. | was able to
reflect on the session as | transcribed which was felt useful as it provided another
opportunity to listen to what was said and to get a feel for how the session went. |
learnt some information myself. Communication and language is one of three new
areas of focus in the EYFS; the Children’s Centre teachers work with children on
commissioned places, supporting them in early years settings. It was useful to get a
feel for SLCN from others’ points of view and a chance to get to know other
practitioners working in the locality and discuss a common goal. The information | got
regarding what was happening already to support children with SLCN (from their
particular area) was really useful as it helped me to understand what was already
going on, and which could form part of the context of EP work also. | acknowledged
the usefulness of recording the list of work going on already somewhere in the thesis
write up, but as this was not a particular focus of one of my questions this would

need further thought. Perhaps in the Appendix?

In discussing ways EPs can work to support children with SLCN it was interesting to
note the ‘said’ and ‘unsaid’. It was useful to hear about the lack of experience staff
had had of EPs and an unsaid way of supporting could be the training other
professionals in how EPs can support. The session | felt had provided at a least a
first step to sharing the role of EPs with Children’s Centre staff. Because of the lack

of experience of staff in working with EPs | found it useful to return to their SLCN

200



umbrella to ask the questions — so how could EPs work to support that type of
difficulty, or that type of difficulty? The session felt very positive in terms of moving
my thinking on and the participants’ thinking on in terms of how EPs may be able to

work to support children with SLCN.

| thought about problems that had arisen during and from the session. | realised that
ideas suggested by participants though useful, may be difficult because of financial
constraints within the LA. A widening of the EP role just might not be possible and in
some ways | felt that | may be giving participants ‘false hope’ if their suggestions

were not brought to fruition.

27.10.12 — Transcribing Children’s Centre focus group continued. As | transcribe |
can see two layers of information emerging. Firstly the suggestions put forward by
participants and secondly opportunities that | might identify for EPs based on what
the participants have said. This is one of the reasons why transcribing the recordings
myself are useful. | think that these would fit into the ‘semantic’ and ‘latent’ aspects of
data analysis. | reflected on the research question again and wondered about such
as ‘How can discussion with key groups in a locality contribute towards the EP role in
supporting children with SLCN’, or ‘What can discussion with key groups of
professionals in a locality tell us about a possible EP role’ or ‘Can discussion with
partners widen the EP role in their work to support children with SLCN?’ or ‘Can
discussions with key groups of professionals highlight further opportunities for EPs
work in supporting children with SLCN’. This led me onto thinking again about
exploring EP views on their role in working to support children with SLCN to

incorporate in this study.

10.11.12 — Transcribing SENCo focus group. | found it interesting how this session
turned out to be structured slightly different from the Children’s Centre staff. When
introducing ourselves | went first with the Children’s Centre staff, with the SENCos |
went last. On reflection, this was likely based on how the fact that | did not know the
Children’s Centre staff as well as the SENCos. It seemed more appropriate to go first
with the Children’s Centre staff, and this was probably because | saw myself needing
to taking more of a lead, at least initially, perhaps even a tighter hold of the session
from the start, because | did not know the participants so well. | went last with the
SENCos, because, again, this is what felt comfortable at the time. | wonder whether |
was making the assumption that the SENCos would be more comfortable than the

Children’s Centre staff to go first, as they knew me better.
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Reflection on the way the data recordings were transcribed. | could have gone for the
method that captures the main points of the discussion but | opted for a fuller
analysis as | did not want to miss anything. Reflection also on the focus group — |
cannot be sure that they are a representative group. | also wondered whether | had
spent enough time/given enough acknowledgement to what the participants viewed
as SLCN as | ran quickly over their suggestions. | did, however, put their ‘visual’ up
on display (post-its under the SLCN umbrella), and perhaps this is why. | also
wondered whether | should have given the participants more time to look at the
information they had on how they currently supported children with SLCN. | thought
that there may a sensitivity around this and realise that this was an assumption on
my part. | did not want the participants to feel uncomfortable. In hindsight this may
not have been the case and they may have learnt from each other. Valuable

opportunity missed?

Challenge in transcribing — listening carefully for who was who in order to attribute

comments to the appropriate participant.

Reflecting again on the introduction to the session. Why did | include this, particularly
as | already knew the names of the participants and all but the SENCos knew each
other? Thinking about it, | structured the session in this way because | wanted to get
it off to quite a formal start, possibly to highlight right at the beginning that we were
there for a purpose other than work. Tea and coffee were available to help put
participants at their ease. | thought very carefully about how to structure the focus
group sessions and wanted to ensure that some rapport was built before asking key

questions.

SENCos gave some interesting information about what other local authorities have
done to support children with SLCN. The session though was dominated by one
SENCo in particular and | felt | needed to maintain a careful balance between
ensuring participants had time and space to say what they wanted to say but equally
to support all to express their views, though not in a way so as to put them on the

spot or make them feel uncomfortable in any way.

| was surprised that a clear message was coming through from the SENCos that SLC
support is down to SALTs and it was difficult to get the SENCos past this view.
Thinking back to the Children’s Centre session, they saw SLCN support as part of

their role; the SENCos not so much. | wondered why this might be. It could be
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because speech, language and communication is a basic skill and one that early
years practitioner support daily. Teachers ‘teach’ (narrow view) and for some, support

for speech, language and communication difficulties may fall to other professionals.

Locality case study approach — would the lists of what is already being done to
support children with SLCN by focus groups be part of the context? | think a case
study approach is appropriate for this research. | want to get more of a feel for the
need in terms of support for children with SLCN within the locality (from the locality
manager) as well as the approach that different professionals are taking in meeting
need. | would then like to consider through the perceptions of professionals how EPs
might work to support children with SLCN.

Did | ask the right questions? It was difficult asking about blue sky thinking if
participants already view EPs in a narrow role. This is why | decided to use the EP

leaflet as a starter to emphasise that EPs have a wider role.

Lots of interesting discussion from the SENCos. Lots unrelated, but felt useful to let it

flow.

11.11.12 — Transcribing SALT focus group. It took SALTs a long time to write down
their lists of how they currently support children, longer than the other two groups, but
then this is not surprising given that SLC is SALTs area of expertise. ‘blue sky
thinking’ included EPs linking language problems to literacy, EPs making
recommendations and having regular follow up, seeing children again if an
assessment is affected by attention/listening etc. Reflecting on this latter point, in my
experience, an EP may not follow up again if the child is not prioritised to be seen by
a school (particularly with the constraints that traded services can bring) and whilst
schools may have thought they have done their bit by having a child seen by an EP,
there may be other professionals (SALTs) wanting the child to be seen again. Other
‘blue sky thinking’ ideas were opportunities to discuss tricky children, being clear
about follow up of children, communicating roles more (script for SALTs about EPs).
In terms of a unique role for EPs SALTs suggested ascertaining potential and

highlighting the importance of language for learning/development.

5.12.12 — Reflecting on the focus group sessions made me wonder on how much
joined-up working was actually going on and what could be done to work better to
meet children’s SLCN. | was struck, though not surprised by the indication form

SALTs that EPs work in different ways which highlighted the usefulness of gaining
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the EPs views on what was happening/what was being done to support children with
SLCN. | therefore email to lead EP to update her on the research project so far and
seeking permission to send questionnaires to EPs. Questionnaires sent to EPs

working in the service.

10.12.12 — | received responses from three of the EPs. | had purposely not expanded
on the term ‘SLCN’ as with the focus groups as | wanted to gauge their
understanding of the breadth. Responses seemed to confirm my initial starting point
that there was not a lot going on in schools regarding early intervention/ specific

support to develop SLCN despite the Bercow Report.

19.12.12 — Reminder to EPs sent. | felt reluctant to do this as | was aware that
everyone was so busy but was keen to get responses back before the Christmas
break and wanted to ensure that | had a wider EP perspective than my own as other

EPs may perceive support for children with SLCN differently. Three more returned.

19.12.12 — Locality meeting. Children’s Centre manager commented on one of the
Primary Schools not scoring on NI72, which she suggested meant that the children
could not speak! She explained that this may reflect on the Children’s Centres.
Hearing this again made me think about how EPs could support what was already
going on. Question — how can talking to other professionals enhance the role of the
EP in their work to support children with SLCN?

11.1.13 — Contact from a SALT asking if | could speak about the EP role to a group
of parents (of children with SLI). After seeking permission from the lead EP to do |
wondered whether this opportunity may provide me with parental views to include as
part of my research on how EPs can work to support children with SLCN. |
recognised the usefulness of involving parents as partners but my dilemma at the
beginning of the study was how to select parents to approach, particularly given the
breadth of difficulties covered by the SLCN umbrella.

14.1.13 — Email to SALT to agree to speak to the group and to ask about the

possibility of parents being involved in the research.

12.4.13 — Parents’ group. Did not go as planned. | had planned to present on the role
of the EP and stop at intervals to refer to the questionnaire. It did not feel appropriate

to do it this way when the time came. It would have interrupted the flow of the

204



session and perhaps made my questionnaire feel more important than giving the

parents the information they had asked for.

17.4.14 — The focus of this study is to explore the understandings and perceptions
that a range of partners have in relation to EPs supporting children with SLCN. How
do partners construct meaning? Socially constructed. Social constructionism. Do we
construct our understandings and meanings through interactions with others? Looked
at symbolic interactionism — this constructed meaning is the lived reality that guides
actions/behaviour. This study set out to explore partners lived reality working within a
LA as they carry out their particular role. | wanted to explore the reality of the
situation. The study is about exploring participants’ constructions of reality — the

‘congruence between’.

18.4.14 — looking at examples/descriptions of theoretical framework — theoretical

framework and conceptual framework are used interchangeably.

20.4.14 - confused again! | have read that the theoretical framework (TF) develops
with the research in qualitative research — ‘emergent’ — is this in relation to grounded
theory? Yin (2003) talks about pattern matching and explanation building — | need a
visual representation of my TF. Read about the limitations of TF — initial and ongoing
bias. This can be true. | feel as though | have been encouraged to look at theory
when really | had planned not to, if using grounded theory. Yin — useful to take a case

study approach to this study.

21.4.14 — read about social rule theory. Interesting. Need to follow up on references.
Idea of EP as social actor solving complex problems. Social rule, not stepping on
toes/need to work together. What are the social rules at play that hinder/help EP
support for children with SLCN? Is the role culturally defined and can it be changed?
Thinking about the social work model of collaborative working — if we are all
governed by social rules how does this impact on interactions/collaborative working?

What are our unsaid rules? A formal rule is the Code of Practice.

| am interested in social rule system theory and how this impacts on changing
working conditions and in turn expectations. Who helps people to adapt what in the
process? Just expected to mould to meet expectations? | realise my own world
view/EP stance affects what | consider important in my reading and selection of
material. | used my knowledge of LA norms/rules/procedures to guide my

actions/research.
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22.4.14 —read about role theory (RT) — George Herbert Mead — the mind and the self
— Wikipedia — | can relate to some of it. Reference to ‘actors’ and theatre. Appropriate
and permitted behaviours associated with roles. Changed conditions can render a

social role outdated. | am looking to update in new conditions — locality, new Code of

Practice.

Reading about role theory — the concept of people being social actors. EPs have a
role. What is that role? Who determines that role? EPs? The LA? Others’
expectations? Schools? Where does constructionism fit? Socially defined positions.

Where does critical realism fit? People have lived experiences that is their reality.

25.4.14 — should | be looking at conceptualisation rather than perception of role? Is
there a difference? When work context changes does this create opportunities?
Concerns in carrying out the role. Am | searching for increased inter-role

congruency?

EPs find their own way — do we need stronger management to direct support/help

prioritise work demands?

27.4.14 — read about service scripts. How do partners’ expectations of scripts affect
collaborative work with EPs? Do different EPs work to different scripts? EPs have a
script as EP/as EP supporting children with SLCN. Partners have their own script and

that of EP. | am looking to inform the scripts by listening to partners.

30.4.14 — read about listening to customers — components of listening are sensing,
evaluating and responding. This is what | feel | am doing through this research. This

made me reflect on the importance of listening to partners in a traded services world?

1.5.14 — listening to customers — customer ‘voice’. | can apply this to partners —

‘partner voice’.

4.6.14 — read about multi-agency working — a detailed study. This made me reflect on
whether | should have done something sooner to build bridges with partners. | have
been so wrapped up in doing the job with little direction form managers. Reading
about multi-agency working — treating social problems in a holistic fashion. Reflected
on how EPs find it hard to fit in the early intervention locality work with the statutory

role.
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6.6.14 — reflecting of the ‘in schools’ not being in my title. This shifts the focus to one

of early intervention which is where it should be.

Read about roles and responsibilities and the three levels — initiative, interagency,
individual. When | was asking EPs about their role with children with SLCN did | have
anything in my mind about what might be said? | don’t think | did — | was just

interested in what they thought — their ‘reality’.

13.6.14 — read the Frith and Gleeson paper on thematic analysis. Questionnaires

were used. Is this a good tool for me to use for data analysis?

17.6.14 — Ethics — | was an EP asking about EPs — how did this make participants

feel and did | get honest answers?

21.6.14 — read about contextual constructionism — context links to case study idea. A
sphere of social discourse (in relation to self-concept), which made me think of the
social work model. Everyone is in ‘discourse’ based on their own reality. This made
me think about the information (written) that the different partners hold/distribute

about EPs —how have EPs come to be constructed to be the way they are?

2.7.14 — Theories and methods in family intervention — read about how lives are
multistoried. Fits with role theory. People have lots of different roles in their lives.
Each story will affect how they view, interpret and respond to the world. Narrative
theory? Does this fit anywhere? | am asking participants to tell their story — feels a bit

like therapeutic conversation.

8.7.14 — What is social construction — the locality is a social construction. The more
we interact affects how we construct beliefs/ideas etc. Why might partners have
different perceptions? The EP role is socially constructed and can be constraining?

EPs work in certain ways — schools seem to be seen in the LA as the client.

15.7.14 — Thinking about grounded theory and thematic analysis. | have concerns

about grounded theory. Is it really possible to suspend your knowledge of theory?
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Appendix B Email sent to service managers (Children’s Centre and SALTS)

Thank you so much for your support re my research project, and for indicating that

you would take information to members of your team.

As already explained, | had initially planned on carrying out individual interviews with
key people in the locality in order to answer my research question, but after speaking
to.... and realising that focus groups might be a possibility, | have decided to plan for
that.

| thought it may be useful to send you an outline of my plans so that you have it to
hand when you speak to your ‘people’. Ideally | would like 4 to 8 people but am
happy with whatever can be arranged. | realise | am asking for peoples time and it is
very precious. | can, however, offer refreshments and chocolates in return for

participation!

| plan to email schools after Easter to ask SENCos (in the north) if they would be

interested in taking part in a focus group.
Please find below, my plan of work:

Research question (which may change slightly): How can educational
psychologists support children with speech, language and communication
needs (SLCN) through their work in schools

Supplementary questions:
What are the possibilities for support and what are considerations/constraints
How do perceptions regarding possible EP support differ between partners?
Do EPs have a uniq