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Abstract 
 

The communication relationship that is formed by early years practitioners with 

parents of young children with special educational needs and/or disabilities can 

have a particular intensity and nature. This qualitative research study has 

explored practitioner and parent perceptions of communication about young 

children with special educational needs and/or disabilities in the early years. 

Eleven practitioners and two parents completed semi-structured interviews and 

were offered the opportunity to amend or add to the transcripts of their 

interviews. The data was analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA) which was informed by the application of Engeström’s second 

generation framework for activity theory.  

 

Findings suggest that there was frequent and consistent communication contact 

between practitioners and parents. A consensus seemed to emerge for preferring 

verbal communication, particularly during routine drop off and collection times. 

Written communication was seen as a means to obtain evidence that information 

had been shared and to confirm implementation of policies. The value of 

electronic communication seemed to be linked to the ability to upload and share 

photographs and information about the children’s time in the setting.  

Additionally, communication informed the partnership with parents which in turn 

seemed to foster a sense of community.  

 

Informing IPA with Engeström’s framework provided a clear means to strengthen 

development of the interview schedule. It also supported in the writing of the 

thesis by enabling structured presentation of participant perceptions of 

communication. The framework also facilitated researcher reflections on the 

research process. However, whilst a synergy of IPA and activity theory was found 

for framing the interview protocol and for making sense of the analysis, 

challenges emerged in the production of the analysis itself. Tensions arose from 

the potential incompatibility of the fluidity and dynamism of IPA, and the 

imposition of the underlying structure of an activity theory framework. 
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In the following ‘Lead in’ section of the thesis you will 
find: 
 

To inform perceptions of the study as demonstrating a good qualitative research 

approach, this first section will present the opening argument which is the 

statement of position for the thesis (Kamler and Thomson, 2014, p. 116). It will 

also demonstrate, in the introduction of theoretical aspects, “sensitivity to 

context” (Yardley, 2000, p. 219). 

 

Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

This brief chapter offers an introduction to the study and details the research 

aims and objectives.  

 

Chapter 2 Contextualising Literature 

 

This chapter provides a short overview of extant literature to raise awareness for 

the reader about the study context of early years practice and special 

educational needs in the early years at the time of writing the thesis. Aspects 

explored provide contextual information for the comments that participants 

offered. Extensive additional literature is drawn into the core section of the thesis 

in the exploration of the participants’ perceptions. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  
 

This study is an exploration of communication and partnership working between 

practitioners in the early years and parents of children with special educational 

needs and/or disabilities (SEN/D) who attend an early years setting.  

 

Research aims and objectives 
 

This thesis had two aims because of my interest in partnership working and 

communication, and how theory and methodology may inform each other. The 

first aim was to investigate the perceptions of communication between 

practitioners and parents of children with SEN/D in the early years. The second 

aim was to extend the implementation of the activity theory framework for the 

development of knowledge and learning produced by Engeström (2001) to 

inform the methodological approach of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

(IPA) (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009).  

 

Research objectives: 

 

• To explore practitioners’ perceptions of communication with parents of 

children with SEN/D in the early years using IPA 

• To explore the parents’ perceptions of communication with practitioners 

using IPA 

• To consider the implementation of IPA when informed by the application of 

activity theory through researcher reflection 

 

Rationale for the focus 
 

As a professional who worked in the fields of special education and the early 

years, I had a strong interest in two particular aspects of parent partnership. 

Firstly, the achievement of effective working relationships with parents of young 

children with special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEN/D) and secondly, 

how these relationships are built and sustained through successful 

communication.  
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Prior to starting work as a Senior Lecturer in 2010, I was a qualified Teacher of 

the Deaf (TOD) (British Association for Teachers of the Deaf, 2009) undertaking 

a specialist role in working with families whose children between the ages of 0-5 

were diagnosed as being deaf. One of the ways that I sought to foster 

partnership and communication was that as part of my work, and with parental 

permission, I recorded video footage of children and parents in the home setting. 

The intention was:  

 

• to make learning visible to parents and children 

• to identify successful communication and interaction  

• to suggest possible changes to support successful interaction  

 

The footage would also be shared as part of multi-agency meetings e.g. Family 

Service Meetings within the Early Support model (Department for Education and 

Skills, 2004).  

 

The footage provided:  

 

• a record of development 

• discussion prompts on effective interaction and communication  

• prompts for discussion from different professionals’ perspectives 

 

Anecdotally parents and professional colleagues responded positively to this way 

of working. The video footage viewed by parents and professionals provided a 

mediating tool to support communication.  

 

The communication relationship I formed with parents had a particular intensity 

and nature. I had been a professional who worked with parents at a potentially 

vulnerable time, post diagnosis of a permanent sensori-neural hearing loss and 

perhaps other difficulties, in babies and children aged from only a few weeks 

after birth to five years old. Through my training I was aware of supporting 

communication with parents for a variety of reasons. The first reason was to help 

them foster good and effective communication relationships with their babies and 

children. This was to optimise hopefully the potential for their child to develop 

language or communication skills alongside appropriate audiological or sign 

language interventions being in place.  
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Secondly, I was also aware that the parents could be experiencing a period of 

grieving or loss and the communication relationship that I formed with them as a 

professional could support or hinder their journey of acceptance of the deafness 

which was sometimes in conjunction with other additional needs. I sought 

therefore to be honest and open in my communication, to answers questions to 

the best of my knowledge, and to share expertise as necessary. I also sought to 

model for the parents ways to include the baby or infant in the communication 

partnership between us.  

 

Within my role as a peripatetic early years Teacher of the Deaf (British 

Association for Teachers of the Deaf, 2009) I was able to visit early years 

settings and observe the engagement of early years practitioners forming 

successful communication relationships with the families I had previously 

supported in the home context. Whilst having awareness of typical early years 

partnership working, I was interested in how communication was supported 

between practitioners and this distinct group of parents and how each saw their 

participation in this relationship in a mainstream early years context. In what 

ways could the communication relationship and partnership working approach 

they adopted and sustained be similar to or different from the one I had tried to 

foster in my professional working life. 

 

Having moved from the early years Teacher of the Deaf professional role into 

teaching at University I was given the opportunity to start to reflect upon and 

consider my interest in parent partnership and communication with practitioners 

with a more academic approach. I was interested in investigating if an electronic 

mediating tool approach and/or verbal or written methods were being 

implemented more widely in mainstream early years settings to support 

partnership and communication. I discovered that some of the early years 

settings where I used to work were using the software package Tapestry 

(Foundation Stage Forum Ltd, n.d.) which provides an online interactive journal 

for parents and practitioners to access. However, rather than rely on anecdotes I 

wanted to apply a more rigorous theoretical and critical approach to determine 

perceptions of communication between parents of young children with SEN/D 

and practitioners. 
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I found that recently other researchers have pursued investigations into similar 

aspects with growing interest in parent practitioner partnership working and 

communication both in the fields of special education and early years (Blackburn, 

2016; Cottle and Alexander, 2014; Mengoni and Oates, 2104).  

 

Concurrent to these partnership and communication investigations there have 

also been extensions in methodological and theoretical approaches adopted in 

research in special education and the early years. The use of Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009) has extended 

beyond the field of psychology into studies in special education (Bowles and 

Frizelle, 2016; Docherty, 2014) and the early years (West, Guillot Miller and 

Moate, 2017; Olsson and Roll-Pettersson, 2012). The application of Activity 

Theory (Engeström, 2001) has also been seen in special education (Gilmore, 

2013) and the early years (Van Oers, 2013; McDowall Clark, 2012). Few 

attempts however seem to have been made in studies in these fields to inform 

IPA through the application of Activity Theory. Indeed at the time of writing I am 

not aware of any application of activity theory in this way.  

 

As one purpose of a PhD is the search for uniqueness and originality (Matos, 

2006, p. 2; Wellington, Bathmaker, Hunt, McCulloch, and Sikes, 2005, p.14), 

within this thesis I have therefore sought to extend the implementation of 

Activity Theory (Engeström, 2001) to inform IPA (Smith, 1996) when applied to 

the professional field of early years practice. The focus of this IPA study is 

participant perceptions of communication between practitioners and parents of 

young children with SEN/D within parent practitioner partnership working.  

 

Whilst a PhD can additionally be seen as preparation for career as a researcher 

(Pawley, 2014, p.8; Mantai, 2015, p.2), there are also three potential elements 

of a student experience of a PhD that I have been keen to explore: developing 

personal resourcefulness (reflexivity); developing cognition (applying new 

knowledge) and developing research skills (technical skills, time management, 

administration etc.) (Mowbray and Halse, 2010, p. 657). These aspects have 

been used to inform reflections on my research journey and are revisited in the 

final chapter. 
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Opening Argument 
 

Due to my previous professional experiences I could not fulfil the characteristic of 

being a researcher who was ‘unbiased and tabula rasa’ (Thornberg, 2012, p.91). 

After reflection, and investigation of other methodological approaches, I decided 

to use IPA as the methodological approach for this study as I wanted to 

acknowledge my role as a researcher in this study and draw upon previous 

professional experiences to support analysis and reflection. IPA is a recently 

developed approach to qualitative enquiries (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 

1; Smith, 1996) and typically used in the psychological field. The roots of IPA lie 

in the earlier works of Husserl (Wojnar and Swanson, 2007, p.173) for whom 

“consciousness was the condition of all human experience” focusing on the 

meaning of lived experience. IPA embraces the idiographic approach, a detailed 

examination of a particular phenomenon as it is experienced and given meaning 

by a particular person (Eatough and Smith, 2006, p.118).  

 

Having decided on this methodological approach I then read about activity theory 

and the work of Engeström (2001) which has mediating tools as a distinct 

element within it. I thought that the communication methods of electronic, 

verbal and written formats could be explored within this concept of mediating 

tools. I was also interested in the possibility of combining theory and 

methodology in addition to the focus of participant perceptions of partnership 

and communication. Therefore I decided to use Engeström’s (2001) model of 

activity theory to inform the implementation of IPA when exploring the 

perceptions of communication between practitioners and parents about young 

children with SEN/D in an early years setting. 

 

Engeström’s (2001) second generation cultural activity theory framework is 

noted in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 Engeström’s second generation cultural activity theory framework  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As activity theory has been used in a wide variety of studies and interventions 

(Engeström and Sannino, 2010, p. 2), I chose to include the elements of the 

framework into this study and apply my own interpretation of each strand within 

this study’s context as noted below: 

 

community –facilitating consideration of perceptions of community in the early 

years setting where communication takes place  

mediating artefacts, tools and signs  - facilitating consideration of the 

methods that are utilised in communication 

division of labour – allowing for consideration of perceived roles in 

communication and partnerships between parents and practitioners 

rules - analysis of those rules and conventions that may determine 

communication approaches and content and potentially influence the parent 

practitioner partnership  

subject –  the role of individual experiences of communication and the sense 

made of these experiences 

object – the nature of communication and perceptions of it 

outcome – the results of communication 

 

I decided that I would attempt to extend the application of activity theory to 

inform the implementation of IPA as a methodological approach. There seemed 

to be a convergence between Engeström’s (1987, p.250) work and the gaining of 

phenomenological insight of those participating in the activity.  

Mediating artefacts 

Object 

Subject 

Community 
Rules Division of labour 

Outcome 

Adapted from Engeström, (2001, p. 135) 
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I also wanted to acknowledge and explore the idea that mediating artefacts exist 

in the consciousness of users in a different way than in the consciousness of the 

researcher and this distinction is rarely made in the existing activity theory 

literature (Roth, 2009a, p. 2). 

 

Use of first person 
 

After reflection I decided that in this study I would use ‘I’ in the thesis. I wanted 

to try and make overt a personal stand in the writing and to demarcate my work 

from others, whilst also distinguishing who I am and what I have to say (Hyland, 

2001, p. 217). This was a challenge as I did not, however, want to emphasise 

myself as the researcher as being more significant than the research (Kamler 

and Thomson, 2014, p. 71). Instead I have attempted to ensure the use of ‘I’ 

has supported me in discussion of personal reflexivity and allowed clarity of how 

I formed knowledge within the specific contexts of this research (Finlay and 

Gough, 2003, p. 37). 

 

My decision to apply IPA as the methodological approach has also informed the 

use of ‘I’ in the writing. IPA is built upon the double hermeneutic of the 

researcher trying to make sense of the participant who in turn is trying to make 

sense of what is happening to them (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 3). 

Therefore I have used ‘I’ to make clear my role as a researcher and 

methodological decision making processes in the study.  

 

Finally to support my reflections as a researcher I have used ‘I’ to explore my 

implementation of activity theory, not only to extend IPA, but also to my 

research journey and seeing the research experience as an activity system in its 

own right. This aspect is explored in Chapter 13 in the lead out section of the 

thesis 

 

Focusing on adult perceptions  
 

I had to make a challenging decision early on in the research process about the 

involvement of the very young children with SEN/D that I would encounter and 

any role they could have as potential participants.  
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I was aware that the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) (United Nations, 1989, p.2) states inter alia that “When adults are 

making decisions that affect children, children have the right to say what they 

think should happen and have their opinions taken into account”. I was also 

familiar with the Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice 0-25 

(DfE/DH, 2015, p14) which notes “a clearer focus on the participation of children 

and young people and parents in decision-making”.  

 

I decided that within the confines of this study the focus was to be on adult 

perceptions and the inclusion of children as distinct participants was not going to 

be implemented. The acknowledgement of assent for participation from children 

in research needs to be contextualised by a relationship between the researcher 

and the researched (Cocks, 2006, p.257), and I knew from professional 

experience that to attune to a child’s unique communicative style takes time 

(Cocks, 2006, p.258).  

 

I visited the research setting on a number of occasions but I felt that seeking the 

views of very young children with special educational needs and/or disabilities in 

an ethically appropriate, timely and methodologically relevant way was beyond 

the confines of this PhD study. However, in order to secure some form of 

representation of children’s participation, I have sought the views of parents and 

practitioners on their perceptions of how children are being listened to and how 

the voice of the child is encouraged to inform the adults’ communication about 

the child. This decision is explored further in chapter 4. 

 

Structure of the PhD 
 

As well as seeking to extend the implementation of IPA through applying activity 

theory, I was also keen that the finished thesis should also be presented in a way 

that supported fullest exploration and sharing of the participants’ perceptions. I 

also wanted to ensure that because of the idiographic and hermeneutic aspects 

of IPA, I needed to make sure there was trustworthiness in data discussion and 

analysis.  
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Consequently I decided that the structure of this thesis would draw upon three 

sources: the opening out model advocated by Dunleavy (2003, p. 59), four 

characteristics of good qualitative research (Yardley, 2000, p. 219)  

and the presentation of an argument in a thesis (Kamler and Thomson, 2014, 

p.116).  

 

This introduction and a short contextualising literature chapter form the lead-in 

materials section (Dunleavy, 2003, p. 59). This introduction presents the opening 

argument which is the statement of position for the thesis (Kamler and Thomson, 

2014, p. 116). The inclusion of relevant literature in Chapter 2 supports the 

implementation of “sensitivity to context” (Yardley’s, 2000, p. 219).  

The next and most substantial part of the thesis is the core materials section 

(Dunleavey, 2003, p. 59). This lengthy section is divided into two parts. The first 

part contains discussion of utilising theory in methodology in Chapter 3, the 

challenges of researching critically in Chapter 4, and reflection, reflexivity and 

decisions in Chapter 5. The second part of the section presents key findings and 

applied analysis in Chapters 6 - 12.  

 

This core section links the findings with previous research and literature and 

builds upon the contextualising literature presented in Chapter 2. In the 

discussion of methodological aspects: participants, data collection, analysis and 

the fit between theory and method, it implements three of the good qualitative 

research characteristics of “sensitivity to context”, “commitment and rigour” and 

“transparency and cohesion” (Yardley, 2000, p. 219). The argument strand, 

discussed in detail in this central section, is the scholarly extension of 

implementing Activity Theory (Engeström, 2001) to inform IPA (Smith, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2009). Whilst some IPA studies would normally separate the analysis 

and discussion sections, it is possible to choose to merge these two sections and 

relate themes to extant literature (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 113). This 

merging of the analysis and discussion is the approach I have adopted in this 

study and forms the greater part of this core section. I have made use of the 

elements of activity theory to structure the chapter based presentation of the 

exploration and interpretation of the participants’ perceptions. 

 

The closing lead out materials section concludes the thesis. Here opportunity is 

taken in Chapter 13 to reflect on the research journey and my experiences as a 

researcher as an activity system in its own right.  
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Participant perceptions of taking part in research are also explored in this 

chapter. The final chapter discusses the thesis conclusions and limitations. It also 

revisits theoretical implications and considers potential future work within the 

field (Dunleavey, 2003, p. 59). Here the thesis position is reaffirmed and 

restated (Kamler and Thomson, 2014, p. 116). The fourth and final good 

qualitative research characteristic, “impact and importance” (Yardley, 2000, p. 

219) work is also explored in this chapter noting the theoretical enriching of 

understanding, and socio-cultural and practical implications of the research for 

stakeholders and policy makers.  

 

A final note, a new version of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) 

(Department for Education (DfE), 2017a) was effective from 2017. The version of 

the EYFS that was in use during data collection was the version published in 

2014 (DfE, 2014a). Therefore all subsequent reference to the EYFS makes use of 

this earlier version. 
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Chapter 2 Contextualising literature and research 
 

A literature review may be seen as a comprehensive overview of the knowledge 

available on a topic that reports on primary research, rather than introducing it 

(Rozas and Klein, 2010, p. 389; Baker, 2016, p. 265). Literature can also be 

seen as consisting of a wealth of diverse voices and with each voice an agenda is 

presented (Schostak and Schostak, 2013, p.33). This chapter is a presentation of 

my voice in the way I have chosen to discuss the literature and I have written it 

with a specific agenda and argument in mind (Luttrell, 2010, p. 475; Becker, 

1986, p. 142). Taking into consideration the structure of the PhD, the purpose of 

this short contextualising literature and research section is to provide the 

location for this study within the field of early years practice and special 

educational needs in the early years. In particular it seeks to provide contextual 

literature for the reader so as to support understanding of aspects of early years 

practice, including specific terminology, which emerged in participant interview 

responses.  

 

In later chapters the discussion will be linked further to literature and research as 

and when relevant to the points being made (Becker, 1986, p. 141; Wolcott, 

2001, p. 74). From a methodological standpoint, within IPA, the results section is 

typically more discursive and more substantial (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, 

p. 109). This approach has been followed in this study. Subsequent chapters, as 

part of the lead out materials in the thesis, will also draw in wider aspects such 

as gaps in knowledge and the identification of the contribution the study will 

make (Kamler and Thomson, 2014, p. 30). 

 

To provide the structure for this chapter a thematic approach has been utilised. 

The opening contextualisation section discusses international and national 

legislative and policy context concerning involving children and parents, special 

education and inclusion, and the early years. This also includes contextualising 

information on the monitoring and recording of children’s progress within the 

early years. The discussion then considers the themes of communication and 

participation within parental and practitioner relationships. Next there is 

examination of issues that may affect parents’ communication and partnerships 

with practitioners including trust, respect, reactions to diagnosis, and the impact 

of stress.  
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Similarly, but focussing on practitioners, the next section examines the potential 

impact of professional knowledge and reflection on partnership working, and the 

role of practitioner attitudes to working with parents. This section finishes with 

potential barriers to a successful communication partnership being highlighted 

briefly. Finally, as communication may be supported with the use of digital 

technology, contextualising exploration of technology in the early years is 

completed here.  

 

Legislation and policy within special education and the early 
years context  
 

To contextualise special education and the early years field relevant to this 

thesis, an overview of legislation and policy is considered within this section. The 

involvement of children and the involvement of parents in partnership and 

education are explored. This section is concluded by examination of the 

monitoring and recording of progress in the early years.  

 

Tensions of terminology 

 

Confusion may exist in the use of the terms ‘special educational needs’ and 

‘disability’ with the terms often being used interchangeably (Keil, Miller and 

Cobb, 2006, p. 168). Moreover there may be disabilities that do not result 

in a special educational needs (Porter, Daniels, Feiler and Georgeson, 2011, 

p. 436). The terms ‘special educational needs’ and ‘disability’ are found 

within different legislation and guidance (Pearson, 2009, p. 559). UNESCO 

(1994, p. 3) states that for the purposes of the Salamanca Statement and 

Framework for Action on Special Needs Education, the term ‘special 

educational needs', “refers to all those children and youth whose needs 

arise from disabilities or learning difficulties”.  

 

Similarly, in England the definition of special educational needs includes 

mention of disability as a distinct aspect that may impact on the need for 

special educational provision. The Children and Families Act 2014 (Part 3, 

Section 20) defines special educational needs in the following way: 
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(1) A child or young person has special educational needs if he or she 
has a learning difficulty or disability which calls for special educational 
provision to be made for him or her. 
(2) A child of compulsory school age or a young person has a learning 
difficulty or disability if he or she— 
(a) has a significantly greater difficulty in learning than the majority of 
others of the same age, or 
(b) has a disability which prevents or hinders him or her from making 
use of facilities of a kind generally provided for others of the same age 
in mainstream schools or mainstream post-16 institutions. 
(3) A child under compulsory school age has a learning difficulty or 
disability if he or she is likely to be within subsection (2) when of 
compulsory school age (or would be likely, if no special educational 
provision were made). 
(4) A child or young person does not have a learning difficulty or 
disability solely because the language (or form of language) in which 
he or she is or will be taught is different from a language (or form of 
language) which is or has been spoken at home. 
(5) This section applies for the purposes of this Part. 

 

The World Health Organisation (2018) suggests that:  

 

Disabilities is an umbrella term, covering impairments, activity 
limitations, and participation restrictions. An impairment is a problem 
in body function or structure; an activity limitation is a difficulty 
encountered by an individual in executing a task or action; while a 
participation restriction is a problem experienced by an individual in 
involvement in life situations. 

 

In an English context, disability is a protected characteristic in the Equality 

Act (2010) (Part 2, Chapter 1, Section 6), where it is defined as: 

 

(1) A person (P) has a disability if— 
(a )P has a physical or mental impairment, and 
(b) the impairment has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on 
P's ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities. 

 

The interchangeability and potential conflation of the terms continues in 

local policy. Particularly within the early years, the EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p.9) 

notes that children may have a special educational need or disability. 

Development Matters (Early Education, 2012, p. 2) records that for the 

provision of education and care in the early years, the remit for the 

application of the EYFS covers children with special educational needs and 

disabilities.  
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The Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (Dfe/DH, 

2015, p. 80) guidance for early years providers includes mention of children 

who may have special educational needs (SEN) and disabilities as well as 

children with SEN or disabilities. As there are variations of terminology in 

policy and guidance, for the purposes of this study the phrase special 

educational need and/or disability (SEN/D) will be applied consistently 

throughout.  

 

Involving children 
 

Whilst it has been suggested that the social construction of childhood influences 

the value of children’s rights (Ferguson, 2013, p. 3), children may also be 

conceptualised as active participants in society (McCafferty, 2017, p. 328). 

Wolfendale (2000, p.8) suggests that although they may on occasion be seen as 

too inexperienced and too cognitively immature to contribute to decision making 

processes, the rationale and justification of the inclusion of children’s views is 

three fold, namely on equal opportunities grounds, educational grounds and 

psychological grounds. Notwithstanding this point of view, in an Australasian 

context, problems seem to emerge for early childhood practitioners in the 

understanding of the notion of decision making on the part of children, as the 

notion of contribution is not just the children making a choice (Hudson, 2012, 

p.5).  

 

Nevertheless, the United Nations Conventions on the Right of the Child (UNCRC) 

(United Nations, 1989, p.4) in Article 12 states: 

 

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

 

However this UNCRC article has still not been fully implemented (Georgeson, 

Porter, Daniels and Feiler, 2014, p. 200; Lundy, 2007, p. 928). Meanwhile in 

international early years contexts, Helavaara Robertson, Kinos, Barbour, Pukk 

and Rosqvist (2015, p. 1816) note that children construct their decision making 

from aspects such as a sense of belonging and a sense of control, whilst having a 

strong understanding of the boundaries set for them within the setting.  
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Similarly in the field of special education it has been argued that the elicitation of 

children’s voice should be seen as something that is context dependent and 

influenced by individual relationships (McKay, 2014, p.770).  

 

This expectation of seeking opinion is a central aspect of the revised Special 

Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (DfE/DH, 2015). This is a 

document that explains the duties of local authorities, health bodies, schools and 

colleges to provide for those with special educational needs under part 3 of the 

Children and Families Act 2014. Within its guidance there is a clearer focus on 

participation of children, young people and parents in decision making at both 

individual and strategic levels of practice (DfE/DH, 2015, p. 14). The Special 

Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (DfE/DH, 2015, p. 21) also 

states that: 

 

local authorities must ensure that children, young people and 
parents are provided with the information, advice and support 
necessary to enable them to participate in discussions and 
decisions about their support. 

 

In general advice to early years providers, as well as schools and colleges, 

decisions should be “informed by the insights of parents and those of children 

and young people themselves” (DfE/DH, 2015, p.25). However the detailed 

guidance for early years providers (DfE/DH, 2015) does not explicitly mention 

ascertaining the views of the child.  

 

This is in contrast to the previous version of the Special Educational Needs Code 

of Practice (DfES, 2001, p. 27) where in the chapter on pupil participation it was 

stated that  

 

“Ascertaining the views of very young children and those with severe 
communication difficulties may not always be easy. Very young 
children and those with severe communication needs, for example, 
may present a significant challenge for education, health and care 
professionals. But the principle of seeking and taking account of the 
ascertainable views of the child or young person is an important one.” 
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It is also noted that there is a need to review Education, Health and Care plans 

(DfE/DH, 2015, p. 87) and in the detailed guidance in Chapter 9 on the 

Education, Health and Care plan (DfE/DH, 2015, p.194) it is stated that the 

review “…must be undertaken in partnership with the child and their parent or 

the young person and must take into account their views, wishes and 

feelings….”. However this solicitation of children’s views is not included in 

paragraph 9.187 on the review of plans for children aged 0-5 (DfE/DH, 2015, p. 

198).  

 

Curricula initiatives are in place to support the development of communication 

skills in young children which may foster possible contributions to decision-

making as noted above. Practitioners must take into account the Early Years 

Foundation Stage framework (EYFS) (DfE, 2017a) which is the curriculum 

document that early years settings are expected to follow within England which 

stipulates the standards for learning, development and care for children aged 

from birth to five. Within the previous version of the EYFS (DfE, 2014a) it was 

noted that children should express themselves effectively and be able to develop 

their own narratives and explanations by connecting ideas or events (DfE, 2014a, 

p.10). Indeed, through implementation of strategies such as the Mosaic 

Approach (Clark and Moss, 2011, p. 1) children and practitioners may become 

co-constructors of meaning (Waller, 2014, p. 162).  

 

“A pedagogy of listening”, where listening is seen as an active process that 

involves interpretation, has been advocated within the Reggio Emilia approach to 

the early years (Rinaldi, 2006, p.65). Development Matters (Early Education, 

2012), which is the non-statutory guidance that supported practitioners in 

implementing the EYFS (DfE, 2014a), identifies that practitioners should listen to 

children when completing observations (Early Education, 2012, p. 3). 

Practitioners should also encourage children to explore and talk about what they 

are learning, valuing their ideas and their ways of doing things (Early Education, 

2012, p11). It is also noted that “recognising and enjoying children’s success 

with them helps them to feel confident” (Early Education, 2012.p11). 

Practitioners are also encouraged to talk to children about what they have been 

doing and help them to reflect upon events and to explain them (Early Education, 

2012, p18).  
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Yet perceptions of language development elicited from early years practitioners 

note that wider influences such as complex social, physical, linguistic and 

contextual aspects may also be relevant (Marshall and Lewis, 2014, p. 351). 

 

Participation should be built on a philosophy of listening to children where even 

very young children can be helped to comment on feelings, wishes and 

experiences (Jones, 2008, p. 99). Although children may be at the earliest stages 

in their communicative development it is possible for parents, carers and 

professionals to interpret actions and needs (Mortimer, 2004, p. 170). Indeed, 

the concept of voice of the child has been a construct devised to support 

participation (Cruddas, 2007, p. 480). This suggests an interesting binary 

dichotomy between receptive and expressive aspects. The concept of the voice of 

children has two distinct positions firstly; the notion that voice is a tool that 

facilitates progress towards rationality (Cruddas, 2007, p.480). Secondly that 

children “will freely articulate a spontaneous, coherent, consistent and 

unadulterated position” (Cruddas, 2007, p.480). In contrast as noted earlier, 

Lundy (2007, p.927) argues voice as a concept of and in itself is not sufficient to 

convey the full obligations held within Article 12 of the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989). 

 

Additionally, the United Nations (1989, p.8) in Article 23 states that parties 

should  

 

recognize the right of the disabled child to special care and shall 
encourage and ensure the extension, subject to available 
resources, to the eligible child and those responsible for his or her 
care, of assistance for which application is made and which is 
appropriate to the child’s condition and to the circumstances of 
the parents or others caring for the child.  

 

Yet in an English context the concept of the “disabled child” has been 

acknowledged as being problematized (Goodley and Runswick-Cole, 2011, p. 

75). 
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Involving parents 
 

The Salamanca Framework (United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO), 1994, p.37) contains explicit mention of parent and 

professional partnership noting that “The education of children with special 

educational needs is a shared task of parents and professionals”. Partnerships 

may be predicated on the sharing of voices and the concept of parental voice 

may be linked with the development of the perception of a social and 

psychological role (Plotnik, 2013, p. 1943). Whilst within an English context, it 

has been suggested that parents have unique strengths, knowledge and 

experience to contribute to the shared view of a child’s needs and the best ways 

of supporting them (Department for Education and Skills, 2001, p. 16; Byington 

and Whitby, 2011, p. 45; De Geeter, Poppes and Vlaskamp, 2002, p.443). The 

solicitation of parent views and involvement of parents is now interwoven 

throughout the Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice 

(DfE/DH, 2015).  
 

The involvement of parents is a continuing theme that can be seen in the revised 

edition of the English Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework (DfE, 

2014a, p. 5) which provided detailed requirements for partnership working and 

involvement of parents. Furthermore when undertaking the key person role, 

practitioners must seek to engage and support parents and/or carers in guiding 

their child’s development at home (DfE, 2014a, p.10). Yet caution should be 

exercised that the terms key person and key worker are sometimes used 

interchangeably; the key person can be seen as someone who is emotionally key 

for the child and family, whereas the key worker can be seen as someone who 

liaises between professionals and has a co-ordination role (Elfer, Goldschmeid 

and Selleck, 2012, p.24) 

 

In addition to keeping parents/carers up-to-date with their child’s progress and 

development, practitioners should also address any learning and development 

needs in partnership with parents and/or carers, and any relevant professionals 

(DfE, 2014a, p.13). Whilst parent partnership has been seen as an indicator of a 

setting’s quality the actual nature of partnership may be perceived in different 

ways (Cottle and Alexander, 2014, p. 638).  
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Thus, reflecting with parents and practitioners on their roles and relationships 

within a partnership, parents may be seen as the child’s first educator whilst 

practitioners may have influence upon the child (Sims-Schouten, 2016, p.1402). 

 

Such early years partnership working is also impacted upon by the English 

Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (DfE/DH ,2015, p.79) 

which stipulates that early years providers must have support in place for 

children with SEN or disabilities. It has also been acknowledged that parents 

know their child best and it is important that all practitioners both listen and 

understand when parents express concerns about their child’s development 

(DfE/DH, 2015, p.79). Indeed such parental expressions are closely linked to 

their intimate knowledge of the child and their home family circumstances and 

this may be an underused resource by professionals (James and Chard, 2010, 

p.283).  

 

The quality and education of the early years workforce is part of the remit of 

England’s National College for Teaching and Learning (NCTL). To support this, 

Early Years Teacher Status has been introduced and is awarded to “graduates 

who are leading education and care and who have been judged to have met all of 

the standards in practice from birth to the end of the Early Years Foundation 

Stage (EYFS)” (NCTL, 2013, p. 2). Within the standards that must be achieved to 

be awarded Early Years Teacher Status candidates must understand the 

important influence of parents and/or carers, and work in partnership with them 

to support not only the child’s well-being but also his or her learning and 

development (NCTL, 2013, p.2).  

 

Despite this drive to enhance academic standing within the early years 

professional field, practitioners have been found to perceive a gap between their 

identity in practice and their identity in an academic context (Sims-Schouten and 

Stittrich-Lyons, 2014, p. 51). This tension has been found to persist for the Early 

Years Teacher status which also demands the reconciliation of beliefs, and theory 

in a political context, to inform the construction of a professional identity 

(Barron, 2016, p. 338). 
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In England, practitioner communication and partnership with parents can be 

consolidated in a number of ways. Previously when a child was aged between 

two and three, practitioners were expected to review progress and provide 

parents with a short written summary of their child’s development (DfE, 2014a, 

p.13). This summary was expected to focus in particular on communication and 

language, physical development, and personal social and emotional development 

(DfE, 2014a, p 13). Findings on the implementation of this check note that a 

number of factors emerged, namely that the training, qualifications and 

experience of practitioners were important in informing judgements and that the 

check should be seen as indicative not diagnostic (Nicholson and Palaiologou, 

2016, p. 2017). The two year check was subsequently replaced from September 

2015 with the Integrated Review (NCB, 2015).  

 

Similarly, if a practitioner identifies that a child has SEN, setting staff must work 

in partnership with parents to establish the support the child needs (DfE/DH 

2015, p.86). Additionally as part of the review strand within the assess, plan, do, 

review cycle of action within the Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of 

Practice (DfE/DH, 2015, p.87) parents should have clear information about the 

impact of the support provided and be involved in planning next steps. This is 

congruent with obligations under the EYFS (DfE, 2014a) where practitioners must 

maintain a record of children under their care and such records must be available 

to parents and must include how the setting supports children with SEN and 

disabilities (DfE, 2014a, p. 30).  

 

Unfortunately, despite expectations of partnership working in English policies and 

statutory guidance, success has not always been achieved. In March 2008, the 

Secretary of State for Education in England commissioned a review of parental 

confidence in the special educational needs system: the Lamb enquiry.  

One of the clear messages that arose from this investigation was the need for 

parents to be listened to more, with “good, honest and open communication” 

being seen as an important element of building confidence and good 

relationships (Lamb, 2009, p. 3). Additionally aspects such as face to face 

communication and treating parents as equal partners were crucial to the 

establishment and sustainability of confidence (Lamb, 2009, p.3) 
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Monitoring and recording of progress in the early years 
 

Concurrent to the provision of early learning experiences, to inform practitioner 

awareness of children’s development observation and monitoring are significant 

especially for those children with SEN/D (Mengoni and Oates, 2014, p. 341). 

From September 2016 schools have had the option to use new baseline 

assessments in the Reception year (DfE, 2016), an approach that has been 

criticised (Robert-Holmes and Bradbury, 2016; Clark, 2015). At the time of data 

collection for this thesis the previous assessment process advocated in the EYFS 

(DfE, 2014a), was still being followed and it is this form of assessment that is 

explained here. To support learning and development in the early years, the 

EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p. 6) stipulated four overarching principles of: the unique 

child, positive relationships, enabling environments and children learn in different 

ways and at different rates.  

 

Additionally three characteristics of effective learning were identified: namely, 

playing and exploring, active learning and creating and thinking critically (DfE, 

2014a, p. 9). Further guidance for practitioners, given in Development Matters 

(Early Education, 2012, p. 7), details how the characteristics of effective learning 

should be seen to inform all areas of learning and how they are interwoven with 

the overarching themes of the foundation stage curricula. It is these 

characteristics of effective learning that are returned to later in this study. 

 

At the end of the Foundation Stage, a summary of the child’s learning and 

development was compiled, the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP). 

This profile detailed the child’s record of progress in achieving the early learning 

goals with progress being noted as meeting expected levels, exceeding expected 

levels or not yet reaching or emerging levels of development. The Special 

Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (DfE/DH, 2015, p.84) also 

continues to note the role of the EYFSP as providing a picture of a child’s 

knowledge, understanding and abilities.  

 

When a child may be behind expected levels, or where a child’s progress gives 

cause for concern, practitioners are expected to consider all the information 

about the child’s learning and development. Particularly information on: progress 

in communication and language, physical development and personal, social and 

emotional development (DfE/DH, 2015, p. 84).  
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When there are concerns, there should be an assessment to determine whether 

there are any causal factors such as an underlying learning or communication 

difficulty (DfE/DH, 2015, p. 84). If additional interventions are put in place the 

graduated approach of assess, plan, do, review should be followed (DfE/DH, 

2015, p. 87). This necessitates the gathering of evidence to inform the cycle of 

action. 

 

One qualitative method of gathering such evidence of assessment and 

observation in the early years is the Leuven Scales which have been noted as 

having a dual purpose. The first purpose can be to assess the quality of an 

educational setting (Laevers, 2002, p. 13). The second, and the purpose most 

pertinent to this thesis, is the observation and assessment of the deep learning 

of children (Pascal and Bertram, 1999, p. 6; Laevers, 2011, p. 3; Guimaraes, 

Howe, Brogaard Clausen and Cottle, 2016, p. 251). The Leuven scales have two 

dimensions: the emotional well-being of the learner and the involvement of the 

learner (Laevers, 2011, p. 1). A rating scale of 1-5 is used to record the two 

dimensions for the learner during an observed activity – at level 1 there is no 

activity, at level 5 there is total concentration (Laevers, 2002, p. 14).  

 

All three aspects of early learning goals, the characteristics of effective learning 

and Leuven scales are utilised in the communication between the practitioners 

and parents about the children with SEN/D in the early years research context in 

this thesis. Information about each aspect was completed by practitioners each 

time they uploaded a photograph via the Tapestry software. For well being and 

involvement Laevers (2016, p. 2) does acknowledge that whilst involvement is a 

subjective aspect, he still argues that it can be assessed. Although the Leuven 

scales have been used in a number of studies (Howard and McInnes, 2013; 

Taylor, Rhys, Waldron, Davies, Power, Maynard, Moore, Blackaby and Plewis, 

2015; Mackinder, 2017) there seems at the time of writing to be little or no 

critique of its application in the early years.  
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Partnership Working and Communication between 
practitioners and parents of children in the early years with 
SEN/D. 
 

Having already noted the policy and legislative context of the expectations of 

good communication and relationships between parents and practitioners being 

established, the following section explores in more detail the notion of 

communication and participation. Issues which may have a potential impact on 

the execution of communication and partnership working such as trust, respect 

and possible impact of stress are also examined. 

 

Communication 
 

Communication, alongside commitment, equality, skills, trust and respect has 

been identified as a key indicator for successful partnerships (Blue-Banning, 

Summer, Frankland, Nelson and Beegle, 2004 p. 167). Communication is 

important between professionals and parents and aspects such as support for 

parental involvement and achieving rapport with the child can be significant 

(Washington, Thomas-Stonell, MacLeod and Warr-Leeper, 2012, p. 222). In 

terms of content, as opposed to style or form, Wanat (2010, p.182) found that 

parents wanted communication about children’s progress to contain “frequent, 

specific information” and also wanted “immediate feedback” to avoid any 

frustration of waiting for formal parent conferences.  

 

Collaboration is where parents and professionals ”jointly formulate the aims of 

the support provided for the child and family”, (Jansen, Van der Putten, Post and 

Vlaskamp, 2014, p1623) . Informal and formal communication approaches are 

both important for collaboration to take place (Lieber, Wolery, Horn, Tschantz, 

Beckman and Hanson, 2002, p, 84). Furthermore, Lasky and Dunnick Karge, 

(2011, p.29) suggest collaboration reflects shared values and this sense of 

equality is also emphasised by Byington and Whitby (2011, p. 45). The notion of 

collaboration, however, can be problematic. A practical model for effective 

collaboration and parental involvement which is based on four elements of 

preparation, establishment, maintenance and planning ahead has been 

advocated (Darch, Miao and Shippen, 2004, p.24). However there may continue 

to be a “persisting chasm” between professionals and parents (Valle, 2011, p. 

187).  
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Indeed parents can feel inferior to experts when complicated language is 

employed and there is lack of understanding of procedures in special education 

(Wellner, 2012, p.17).  

 

When considering how to enable parents, practitioners and children to 

collaborate and participate, Wolfendale (2000, p. 67) employs Dahlberg and 

Asen’s (1994, p.166) associative model between participants which encompasses 

civic participation and democracy. Similarly, social communicative and interactive 

aspects of participation have been emphasised (Anderson, 1999, p.315). Yet 

emphasis on participation and communication may itself present challenges to 

the participants, such as children with disabilities, who are expected to 

participate (Vorhaus, 2013, p.618). Whilst participation of children is 

commensurate with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) (United Nations, 1989), participation for children with disabilities could 

mean the children must take part in something, have a sense of being included, 

have control over what they are participating in and be working towards a goal 

or “enhancing their quality of life” (Hoogsteen and Woodgate, 2010, p.335). 

 

Issues of Trust and Respect between Parents and Professionals 
 

Collaboration and participation in partnerships between practitioners and parents 

may be affected by issues of trust and respect. Five aspects of trust have been 

noted by Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (1999, p. 186) namely: benevolence, 

reliability, competence, honesty and openness. Trust between parents and 

educational leaders, is a necessity for effective long term relationships (Wellner, 

2012, p.16). Similarly a clear understanding of trust and how it develops can 

facilitate cohesion and collaboration (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995, p710). 

Furthermore trust may impact upon achievement because it has a role in 

establishing and maintaining collaborative relationships between home and 

settings (Shelden, Angell, Stoner and Roseland, 2010, p.159). Potentially when 

communication fails, the form of communication itself shifts to become 

“exclusionary” and communication may be seen as a key element in building 

trust which is critical to the development of work relationships (Wellner, 2012, p. 

17). Indeed trust and respect are both elements that have been identified as 

being significant for collaborative relationships (Blue-Banning, Summer 

Frankland, Nelson and Beegle, 2004, p.167).  
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Respect is also a crucial part of one potential model of working with parents 

which notes relationships with parents are “characterised by respect, trust, 

sensitivity and honesty” (Pintaric Mlinar, Bratkovic and Mamic, 2013, p24). 

Family centred working enables respect of families’ choices and values (Dunst, 

Trivette and Hamby, 2007, p. 370). Furthermore it is the parent-professional 

relationship’s fluidity and ability to respond to change that is significant (Hodge 

and Runswick-Cole, 2008, p. 645). For those with disabilities respect entails 

efforts being made to see the world from their point of view (Vorhaus, 2013, p. 

616).  

 

While the EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p. 8) in England noted that children should develop 

respect for others it makes no mention of practitioner respect for others per se. 

The Early Years Teacher Standards (NCTL, 2013, p. 2) does note however, that 

practitioners should “Demonstrate and model the positive values, attitudes and 

behaviours expected of children”. With regard to emerging difficulties within the 

Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (DfE/DH, 2015, p.79,) 

it is noted that practitioners in the early years should listen to and address any 

concerns raised by children themselves. Furthermore it states that support plans 

that are implemented should take into account the views of the child (DfE/DH, 

2015, p. 86).  

 

As well as being relevant to an individual, respect can also be seen within 

communities, in particular as part of the social discourse present within school 

communities (Bryk and Schneider, 2003, p.41). Additionally, from a sociocultural 

and activity theory perspective, Taylor (2009, p.230) argues that a community 

must be constructed, that it is not just a background entity, it is also an 

outcome. Benefits of parent participation can be linked to family and professional 

partnerships (Cheatham, 2011, p.78). However, it may be that it is the dominant 

culture which determines the ideals upon which parental participation is based 

and these ideals may not be universal across different cultural groups 

(Kalyanpur, Harry and Skrtic, 2000, p.122). Indeed it is incumbent upon the 

professional to develop an awareness of his or her own cultural and ethical 

values (Kalyanpur, Harry and Skrtic , 2000, p.130).  
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Furthermore there must be clarity of intent and forms of parental involvement to 

be fostered (Adelman, 1992, p. 29). To support this there may be a need for a 

“cultural navigator” to be in place to help families understand and participate in 

educational processes (Hardin, Mereiou, Hung and Roach-Scott , 2009, p98).  

The English Early Years Teacher Standards (NCTL, 2013, p. 5) state that one of 

the wider professional responsibilities that must be fulfilled by a practitioner in 

the EYT role, is to take a lead in establishing a culture of cooperative working 

between colleagues, parents and/or carers and other professionals.  

 

Potential Impact of Stress 
 

Cooperative working and partnerships between parents and practitioners can be 

affected by parental experiences of stress. The quality of the home- school 

partnership may be significantly related to the levels of stress experienced by the 

mothers of children with developmental disabilities (Burke and Hodapp, 2014, p. 

20). If there is a lack of perceived effective support for parents and families this 

may also serve to increase parental stress levels (Burke and Hodapp, 2014, 

p.14). However, the impact of stressors can be mediated by the personal, social 

and cultural resources that a person can draw upon (Whiting, 2014, p.27).  

Both mothers and fathers have identified more positive experiences of, for 

example, having a child with autism when lower levels of parenting stress were 

reported (Kayfitz, Gragg and Orr,2010, p. 342). However stress may manifest 

difficulties for both physical and psychological health (Lach, Kohen, Garner, 

Brehaut, Miller, Klasser and Rosenbaum, 2009, p. 614). Indeed mothers 

commented that though they loved and valued their child, they were much more 

likely to report being affected by the financial stresses and time constraints of 

the burden of care (Green, 2007, p. 150). Thus, parents may feel the need to be 

assertive or “pushy” to retain a sense of control (Keen, 2007, p. 342) whilst 

parents may also experience pressure whereby they are expected to replicate 

interventions as well as being a caring parent (Pintaric Mlinar, Bratkovic and 

Mamic, 2013, p37). 
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In contrast parents who do not undertake an advocacy role may have reduced 

stress levels as they are satisfied with the services they receive (Burke and 

Hodapp, 2014, p. 20). For some parents, however, the advocacy role can be 

significant and professionals may have a responsibility to support parents in their 

role as advocates (Royea and Appl, 2009 p. 91). Certainly parents may find 

themselves “battling with either service overload or service impoverishment” 

(Carpenter and Egerton, 2007, p.7). Nevertheless there can be four roles in 

advocacy that parents may adopt and be seen as: “…intuitive advocates, as 

disability experts, as strategists and as agents for systemic change“ (Trainor, 

2010a, p. 40). Moreover, within a health professional context, advocacy has 

been a strategy drawn upon when a sense of partnership between parents and 

professionals was absent (Fereday, Oster and Darbyshire, 2010, p. 629).  

 

Whilst it may be parental motivation that may determine parental involvement 

(Hedeen, Moses, and Peter,2011, p. 3), the impact of socio economic status on 

parental involvement and the spouse or partner’s education level has been noted 

as significant (Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler, 2007 p. 537). 

Mothers with more education have been less satisfied with health services 

provided (Bodin, Beetar, Yeates, Boyer, Colvin and Mangeot, 2007, p.893). 

Despite this, in the UK, Williams, Williams and Ullman (2002, p.1) had previously 

found that 72% of parents wanted more involvement in their child’s education.  

Consequently, parents should be seen as “fundamental participants” in 

educational organisations (Shelden, Angell, Stoner and Roseland, 2010, p.159).  

However the role of the practitioner in forming and maintaining effective 

partnerships with parents may be susceptible to various influences and 

implications. 

 

Practitioner attitudes to working with parents 
 

The following discussion of literature and research examines possible implications 

of practitioner attitudes in working with parents and explores the notion of 

community in the early years. 
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Practitioner attitudes 
 

Whilst some practitioners may work with parents who do not need 

encouragement to be involved in partnership working (Hoover-Dempsey, Walker, 

Sandler, Whetsel, Green, Wilkins and Closson, 2005, p. 106), it has been noted 

that effective settings are where practitioners share child-related information and 

encourage parental involvement (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford 

and Taggart, 2003, p. 7). In particular for parents of children with disabilities, it 

is important for parents to see positive attitudes from workers in early childhood 

towards the challenges of working with children with disabilities (Cameron, Tveit 

and Midtunstad, 2014, p. 352). Such practitioner working however, can be 

influenced by practitioner “belief systems and theories about the nature of 

children, child development, knowledge, society, pedagogy” (Van Oers, 2008, 

p.4). Indeed if the child has special needs, and to engender parents with the 

feeling that the setting is supportive, practitioners in pre-schools should have 

both general knowledge about child development and specific knowledge of 

special needs (Sandberg and Ottosson, 2010, p.750).  

 

The fostering of positive attitudes to partnership working with parents can be 

seen in consideration of professional roles and training. Within a European 

context, the European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education 

(EADSNE) (EADSNE, 2012, p.7) states that one of the core values that teacher 

education should stress is working with parents and families. At the time of 

writing, within the EYT programme in England, one of the standards for EYT 

status involves understanding of the important influence of parents and/or carers 

and the need for practitioners to be working in partnership with parents and/or 

carers (NCTL, 2013, p. 2). Such understanding may be developed from 

“sustained support, resourcing and training” which seems to foster successful 

home-school partnerships (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003, p.70). However, 

teacher education programmes may not prepare students to engage successfully 

with families (Caspe, Lopez, Chu and Weiss, 2011, p.1). Sandberg and Ottosson, 

(2010, p.752) concur, stating that the pre-school teachers they interviewed had 

little to no education about parent-practitioner co-operation in their courses.  
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It has been argued that not only professionals but also parents could benefit 

from education on how to create successful partnerships (Murray, Handyside, 

Straka and Arton-Titus, 2013, p.166). Partnership may be only one way in which 

parents can participate in schools and educational settings (Henderson, 

Marburger and Ooms, 1986, p.3), however parental roles have changed 

significantly over recent times and there is now a move towards “full partnership 

with professionals” (Jansen, Van der Putten, Post and Vlaskamp, 2014, p1623). 

Indeed the benefits of parental involvement in early childhood special education 

can be directly linked to professional and family partnerships (Cheatham, 2011, 

p.78). 

 

Aligning with Lamb’s (2009) findings that an attitude of equal partnership with 

parents is crucial, from the very beginning professionals’ support for families is 

fundamental in helping families to develop involvement and partnership with 

professionals (Pintaric Mlinar, Bratkovic and Mamic, 2013, p23). Moreover it can 

be posited that it is also important that practitioners recognise that even though 

a family may experience having a child with special educational needs and/or 

disabilities they are still “first and foremost a family” (Pretis, 2011, p73). For 

successful family-centred practice, participatory components such as including 

parents and “the offering of individualised and flexible services” are key 

alongside relational aspects such as good listening skills (Washington, Thomas-

Stonell, McLeod and Warr-Leeper, 2012, p.221). There can also be a duality 

inherent in parent-professional relationships in which the parents may share 

knowledge of uncertainty of understanding about diagnoses, and professionals 

serve as a source of information (Pintaric Mlinar, Bratkovic and Mamic, 2013, p. 

24). This may help in building relationships with parents based on respect and 

trust.  

 

Such parental participation cannot be assumed however, as at the point of 

diagnosis, parental reactions to finding out their child has developmental 

disabilities can vary significantly (Jovanova and Radojichikj, 2013, p.7).  

In contrast Lasky and Dunnick Karge (2011, p.30) argue that parents go through 

a “predictable set of stages in reacting to the diagnosis of disability”. When 

assessment has been completed that identifies a need for the provision of special 

educational needs support in an early years setting, (DfE/DH, 2015, p.86) a key 

aspect of partnership working is consultation with the parent.  
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This should detail the outcomes setting staff are seeking, the interventions and 

support that will be put in place, the expected impact on progress, development 

or behaviour, and a clear date for review, and finally such plans should take into 

account the views of the child (DoE/DH, 2015, p.86). However, identification of 

goals is more complex than previously thought especially if it involves the 

perspectives of the client, in this case the children (Oien, Fallang and Ostensjo, 

2009, p.558). Additionally practitioners must also respect the goals valued by 

families irrespective of cultural background (Palawat and May, 2011, p.60).  

 

Whilst parents should be expected to participate in their child’s formal education 

(Hedeen, Moses and Peter, 2011, p. 1), the practitioner is a “vital component” in 

providing support for families (Speer and Hilman, 2014, p.96). Professionals can 

play an important role in helping parents to have positive experiences of early 

intervention (Byington and Whitby, 2011, p. 54). Whitehurst (2011, p. 188) 

notes that “learning of a child’s disability can be a difficult time for any parent”, 

and that the professional should listen to the voices of parents so that 

professionals provide support that meets parents’ needs and enables them to 

most effectively support the child. 

 

Community 
 

As was noted in Chapter 1, one particular strand of Engeström’s (2001, p. 135) 

activity theory framework is community. However, the concept of community in 

the early years can be problematic in application. The EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p. 8) 

has one mention of community in the area of development entitled 

‘Understanding the world’ which notes that children should be guided in making 

sense of their physical word and their community. The accompanying curriculum 

document Development Matters (Early Education, 2012) seems to concur with 

this understanding of community as referring to a child’s wider social context 

beyond the home and setting (Early Education, 2012, p.8). Yet mention is also 

made of the setting being a community (Early Education, 2012, p. 38) as well as 

potential for development of a learning community (Early Education, 2012, p.7). 

Indeed there has been exploration in wider literature of the concept of learning 

communities in the early years (Loizou and Charalambous, 2018; Cherrington 

and Thornton, 2014).  
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In contrast the NCTL (2013, p. 5) makes no mention of community in its 

professional standards for teachers in the early years, but does note that two 

professional responsibilities of EYTs involve making a positive contribution to the 

wider life and ethos of the setting and taking a lead in establishing a culture of 

cooperative working between colleagues, parents and/or carers and other 

professionals. Early childhood education has been seen as a vehicle for 

developing children’s awareness of a sense of belonging (Lee and Recchia, 2016, 

p. 79) and for allowing provision of experiences about the worth of community as 

a democratic value (Zachrisen, 2016, p. 185). Yet it has also been used as an 

identifier term naming specific groups to explore aspects of exclusion (e.g. Fox, 

Aabe, Turner, Redwood and Rai, 2017; Urban, 2015; Murray, 2012). For the 

purposes of this study, the exploration of concepts surrounding the notion of 

community can be seen as a form of social practice (Plant, 2009, p. 3).  

This aspect is found within activity theory where an individudal’s person’s 

construction of the world and its objects go through social practice (Hedegaard, 

Chaiklin and Jensen, 1999, p. 19). 

 

Potential Barriers 
 

The following discussion considers potential barriers to communication 

partnerships as successful practitioner and parent partnership working may not 

always be achieved.  

 

From a parental perspective, Trainor (2010b, p.262) argues that “structural 

components of special education can be inflexible and serve as barriers to home–

school collaboration”. Such barriers may be seen in institutional or setting 

practices in the following of rules, procedures and routines (Nutbrown and 

Clough, 2006, p. 3). However, barriers may also be more implicit, for example, 

practitioner attitudes embedded within the practice of an early years setting. In 

order to challenge this, practitioners may need to understand and build upon a 

family’s cultural interpretation of disability (Lamorey, 2002, p. 67). Trainor 

(2010b, p. 260) concurs, arguing that the constructions of disability may create 

barriers for parents and support power and authority in those who are 

experienced in the practices of identification and remediation.  
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Potentially a practitioner’s understanding of disabilities can be affected by cross 

cultural aspects in three ways: the cause of the disability; the effect of the 

disability on valued attributes and possible devaluations in attributes; and 

thirdly, by the anticipated status of a person with disabilities as an adult (Groce, 

1999, p.1). Therefore the understanding of cultural beliefs about disabilities is 

particularly helpful for the appropriate provision of support (Palawat and May, 

2011, p.58). Further potential barriers to participation include scheduling of 

meetings at inconvenient times, distributing written materials to non-literate 

parents, lack of transportation and assistance with child-care and again cultural 

differences in beliefs about disability (Lasky and Dunnick Karge, 2011, p. 31).  

 

Recommendations to overcome barriers include: providing better communication 

during meetings, helping families feel comfortable to be able to deal with 

potential stress, awareness of meeting structure and processes, prior notification 

of assessment results and demonstrating the child’s best interests are at the 

centre of the meeting (Hammond, Ingalls and Trussell (2008, p. 44). Yet some 

parents may choose not to engage in involvement with the setting and this 

should be acknowledged and recognised (Stoner and Angell, 2006, p. 187).  

 

Technology in the early years 
 

For parents and practitioners in the early years, technology may be influential in 

supporting their communication with each other. This section considers the role 

technology may play.  

 

Methods of communicating have changed significantly and the concept of the 

‘digital native’ has been extended so children are now seen as intuitively visual 

learners with a significant degree of visual literacy (Brumberger, 2011, p20).  

However, even though technology use influences almost all aspects of twenty 

first century society, its application and incorporation into early years settings 

remains problematic (Parette, Quesenbury and Blum, 2010, p335). For 

practitioners the use of technology to communicate with parents may be 

challenging due to their own lack of technological expertise (Schweikert, 2014, p. 

63). Video footage may be used to solicit children’s accounts of activities and 

events (Theobald, 2011, p. 32) but this could prove challenging if the child has 

SEN/D.  
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Consequently the utilisation of technology to support young children with 

SEN/D’s contributions to communication between parents and practitioners 

remains troublesome.  

 

From a curricula perspective, and influencing the potential exposure of young 

children with SEN/D to technological experiences, the EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p8) 

mentioned technology as part of the broad areas of learning and development 

and within the two categories of understanding the world and expressive arts 

and design. Specifically, it was noted in the EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p12) that children 

should recognise that a range of technology is used in homes and schools. 

Furthermore children should also be able to select and use technology for 

particular purposes (DfE, 2014a, p12).  

 

Despite the above curricula imperatives it is the attitudes and knowledge of 

practitioners and teachers towards the role of technology that more directly 

influence opportunities provided for children in this field (Gialamas and 

Nikolopoulou, 2012, p333; McManis and Gunnewig, 2012, p16; Leung, 2011, 

p307). However, the Teachers’ Standards (Early Years) (NCTL, 2013) has no 

specific mention of technology as such, instead it notes that EYTs were expected 

to demonstrate a critical understanding of the Early Years Foundation Stage’s 

(EYFS) (DfE, 2014a) areas of learning and development. A similar specification is 

in place for those who wish to obtain a level 3 qualification as an Early Years 

Educator (EYE) (NCTL, 2013, p5) who must be able to demonstrate 

understanding of the current early years education curriculum. It has been noted 

that 70% of practitioners in the early years hold a level 3 qualification (DfE, 

2012, p12).  

 

Practitioners and professionals working within special education need to be 

cognizant of curriculum designs and the inclusion of “current technological 

realities” (Burne, Knafelc, Melonis, and Heyn, 2011, p212). Assistive technology 

has been shown amongst other aspects to facilitate the communication of young 

children who have disabilities (Parette, Blum and Boeckmann, 2009, p6).  

However, there should be no distinction in the application of standards of the use 

of relevant and appropriate technology between children with and without special 

needs (Rosen and Jaruszewicz, 2009, p165). 
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Conclusion 
 

Through consideration of international and national policies and guidance for the 

implementation of partnership working, this discussion of contextualising 

literature and research indicates that successful partnership working is not 

always achieved. It has been noted that challenges to successful communication 

between parents and practitioners can be found in its nature and form as well as 

the use of jargon. Further challenges are evident for those with disabilities in 

respect of social, communicative and interactive participation. This is turn can be 

impacted upon by the nature of partnership working with parents and the 

cultural and ethical values of practitioners.  

 

Whilst such aspects can impact on the building of trust and respect in parental 

participation in partnerships, it is also identified that parental stress can affect 

their motivation to be involved. The attitudes of practitioners have also been 

seen to influence how they listen to parents and provide support. Furthermore 

the consideration of practitioners’ professional knowledge and reflection indicates 

that to be in a position to receive and act upon parental views, the practitioner is 

challenged to consider whether preconceived understanding may need to be set 

aside. Although barriers to participation in partnership working may be in place, 

literature and research suggest that parents should not be forced to engage. 

 

Challenges have been noted briefly for those with special educational needs 

and/or disabilities participating in professional and parent partnership working, 

however potential remains for deeper exploration of the role of children in the 

early years to be part of the partnership working between parents and 

practitioners. Barriers to this form of successful partnership working have not yet 

been fully explored. Furthermore key components of practitioner and parental 

partnership working that have been explored briefly in this chapter are the 

challenges of subjectivity and objectivity within partnership working. Potential 

continues for further exploration of these challenging aspects. Finally, the role of 

technology in communication noted that opportunities for children to engage in 

this aspect are limited. Indeed for practitioners the use of technology may also 

be challenging.  
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In the following ‘Core’ section of the thesis you will find: 
 

Part 1: Decision making 
 

To inform perceptions of the study as demonstrating a good qualitative research 

approach, this part of the core section implements two of the good qualitative 

research characteristics of “sensitivity to context” and “commitment and rigour” 

(Yardley, 2000, p. 219). This is done through exploration of the details of the 

participants and consideration of ethical issues. There is also in depth 

engagement with the study topic. This section also continues further discussion 

of the thesis’ position (Kamler and Thomson, 2014, p.116). 

 

Chapter 3 Utilising theory in methodology 

 

This short chapter offers an overview of the synergy between theory and 

methodology. It explores activity theory (Engeström, 2001) and interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009).  

 

Chapter 4 Challenges of researching critically 

 

This chapter provides an overview of the decision making processes for 

methodological aspects. Ethical considerations are interwoven and an exploration 

of trustworthiness of data is the final area discussed. 

 

Chapter 5 Reflexivity and decisions 

 

This chapter seeks to make transparent my self-reflection during the 

development and implementation of this thesis. It details the analytic processes 

and development of the thematic strands. 
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Chapter 3 Utilising theory within methodology 
 

According to Bourdieu (when interviewed by Wacquant, 1989, p.50) “There is no 

doubt a theory in my work, or better a set of thinking tools visible through the 

results they yield, but it is not built as such….it is a temporary construct which 

takes shape for and by empirical work”. The theory applied in this study is drawn 

from the work of Engeström on activity theory which is based on the constructive 

activity work of Vygotsky (1989, p.60) and Leont’ev (1972, p.4). It focuses on 

societal concerns that are related to learning and development in work practices 

(Sannino, Daniels and Gutiérrez, 2009, p. xiii). The following chapter explores 

the alignment of theory and methodology considering both connections and 

possible tensions of compatibility. 

 

Aligning Activity Theory and Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis  

 

This study has focussed upon the perceptions of communication between 

practitioners and parents of children with SEN/D in the early years. The 

originality of the study is found in the implementation of IPA (Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin, 2009) informed by the work and ideas of Engeström (2001). 

 

Activity theory supports understanding of complex social contexts or systems 

through an analysis of mediating tools or artefacts and objects of localised 

activities (Darwin, 2011, p.215). The analysis in this study has explored 

perceptions of communication between practitioners and parents of young 

children with SEN/D in the early years. The communication methods that 

practitioners and parents described included verbal, written and electronic 

methods. Consequently their search for shared knowledge and understanding 

developed through spoken language and written and visual aspects (Rule, 2004, 

p.320). Additionally collaborative knowledge development, between practitioners, 

parents and children, can be facilitated by use of mediating tools (Hakkarainen, 

2008, p.5). In this study one such tool was the software package ‘Tapestry’ 

(Foundation Stage Forum Ltd., n.d.). 
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Within early years practice there is an expectation that early years practitioners 

share regular two way communication about the child with parents (DfE, 2014a, 

p. 29). The cooperative aspect of activity theory focuses on a shared problem 

(Nummijoki and Engeström, 2010, p.57) and in this study prompted exploration 

of the participants’ perceptions of communication and content. 

 

At first glance the use of activity theory to inform the application of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis may seem challenging however some commonalities 

can be seen. IPA is focused on the phenomenology of an individual’s lived 

experiences and individual constructions (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.3). 

At the centre of activity theory a person’s construction of the world and its 

objects go through social practice which can be found in phenomenology 

(Hedegaard, Chaiklin and Jensen, 1999, p. 19). Activity cannot be separated 

from notions of the ideal and consciousness (Davydov, 1999, p. 47) and 

experiences may be affected by both historical and cultural positioning (Smith 

and Eatough, 2012, p.446).  

 

The positioning of the researcher is a central tenet of IPA (Smith, 2004, p.40). 

Within activity theory the embedded nature of the theorist, and the need to 

theorize about one’s practice, are central to an investigation (Hedegaard, 

Chaiklin and Jensen, 1999, p. 21). Activity is a continuous movement between 

different stages of cooperation, and is cyclical in nature (Kallio, 2010, p.34). 

Similarly IPA is cyclical as the interpretation of transcript material is iterative 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.81).  

 

Activity theory and IPA in this study 

 

In this study, activity theory has informed three aspects: firstly, the development 

of the interview schedules with the analysis of subsequent responses completed 

using IPA. Secondly through facilitating reflection on the research process and 

this aspect is explored more fully in Chapters 4, 5 and 13. Finally the elements of 

Engeström’s (2001, p. 135) model have been used to structure the writing up 

and presentation of findings in the core section of the thesis. As a reminder there 

are six distinct parts to the activity theory model suggested by Engeström (2001, 

p.135): object, mediating artefacts, subjects, community, division of labour and 

rules. (see Figure 1). 
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Connections between terminology in Activity Theory and IPA 
 

Objects 
 

According to Engeström (1995, p. 397) an object is “both something given and 

something projected or anticipated”. Within this study the object is the 

constructed understanding of communication and perceptions of it. The object of 

activity always includes an epistemic dimension (Meittinen, 2005, p. 445) 

however it can be problematic being “simultaneously given, socially constructed, 

contested and emergent” (Blackler, 2009, p. 27). As soon as it is achieved the 

object must be reconstructed and this is driven by a “communal motive” 

(Engeström, 1999, p.65). Therefore in the context of this study the necessary 

reporting and partnership requirements of the Special Educational Needs and 

Disability Code of Practice (DfE/DH, 2015, p.87) and the EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p.10) 

drives forward the communal activity of the sharing of information about the 

children with SEN/D in the early years. 

 

Subject 
 

Within this study the subject is the individualised experiences of communication 

and the sense made of them. Subjects are one of the central elements of an 

activity system and through mediating artefacts focus their activity on a specific 

object (Kallio, 2010, p. 34). The subject is not constant but through working on 

an object achieves a transformational state (Edwards, 2009, p.208). Within 

phenomenology the subject and object are interrelated (Moustaksas, 1994, p.59) 

and the individual’s psyche is interlinked with the social subject (Rey, 2009, 

p.138). 

 

From a research perspective neither the subject nor the phenomenon is fixed 

(Park, 2012, p. 550) and within IPA it is interpretive activity which facilitates the 

researcher “to make sense of the subject’s personal world” (Pietkiewicz and 

Smith, 2014, p. 8). In IPA the subject is both the researcher and the researched 

as IPA supports subjective exploration of participants’ perspectives (Roberts, 

2013, p. 215; Houston and Mullan-Jensen, 2011, p. 268).  
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This correlates most closely with activity theory where the subject is the 

individual participant, or potentially group of participants whose point of view is 

the focus of the analysis (Engeström, 1996, p. 67; Nussbaumer, 2012, p. 39).  

 

Artefacts 
 

In this study artefacts are the mediating tools and methods used in 

communication. They can be written, verbal or electronic. Artefacts can be found 

in “goal-directed human action” (Cole and Gajdamashko, 2009, p. 131). This 

study has sought to include the production and interpretation of mediating 

communication tools including photographs exchanged via ‘Tapestry’ as an 

artefact within activity theory. This moves beyond a traditional written based 

culture (Rückriem, 2009, p. 111) whilst still allowing for something that is both 

conceptual and material (Cole and Gadjamashko, 2009, p.131). 

 

In this study and application of IPA, one possible additional artefact is the 

language of the interview. Whilst the artefact can be presented in written form as 

a transcript, it can also reveal the researcher’s social formation of mind and can 

be entwined with personal reflections as well as awareness of the potential for 

bias. Indeed as it is the researcher who constructs the artefact from the digital 

recordings there is a necessity not only to clarify transcripts with the participants 

but also for researcher awareness of their own context.  

 

Community 

 

Within current views of activity theory, community is under conceptualised 

(Taylor, 2009, p.230). It could be seen both as an outcome and as something 

which requires construction not just as a contributory background aspect. 

Additionally Taylor (2009, p. 231) notes that a building block of a community is 

the triadic relationship (A-B-X) where participants A and B relate to each other 

through their common interest in X. In the context of this study A is a parent, B 

is the practitioner and X is the child with SEN/D. Ludvigsen and Øwre Digernes 

(2009, p.240) build on Taylor’s (2009) discussion of community by noting that 

community is an aspect that also informs research. They noted that the research 

community defines and follows its objects of research (Ludvigsen and Øwre 

Digernes, 2009, p.241).  
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When discussing challenges in participatory design research Bødker (2009, 

p.281) argues that technology is not designed in isolation but as “multiple 

reconfigurable artefacts that are used across contexts”. This can be seen in this 

study as the basis for the examination of electronic mediating communication 

tools facilitating communicative exchanges. 

 

Rules 
 

Communication can be defined as a normal scripted flow on interaction with 

participatory actors following their assigned and scripted roles (Nummijoki and 

Engeström, 2010, p. 57). In this study expectations of partnership working both 

within the early years and special education, and stipulated in documentation, 

form a set of rules that must be followed by practitioners and informally by 

parents. Additionally participants were also asked about what rules they thought 

were informing this study. Taylor (2009, p.235) asked who writes the rules in an 

activity system. For this study, the government wrote the rules for the content 

based aspect. For the research strand, authors such as Smith (1996) and later 

Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) posited the formation and description of the 

IPA model that have informed the rules of methodological implementation.  

 

Division of labour 

 

In activity theory division of labour is seen as the division of tasks between 

community members as well as being the division of power and status 

(Engeström, 1996, p.67). In this study participants were asked to consider the 

roles of parents, practitioners and children in communication. In IPA the role of 

the researcher is the dynamic and active exploration and interpretation of a 

participant’s experience whilst simultaneously acknowledging that such 

experience will never be directly accessible (Willig, 2001, p.53; Smith and 

Osborne, 2008, p. 53). The researcher’s role is also encapsulated by the concept 

of the double hermeneutic (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 35) whereby the 

researcher is making sense of the participants’ experience whilst the participant 

is making sense of the experiences itself.  
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Units 

 

IPA comes with its own set of expectations and methods of application in 

exploring how people make sense of life experiences (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 

2009, p. 1). Both activity theory and IPA make use of the concept ‘unit’. Within 

their discussion of IPA, Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p.2) build on Dilthey’s 

(1976) consideration of experience to note that there can be small units of 

experience or these can be combined to become comprehensive units of 

experience. This more comprehensive view is parallel to the first principle of 

activity theory noted by Engeström (1995, p. 396; 2001, p. 136) whereby the 

activity system itself, mediated by artefacts and orientated to objects is the 

prime unit of analysis. In this study the units can be seen as the participants’ 

perceptions of communication both from an individual perspective and with the 

use of mediating artefacts. 

 

Emotions 

 

A further brief parallel between activity theory and IPA can be seen in the 

consideration of the role of emotions. Roth (2009b, p.70) argued that “only by 

including these needs, emotions, and feelings do we capture the activity system 

as a whole.” Within IPA, Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p. 199) have 

contested that emotions are an “important and recurring aspect of IPA”. In this 

study emotional aspects have been noted where they emerged in perceived 

responses to diagnosis or identification of SEN/D and for example in Maddie’s 

(parent) perceptions of the use of ‘Tapestry’, she said “I love it”. 

 

Informing interview schedules 
 

Within this study the implementation of IPA has been informed directly by 

activity theory in the development of the interview schedule. In their evaluation 

of published interpretative phenomenological analysis papers, Brocki and 

Wearden (2006, p. 90) stipulate that whilst interview schedules are used to 

facilitate participants’ abilities to tell stories in their own words, often there is 

little explanation of how the interview schedule is designed.  
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Murray and Rhodes (2005, p. 186) stated their interview schedule was developed 

through a review of the existing body of research to consider issues that have 

been omitted whereas Mathieson and Stam (1995, p.289) based their interview 

schedule on previously devised schedules. For this study it was the interweaving 

of activity theory with IPA that has informed the originality of the study. 

 

A challenge for the qualitative interviewer is not only the development of the 

interview schedule questions but also any subsequent potential impact on the 

responses they receive. There are two possible impacts of the researcher on the 

interview that may trigger bias with regard to responses. Bias could be drawn 

from the social characteristics of the interviewer and bias could emerge from the 

expectations the interviewers have about the interview itself and possible 

responses to questions the interviewee may see as difficult (Lee, 1993, p. 99).  

 

To address the first aspect of the potential impact of researcher social 

characteristics I adopted two approaches. The first was facilitated by the 

application of IPA. During the initial read-through of transcripts for interesting 

ideas, recurring gaps, differences etc (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.82) I 

read for myself in the text and located myself, my history and my experiences in 

relation to the interviewee’s responses (Mauthner and Docuet, 2003, p.419). An 

example of this can be found in Appendix 1 (1 Carol First Analysis Summary 

Notes) where I drew out comments from the participants that I found interesting 

or immediately responded to. I also employed Oakley’s (1981, p. 31) model of 

reflecting on inter alia social characteristics of myself and the interviewee. A 

summary of reflections using this model can be found in Appendix 2 (2 Post 

interview reflections).  

 

The second aspect of expectations was also addressed through the 

implementation of IPA as the researcher should see the interview as an 

opportunity for the interviewee to “tell their stories, to speak freely and 

reflectively, and to develop their ideas and express their concerns at some 

length” (Smith Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 56). However the researcher should 

also inform the participant in advance that some of the questions may address 

sensitive issues and take this into account when devising the session schedule 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.58). I offered this caveat to all the 

participants during my introduction to the interviews. 
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Sometimes interview schedules in IPA are only partially devised to allow 

flexibility for response to participant answers (Bramley and Eatough, 2005, p. 

226; Dickson, Knussen and Flowers, 2007, p. 855, Dickson, Knussen and 

Flowers, 2008, p.462; Smith and Eatough, 2012, p.449). In contrast, Arroll and 

Senior (2008, p. 446) and Borkoles, Nicholls, Bell, Butterly and Polman (2008, 

p.430) advocate a funnelling approach with general questions at the outset 

followed by more specific lines of questioning. Alternatively interview 

construction may be designed from theory or existing writings (Brocki and 

Wearden, 2006, p. 91). This is the approach adopted in this study. To this end, 

Table 1 holds the interview schedule utilised in this study for the interview and 

demonstrates how the interview schedule is structured by the application of the 

elements of activity theory.  
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Table 1 Interview schedule 

Activity theory area Interview questions* 
Mediating artefact What tools and approaches are used when you and the nursery 

staff/parents communicate with each other? 
Is your preference for written, visual of digital information and 
why? 
What ways would you like me to communicate with you about 
the research?  

Subject How do you see your role in communication with the 
parents/nursery staff? 
How are children with SEN/D involved in this communication? 
What can be my role on behalf of the children in this research? 

Object What outcomes from communicative exchanges have you seen? 
What outcomes would you have liked to have seen? 
What outcomes from the research do you think there could be? 

Rules How is the content of communicative exchanges decided? 
Who decides what you need to communicate about? 
How is the form of communicative exchanges decided? 
What rules am I following as a researcher? 

Community How is a sense of community fostered within the setting? 
How does this inform communicative exchanges? 
What impact do you think technology may have on a sense of 
community? 
How do you think as a researcher I fit in with this community? 

Division of labour Please can you tell me about your job. 
Please can you tell me about your child. 
What do you think is the role of the parent in the communicative 
exchanges? 
What do you think is the role of the practitioner in 
communicative exchanges? 
What should be the role for children with SEN/D? 
What has been my role as researcher? 

 

Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p.65) note that in an interview, questions do 

not have to be asked in exactly the same way for each participant. Consequently, 

in the interviews for this study, although the above were used as the starting 

point, no consistent additional prompts or probes were used – follow up 

questions varied in each interview in response to the answers the interviewees 

gave. 
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Possible tensions of compatibility 
 

A potential tension exists in the application of the term ‘subject’, particularly 

from a methodological standpoint. Willig (2008, p. 18) notes that quantitative 

studies have ‘subjects’ rather than participants. Typically in IPA discussion 

centres on participants (not subjects) who grant “access to a particular 

perspective on the phenomena under study” (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, 

p. 49). Yet activity theory embraces the concept of the subject as an individual 

as the focus of the analysis (Engeström, 1996, p. 67; Nussbaumer, 2012, p. 39).  

 

An additional tension is identified by Daniels (2008, p.59) in his discussion of 

phenomenology and activity theory. How can the phenomenological view of the 

individual’s experience, being unique to them and existing only in their individual 

context, be reconciled in activity theory’s proposal that the experience sits within 

a system and meaning making activity. A possible response is suggested by 

Postholm (2015, p. 44) who acknowledges it is activity itself that breaks down 

the distinction between the external world and internal phenomena. The 

challenges of researching in this potential context are explored in the next 

chapter and the possible tensions of compatibility are explored further in Chapter 

14. 
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Chapter 4 Challenges of Researching Critically 
 

Within a short time of commencing the original version of this project I found 

that significant changes to the research focus became necessary. The original 

aim I had developed for the study had centred on investigating the use made of 

video footage and digital imagery as part of Portage visitors’ working with 

families. Portage is a home based service providing early intervention and 

support to families who have a young child with additional needs (Russell, 2007, 

p.677). Drawing on relationships with former colleagues I had hoped that the 

original participants would be Portage visitors and members of the families of 

young children in the early years with SEN/D who were receiving the Portage 

service at home. However there were local authority funding changes which 

resulted from a change of government in England in 2010. This led eventually to 

a re-organisation of the local authority’s Portage service.  

 

A direct result of this re-organisation was that my contacts in the local Portage 

service moved on to different employment contexts. Unfortunately this meant 

that I was no longer able to access the Portage workers and families that I had 

thought could be the participants in my study. I did reflect at the time about the 

possibility of contacting the new managers of the revised Portage service. I did 

not however feel confident in broaching the feasibility of a study in such a 

potentially sensitive context of funding and professional changes. With my 

former colleagues I had felt secure that they had understood my professional 

back ground, my reasons for undertaking the study and with whom I had a 

mutual trusting relationship. The outcome of these changes meant that my 

original research plan was no longer feasible. 

 

Consequently I knew that I had to determine an amended focus for the study. I 

was still keen to keep the core focus of perceptions of mediating tools in 

communication about young children with SEN/D. I knew I would also need to 

reconsider the methodological approach I wanted to adopt for the study. I found 

as I reflected on the methodology I was also thinking again about the role of the 

researcher. I now decided I wanted to incorporate my own voice as a researcher 

and draw upon my previous professional experiences in the revised study.  
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Whilst making decisions on these aspects I became aware that one aspect that 

had been missing from the original version of the study was the potential 

participation and voice of the young children with SEN/D. I knew from 

professional experience that within the constraints of this study that the distinct 

participation of children was going to be ethically and practically challenging 

(Cocks, 2006, p.257). Therefore I decided instead that I could perhaps become 

an advocate on behalf of the children with SEN/D in the early years research 

setting. I could investigate potential omission of their voices and involvement 

from the communication shared by parents and practitioners. I wanted not only 

to describe the world as it is but to also demonstrate what needs to be changed 

(Shields, 2012, p. 3). 

 

The following section documents how the final focus on adult participants was 

arrived at. I also examine the challenges of adopting a co-generative approach 

and the potential tension between building rapport or faking friendship with 

participants (Duncombe and Jessop, 2012). I have also detailed more traditional 

methodological aspects such as providing information about the participants and 

interview schedules. I have woven ethical considerations throughout the chapter. 

An exploration of trustworthiness of data is the final area discussed. 

 

Advocacy for young children with SEN/D 
 

A general trend in early years practice has been the adoption of a pedagogy of 

listening to children (Georgeson, Porter, Daniels and Feiler, 2014; Andresen, 

2013; Clark and Moss, 2011). This has been extended to listening to young 

children with SEN/D (Carroll and Sixsmith, 2016; Paige-Smith and Rix, 2011; 

Gray and Winter, 2011; Holliday, Harrison and McLeod, 2009). A recurrent 

aspect of such research is the time it takes to build up rapport with the 

participants, and the development and teaching of child participants how to 

respond to data collection approaches. Indeed this has been acknowledged as a 

potential reason for the paucity of research with very young children with SEN/D 

(Carroll and Sixsmith, 2016, p. 314).   
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Unfortunately due to work commitments I was unable to adopt regular and 

frequent time visits to the setting. This consequently affected the potential 

development and piloting of a range of approaches to use with the children with 

SEN/D. I completed intermittent pre-field work visits in the setting from 

November 2015 to February 2016. I started full data collection in March 2016 

with an expected final submission date due in September 2017. I therefore had 

limited time to prepare, pilot and then employ data collection processes. 

Furthermore my visits to the setting were of inconsistent duration. There were 

varying times between visits and sometimes the visits were subject to last 

minute cancellations when staff were absent or unavailable. It became evident 

that it would be a significant challenge within the timeframe for this study to 

form the appropriate researcher relationship with the children as participants and 

to develop appropriate data collection processes with them. I therefore decided 

instead to focus on adult participants.  

 

According to McCorkel and Meyers (2003, p.208) as a researcher I am an agent 

of knowledge. It is therefore important that I detail inter alia the assumptions I 

have made about the participants. I decided that as I was not directly eliciting 

children’s perspectives in this study I could be an advocate on the behalf of the 

children with SEN/D. I assumed, somewhat naively in retrospect, prior to 

collecting the data that the children’s involvement would be minimal or not 

recognised and that I could challenge these adult perceptions on their behalf. 

Immediately I came across the tension noted by Alcoff (1991, p. 6) that 

speaking on behalf of others can be problematic for two reasons. Firstly I needed 

to recognise the position I was adopting as a researcher would potentially impact 

on the meaning and truth of what I was saying on behalf of the children. I have 

not grown up with SEN/D, I did not have the experience of being a parent of a 

child with SEN/D instead I had only professional experience to draw upon.  

 

Secondly, a potential tension arises from the privileged researcher position 

(Alcoff, 1991, p. 6). By speaking out for the children I could inadvertently 

reinforce or increase perceptions. An example of this in the study was when I 

questioned practitioner Alice about encouraging the voice of the child she 

supported. Her response was very literal in tone and content that the child was 

non-verbal so had no voice. Through the phrasing of the question I may have 

reinforced her perceptions of the child’s limited ability to communicate.  
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In order to potentially alleviate such tensions I decided that I would offer a co-

generative stance with the participants. 

 

Cogeneration 
 

Cogeneration is the formulation of “collective agreements on what is happening, 

contradictions that occur, and ways in which the contradictions can be removed” 

(Roth and Tobin, 2004, p.3). Typically in qualitative research, the interview may 

be seen as primarily being understood from the point of view of the researcher 

and informing the research focus (Hiller and DiLuzio, 2004, p. 1). As part of the 

research design for this thesis, participants’ oral and written responses were 

sought at two stages: oral responses in the completion of interviews and written 

responses on transcriptions of the interviews. I offered this approach to try and 

secure collective agreement on participant perspectives and to embrace the 

notion of participants speaking for themselves. I wanted to offer the participants 

the chance to see in visual form their oral contributions. In this way they could 

add to, amend or omit any aspects they felt had been unclear. I thought this was 

a possible way of seeking respondent validation which in turn was a form of 

triangulation to ensure the accuracy of the data (Mays and Pope, 2000, p.51; 

Anderson, 2010, p. 2). I also thought it was an additional approach to including 

participants (Torrance 2012, p.114; Angell, Stoner and Shelden, 2009, p.164).  

 

Significant work on the consideration of research processes of transcription and 

transcripts was done by Ochs (1979) (Davidson, 2009, p. 36; Duranti, 2006, p. 

302). According to Ochs (1979, p.44) “Transcription is a selective process 

reflecting theoretical goals and definitions”. I wanted the participants to be aware 

of how I had transcribed their words and to have the opportunity to make any 

changes they felt were necessary. Through the adoption of a cogenerative stance 

with the participants in this research, I was aware that I would be raising both 

methodological and ethical considerations (Karnieli-Miller, Strier, and Pessach, 

2009, p. 280).  

 

 

 

 



51 
 

Methodological Choices 
 

Positioning of the researcher 

 

For this study I chose to take on the three roles of researcher, interviewer and 

transcriber. Whilst I could have engaged the services of a professional 

transcriber, I did not. By holding on to the transcription process, I was retaining 

awareness of both the research focus as well as potential differences in class, 

culture and language between myself as the transcriber and the interviewees 
(Mero-Joffe, 2011, p.233). I was also aware that I was taking speech, which may 

be transitory and contexualized within its situational and social context of use, 

and making choices in fixing it into a static and permanent form (Lapadat, 2000, 

p.204). Additionally to overcome potential technological errors (Oliver, Serovich 

and Mason, 2005, p.1281) I also chose to make sure that all interviews were 

recorded simultaneously on two audio recorders and lapel mikes were used for 

both the participants and myself.  

 

Transcription format 

 

In the presentation of transcript data, a dichotomy has been identified between 

naturalized or denaturalized formats (Bucholtz, 2000, p.1461; Oliver, Serovich 

and Mason, 2005, p. 1273). IPA varies from this division as it requires the 

presentation of a sematic form of recording in the transcript, where all the words 

spoken are included but the researcher is free to include prosodic elements as 

they are seen in relation to the content of the interview (Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin, 2009, p. 74). Consequently for this study, in the transcripts prepared, I 

chose not only to record all the words spoken but to also include where there 

were pauses and where the participant laughed. A transcript example is held in 

Appendix 1 (2 Carol Interview Exploratory Comments and Emergent themes).  

 

Respondent validation  

 

Within this study, as an additional way of hearing participants’ perspectives, I 

sought their views and reactions to the transcripts of their spoken words 

(Bucholtz, 2000, p. 1462).  
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I saw this as a form of respondent validation by allowing participants to read 

through data transcripts and provide feedback (Anderson, 2010, p.2; Ryan-

Nicholls and Will, 2009, p.82; Hagens, Dobrow and Chafe, 2009, p.2).  

 

Ethical implications 
 

In line with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2011) 

guidelines I had prepared permission letters for the setting and participants. 

Blank copies of these are held in Appendix 3. Permission was sought for the 

inclusion of data from interviews, written information from the setting and 

examples of digital images. I succeeded in completing the interviews but did not 

achieve the collection of written information and digital images. As I did not have 

login access to Tapestry, I requested digital downloads of information from 

Tapestry but these were not completed. Whilst this shifted the interpretative 

emphasis to the interviews, I also saw this as evidence that the ethical practice 

was sound as I had informed participants that such data could be withdrawn. 

Prior to each interview starting I reminded participants of their right to withdraw, 

to refuse to answer any questions and that contributions would be transcribed 

with anonymity and a participant code would be applied. At the end of each 

interview participants were given a letter thanking them for their contributions 

and reminding them of the deadline for withdrawal from the study. 

 

To implement an ethical stance which informed the co-generative and 

respondent validation aspect within this study, after the interview was 

completed, participants were offered the opportunity to annotate their 

transcripts. I saw this as a potential opportunity for additional data collection 

from the participants as well as a way to reduce possible errors of understanding 

of the participants’ perspectives (Kitto, Chesters and Grbich, 2008, p.244). Only 

four of the participants chose to add additional comments to their transcripts: 

the SENCO (Participant Susie), the manager/owner (Participant Bonnie), the 

deputy manager (Participant Wendy) and one parent (Participant Maddie). A 

summary of these annotations is held in Appendix 4. 
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A potential risk with returning transcripts to participants is that the presentation 

of spoken language in a written form may be problematic (Burnard, Gill, Stewart, 

Treasure and Chadwick, 2008, p.431). When giving the transcripts back I wanted 

to pre-empt any concerns they may have had about judgements being made on 

the quality of their written language (Beason, 2001, p.38). Therefore I advised 

that this should not inform their annotations and I reminded participants that this 

was a different way of presenting their verbal contributions. Separate permission 

was sought for the annotated comments to be included in the study (Appendix 

1). Respondent validation may appeal to participants (Barbour, 2001, p. 1117). 

Caution, however, needed to be exercised that undue pressure and expectations 

were not placed upon the participants’ time and goodwill (BERA, 2011, p. 7; 

Barbour, 2001, p.117). Consequently participants were reminded that the 

addition of annotated notes and comments to their transcripts were entirely 

voluntary. 

 

Developing rapport 
 

The meaning of rapport, as applied in this study, is that noted by Oakley (1981, 

p. 35) whereby rapport is the acceptance by the interviewee of the interviewer’s 

research focus and the interviewee’s active participation to help the interviewer 

through providing relevant information. The building of rapport and trust is 

important for the interviewee to feel comfortable to answer questions honestly 

(Doody and Noonan, 2013, p.31; Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.64). Prior 

to data collection starting I took the decision to undertake a number of visits to 

the setting to work on developing rapport with potential participants. I had 

already formed a relationship with the setting owner (Participant Bonnie), the 

SENCO (Participant Susie) and the deputy manager (Participant Wendy) through 

teaching responsibilities in my role as a Senior Lecturer. I had also acted as 

supervisor for the Master’s Thesis completed by the Bonnie. I had approached 

Bonnie about possibilities of conducting the research in the setting once all 

tutor/student partnerships had ceased. I had not wanted to exercise intimidation 

or take advantage of a power based relationship to secure permission to capture 

data in the setting.  
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Potentially one of the strengths of this previous relationship was that I thought I 

could approach the setting owner and SENCO to discuss the potential for 

cogenerated research outcomes that could be developed in a collaborative way. I 

was also confident about explaining that I interested in potentially adopting an 

advocacy role on the behalf of children with special educational needs and/or 

disabilities in the setting. During previous lecturer/student encounters we had 

discussed the attributes of collaboration and advocacy as well as issues of 

inclusion, children’s voices and listening to children in the early years.  

 

Researcher Position – insider or outsider? 
 

Through regular visits to the setting before data collection commenced, I was 

aware that the nursery staff’s perceptions of me might change. Originally I 

thought I was perhaps seen as being close to the management and senior 

leadership team through having previous academic connections with them. At 

the start of the initial visits to the setting, Susie escorted me into the rooms and 

introduced me. With each member of staff I encountered I introduced myself 

again, thanked them for their time and being allowed to participate in the room 

activities, and explained about the research project.  

 

I was conscious that perhaps by explaining about the study I was triggering a 

potential dilemma (Doucet and Mauthner, 2012, p. 132). By being so up front 

about the study I was perhaps hindering future data collection by sharing 

assumptions about the research with the possible participants and colouring their 

view of the study themes before data collection began. Despite these concerns I 

felt it was more imperative at the time to foster relationships with individuals and 

to avoid being seen as linked with the management team. During these 

preliminary visits as well as engaging with the children I hoped that through 

participation in activities such as washing up, mopping floors and tidying away I 

was building the potential for rapport with the nursery staff in the setting rooms. 

Participant Penny commented positively “you’re not an outsider any more”. 
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As the number of visits increased and I saw the nursery staff with more 

frequency, I was able to engage them with use of their names and informal 

conversational starters such as ‘How is the family?’ or ‘Did you have a good 

Christmas?’ etc. building on personal information gathered during previous 

conversations. I wasn’t, however, sure if I was being subsequently seen as more 

of an insider or remained as an outsider (Mercer, 2007, p.4). Within research, 

whilst unchanging characteristics include gender and ethnicity, changing aspects 

include: inter alia the time and place of the research and power relationships 

between researcher and researched (Mercer, 2007, p.4). This next section 

explores gender, ethnicity and power in more detail. 

 

Gender, ethnicity and power 

 

From the outset of the research, and considering researcher positionality, I felt I 

wanted to identify a starting point that embraced that I am a woman, middle 

aged and of White British ethic background. This study has produced qualitative 

data and Moore (2012, p.11) suggests that in qualitative research the researcher 

is frequently part of the social group they are investigating. Similarly Mercer 

(2007, p. 3) argues that the researcher who shares a specific characteristic with 

the researched, for example gender, can be considered as an insider. A woman 

interviewing women can be a deliberate strategy for documenting women’s own 

accounts of their lived experiences (Oakley, 1981, p. 48). However shared 

gender may only serve to facilitate rapport between interviewer and interviewee 

if both parties are willing to agree this (Puwar, 1997, section 9.5). Furthermore 

there are “different forms of power relationship in relation to social, cultural and 

personal differences in women interviewing women”, (Tang, 2002, p. 718). 

 

The female issue could not be avoided in this study. An early study identified that 

approximately 2-3% only of the working population in early years is male (Rolfe, 

2006, p. 104). More recent data continues to identify 2% as the percentage of 

males working in the child care and early years sector (DfE, 2014b, p. 128). In 

the setting for this study all of the nursery staff were female. Additionally as well 

as the researcher being female all of the participants including parents were also 

female. The DfE (2014b, p. 129) have also identified that between 87-89% of 

employees in the childcare and early years sector are White British.  

 



56 
 

The majority of the participants in this study were White British with only one 

participant being from another EU country and having English as an additional 

language. One possible consequence for the study of this predominantly shared 

ethnic and language background, meant that arguably the understanding of the 

notion of interviews were consistent between the researcher and interviewees. 

Interviews can be seen as a situation where “the interviewer plays the role of 

asking questions whereas interviewees perform the role of answering questions.” 

(Tang, 2002, p. 713). 

 

In order to challenge possible expectations of how research can be implemented, 

during my initial visits to the setting prior to data collection I applied the strategy 

documented by Tang (2002, p.715) of making potential participants aware of the 

research focus. I had already employed the strategy also noted by Tang (2002, 

p.717) of using “personal connections” in gaining access to possible participants. 

Whilst being aware that I could be perceived as an expert, especially as I had 

been introduced to the staff as someone from the University, in practice the 

dynamic of the researcher and the researched was more fluid. The dialogic 

aspect of discussion after the initial transcript had been made and the offer to 

make changes supported what Reed (2000, section 6.7) notes as the “production 

of knowledge through dialogue which makes room for a plurality of voices”. 

However the increasing social distance phenomenon noted by Tang (2002, 

p.709) also applied in this study when the distance increased between the 

practitioners and myself when my links with the university were a pertinent part 

of any conversation between us.  

 

Time and place of the research 
 

Interviews to collect qualitative data should occur at a time and place which is 

most convenient for the interviewee (Doody and Noonan, 2013, p.31). As far as I 

could I tried to adopt a flexible approach with regard to the timing and location 

of interviews. I was aware that the Susie (SENCO) and Bonnie (owner) 

sometimes managed the availability of the staff who were able to take part in an 

interview. I did remind all participants that their participation was voluntary and 

that we could sit in different locations in the setting if they wished. Interviews 

should be undertaken in a location where a quality audio recording can be made 

(Jacob and Furgerson, 2012, p.7).  
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The truthfulness of the data collected could be impacted upon by ensuring that 

the “communicative context is set up in naturalistic ways” ensuring interviewees 

do not feel uncomfortable or constrained (Benner, 1994, p. 108). Recurrent 

themes when conducting interviews within an IPA approach note that location of 

an interview can make a difference to the responses obtained and that the 

participant needs to feel comfortable (Smith and Osborne, 2003, p. 62; Smith, 

1995, p. 16). Furthermore Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p. 63) advocate 

asking the participant where they would like the interview to take place as the 

site of an interview should be familiar and encourage the interviewee to feel safe. 

To this end the parental interviewees in this study were asked where they would 

like the interview to be located. Parent Erica chose to be interviewed at the 

setting whereas parent Maddie chose to be interviewed at home as this was 

more convenient. For the nursery staff, however, the timing of the interview was 

restricted to during work hours and the only locations available were within the 

setting.   

 

Developing interview schedules 
 

Within this study the implementation of IPA has been informed directly by 

activity theory in the development of the interview schedule. A challenge for the 

qualitative interviewer is not only the development of the interview schedule 

questions but also any subsequent potential impact on the responses they 

receive. There are two possible impacts of the researcher on the interview that 

may trigger bias with regard to responses: namely bias could be drawn from the 

social characteristics of the interviewer, and secondly bias could emerge from the 

expectations the interviewers have about the interview itself and possible 

responses to questions the interviewee may see as difficult (Lee, 1993, p. 99).  

 

To address the first aspect of the potential impact of researcher social 

characteristics I adopted two approaches. The first was facilitated by the 

application of IPA. As noted in Chapter 3, during the initial read-through of 

transcripts for interesting ideas, recurring gaps, differences etc (Smith, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2009, p.82) I read for myself in the text in relation to the 

interviewee’s responses (Mauthner and Docuet, 2003, p.419). This can be found 

in Appendix 1 (1 Carol First Analysis Summary Notes).  
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I also employed Oakley’s (1981, p. 31) model of reflecting on inter alia social 

characteristics of myself and the interviewee. A summary of reflections using this 

model can be found in Appendix 2 (2 Post interview reflections).  

 

The second aspect of interview expectations was also addressed through the 

implementation of IPA as the researcher should see the interview as an 

opportunity for the interviewee to “tell their stories, to speak freely and 

reflectively, and to develop their ideas and express their concerns at some 

length” (Smith Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 56). However the researcher should 

also inform the participant in advance that some of the questions may address 

sensitive issues and take this into account when devising the session schedule 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.58). Additionally the perceptions that the 

participants had of being interviewed were also explored and these are discussed 

in more detail in Chapter 13. 

 

Trustworthiness 
 

One possible interpretation of trustworthiness is that “a good paper, whether 

qualitative or quantitative, shows us what the data are, how the data were 

obtained, and what the data means”, (Smith, 2011a, p.60).  

 

Trustworthiness within IPA 

 

Within IPA, whilst still a relatively new method to approaching research, it has 

been suggested that it can offer an adaptable model that can still adhere to 

guidelines applying rigour and validity (Pringle, Drummond, McLafferty and 

Hendry, 2011, 24). However, one challenge with IPA when considering rigour is 

to avoid descriptive analyses that lack depth, and to focus more on interpretative 

aspects which needs confidence on the part of the researcher and supervisors 

(Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez, 2011, p.756). As different interpretative stances 

are available (Smith and Osborn, 2008, p.53), it is important for a decision trail 

to be evident, noting overt discussion about decisions taken that have informed 

theoretical, methodological as well as analytic choices throughout the study 

(Koch, 2006, p. 92). Such decisions for this study are explored more fully in 

Chapter 5 and I have provided additional explanation in the final chapter. 
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The central position of the researcher in the analytic process means that more 

traditional forms of research criteria such as “representative samples and 

appropriate statistical analyses” are not relevant in IPA studies (Brocki and 

Weardon, 2006, p.97). However, readers can make their own assessment of a 

researcher’s interpretations through reading the verbatim extracts from 

participants included by the researcher as illustratory examples relating to 

themes identified in the data (Brocki and Wearden, 2006, p.97). However “not all 

extracts will carry the same weight and a single comment from a participant can 

have significant interpretative leverage for the corpus overall”, (Smith, 2011a, p. 

59). I have chosen to incorporate verbatim extracts during the discussion of the 

findings and this is more fully explored in the core section of the thesis part two. 

 

Finally, the truthfulness of the data collected can be generated by ensuring that 

the “communicative context is set up in naturalistic ways” ensuring interviewees 

do not feel uncomfortable or constrained by the language being used (Benner, 

1994, p. 108). As noted previously I had met most of the participants in their 

work environment before any interviewing took place. I also reminded 

participants that an interview was a different kind of conversation before the 

recorded interviews took place. 

 

Triangulation  
 

To establish data trustworthiness, early views of triangulation were noted as 

expanding beyond psychometric definitions of multiple measures to include: 

“multiple data sources, methods and theoretical schemes” (Lather, 1986, p.67).  

More recently, Yardley (2000, p. 222) notes triangulation may entail gathering 

data from different sources and Shih (1998, p.632) also states triangulation can 

combine two or more theories, data sources, methods or investigators in a study 

of a single phenomenon. Triangulation can be incorporated into IPA studies 

through the exploration of one phenomena from multiple perspectives (Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.52) and this is the form of triangulation that was 

incorporated in this study through inclusion of three distinct strands of 

participants (see Table 2 for participant details). 
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Table 2 Summary of study participants 

Strand Participant roles Number of 
participants 

Participants* 

1. Leadership perspectives  Setting owner, 
SENCO/manager  
Deputy manager 

3 Bonnie 
Susie 
Wendy 

2. Practitioner perspectives (working 
on a day to day basis with the 
children with SEN)  

Room leaders 
 

2 Ruby 
Penny 

Designated 1:1 support 6 Ursula 
Grace 
Carol 
Vanessa 
Nicole 
Alice 

3. Parent perspectives (of parents of 
children with SEN in the early years 
attending the setting) 

Parents 2 Erica 
Maddie 

 

*The participant pseudonyms were randomly allocated. 

 

The three strands provide a range of perspectives to facilitate exploration of the 

phenomenon of communication, allowing opportunity for a more detailed and 

multifaceted account as well as provision of a form of triangulation. Data 

produced from the three strands could be triangulated by similar participants. 

There were three leaders in the setting, two parents and eight practitioners 

interviewed. Further details about the participants can be found in Table 3. 

 

Co generation as a form of triangulation 

 

One of the strengths of IPA is that IPA encourages researchers to listen and 

understand from a collaborative approach between researcher and participants 

(Todorova, 2011, p.37). During interviews, Marriott and Thompson (2008, p. 

248) collaborated with participants by summarising and reflecting back the 

points discussed by the interviewee to check there was an accurate 

understanding of meaning. Whilst I attempted to do this as the interviews 

progressed, I also chose after the interview to offer full transcripts back to the 

participants to elicit their optional written annotations of the data as presented. 

This provided the participants with the opportunity to either add things or change 

what they said (Borkoles, Nicholls, Bell, Butterfly and Polman, 2008, p. 431). 

Such a collaborative approach supports explicitly arguments for the authenticity 

of data.  
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Participants and trustworthiness 

 

IPA challenges traditional expectations of the number of participants and 

perceived value of research with the average number of participants in IPA 

studies as 15 or fewer (Reid, Flowers and Larkin, 2005, p. 22; Smith, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2009, p.52). This can be contrasted with later comments that the 

effectiveness of an IPA study may be judged by the “light shed on a broader 

context” (Pringle, Drummond, McLafferty and Hendry, 2011, p.22). However this 

tension within IPA studies can be overcome if limitations on participant size and 

type are acknowledged by researchers (Pringle, Drummond, McLafferty and 

Hendry, 2011, p.22).  

 

IPA studies typically require small sample sizes as it is the quality, rather than 

the quantity, of data that supports insightful analyses to be developed (Larkin, 

Watts and Clifton, 2006, p.103). Similarly Smith (2011b, p.10) also notes that 

“the intensity of activity for each case means that IPA studies are usually 

conducted on relatively small sample sizes which are sufficient for the potential 

of IPA to be realised”. Within an idiographic approach, small sample sizes are 

normally expected (Brocki and Weardon, 2006, p.94; Smith and Osborn, 2003, 

p. 54). Further advice for IPA researchers (Smith and Osborn, 2008, p.56; Smith 

and Eatough, 2012, p. 446) is to seek a “fairly homogenous” sample to find a 

group of participants for whom the research focus has both relevance and 

significance. Consequently for this study, it is important to note that the 

participants were all female and 13 participants were recruited. One additional 

potential participant declined to be interviewed when data collection started.  

She did not speak with me but reportedly told Wendy (deputy manager) she did 

not feel comfortable with the idea of being interviewed. All participants were 

purposively sampled with direct invitations being extended by the researcher to 

participate.  

 

As this study was focused on one setting and community of nursery staff, 

parents and children, it has been argued that the IPA researcher can be said to 

be imitating the social anthropologist who carries out research in one particular 

community (Smith and Eatough, 2012, p.446).  
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However, this approach is not without risks and in the planning stages of the 

study before data collection began in earnest a second setting had been 

approached as another potential source of research participants. Additionally as a 

further safeguard for possible low participant numbers, the current setting was 

one of two led by Bonnie (owner) and it was envisioned that the second setting, 

although organised in a different way, could be approached for additional data 

collection if needed. 

 

One important criteria that the participants should meet is that noted by 

Converse (2012, p.31), that participants in interpretative phenomenological 

studies must have experienced the phenomena being studied. Therefore 

participants in this study were those who have participated in communication 

between practitioners and parents of children in the early years with special 

educational needs and/or disabilities. Furthermore in IPA there is a risk that a 

poor evidence base may occur when a large number of descriptive/ superficial 

themes are drawn from a large number of participants (Smith, 2011b, p. 18).  

During the analysis of the interviews with 13 participants, it became evident that 

a significant number of themes were emerging (see Appendix 1). In the writing 

up process it became necessary to conflate these themes and the activity theory 

framework was used to structure this. Such decision making processes are 

explored in more depth in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5 Reflexivity and decisions 
 

Doucet and Mauthner (2012, p.124) assert that for researcher accountability to 

be evident then there must be transparency of the “epistemological, ontological, 

theoretical and personal assumptions” that inform research beyond the scope of 

just methodological issues. The following chapter seeks to make transparent my 

self-reflection during the development and implementation of this thesis. I have 

taken the opportunity to consider questions of reflection and reflexivity within 

research as a process, within activity theory and within IPA. Additionally Daniels 

(2010, p. 105) raises the challenge that has there been an account of the mind 

developed that embraces social, cultural and historical formation. I have chosen 

to interweave considerations of this challenge within an examination of reflection 

and reflexivity for this thesis. 

 

The purpose of a project’s explanation is to construct the version of reality 

applied within the study (Yardley, 2000, p. 222). Whilst IPA has been combined 

with other theoretical and methodological approaches (Hood, 2016; Johnson, 

Burrows and Williamson, 2004) a recurrent aspect noted within discussion of the 

application of IPA is the need for the reader to be enlightened and the 

researcher’s decision trail to be transparent (Shaw, 2011, p. 30; Smith, 2011b, 

p. 17). To this end the latter part of the chapter details the analytic processes 

and development of the thematic strands which are discussed in the next 

chapters. 

 

Reflection and reflexivity within research 
 

“Reflection can be defined as thinking about something after the event. 

Reflexivity, in contrast, involves a more immediate, dynamic and continuing self 

awareness” (Finlay and Gough, 2003, p. ix). The following discussion introduces 

the reflective and reflexive processes employed in this study. The opening 

discussion considers ethical aspects with examination of feminist aspects 

following on. 
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Ethics 

 

Reflection and reflexivity starts from an ethical basis of honesty, transparency 

and accountability where assumptions that informed researcher judgements are 

made explicit (Doucet and Mauthner, 2012, p. 130). To act ethically researchers 

need to ensure their understanding of specific circumstances is complete 

(Strohm Kitchener and Kitchener, 2009, p. 11). Consequently I have used 

reflective processes to challenge my preconceptions about the setting and data, 

particularly by offering the opportunity for respondent validation of transcript.  

 

Feminist aspects 

 

I was aware that by choosing to locate a research project in the early years that 

I was running the risk that it would be gender biased and based solely on the 

perspectives of women. Whilst this was correct for the practitioner participants 

for the parents I thought there may be opportunities to engage with fathers for 

their views. Unfortunately this was not the case. Whilst all parents were alerted 

to the potential to participate in the study only two mothers of young children 

with SEN/D came forward therefore the involvement of fathers in communication 

could be an area to be revisited for future research. I therefore had to shift my 

thinking and accept that as a woman investigating the perspectives of women, 

my experiences and beliefs would shape the work (Harvey, Brown, Miller, 

Williams-Reade, Tyndall and Murphy, 2016, p. 140). It was also important that I 

accepted that “women” is not a distinct uniting category but that it is made up of 

individuals (Riger, 2016, p. 479).  

 

The purpose of reflexivity can be seen as a way to acknowledge bias and make 

overt the way these biases can impact upon research (Harvey, Brown, Miller, 

Williams-Reade, Tyndall, and Murphy, 2106, p.140). As previously noted, the 

researcher should read for herself in the text and place herself, her history and 

her experiences in relation to the interviewee’s responses (Mauthner and Docuet 

(2003, p.419). Such reading is in accord with the IPA approach which 

encourages the researcher to reflect on their own perceptions, conceptions and 

processes (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 80; Smith and Osborn, 2008, p. 

54).  
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This hermeneutic approach also facilitates the potential to pay attention to and 

explore social and biographical influences at the time of data analysis (Doucet 

and Mauthner, 2012, p. 130). 

 

I wanted to explore whether I could have been formulating preconceptions and 

making judgements during the setting pre-visits, building of rapport and during 

data collection. I therefore set myself a challenge of thinking about a number of 

aspects which I thought I may need to bracket during my interpretation.  

My professional experience in the field of SEN/D had involved working in a 

number of early years settings and therefore having seen different practice I may 

have been making assumptions or judgements about the role and 

implementation of communication strategies. I had a number of postgraduate 

qualifications in the field of SEN/D so I would need to be cautious that I was not 

emphasising this understanding and making judgements but that I was open to 

the responses on everyday practice. I was older than all but one of the 

participants and did not want to come across as maternal both from a caring and 

potentially power based perspective. Finally I was aware that I was middle class 

and wanted to make sure that I was clear if I was making judgements on this 

aspect.  

 

To support reflection on these considerations I employed the post interview 

reflection model described by Oakley (1981, p. 31). Discussion of the reflections 

is held in Chapter 13 and the collated summary of the reflections post interview 

can be found in Appendix 2. Whilst consideration of researcher assumptions and 

views can be done at the time of analysing the data, it can also be applied in 

hindsight (Mauthner and Doucet, 2003, p.419). Both of these immediate and 

hindsight strands have been applied in this thesis and will be drawn in during 

discussion of the findings and themes drawn from the data over the next few 

chapters.  

 

Reflection and reflexivity within activity theory 
 

Engeström (1999, p. 29) notes that humans control and create behaviour from 

the use of mediating tools and signs. This enables a central space between 

agency and self determination to be fostered which does not draw solely on 

either internal biological urges/self will or external control from within society.  
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The following discussion explores the potential for reflection and reflexivity with 

activity theory. From my position, as a researcher applying activity theory, it is 

possible to position myself and my reflective space within a simple triadic activity 

theory model (see Figure 2). 

 
 

Figure 2 Simple triadic reflection model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This model does not fully capture the potential for reflection in this study as it 

does not contain the societal and collaborative influences on the work.  

A more in depth model of potential reflection opportunities is noted below in 

Figure 3: 
 

Figure 3 In depth reflection model 
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Adapted from Engeström (2001, p.135) 
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Research 
conclusions 
 

Adapted from Engeström, (2001, p. 135) 

Reflection Space 
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Whilst activity arises from the tensions between inner and external 

contradictions, reflection can be seen as a way of comprehending and 

formulating possibilities of changing future activity (Lektorsky, 2009, p. 86).  

Reflection also forms an integral part of the actions of moving from abstract to 

the concrete in an expansive learning cycle (Engeström, 2016, p. 48) 

consequently the system supporting interaction both in “spatial and temporal-

historical dimensions, becomes the focus of reflection and self-regulation” 

(Engeström, 2014, p. 261). This model will be revisited in the final ‘Lead-out’ 

section of the thesis in Chapter 13.  

 

Reflection and reflexivity within IPA 
 

A student’s experience of a PhD can support development in personal 

resourcefulness (Mowbray and Halse, 2010, p. 657) and reflexivity and reflection 

can provide the opportunity to explore the development of the self over time 

(Finlay and Gough, 2003, p.178). One of the key reasons that I chose to 

implement IPA was the possibility of exploring and then bracketing out my 

researcher’s voice and perspective (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 80; 

Smith and Osborn, 2008, p. 54). During the initial development of the thesis I 

had thought that data would be collected via questionnaires with some 

quantitative and qualitative aspects, observations, and through qualitative 

interviews. Some use was also forecast for focus group discussions. To this end a 

traditional grounded theory approach was not thought to be appropriate to be 

adopted for the qualitative research as I could not fulfil the requirement of being 

a researcher who was “unbiased and tabula rasa” (Thornberg, 2012, p.91). 

 

Action research had also been considered as a methodological approach. Newby 

(2010) writes that action research is an approach that uses findings to inform 

and shape personal and organisation action. According to Stringer (2007) the 

role of the researcher in this context is to provide leadership and direction to the 

other participants, an intention that would have been evident in the development 

and delivery of training materials as part of the first iteration of the study. McNiff 

and Whitehead (2010) noted that action research is not only about improving 

practice, but is also about knowledge creation.  
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The initial nature of the study had to change due to external factors inter alia: a 

change of government in 2010, a comprehensive spending review, local authority 

re-organisation and resignation of Portage colleagues. I therefore considered 

other methodological approaches. Given that the early years setting would 

provide a social community aspect I considered Garfinkel’s (1967, p.vii) 

ethnomethodological approach. This seemed to be an approach which would 

facilitate the analysis of everyday activities and making visible organisational 

members’ methods of accountability. Indeed Bogdan and Biklen (2010) 

acknowledge that ethnomethodology focuses on how people create and 

understand their daily lives, but a continuing concern lingered about potential for 

researcher bias. 

 

Subsequently I attended a training session on Q methodology (Watts and 

Stenner, 2012). This seemed to be a method which its proponents suggested 

allowed for the ascertaining of participants’ views and attitudes but that could be 

statistically determined through the use of software and only then be subjected 

to researcher interpretation. This seemed an ideal opportunity to challenge fears 

of the potential for researcher bias. However following the completion of a Q 

methodology pilot I was not at all confident that I could use and apply the 

software appropriately.  

 

A key reflective strand for me at this time of transition between methodological 

approaches was the question as to what extent I wanted the two interpretative 

positions posited by Ricoeur (1970 cited in Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 

36) of the hermeneutics of both empathy and suspicion. I was trying to 

reconstruct the perceptions of my original focus of the experience of 

communicative exchanges between practitioners and parents of children with 

SEN in the early years as well as the application of theoretical aspects from 

outside. Urmson and Ree (1989, p.278) stipulate that Ricoeur insisted that all 

meaning is always mediated through cultural, linguistic and social signs. By this 

stage I had already decided that because of the potential to explore mediating 

artefacts, I wanted to use activity theory as the theoretical framework for the 

study. I had already started to make connections in my thinking about mediating 

artefacts in the setting.  
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Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p36) argue that successful IPA research 

combines both the empathic and questioning and these interpretations are 

always grounded in the meeting of the researcher and the text. For Gadamer 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 37) the reading of a text entails trying to 

make sense of the text rather than the author. However Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin (2009, p.37) argue that the process of analysis in IPA is geared to 

learning about the person providing the account and the subject matter of the 

account.  

 

Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p. 41) also include a third level of 

hermeneutics namely the imagined reader of the study’s eventual write-up. To 

what extent am I writing to fit PhD conventions and expectations of examiners? 

This has by necessity influenced the structure and style of the PhD and the 

adoption of IPA has facilitated an opportunity for a more open exploration of this 

within the reflective discussion of the writing. Additionally the earlier transition 

from Q methodology to IPA has allowed potential for wider discussion on the 

nature of subjectivity as opposed to objectivity. As I had sought to employ Q 

methodology to potentially negate my concerns of researcher bias, it now seems 

apposite to build on my hermeneutic considerations as a distinct strand within 

the writing and embrace the potential that IPA offers for overt and explicit 

consideration of these aspects. 

 

Informing analysis 
 

During the development and subsequent implementation of the study, analytical 

processes and interpretation of data were completed with an interpretation based 

on IPA, which was then subsequently informed by the key tenets of activity 

theory. One aim of the thesis was to extend the implementation of IPA and 

activity theory and this was facilitated in the mutual theoretical application that 

informed analysis.  

 

Traditionally the first stage of implementing IPA in data analysis is the close 

intensive reading of the data (Smith, 2011b, p. 10; Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 

2009, p. 79; Smith and Osborn, 2008, p. 34).  
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This approach allowed significant familiarity with the content of the participants’ 

responses and also facilitated the elicitation of the embedded aspects of activity 

theory. This analytic process is summarised in the next section. 

 

Analytic process summary  

 

The data collection process had two distinct stages. The interviews, of varying 

duration, were completed using activity theory to inform the interview schedule. 

The second stage was the return of transcripts to participants for possible 

annotation. Figure 4 below summarises the analytic processes overall. 

 

The following explantion of the analytic process focuses on one participant Carol, 

it was repeated for the other participants. First of all, I read my field note 

reflections on the interviews I had completed (Appendix 2, 1 Post interview 

reflections). I then read the transcripts a number of times and drew out aspects 

and quotes that I found interesting or that related to my previous professional 

experience (Appendix 1, 1 Carol first analysis summary notes). Using Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin (2009, p. 84) as a guide I then made notes on the script 

about descriptive, linguistic and conceptual aspects and using the conceptual 

aspects I noted emergent themes (Appendix 1, 2 Carol Interview Exploratory 

Comments and Emergent themes). Using the conceptual aspects I collated the 

emergent themes into one document (Appendix 1, 3 Carol Emergent themes). I 

collected the emergent themes identified in the transcripts into subordinate 

themes for each participant (Appendix 1, 4 Carol Subordinate themes). I then 

collated the separate participant subordinate themes into a table summary for 

each theme (Appendix 1, 5 IPA summary of subordinate themes). Applying a 

process of subsumption (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 97) some of these 

subordinate themes then became superordinate themes in their own right. The 

final superordinate themes were held in one table, Table 4.  

 

To search for recurrence across cases (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 106) 

I compiled a table of all the participant emergent themes for each subordinate 

theme (Appendix 1, 6 IPA Communication subordinate themes collated). I colour 

coded these responses to prepare a second level of subordinate themes.  
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I then returned to documents where for each individual participant I had collated 

their responses on the subordinate themes (Appendix 1, 4 Carol Subordinate 

themes). I transferred the direct words of the participants to another document 

with the comments of all participants for that theme held (Appendix 1, 7 

Subordinate theme Verbal communication comments).This kept the participants’ 

words central for me in the writing up process as Flowers, Davis, Larkin, Church 

and Marriott (2010, p. 1380) note, the final account should aim to reflect not 

only shared experiences but also give some indication of individual variation of 

experiences within the overall data collected. I then applied the elements of 

activity theory (Engeström, 2001) to the superordinate themes that had already 

been identified (Appendix 1, 8 IPA Tabulated themes for writing up). I next drew 

into each aspect of activity theory the relevant superordinate and subordinate 

themes, Table 5. The activity theory aspects were used to form the structure for 

the writing up in the core section part 2, which follows next in the thesis. A 

simplified visual mapping of this analytic process is shown in Figure 4. 

 
Figure 4 Analytic process 
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Application of subsumption to subordinate themes 

Development of Superordinate themes Identifying recurrence across cases 

Identification of subordinate themes 2 
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Collation of superordinate themes and 
subordinate themes within activity theory 
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In the following ‘Core’ section of the thesis you will find: 
 

Part 2: Utilising theory and methodology in practice 
 

To inform perceptions of the study as demonstrating a good qualitative research 

approach, this part of the core section implements the good qualitative research 

characteristic of “transparency and cohesion” (Yardley, 2000, p. 219). This is 

done through exploration of transparent data presentation, the fit between 

theory and method and the incorporation of reflexivity. This section also 

demonstrates the thesis argument strand through being a series of points, made 

in logical order, that are supported by evidence and examples and which are 

cumulative in nature (Kamler and Thomson, 2014, p.116). 

 

This section of the thesis contains the detailed exploration of participants’ 

perceptions. Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p. 113) note that whilst typically 

IPA studies would normally separate the analysis and discussion sections, it is 

possible to choose to merge these two sections and relate themes to extant 

literature. This dual approach has been seen in recent IPA studies (Collins and 

McCray, 2012; Pipere and Mičule, 2014; Bowyer, Swanston and Vetere, 2015). 

The combination of the analysis, discussion and contextualising literature is the 

approach that I have adopted for this study and can be seen in the following 

chapters. 

 

The presentation of the chapters employs the elements of activity theory. The 

application of these aspects is used to make clear the analysis of both individual 

and collective activity (Warmington and Leadbetter, 2010, p. 72). Furthermore, 

the tensions within the production of the object can expose the contradictions 

and dilemmas that emerge within an activity system (Daniels, 2010, p. 114). 

Drawing on such activity and potential tensions, the intention in the following 

chapters is to make clear for the reader the exploration of the perceptions of 

communication and the exposition of researcher interpretation. 

 

To support reader awareness of the participants (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 

2009, p. 112) Table 3 holds summary information about the participants and the 

length of the interview that took place. 

 
 



73 
 

Table 3 Participant information  

Participant 
Pseudonyms  

Participant Details Interview 
length 

 
Within the setting: 
 
Susie Susie was the Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) in 

the setting. She had worked in the setting for nearly ten years 
and had achieved her MA. 

68 minutes 

Bonnie Bonnie was the owner of the setting. She had been in early years 
education for over 30 years and had achieved her MA. 

32 minutes 

Wendy  Wendy was the Deputy Manager of the setting. She had 
completed some SENCO training and studies at postgraduate 
level.  

41 minutes 

Penny Penny was a Room Leader and although not supporting a child 
with SEN and/or disabilities at the time of data collection had 
previously supported such children 

31 minutes 

Ruby Ruby was a Room Leader and had also had a role in the setting of 
be the Communication Champion. She had also achieved a Level 
5 qualification in the young people’s workforce. 

38 minutes 

Grace Grace had been working in the early years setting for three years 
and had no specific qualifications in the field. She worked as a 1:1 
support worker for a child with Down’s Syndrome. 

42 minutes 

Carol Carol had worked in the setting for three years and left towards 
the end of data collection. English was not her first language. She 
was a 1:1 support worker for a child who was autistic. She had a 
Level 3 qualification in the early years. 

25 minutes 

Ursula Ursula had worked at the setting for four months and was a 1:1 
support worker for a child with autism. She had a level 3 
qualification in the early years. 

26 minutes 

Nicole Nicole was a 1:1 support worker who had previously been 
trained in the Montessori approach to early years education. She 
was the 1:1 support worker for two children who were autistic. 

24 minutes 

Alice Alice was working as a 1:1 support worker and had been working 
at the setting six months prior to data collection starting. She 
supported a child who was autistic. 

31 minutes 

Vanessa  Vanessa was a 1:1 support worker working with a child who had 
been given a diagnosis of global developmental delay. She had 
worked at the setting for nine months and had achieved a Level 3 
qualification in the early years. 
 

30 minutes 

 
The parents: 
 
Maddie Isabel was the parent of a child who was autistic. Her child had 

attended the setting for approximately two years and was 
supported by Carol. 

38 minutes 

Erica Erica was the parent of a child with Down Syndrome. Her child 
was supported by Grace. Erica’s older child had also attended the 
setting. 

42 minutes 
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As Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p. 109) advise an overview of the findings 

from the interpretative analysis should be provided, Table 4 shows the IPA 

summary of superordinate themes collated (Pre-Subsumption into Activity 

Theory links) and Table 5 shows the IPA themes subsumed into Activity Theory 

Links (*indicates number of participants’ data where the theme was found). 

 
Table 4 IPA Superordinate themes 
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Communication • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

EYs practice/ SEN/D 
provision in setting 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Partnership with 
parents 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Involving children • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Technology • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Conducting research • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Community • •  • • • • • • • • • • 

Professionalism • • • •  • • • • • •   

Key person role • • •  • • • •   • •  

Working with 
Portage 

•  •   •    •  • • 

Diagnosis and 
acceptance 

•     •   • •  •  

Working with 
external agencies 

•    •       • • 

Role of observations • • •    •       

SENCO role •      •     •  

Transition from 
nursery to school 

•      •     •  

Cultural background      •  • •     
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Table 5 IPA Superordinate themes and activity theory links 

Activity Theory link IPA themes  Subordinate themes are colour coded 
Mediating 
artefacts 
 
facilitating 
consideration of 
the methods that 
are utilised in 
communication 
 
 

Technology 
13* 
 
Email 
Impact 
Children 
Accessibility 
Partnership 
Praise 
Communication 
Other singular themes 
 

Subject  
 
the role of 
individual 
experiences of 
communication and 
the sense made of 
these experiences 
 

Diagnosis and acceptance 
5 
 
Grief 
Reactions 
Gender aspects 
Labels 
Autism 
Cultural aspects 
Early support/ identification 
Guilt  
Staff roles 
Emotions 
Communication 
 
 

Communication 
13* 
 
General methods 
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Rules 
 
analysis of those 
rules and 
conventions that 
may determine 
communication 
approaches and 
content and 
influence the 
parent practitioner 
partnership 
 
 
 
 

EYs practice/SEN/D 
provision 13 
 
SEN/D in EYs 
Relationships  
Job roles  
Monitoring and assessment 
Policy 
Emotions 
Reviews 
Transitions 
Part time working 
Communication 
EAL 
Individual 
Working in EYs 
Play 
Other themes  
 
 

Professionalism 
11 
 
Qualifications  
Leadership roles 
Experience 
Respect 
Emotions 
Knowing individual children 
External perceptions 
Communication 
Boundaries 
SEN/D 
Other professional skills 
 

Role of observation 
4 
 
Role 
Assessment and monitoring 
Tapestry 
Partnership 
Professional skill 
 

Transition from nursery 
3 
 
Documentation/ 
information sharing 
Challenges 
Support/provision  
Mainstream / special 
Expectations 

Other singular themes 

Cultural background 
3 
 
Communication 
Aspirations 
Perceptions of SEN/D 
Background 
Limited practitioner experience 
 

Community 
 
facilitating 
consideration of 
perceptions of 
community in the 
early years setting 
where 
communication 
takes place 
 

Community 
12 
 
Verbal 
Technology 
Parents  
External to setting 
Face to face 
Relationships  
Community 
Communication 
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Division of labour 
 
allowing for 
consideration of 
perceived roles in 
communication and 
partnerships 
between parents 
and practitioners 
 

Partnership with 
parents 
13 
 
Relationship 
Trust  
Parents of children 
with SEN/D 
Emotions 
Challenges/ 
demands 
Communication  
Technology 
Bond/ attachment 
Community 
Parents seek 
information 
Parents as 
individuals  
Information sought 
from parents 
Partnership – home 
and settings 
Multi- 
agency  
Partner-ship 
Early years 
practice/ provision/ 
routines  
 
 
 

Involving children 
13 
 
Listening 
Individuals 
Voice 
Emotions 
Visual 
SEN/D 
Parents 
Communication 
Lack of 
involvement 
Technology 
Following lead  
Child at centre  
Relationships  
Reviews/ targets 
Involvement  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Key person role 
9 
 
Relationships with 
parents  
Key worker role 
Key worker and 
children 
Communication  
Attachment 
Time 
 

Working with 
Portage 
5 
 
Communication 
Multi agency 
working 
Meetings 
Role 
Length of 
involvement 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Working with 
external agencies 
4 
 
Child Development 
Centre (CDC) 
Professional roles 
Meetings/ Reviews 
Child at centre  
Communication 
Processes 
Other singular 
themes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SENCO role 
3 
 
Leadership 
External agencies  
Lack of 
recognition/ 
understanding of 
role 
Expectations 
Communication 
Emotional aspects  
Support 
Bureaucracy/ 
administration 
Importance/ 
significance  
Other singular 
themes  
 
 

Communication 
13 
 
Control 
Setting/ staff 
Grandparents 
Roles – staff/ parents 
Gender  
Child 



78 
 

Object 
 
the nature of 
communication and 
perceptions of it 
 

Communication 
13* 
 
Verbal 
Face to face 
Frequency 
Written 
Electronic 
Open door 
Visual 
 

Outcomes 
 
the results of 
communication 
 

Communication 
13* 
 
Content 
 

Conducting research 
13 
 
Research relationships 
Research feedback 
Being interviewed  
Researcher role  
Research rules/ethics 
Researcher in the community 
Research outcomes  
Other singular themes 
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Chapter 6 Activity theory – Subject 

 

This chapter explores the activity theory aspect of subject which is 

seen here as the role of individual experiences of communication and 

the sense made of these experiences 

 

Chapter 7 Activity theory – Object 

 

This chapter explores the activity theory aspect of object which is 

explored as the nature of communication and perceptions of it. 

 

Chapter 8 Activity theory – Community 

 

This chapter explores the activity theory aspect of community which 

facilitates consideration of the perceptions of community in the early 

years where the communication takes place. 

 

Chapter 9 Activity Theory – Rules 

 

This chapter explores the activity theory aspect of rules. Here this is 

seen as analysis of those rules and conventions that may determine 

communication approaches and content and potentially influence the 

parent practitioner partnership. 

 

Chapter 10 Activity Theory – Division of labour 

 

This chapter explores the activity theory aspect of division of labour 

which allows for consideration of perceived roles and how these may 

impact upon communication and partnerships between parents and 

practitioners. 
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Chapter 11 Activity Theory - Mediating artefacts 

 

This chapter explores the activity theory aspect of mediating artefacts 

which facilitates consideration of the methods that are utilised in 

communication. 

 

Chapter 12 Activity Theory –Outcomes 

 

This chapter explores the activity theory aspect of outcomes which is 

seen as the results of communication. 

 

A final note – there are no children’s names included in the following 

discussion. When practitioners or parents mention a child by name this 

is signified by ‘XXX’.  
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Chapter 6 Activity theory link - Subject  
 

Kallio (2010, p.34) identified “The central elements of an activity 

system are the subject or group of subjects, which through mediating 

artefacts (concrete tools and signs) orientate their collective activity to 

a specific object”. Furthermore collective activity in systems is pursued 

by individuals through connection and participation (Lektorsky, 2009, 

p. 79). This chapter will explore the aspects of subject, connections 

and participation through considering the role of individual experiences 

of communication and the sense made of these experiences. An 

overview of perceptions of experiences of communication will be 

provided and is followed by exploration of the specific elements of 

communication that were identified by participants.  

 

An overview of perceptions of experiences of 

communication 
 

The experience of communication has been noted as influencing a 

sense of collaboration between parents and practitioners. Within this 

study a pattern emerged of frequent and consistent communication 

contact between practitioners and parents. Moreover within this 

frequent communication, consistent strands emerged about 

communication methods and, from practitioners making sense of 

communication with parents, an empathic approach of using 

communication to support emotional aspects appeared. Similarly, in 

their study focusing on parental participation in inclusive early 

childhood settings and resultant promotion of collaborative parent 

partnerships, Soodak and Erwin (2000) found that all ten of the parent 

participants suggested that they wanted frequent and consistent 

contact with practitioners.  

 

In the following exploration of individual experiences of communication 

an overview of how the participants perceived the core elements of 

communication method and content is provided.  
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Interpretation suggests that agreement emerged of the range of 

communication methods used but the purpose of communication 

began to diverge between the perceptions of practitioners and parents.  

 

Communication methods 
 

There was consensus amongst practitioners that a range of 

communication methods were used. A typical response came from 

Penny (Room leader) who noted: 

 

 like I say Tapestry phone calls  erm (pause) emails they get 
their emails through they get their newsletters and things 
like that through and then Tapestry yeah I can’t think of any 
other ways (Penny) 

 

Ruby, who was also a room leader, provided further details of 

communication methods:  

 

we will you know follow things up erm emails go out erm to 
parents with things that are happening erm so that you 
know they’ve got it we’ve got the A frames as well you know 
we have a board outside the details of of events and 
everything what’s going on” (Ruby) 

 

Nicole (1:1 support worker) explained that the communication 

approach used “depends on what type of communication that we want 

to get across”. Participants also noted sustained attempts to 

communicate with parents and Bonnie (Owner) summarised this “I I 

think we do have we try lots of different ways”.  

 

For Carol (1:1 support worker) communication could be decided by 

parents and herself. 

 

“it depends what I want to speak to the parent about erm 
sometimes it depends on the parents how they prefer to 
receive the informations what bond I have with a parent and 
things like that” (Carol) 
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Carol seems to note how the communication experience can be 

dependent upon the parents and their preferences. There may be a 

strong emotional element to the relationship which could influence the 

fluidity about communication experiences with parents. This was also 

reflected in the comment by Susie (SENCO) that: 

 

in order to know how how to communicate with them and to 
protect them and sometimes you have to be quite it depends 
again on the parents you have to be very to the point with 
some of the parents cos that’s what they want (Susie) 

 

It is unclear why the parents need to be protected or why the 

practitioner should be the one offering protection in communication 

experiences. Susie (SENCO) does however go on to reiterate the point 

that communication can depend on the parents and practitioner 

perceptions of what parents want. She also noted a tension when she 

said, “It’s a fine balance though between a friendship and a working 

relationship” (Susie). The imagery of balance suggests that either side 

can influence the status quo, with both sides being mutually 

dependent. 

 

Wendy (deputy manager) also noted this dependency on the 

relationship with parents to inform communication experiences, 

 

sometimes it’s all on a one to one basis sometimes we do it 
we try not to be too many staff and one parent because that 
can be intimidating for the parent erm it depends on what 
kind of relationship we’ve you’ve got with the parent you 
might be able to talk to them in the office and they’ll be 
okay about that you might be able to talk to them in the 
room they’d be okay about you know in another in another 
room (Wendy) 

 

There seems to be an underlying tension about communication 

experiences with a degree of uncertainty on the part of the practitioner 

in contrast to a certainty of understanding about parental reactions.  
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From a parental perspective, Maddie noted no communication 

preference “not bothered probably say email or face to face either 

either”. In a similar way to noted earlier by Nicole and Carol, (1:1 

support workers) the decision about communication method was also 

influenced by content for Maddie:  

 

if it’s something XXX’s done at home or you know outside of 
the setting and I’ve got photos then I’ll just put it on 
Tapestry cos then it’s a record for us as well (Maddie) 

 

This seems to emphasise the separateness of experience between 

home and the setting and it may be that this parent is perhaps 

reflecting her sense of separateness in her communication experience.  

 

Exploration of specific communication experiences 

and the sense made of them 
 

Running throughout this section of specific communication experiences 

are the experiences of individuals of communication before and after 

parents have been told that their child has additional needs. A link with 

activity theory can be drawn as this communication may reflect to 

some degree wider contextual aspects of social attitudes and historical 

perspectives from within the setting (Ferguson, 2002, p. 124). 

Furthermore there may be clear differences in perceptions and 

attitudes between parents and practitioners in their feelings about 

disabilities and the impact of their personal histories (Ulrich and Bauer, 

2003, p. 20). Both of these aspects are explored in this section of the 

chapter.  

 

It will be noticed that there are a significant number of verbatim 

quotes from Susie explored in this part of the chapter. Susie was the 

SENCO in the setting and had wide-ranging experience of 

communicating with parents, practitioners and external professionals.  
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Often she was the person who triggered referrals, attended meetings 

with parents and who then engaged with them regularly once support 

was initiated in the setting. She therefore had a comprehensive range 

of communication experiences that I encouraged her to explore and 

make sense of.  

 

Emotions and reactions 

 

Emotions can be socially orientated and whilst involved with internal 

regulation can influence the formation of behaviour (Magiolino and 

Smolka, 2013, p. 104).  Emotional aspects were identified throughout 

the data analysis and specific participant comments on emotions have 

been subsumed into the concurrent discussion of reactions in this 

section. Exploration of emotional reactions in and of themselves for 

parents of children with SEN/D is challenging to locate in the extant 

literature. Often studies explore wider aspects such as sensitivity, 

resolution, acceptance and grief (Sher-Censor, Dole, Baransi, and 

Amara, 2017; Potter, 2017; Feniger-Schaal, and Oppenheim, 2013; 

Haley, Hammond, Ingalls and Marin, 2013).   

 

One of the significant communication experiences that emerged from 

this study was the interaction between practitioners and parents after 

the parents had been told that their child had additional needs. Susie 

(SENCO) had noted that  

 

especially our EAL parents they it’s the lack of understanding 
and sad to say there’s doctors out there who are happy to 
take money and say that they can cure their child (Susie) 

 

It was unclear why this was particulary relevant for parents who has 

English as an additional language. The two mentions of emotions were 

very distinct in their application here; sadness was linked with parents 

and happiness with doctors. From a practitioner’s perspective 

Susie(SENCO) noted “as soon as the diagnosis is there you you can be 

honest”. I found it interesting to consider that once a diagnosis is 

given a definite positioning in the practitioner and parent relationship, 

practitioners can then become honest.  
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To indicate that now there is honesty in place raises questions about 

what had previously been enacted that had been dishonest in the 

relationship. It may be that such honesty facilitates a new kind of 

communication from the practitioners with parents.  

 

Earlier in the interview Susie (SENCO) had mentioned honesty in a 

different context.  

 

I’ve got two parents who’ve just come back from Romania 
with their children telling me that their their children are 
cured and then it’s me having to say actually your child isn’t 
cured they they won’t be cured their behaviour may be 
better/ but they’re not cured and of course then I’m the bad 
person/ but it’s having to be honest (Susie) 

 

When she has potentially challenged their perceptions of their child or 

their adaptation to the identification of additional needs, Susie labels 

herself as a ‘bad person’. This may be how she considers she is 

perceived by the parents. 

 

After my initial question of how communication content is decided with 

parents, Nicole (1:1 support worker) initially replied  

 

well it’s mainly er for me it’s mainly I know what they want 
to hear that their child has achieved their targets or that you 
know they’ve done good so if I’ve done something if the I've 
done a good target with the child then I’ll just decide to tell 
them that yes cos you know when me myself if I hear not 
that I do hear but you know as a chi when you’re a mother 
you don’t want to hear any criticisms (Nicole) 

Nicole seems to emphasise a perceived empathic aspect in connecting 

her experiences as a mother and what she wants to be told, with 

assumptions about what the parents of the children with SEN/D want 

to be told.  

 

Susie (SENCO) also linked the idea of reassurance with post diagnosis 

feelings when she commented:  
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they [parents] need answers and they need reassurance and 
they need erm that it’s not their fault erm and all those sorts 
of things erm and they need to know what it is (Susie) 

 

Susie may be making judgements on the parents’ behalf about what 

they need; are their needs within her ability to respond, support or 

even negate them; and what makes these feelings a ‘need’. Are the 

feelings also a necessity or requirement for the parents as part of a 

reaction to being told their child has SEN/D. Susie may be feeling the 

burden of having to respond to these needs in a perceived reversal of 

the power dynamic discussed earlier, where the parents may be in 

control here and making demands upon the practitioner to initiate 

communication and elicit responses. 

 

In making sense of some of the reactions to communication about 

diagnosis or identification of needs, Susie (SENCO) stated “I think I 

think if they’ve already got a diagnosis they seem more content I think 

before they come here”.  However, in the interview she later 

contradicted this point about contentment from previous knowledge for 

parents, by saying “I think the parents a lot of the parents are fighting 

this diagnosis” (Susie). The imagery of violence may indicate a robust 

interpretation of the parents’ reactions in an emotional and potentially 

physical way. 

 

Susie (SENCO) had earlier noted emotional and physical reactions of 

the parents to being told their child has additional needs, “they’re 

really crying I mean I’ve been known to cry with them”. She seems to 

be emphasising both the immediacy and intensity of the reaction. She 

also appears to want to demonstrate to me as the researcher that her 

responses are also intense, the fulfilment of her empathic 

understanding seems to be crying alongside the parents.  

 

Susie also noted that parents could demonstrate strong emotional 

responses to the diagnosis “she sat in the meeting she said I don’t 

want you to tell me anything that’s going to break my heart (pause) so 

what can you say”.  
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Here it seems that whilst the parent is reluctant to receive 

confirmation of a diagnosis the practitioner is also under duress. Susie 

seemed to reflect her distress in her direct question of me as to what 

could be said. I assume that this was asked beyond the boundaries of 

the interview because Susie knew of my professional background and I 

had taught her at the university.  

 

Grief 

 

A recurrent theme in the participant comments emerged which seemed 

to demonstrate practitioner perceptions of parental emotions informing 

their communication. Persistent reference to mentions of grief, loss 

and feeling down surfaced. Originally described by Olshansky (1962), 

the term ‘chronic sorrow’ has been applied in the context of parenting 

a child with disabilities (Gordon, 2009; Scornaienchi, 2003). It is seen 

as the recurring grief or sadness of parents or caregivers which may 

occur at different intensities at different times across the individual’s 

lifespan (Hobdell, 2004, p. 82).  

 

Grief as an aspect that informed communication with parents, emerged 

for Susie (SENCO) when she identified that parents seemed to be 

grieving after being told their child has SEN/D. In the interview I asked 

what kinds of needs parents had, in her transcript annotation 

(Appendix 4), Susie added in the additional details in bold when she 

said: 

 

Erm parents a lot of our parents are grieving at the minute 
grieving at the diagnosis especially an autistic diagnosis erm 
we’ve got parents who are looking for cures for ASD at the 
minute reassurance support clarification of diagnosis 
understanding (Susie) 

 

Susie’s reference to grief and diagnosis seems to be linked with a 

perceived need for parents to find a cure. Yet it is unclear why both a 

diagnosis particularly of autism has seemed to specifically trigger 

feelings of grief and why this need was highlighted as being more 

challenging for parents to accept.  
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Nicole (1:1 support worker) also seemed to perceive the parent she 

was working with as showing feelings of being down or low stating “I 

suppose in their position in their they feel low as it is that their child is 

not what they consider normal”. She seems to be trying to empathise 

but still seeks to retain some objectivity. Perhaps in her comment she 

is trying to empathise with another parent but understands that she 

cannot fully understand this experience. She does seem to be making 

judgements on the parents’ behalf when she comments about the idea 

of a child being ‘normal’.  

 

As a distinct aspect of grief, it is possible to apply an alternative 

construct of ambiguous loss to the feelings that may be experienced 

by parents of children with disabilities (O’Brien, 2007; Roper and 

Jackson, 2007). From a parental perspective, Babb (2007, p.16) 

argues that ambiguous loss is when a family member may be 

physically present but psychologically absent for example following the 

birth of a child with a learning disability. When revisiting her earlier 

works on loss, Boss (2004, p. 553) herself suggests that ambiguous 

loss is the most stressful form of loss as a resolution is never achieved 

and a psychological sense of closure is unobtainable.  

 

Ursula (1:1 support worker) seemed to identify this search for parental 

resolution when she noted that as part of her communication with 

parents she sought to stress positive achievements for the child to 

alleviate maternal feelings of negativity. In response to a question 

about deciding communication content with parents she said that she 

provided:  

 

just general feedback to kind of help her so she’s not feeling 
so erm negative about the ASD so erm you know he’s talking 
today he’s been really good he’s been naming numbers or 
he’s said coloured words erm named colours you know that’s 
really positive for her and I think she needs that (Ursula)  
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Ursula seems to assume that the parent is in need of help or 

assistance and this seems to manifest through her attempt to manage 

the parent’s feelings. It seems that interesting that practical 

observable behaviours such as naming colours were seen as being 

positive for the parent to hear about and yet on a more emotional level 

that the parent was seen as in need. It may be that such emphasis on 

positive achievements can also furnish parents with a form of social 

support that fosters their ability to adapt to their child’s need (Sipal 

and Sayin, 2013, p. 1103; Hastings, Allen, McDermott and Still, 2002, 

p.273). 

 

As with Nicole (1:1 support worker) I was aware that Ursula was a 

parent, I am therefore unsure how much of the need for positivity 

stems from a personal perspective on parenting for Ursula. Thus, the 

personal parental histories of both Nicole and Ursula (1:1 support 

workers) may have been drawn on to inform and make sense of their 

communication with parents. Susie (SENCO) appeared to find working 

with parental feelings about disabilities particularly challenging from 

the parental reaction of seeking daily reassurance, to a communication 

experience that she had perceived as very aggressive and rude. Such 

personal histories may indicate why there was little or no mention of 

positive perceptions of parenting a child with additional needs.  

However perhaps caution should be exercised in such perceptions as 

the advice to practitioners supplied by Ray, Pewitt-Kinder and George 

(2009, p.17) suggests that unless a practitioner has a child with 

disabilities they cannot understand fully the parents’ experience.  

 

The two separate concepts of ambiguous loss and chronic sorrow have 

been blended. For their case study of a parent whose son has cerebral 

palsy, Patrick-Ott and Ladd (2010, p. 25) state that ambiguous loss 

can be based on stress and resilience and chronic sorrow can be based 

on the emotional meaning of loss. They argue that the two concepts fit 

well together (Patrick-Ott and Ladd, 2010, p. 85). Although their study 

was based only on one parent’s perspectives, it seems possible when 

reflecting on the comments of the practitioners in this study to draw 

the two aspects together.  
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For both the practitioners who had frequent daily contact with parents, 

and the SENCO (Susie) whose communication experiences with 

parents had different content and different frequency, both ambiguous 

loss and chronic sorrow seem to be present.  

 

Similarly, for some of the practitioner participants their experience of 

communication embraced the need to provide reassurance. Ursula (1:1 

support worker) noted “I just think she needs that reassurance and 

support really”. Ursula may be suggesting a power dynamic in the 

parent practitioner relationship as the practitioner is the one who can 

identify and potentially remediate the need. This seems to be offered 

through reassurance and support but there was no clarity about what 

was being reassured for the parent. Susie (SENCO) offered an insight 

into a possible purpose for reassurance by linking it both to the 

parents need for communication responses and the seeking of answers 

to broader questions. Susie noted a way of providing such reassurance 

was through “daily email erm she [parent of child with SEN/D] will ask 

the most ridiculous questions but it’s it’s about that reassurance”.  

 

The perceived feelings of parental grief were also used to explain 

challenging behaviour from the parents to the staff.  

As a way to help practitioners make sense of such communication, and 

perhaps to explain and potentially de-personalise such challenges, 

Susie (SENCO) said that she advised practitioners that “I just say look 

they’re grieving and they’re looking for an excuse”. It seems the 

parents may be searching for reasons for the SEN/D but also exploring 

their own reactions. The parents may be transferring feelings of anger 

or discontent about the SEN/D to their relationship with the 

practitioners. In contrast to the immediacy of feelings on being told 

about their child’s SEN/D, Susie commented that after being given a 

diagnosis the impact on parents could be that “they’re not grieving so 

much”. Susie seems to be acknowledging that they have previously 

appeared to be grieving and still continue to experience grief but to a 

lesser degree. 
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Whilst the concepts of ambiguous loss and chronic sorrow acknowledge 

the potential presence of grief, other studies have identified grief as a 

distinct term to describe the reactions of parents to being told about 

their child’s additional needs (Nelson Goff, Springer, Foote, Frantz, 

Peak, Tracey, Veh, Bentley and Cross, 2013; Brown, 2013). However 

such assumptions about the role of grief for parents may be challenged 

(Allred and Hancock, 2012). Rather than perceiving a staged model of 

response to being told of their child’s additional needs, parents should 

be seen as having the ability to pursue a strength-based approach to 

parent-professional collaboration (Allred and Hancock, 2012). This can 

be informed by parental transformative experiences, which have seen 

parents use or reject the grief model.  

 

In contrast Haley, Hammond, Ingalls and Marin (2013, p. 238) posit 

that grief as a reaction of parents of children with disabilities, should 

be seen within an intermediate stage of a grief cycle. In this stage, 

parents demonstrate concurrent understanding that their child has 

additional needs whilst exploring the consequences of this. When Susie 

(SENCO) talked of her perceptions of parents seeking a cure this 

seems to typify this intermediate grief cycle. Similarly, guilt may be 

seen as a significant emotion in this intermediate stage (Haley, 

Hammond, Ingalls and Marin, 2013, p. 239).  

 

This was an aspect that persisted in the perceptions of Susie (SENCO) 

who notably seemed to link maternal guilt with searching for possible 

causes for the disability, “at the minute it’s down to what meat she ate 

when she was pregnant and things like that” (Susie). According to Gil-

Monte (2012, p. 232) guilt can be seen as “unpleasant and remorseful 
feelings associated with the recognition that one has violated, or is 

capable of violating, a moral standard”. Such feelings of maternal guilt 

in particular, may emerge regardless of social and cultural context 

(Rotkirch and Janhunen, 2009, p.90) and have been linked with 

feelings of shame (Liss, Schiffrin and Rizzo, 2013, p. 1116; 

Sutherland, 2010, p. 310).  
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For those parents with a child with additional needs, feelings of guilt 

and grief may inform their adaptation to their new situation (Pelchat, 

Levert and Bourgeois-Guerin, 2009, p.244; Peters and Jackson, 2009, 

p. 66). For the parents mentioned by Susie these feelings have 

potentially manifested in the need to return to Romania to seek a cure 

for their child. In contrast, parenting a child with additional needs may 

be seen as a source of happiness and fulfilment (Hastings, Beck and 

Hill, 2005, p. 161; Greer, Grey and McClean, 2006, p. 242; Kayfitz, 

Cragg and Orr, 2010, p.341).  

 

Autism 

 

The diagnosis of autism was linked by Susie (SENCO) with feelings of 

grief and parental strengths. For Erica, her daughter being given a 

diagnosis of autism had fostered new communication experiences that 

she needed to make sense of. This was linked directly to the allocation 

of professional support in speech and language: 

 

we had someone first erm but then when they realised we 
had an autistic diagnosis they assigned us the other the lady 
that we had cos she was the autism specialist (Erica) 

 

There seems to be a distance between this parent and the speech and 

language therapy service and there is little suggestion at this point of 

partnership working and communication. For Erica (parent), the 

diagnosis seems to have also impacted on her perceptions of the 

communication content she needed to share with practitioners and 

seem to illustrate her making sense of the communication and her 

parenting role.  

 

I don’t think it’s just as simple as I can just drop her off and 
leave erm and then obviously you know get some updates 
on parents’ evening like like the other children I’ve had to 
make sure that things are in place in terms of her targets 
erm and the toilet training that they’re still doing and you 
know general things like that (Erica)  
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Erica seems to convey that communication has become complicated 

and detailed. There seems to be an intensity that now needs to be 

managed whilst reconciling potential perceptions that her child could 

be seen as different. The latter part of the comment suggests that 

Erica is also identifying communication as a way of ensuring her child’s 

needs are met, suggesting a need to manage the setting’s work.  

 

Feelings of adaptation, adjustment and stress may dominate for 

parents following a diagnosis of autism, (Poslawsky, Naber, Van 

Daalen and Van Engeland, 2014). For Erica, her child’s diagnosis of 

autism seems to have impacted on how she perceived communication 

in a range of contexts. During typical routines such as drop off and 

pick up of her child she noted that part of the communication was 

linked not only to general aspects such as toileting but included focus 

on specific aspects such as individual education plan targets. By 

focusing on practicalities and drawing practitioner attention to plans for 

intervention and support, Erica seems to have adapted to her child’s 

additional needs and to be in a position of feeling empowered to be 

able challenge the status quo on her child’s behalf. Such feelings of 

empowerment have been seen to emerge for parents after a diagnosis 

of autism (Weiss, MacMullin and Lunsky, 2015, p. 2042).  

 

However, Susie (SENCO) noted that the term autism could emphasise 

a division between the parents and staff perceptions in their 

communication content and the sense they made of the 

communication. She said: 

 

with a child with special needs erm you've got 
communication so you’ve got a child who I know and staff 
know that child’s got autism yet the parent doesn’t know the 
parent still thinks it’s speech and language (Susie)  

 

In this response Susie seems to emphasise the division between 

perceptions of understanding between practitioners and parents.  
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This may also be emphasising a power dynamic in the relationship with 

practitioners being in control as they see themselves as having 

knowledge that the parents do not.  

 

Gender  

 

Nicole, Ursula (1:1 support workers) and Susie (SENCO) emphasised 

in particular emotional aspects for the mothers of the children with 

additional needs. In line with the findings of Olsson and Hwang (2001, 

p.540) who identified that mothers of children with autism may 

experience more distress, Nicole earlier noted her perception that the 

parent of a child with autism could be feeling low.  

 

Whilst all the participants in the study were female, perceptions of 

men’s reactions were drawn in. Susie (SENCO) had noted a father’s 

reaction which was particularly emotional. In particular, she 

commented on a difference in response between men and women to 

the idea of seeking a referral to support diagnosis or identification and 

the communication experiences that resulted from this:  

 

I had a parent in here about six weeks ago really shouting 
really erm quite aggressively erm made me feel very 
vulnerable made WENDY (deputy manager) very vulnerable 
erm and he was very very rude I had a portage meeting a 
transition meeting actually for him for the child to go to 
school erm and they’ve asked me to do a speech and 
language therapy referral as well and I was like oh god the 
last two referrals I’ve done he’s always kicked off I don’t 
know if I can do this as well (Susie) 

 

There seem to be a significant number of emotional aspects identified 

in this comment. The father is reported as presenting with aggression 

which triggers feelings of vulnerability. Within a UK context Potter 

(2017) and Davys, Mitchell and Martin (2017, p. 185) found that 

distress could be seen as a recurrent emotional experience for fathers. 

This potential distress could be seen when Susie explains her 

reluctance to complete another referral.  
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Interestingly she returned to the subject of this father later in the 

interview and appeared to now be able to rationalise his behaviour 

towards her by saying that “he’s grieving and he wants his child to 

speak and he wants his child to be like a normal child” (Susie). Susie 

seems to suggest a degree of control is being exerted by the father but 

much like Nicole the phrase ‘normal child’ has been used for the first 

time by Susie. Perhaps this was her way of justifying his behaviour and 

de-personalising any sense of threat. 

 

In an Israeli study, Barak-Levy and Atzaba-Poria (2013, p. 2045) 

found that when adjusting to a diagnosis of disability in their children, 

mothers tended to adopt a more emotional approach whereas fathers 

adopted a more cognitive approach. These perceptions seem to concur 

with the findings from interviews with eight fathers in a Swedish IPA 

study conducted by Boström and Broberg (2014). The authors note 

that for fathers the experience of child’s diagnosis was seen as a 

distressing experience that caused them to question their plans for 

their child both at the time of the diagnosis and in the future (Boström 

and Broberg, 2014, p. 815).  

 

This questioning tendency was noted by Susie (SENCO) by a parent in 

communication with the setting. When trying to make sense of 

communication about their child with additional needs the parent 

triggered a complaint about provision in the setting. Susie linked this 

aspect to gender noting that if a father made a complaint, whilst the 

mother may not agree, “she can understand it a lot of it is guilt as well 

cos the dads are working full time”. Susie may be making assumptions 

here about parental relationships and seems to be attributing feelings 

of guilt.  

 

Labels 

 

The aspect of labelling was of particular significance for Susie(SENCO) 

being connected with both practitioner and parental experiences of 

communication.  She sought to link it with staff roles explaining that 

once a diagnosis is given “you can erm support them you can talk 

about it you can say yes that is erm what we’re finding” (Susie).  
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The application of a label seems to be providing a sense of permission 

and agreement following a process of discovery and confirmation. 

Susie appeared to strongly assert that staff would not apply labels 

prior to a diagnosis being made “no no no so we don’t know” (Susie).  

 

When considering the impact of labels for parents and how it informed 

experiences of communication, Susie (SENCO) noted “some parents 

they they don’t want it some parents they’ve just they’ve got the 

diagnosis and that’s what they want and they kind of close it in”. 

Closing suggests a metaphor for the ending of a process and this may 

pertain to perceived struggles to have children’s needs identified. Susie 

also acknowledged parents can control the use of labels and sought to 

make sense of a previous parental comment. “We had a parent a 

couple of years ago oh my child’s got autism and she will tell all the 

parents so the parents know that he’s got autism and why he behaves 

that way“ (Susie).  

 

Within an early years context, the application of a label may facilitate 

positive attitudes towards inclusion of young children with labelled 

needs (Mackenzie, Cologon and Fenech, 2016, p.4; Huang and 

Diamond, 2009, p. 171). Furthermore the application of a label can 

support practitioner recognition of the agency of the child with 

additional needs and their active role in contributing to relationships 

with their peers (Parry, 2015, p. 361). However Susie (SENCO) 

seemed to be adamant that staff did not apply labels to children before 

any formal identification or diagnosis process had been completed. She 

had noted that without using labels practitioners would try to raise 

parental awareness in communication about potential difficulties but 

without applying labels “so it’s about saying the right thing but without 

saying it” (Susie). There seems to be a tension in the potential 

contradiction here. Practitioners are deliberately assuming a position of 

ignorance in their communication with parents. This seems to suggest 

a label may be applied by professionals external to the setting who are 

perceived to have power and authority (Swain, French and Cameron, 

2003, p. 12).  
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Subject – concluding thoughts 
 

This chapter opened by explaining the nature of subject within this 

iteration of activity theory was to be seen as the role of individual 

experiences of communication and the sense made of these 

experiences. From the analysis of participant comments, a consensus 

emerged that a range of communication methods could be used and 

sometimes the chosen approach was determined by the content that 

was to be shared. A recurrent aspect that practitioners talked about 

experiencing in their communication with parents, were emotional 

reactions both to the initial diagnosis or identification of a special 

educational need and/or disability, as well as in on going regular 

interactions. In particular, a sense that parents were seen as grieving 

emerged.  

 

Emotional reactions were seen to differ between mothers and fathers 

with guilt seeming to be significant for mothers and distress emerging 

for fathers. For the parents interviewed here, the diagnosis or 

identification had impacted upon their communication relationships 

differently. It could mean an extension of the number and range of 

people they needed to communicate with. Additionally, the content of 

their communication may focus on the imperative of ensuring their 

child’s needs were met or provide a means to share information about 

their child. Finally, for practitioners in particular, it emerged that the 

application of labels could be problematic as they may mean 

withholding of information from parents. As a label may be 

constructed, projected or given, these aspects are explored further in 

the next chapter in a consideration of the object. 
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Chapter 7 Activity Theory - Object  
 

According to Engeström (1995, p. 397) an object is “both something 

given and something projected or anticipated”. Meittinen (2005, p. 57) 

noted that the production of an object involves construction of 

artefacts which may stem from services or products. Whereas Blackler 

(2009, p. 27) acknowledged that the notion of object can be 

problematic and complex as it can be “simultaneously given, socially 

constructed, contested and emergent”. For the purposes of this study, 

the object is seen as the nature of communication and participant 

perceptions of it. The following chapter will explore perceptions of 

communication that emerged. 

 

An overview of perceptions of the nature of 

communication 
 

Whilst I had potentially expected aspects to emerge in this study such 

as participant preference for different types of communication and how 

the content to be communicated was decided, I was surprised at the 

depth and range of participant perceptions of the nature of 

communication. Consequently this chapter sees exploration of 

resultant themes that include: participant perceptions of the 

importance of communication, how preferences for different methods 

are determined, and the content and range of methods used. 

 

Importance  

 

There is a statutory expectation that practitioners should discuss 

children’s progress with parents (DfE, 2014a, p. 7). From the 

interviews I found that there seemed to be a consensus amongst the 

practitioners about the importance of verbal communication in contrast 

to either written or electronic. There was a sense that verbal 

communication in particular was important for both the practitioners 

and the parents. Ursula (1:1 worker) stated that “I think verbal 

communication is probably key”.  
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However, after a slight pause she did go on to say in her next 

utterance “definitely”, thus seeking to correct her previous 

ambivalence. 

 

In addition to being a means of exchanging information a slightly 

different interpretation of the importance of verbal communication was 

offered by Susie (SENCO). She commented that verbal communication 

was used to “build a rapport with the parents speak to them verbally 

initially make sure they know that you’re there”. She seems to be 

linking verbal communication with the formation of a successful 

partnership with parents and appears to suggest that the relationship 

is something that must be constructed. The relationship aspect is 

deepened when she talks of the parents knowing the practitioner is 

present, suggesting not only that the relationship has been built but 

perceptions of the practitioner’s commitment should be clear to the 

parent. For both Ursula and Susie not only is verbal communication 

central to the parent practitioner relationship but it is purposeful in 

building that relationship. 

 

Preference 

 

A key focus in the consideration of communication between parents 

and staff in the early years has been identified as the processes 

involved (Reedy and McGrath, 2010, p. 347). In the interview schedule 

for my study a question was included about communication 

preferences between practitioners and parents. I found that ten of the 

thirteen participants said they preferred verbal communication in 

comparison to written or electronic. Among the reasons given for this 

preference was the idea that verbal communication is faster. Nicole 

(1:1 support worker) said “I suppose it’s a quicker quicker method erm 

a quicker method for the parent and the child“. Ursula (1:1 support 

worker) also said:  

 

I must say I do prefer face to face verbal communication I 
suppose because then you’ve got the body language you can 
see the reaction from the parent and erm I just think it’s 
more you know it’s come straight from you (Ursula) 
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Ursula seems to acknowledge that by having the communication go 

straight from the sender to the recipient, it is both quick and suggests 

a desire to avoid misinterpretation. It may also be linked with the idea 

that the rapport that has been built with parents, demands honesty 

and that the parent can see the communication has come directly from 

the practitioner with whom they have a connection or relationship.  

 

One interesting aspect that emerged during the discussion of verbal 

communication related to practitioner confidence in using this 

approach with parents. Wendy (deputy manager) noted that in 

previous work experience she had lacked confidence in using face to 

face communication about issues of special educational needs,  

 

before I started dealing with it I was a little bit nervous 
about face to face and I probably would have preferred to 
have given the evidence as the key person on paper and 
then let somebody else do the talking however now I’ve 
gained my own confidence (Wendy) 

 

Becoming more confident suggests she has developed resilience and 

taken ownership of her skill development. Brown, Knoche, Edwards 

and Sheridan (2009, p. 501) have proposed that early childhood 

practitioners’ confidence should be informed by professional 

development and indeed Wendy had earlier noted “I’ve done my 

enhanced and qualifying erm Senco qualification”.  

 

Content 

 

Five of the participants had noted that the content of verbal 

communication was based around reporting back to parents about the 

experiences the child had had during the day, for example Nicole (1:1 

support worker) noted that “verbally when they come to pick them up 

I’ll just say you know so and so did this today in the setting or he 

wasn't happy”.  
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This reply suggests an ease at not only communicating the content of 

the day’s experiences for the child but also acknowledging the child’s 

emotional state which could potentially be negative. The first attribute 

of reporting daily experiences to parents concurs with the findings of 

Swick and Hooks (2005, p.402) who noted that parents of children 

with special needs wanted feedback on how things were going with 

their child.  

 

The possibility however of the content of the verbal communication 

with parents being potentially negative was also identified by another 

practitioner. Wendy (deputy manager) drew a hesitant distinction 

between positive and negative content noting “from my experience 

and the more positive probably tends to be more verbal“. This use of 

verbal communication to share positive content was also substantiated 

by Alice (1:1 support worker) who said “you know it it’s like an excited 

time an exciting time for me to say you know he’s achieved this today 

and erm this is what we’ve been doing today”. This suggests that she 

felt an emotional investment in the sharing of the information with 

parents; that she was also sharing in the celebration of the child’s 

achievements as well as the reporting of the day’s experiences.  

 

Instead of verbal communication being used to convey negative 

information, Joinson (2004, p. 472) suggested that people may be 

inclined to use computer mediated communication when sharing a 

message that may result in a negative reaction to the message sender. 

However Alice seemed to challenge this assertion and stated that “I 

suppose the negative things that we need to relay back they’re not 

communicated via Tapestry”. 

 

Verbal communication as reinforcement for electronic 

communication 

 

Instead of being used as a communication method in isolation, four of 

the eleven practitioners noted that they used verbal communication to 

reinforce information that was given electronically.  
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This was typified by the comment that Carol (1:1 support worker) 

made “pretty much what I put on Tapestry I still feed back to the 

parents when they pick up the children”.  

 

This was not just commented upon by the practitioners. One of the 

parents (Maddie) also expressed that she reinforced information 

verbally that had been shared electronically:  

 

sometimes you just need to say something quick cos you 
know they don’t always get a chance to look on Tapestry if I 
have put something on I go in and I say oh we’ve put 
something on Tapestry (Maddie) 

 

Maddie seems keen to participate in this information sharing process 

and is keen for her contribution to be acknowledged. By acknowledging 

that practitioners may not always view immediately her 

communication, Maddie may be indicating recognition of the potential 

challenges of the workload of an early years practitioner.  

 

An additional process of reinforcement emerged when practitioners 

commented about how the process of verbal communication was 

reinforced by either written or electronic approaches. As an example 

Wendy (deputy manager) said “I’d probably tell the parent when they 

picked up and then say oh but I’ve done it on Tapestry as well / so 

they can have like a proof of it” so that even when communication 

content was positive it was still reinforced electronically. Here the need 

to provide proof suggests perhaps fragility in the parent practitioner 

relationship so that substantiating evidence for comments is required, 

and the need for mutual recognition of the communication that has 

been shared has been achieved.  

 

Face to face  

 

Four of the participants specifically used the phrase ‘face to face’ in 

conjunction with their comments about verbal communication.  
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In agreement with Spencer-Oatey’s (2007, p. 23) assertion that 

consideration of the concept of face can be applied to interpersonal 

relationships, Ursula (1:1 support worker) stated “it’s best face to face 

with the parents”. This seems to emphasise her views that it is the 

most advantageous form of communication in comparison to written or 

electronic. Penny (Room leader) also said “I prefer face to face if I’m 

honest”. Here a link seems to be drawn between communication style 

and honesty. The connection with honesty may have been a reflection 

of her perceptions that the partnership with parents should be honest 

in nature. Alternatively, it may have been honesty with me as a 

researcher.  

 

Frequency 

 

Rimm-Kaufmann and Pianta (2005, p.309) found that the frequency of 

communication between staff and parents of preschool children 

averaged seven times per month. In a New Zealand study of 22 

elementary schools, Hornby and Witte (2010, p.774) found that 

information on children’s special educational needs was obtained 

during formal parent practitioner meetings. In contrast Rolfe and 

Armstrong (2010, p. 63) noted that the majority of the parents they 

interviewed had daily contact with early childhood professionals in 

settings. For this study the practitioners and parents noted a similar 

high level of contact. Parent Erica noted that “I am constantly talking 

to them”. Another parent participant Maddie also noted a high 

frequency of contact. When I asked her if she spoke with her child’s 

one to one support worker every day she replied 

 

on a day to day basis unless there was other things and then 
I’d go and stick my head in the office and speak to SENCO or 
/ forgotten her name / OWNER yeah that’s it [laughs] 
(Maddie) 

 

I found it interesting that her priority for day to day communication 

was with her child’s one to one support worker.  
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The communication with the SENCO and owner seems to be something 

which is additional which requires a specific purpose to trigger this 

communication being shared. Maddie seems to suggest that she feels 

that she physically has to enter the managerial space to be able to 

communicate. Yet it may also be making her vulnerable in that she is 

exposing a valuable part of her body which would normally be 

protected. Perhaps any discomfort she felt in this process was masked 

by her forgetting the names of the individuals involved and her 

laughter at the end of the comment may have served as a possible 

attempt to alleviate any underlying tension she felt about this process.  

 

Frequent levels of contact were also noted by the practitioners. Ursula 

(1:1 support worker) stated “we do tend to talk quite a lot” and Alice 

(1:1 support worker) commented “I mean every day every day that 

the child comes in we communicate we always have a chat to see how 

he’s been and how he’s been here at the setting”. Alice seems to place 

an importance on this frequent contact and this may indicate 

similarities in her perceptions of the significance of the child’s 

experiences and well-being, both at home and in the setting. From the 

comments made by participants, these frequent communication 

interactions tended to take place during typical routines of attending 

the setting, particularly during the drop off and pick of the child from 

the nursery. Carol (1:1 support worker) stated that “mum usually 

comes and talks to me in the morning and in the afternoon”.  

 

Written Communication 

 

In their study with early childhood professionals, Hughes and 

MacNaughton (2000, p. 11) found that the practitioners preferred 

informal, verbal communication to written communication because it 

allowed them to try and negotiate shared meanings with parents. In 

contrast Diffily (2001, p. 6) argues that written communication should 

be seen as a way of forming a body of shared knowledge which is the 

foundation for relationships with parents. Ursula (1:1 support worker) 

seemed to caution that written communication “can get lost or it 

sometimes can’t come across as you want to”.  
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In the interview I was interested as to what she had meant by the 

word ‘lost’, I wondered if it was a metaphor for misinterpretation that 

she had elucidated in the final part of her comment. When I asked her 

to explain a little more about the communication being ‘lost’, she went 

on to explain that she worked with a family who had indeed literally 

lost written communication. The potential for misunderstanding in 

communication was also raised by Alice (1:1 support worker). She 

made of point of saying that when a parent had previously 

misinterpreted some verbal communication from her, she would have 

preferred it to be supplemented by “a written version of it as well and 

signed to say that this is what we said and that’s what you said”.  

 

In contrast the parents did not see written communication serving as 

reinforcement for verbal communication. Maddie (parent) stated “I 

don’t think I’ve ever given them any written communication it just 

tends to be verbal”. This indicates both a sense of a long relationship 

with the setting and a familiar approach to communication that she 

has experienced with the setting staff. Erica (parent) also seems to 

indicate the success of verbal communication with the practitioners as 

she noted that:  

 

I think writing down would have to be if I was complaining 
about something I think erm cos then it would have to be 
quite official whereas I haven’t really had anything to 
complain about so the majority of it has just been more of 
an informal chat rather than something official (Erica) 

 

Erica’s response seems to suggest a weightiness to the use of written 

communication that has perhaps been encountered in other 

experiences but not in connection with the relationship with 

practitioners in the setting. Indeed the communication with the 

practitioners is informal and this seems to be a deliberate opposite to 

something which is ‘official’.  

 

 

 



107 
 

Electronic Communication  

 

Discussion of written communication sometimes converged with 

comments on the use of electronic communication. Alice (1:1 support 

worker) noted that when using the electronic communication software 

of Tapestry “we’ll always have a few paragraphs or a few sentences of 

what the child’s been doing”. This suggests a degree of commitment 

and consistency in the communication content offered to parents. 

Carol (1:1 support worker) noted the immediacy of electronic 

communication saying that it “goes straight to the parent” implying 

that it is both quick and not open to amendments. This was an 

interesting contradiction with another practitioner as Penny (Room 

leader) who had commented that “everything we upload goes to 

Wendy first for her to oversee”; this seemed to indicate that 

communication between the practitioner and the parent could be 

amended by a third party.  

 

One particular aspect of electronic communication that was noted by 

the participants was the use of email. In a Saudi context, Dubis and 

Bernadowski (2015, p. 173) found that parents of children with special 

needs were willing to use email to improve relationships with the 

setting, increase involvement and attempt to address any difficulties 

that had arisen. Whilst at the time of writing, no equivalent research 

has been located for the UK context, in this study Wendy (deputy 

manager) did note “we do send out emails erm if they are hard to 

reach parents we send out emails and then we tend to get a reply 

straightaway”. This seems to emphasise the proactive aspect of the 

practitioners seeking to contact and communicate with parents. For 

one of the parents in this study Erica email was seen as a 

communication option that she could use at will, “I’d either email back 

or I’d speak to her when I was next in and it’s it’s very open”.  
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Open door 
 

The idea of openness noted by the parent Erica manifested itself 

slightly differently in some of the comments from the other 

participants. A recurrent phrase about communication was the idea of 

an open door policy. In contrast to the study by Petrakos and Lehrer 

(2011), when only one teacher in a Kindergarten setting noted an 

open door policy, three participants here made comments using this 

phrase. However, in their study about early years quality, Cottle and 

Alexander (2012, p. 650) practitioners in 18 different early years 

settings were found to use the phrase “open door policy”. For Cottle 

and Alexander (2012, p. 650) the phrase was seen to embody both 

offering parents unlimited access to the settings as well as providing 

information in a partnership context.  

 

Both of these interpretations seem to apply to the comments made by 

practitioners in this study. Vanessa (1:1 support worker) concurred 

with the first part when she stated that “we have an open door policy 

where they they can just come in and whenever they want to talk they 

can just turn up so and we’re happy to chat”. Bonnie (owner) 

supported both interpretations throughout her interview. In her 

transcript annotations (Appendix 4) Bonnie added specific examples 

noted below in bold, Bonnie noted:  

 

we have parental review three or four time we have an open 
door policy so if the parents want to come in and talk to a 
member of staff or room leader or SENCO Tiny cooks 
cookery programme. Media – photos in paper uniform- 
staff/children sense of community our doors are always 
open (Bonnie) 

 

In this response she seems to be linking the concept of openness with 

a literal presentation of an open door. She went on a little later in the 

interview to revisit this phrase and the linking of a metaphorical 

concept of an open door with a literal version: 
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basically the when a child starts initially they walk through 
the door open open door policy they can come in anytime to 
be shown round so we’ll show them round erm show them 
the setting (Bonnie) 

 

Here there seemed to be an emphasis that openness is connected with 

visual demonstration and nothing being hidden. Bonnie concluded later 

in the interview that an “open door is paramount”.  

 

Penny (Room leader) used the word ‘obviously’ twice in connection 

with an open door policy, “obviously we have an open door policy” and 

“if there's any problems obviously open door policy again”. I am 

unsure whether the use of the term obviously was directed at me as 

the interviewer as perhaps someone who was seen as naïve in their 

understanding of how the setting worked. Alternatively it could have 

been an attempt to shift the participant’s sense of power in the 

interview by commenting on something to do with her practice that 

was obvious to her and through my questions I was perhaps 

demonstrating my ignorance. I found it interesting to note how Penny 

connects an open door policy with potential problem solving, 

suggesting that openness is needed to support resolution of conflict in 

partnerships. 

 

Visual 

 

The final perception of communication to be explored in connection to 

this activity theme aspect is that of visual communication. There were 

three strands to the comments that participants made about visual 

communication. The first strand relates to the use of visual 

communication with parents, the second strand draws in the use of 

visual communication with the children with SEN/D, and the final 

strand was to do with potential outcomes for this study. 

 

In an Irish context, Fitzpatrick (2012, p.267) advocates that 

practitioners in early years settings should make use of visual 

communication approaches such as offering photos to parents.  
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Maddie (parent) concurred with this point as she noted “I just look at 

the pictures and what they’ve written occasionally I do look at it but I 

probably should look at it more”. She seems to emphasise how it is the 

pictures that draw her attention whilst acknowledging that perhaps 

expectations are that she should engage more with written feedback. 

However there is no explanation offered for where these expectations 

could come from. Nevertheless it seems that for this parent, the 

photographs are indeed providing sufficient feedback about how her 

child is doing which was a parental desire found by Swick and Hooks 

(2005, p.402). 

 

Alice (1:1 support worker) can also be seen to demonstrate agreement 

with the sharing of photographs when she noted that “we try and try 

to get the picture on cos it shows visually you know what the child’s 

been doing that day”. Alice seems to indicate that there is sustained 

effort involved in this process of sending the photo to the parent 

despite any potential problems. Bonnie (owner) also commented: 

 

if it’s something sometimes it’s more visual so if they see a 
picture of something and a date they might look at that 
whereas if they see it on an email with a date they would 
perhaps take it in but not take it in so well (Bonnie) 

 

By taking information in, it seems to suggest that there is a degree of 

complicity and willingness on the part of the parents in absorbing or 

assimilating the message. There is also a potential suggestion of 

choice about the assimilation. Bonnie also seems to making a 

judgement about the level of understanding of messages that the 

parents develop.  

 

Bonnie (owner) also said “if there’s something if there’s a backup if 

there's a visual picture and information as well they’ve got the best of 

both worlds even better verbal”. Here there may be referral to the 

perceived need that parents have to have messages reinforced.  

There seems to be the need for information to be reiterated and also 

reinforced as the visual and written format is supported by the verbal 

as well.  
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Grace (1:1 support worker) also noted this need for visual 

communication to be used as reinforcement for written 

communication: 

 

we’ll do a small write up telling em how this action happened 
erm so that the parents can have a look and it will show 
them the pictures and they can read what this child’s their 
child’s been doing during the day so I think it’s [Tapestry] a 
good way of communication (Grace) 

 

Grace seems to be attempting to present multiple perspectives in her 

phrasing. It is almost as though the journey through the sentence 

represents the journey of communication from the practitioner to the 

parent. She also went on to say that visual communication could 

potentially remediate parental ignorance of early years practice and 

indicating pride in the setting environment, 

 

it’s like I think erm cause we’ve got some lovely things here 
and it’s alright writing down saying oh they’ve been 
accessing the new farm shop that we’ve got but can you 
could you picture a farm shop for a child to play with not 
probably not if you hadn’t been in these sort of places but 
when you actually take a picture of that farm shop with that 
child selling something it like well yeah they’ve got some 
nice stuff there haven’t they yeah so like I feel that is the 
way forward isn’t it (Grace) 

 

 

In contrast to Grace’s (1:1 support worker) consideration of visual 

communication for parents, Alice (1:1 support worker) noted how 

visual communication was needed with the children with SEN/D to 

support with developmental awareness and understanding of basic 

bodily needs. As an example, she noted for toileting:  
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that was in our last erm target review meeting so it’s just 
picture cards that he has access to for example we’re doing 
we’ve just completed toilet training erm whereas six weeks 
ago the parents the parents words were you know we don’t 
think we’re going to get there with him  but six weeks down 
the line he’s achieved it now erm because of the picture 
communication cards he can go and access that the picture 
of the toilet and give it to an adult or if he’s around that area 
he may not necessarily pick it up and give it to an adult but 
we know that he is looking at that for a reason so then we’ll 
just take him off to the toilet (Alice) 

 

Alice may be wanting to appear successful or proactive in her support 

of the child however there seems to be ambivalence about the 

certainty of current success. This process seems to be a journey for all 

involved. In the final stages, whereby the practitioner still has to 

interpret the child’s possible needs through his behaviour in the vicinity 

of the cards suggest that the journey has not yet been completed. 

Such interpretation concurs with the work of Skokut, Robinson, 

Openden and Jimerson (2008, p.101) who note that such a pictorial 

exchange card system is an augmentative and not an alternative form 

of communication.  

 

McConkey, Truesdale-Kennery, Crawford, McGreevy, Reavey and 

Cassidy (2010, p.303) identified a need for consistency between 

practitioners and parents in their communication with pre-schoolers 

with autistic spectrum disorders. They also identified that toileting was 

an aspect that parents often wanted to be addressed (McConkey, 

Truesdale-Kennery, Crawford, McGreevy, Reavey and Cassidy, 2010, 

p.304). Alice (1:1 support worker) noted that visual communication 

could provide a means of consistent communication about toileting for 

the child between home and the nursery setting:  

 

they’ve got the pictures at home because in in the meeting 
erm we had a conversation about erm because they were 
using a potty at home whereas we had a picture of a toilet 
here erm it’s just keeping it consistent so I need a picture of 
their toilet and a picture of our toilet (Alice) 
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A different consideration of visual communication was offered by Nicole 

(1:1 support worker). She noted that supporting visual communication 

should be a focus of the research I was conducting:  

 

I suppose cos I I think that parents are quite happy with the 
communication that they receive erm from here anyway and 
from myself and in terms of the children it’s as I said I just 
think it’s all with some of them visual visual communication 
that needs to be focussed on and more time more time 
needs to be spent to help them with their communication I 
think (Nicole) 

 

Object - concluding thoughts 
 

At this start of this chapter, the concept of object from the activity 

framework (Engeström, 2001, p. 135) was explained as something 

that can be given or anticipated, and for the purposes of this study 

was seen as the nature of communication and participant perceptions 

of it. Within a highlighted policy of having an ‘open door’ approach, a 

strong consensus from all the participants emerged for the role of 

verbal communication as it was seen to be a method that was quicker, 

immediate and used more frequently. It seemed to foster the 

practitioners’ ability to see how their comments were being interpreted 

by parents with the concept of face to face emphasised. The content of 

the verbal communication seemed to centre on providing feedback 

about the children. 

 

Whilst two practitioners spoke of the need to provide written evidence 

or proof, written communication was generally seen as reinforcing 

verbal communication. Yet for the parents there seemed to be very 

little written communication used, indeed for one parent it was linked 

with a perception that it was less informal and to be used only on 

official occasions. Although electronic communication was also noted 

as reiterating verbal communication, a tension did emerge about 

whether it was sent immediately to the parent or whether the setting’s 

management team interceded in this process.  
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The visual communication based on sending photographs of the child 

in the nursery environment seemed to be valued for how it could raise 

parental awareness and understanding not only of their child’s 

experiences but of early years practice in general. Such mutual 

understanding between parent and practitioner may inform 

relationships predicated on communication within a community, and 

this aspect is explored further in the next chapter.   
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Chapter 8 Activity theory – Community  
 

It has been acknowledged in Chapter 2 that the application of the term 

community in the early years can be problematic. For an early years 

context both the workplace community of practice and a community of 

parents can influence how practitioners work (Miller, 2012, p. 170). 

Conversely practitioners can provide parents with a sense of a 

community of care (Garrity and Canavan, 2017, p. 758). Within 

activity theory, community can be seen as an outcome, as something 

which requires construction, and as such, is not just a contributory 

background aspect (Taylor, 2009, p.230). A sense of community can 

be informed by members of the same activity system who are 

motivated by the same object and who contribute through different 

actions to the achievement of that object (Wells, 2004, p. 71; Roth, 

2004, p.4). It has already been noted, in Chapter 7, that for this study 

the application of the activity theory aspect of object should be seen as 

perceptions of the nature of communication. Therefore this chapter will 

explore the participants’ construction of community and how 

communication can both inform and foster a sense of community. 

 

Construction of the concept of Community  
 

The word community may denote a particular type of socal experience 

and the determination of its meaning may be drawn from different 

social practice (Plant, 2009, p. 6).  To explore participant perceptions 

of such social practices in this study, community was the only aspect 

of Engeström’s (2001, p. 135) framework that was drawn directly in as 

a focus for specific questions for the participants. Typical questions 

asked included: how a sense of community was fostered within the 

setting; how did that inform communicative exchanges; and what was 

the perceived impact of technology on a sense of community. Within 

activity theory itself, the individual plays a significant participative role 

as this may produce and reproduce the structure of the community 

(Roth, 2004, p.4).  
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For some of the participants in this study a distinction was drawn not 

between an individual’s participation in the community but rather by 

participation of parents and practitioners as separate groups of 

individuals. Yet similarities seemed to emerge in the perceptions of 

parents and practitioners for the role and value of recognition both 

within and for the community. 

 

Participation and engagement  
 

Family involvement in their child’s learning may take the form of 

participation at home, in the community or at school (Hindman, Miller, 

Froyen and Skibbe, 2012, p. 654). Whilst parents have been reported 

as seeking active roles in their child’s education (Tekin, 2011, p. 

1324), Ihmeideh and Oliemat (2015, p. 187) found that the highest 

level of kindergarten parental involvement was in extra-curricular 

activities. Such provision of extra-curricular activities was highlighted 

by two of the practitioner participants in helping to foster a sense of 

community. 

 

Grace (1:1 support worker) suggested a strong connection between 

community and additional activities:  

 

well I I think it’s a good community we do a lot of things for 
out of like we do erm what we call tiny cooks where parents 
can come in and do cooking/ with their children/ the children 
it can be a day that they’re not at the setting they can bring 
em in or it could be a day they are at the setting and they 
can take their child out of their room and be in here we do 
lot of things we do lot of things we do easter egg hunts 
down at XXXX where they all getting emails going to the 
farm in the summer erm SENCO is very good at 
communicating with doing things out of SETTING for the 
parents/ so like we’ll go all the staff go (Grace) 

 

Grace seems to broaden the range of extra curricular activities 

described to include visits to external locations.  
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This opening out may suggests a progression and growth to the 

parental involvement within the community whilst also indicating the 

community embraces both small and large opportunities for 

involvement. Grace seems to suggest that the role of the SENCO is key 

as the SENCO is the conduit through which communication and 

activities are organised and ultimately the staff are also involved as 

participants. Indeed Kocyigit (2015, p. 142) notes that such activities 

need to be planned and organized to ensure participation of all in the 

setting. 

 

A similar reply exploring a range of participatory experiences was 

given by Vanessa (support worker) but it seemed to be the provision 

of larger events that was significant for her: 

 

we do a lot of like outside like events and inside like through 
the summer we have a summer barbecue cos they invite all 
the parents the children the staff families and we have a lot 
of like big barbecue bouncy castle and lots of different stalls 
and stuff too we also do like outside erm events like this erm 
Easter we’re going for an Easter egg hunt all going so we’ve 
invited all the parents all the staff all the children erm we 
went to like erm PLACE  for like a little walk it was a Sunday 
walk so we do a lot of outside things where all children and 
all parents are welcome and staff so it’s a really good 
(Vanessa) 

 

Vanessa may be drawing a distinction between community within the 

setting as a physical location, and the external or outside events which 

are an adjunct albeit providing something positive. This seems to 

concur with the findings of Kocyigit (2015, p.142) who notes that 

positive attitudes and behaviours shown by practitioners can play a 

crucial role in supporting effective and active involvement by families 

in preschools. For parents the provision of such activities can 

emphasise the concept of a community of care (Garrity and Canavan, 

2017, p.759). 

 

Yet one potential barrier for engagement may be when the setting is 

closed and provison of all activities ceases.  
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Page and Elfer (2013) explored practitioner understanding of 

attachment interactions in a nursery setting. Although their findings 

identified practitioners offered a warm and empathic approach, they 

also found that providing consistent attention was challenging (Page 

and Elfer, 2013, p. 562). This seems to be contradicted by the 

experience of Alice (1:1 support worker) who appears to want to 

maintain such a consistent emotional connection at a time of enforced 

absence. Alice noted that for her, it appears that the sense of 

community did continue whilst the setting was closed: 

 

just because we’re closed it doesn’t mean that we’ve 
forgotten about the children and we’ve forgotten about the 
parents and you know as soon as they come back from erm 
the holiday you know we we always talk to them about you 
know how they’ve been we haven’t just forgotten about 
them in that two week break (Alice) 

 

For Wendy (deputy manager), potential participation and involvement 

of practitioners and children may have been influenced by her 

perceptions of early years practice. She noted that a sense of 

community was fostered through movement as both the children and 

practitioners were able to move between rooms. 

 

for erm the children and the practitioners I think we have a 
good sense of community erm our children are allowed to go 
into other rooms you know meet all the staff things like that 
erm and our staff do swap around so they get to know all of 
us (Wendy) 

 

It seems that the children’s movement between different rooms in the 

setting is mirrored by the staff being able to undertake this type of 

movement as well.  

 

Recognition 
 

For practitioners it was external recognition and reputation of the 

community that seemed to emerge as being relevant in informing a 

sense of community.  
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Such recognition and recommendation also appeared to emerge in 

parental responses. Having her son recognised and a sense of the 

practitioners knowing not only her child but the names of the children 

were significant for Maddie (parent): 

 

all the staff know seem to know everybody’s name I don’t 
know how but they do and they always you know when 
they’re dropping their own kids off and that they’ll always 
stop and say hello and erm you know and they all know XXX 
cos yesterday at sports morning there was a lady one of the 
workers I've never seen before and I don’t know who she is 
erm but she was like oh he’s just fantastic you know and 
even though she doesn’t work in his room they all know XXX 
(Maddie) 

 

More broadly, the reputation of a provider can be a factor that 

encourages many parents to use them (Bryson, Kazimirskil and 

Southwood, 2006, p.189). For Susie (SENCO) this connection was 

clear as she noted recognition was not on a personal level but was 

linked to perceptions of the setting. Susie said “I think erm there’s 

there’s always reputation as well we’ve got a very good reputation so 

so you know that you’re doing something right”.  

 

Parental decisions on whether to use a setting can also be affected by 

reputation and recommendations from other parents (Morton, 2015). 

This aspect was identified by two of the practitioners. Penny (room 

leader) noted parental recommendation as significant in informing 

parental perceptions of the setting’s reputation which impacted upon 

recruitment of children “obviously we get most of our children from 

word of mouth”.  

 

It was also significant for Ruby (room leader). 

 

a lot of the parents you know have recommended us so you 
know er children come here already with you know er we’ve 
got expectations they sort of know what’s you know what 
we’re all about (Ruby). 
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Communication 
 

Communication was seen as both fostering and informing a sense of 

community. Separate perceptions seemed to emerge for verbal and 

electronic types of communication and word of mouth emerged as a 

distinct form of communication. Practitioners have been found to have 

an awareness of the importance of communication with parents (Reedy 

and McGrath, 2010, p. 349), and for Grace (1:1 support worker) 

communication seems to be important for the community because it 

“makes it stronger”. A range of potential communication methods that 

could be used to foster a sense of community was identified by Alice 

(1:1 worker)  

 

from what I what I’ve gathered so far in this setting is the 
communication is very effective because of erm the different 
methods that we have erm you know there’s things coming 
out like the summer barbecue so everybody will get together 
and that’s a community that I think parents like because it’s 
more it’s not as formal (Alice)  

 

In response to a question about how the setting is a community 

between parents, practitioners and children, Nicole (1:1 worker) 

replied “that link of communication I suppose everything you know 

everyone talks”. For Ursula (1:1 support worker), such verbal 

communication was noted as being important from the very earliest 

contact with parents: 

 

I think it’s vital really erm to start with it might be erm when 
they come in obviously it’s very verbal because they’ll be 
introduced to the setting the staff erm everyone in here then 
verbally find out what goes on what each rooms for what 
everyone does erm and then after that it’s obviously for the 
decision of the parent they might phone they might come 
back to there speak to someone again (Ursula) 
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This suggests a progression and continuity in the content of verbal 

communication with parents. For Carol (1:1 support worker) verbal 

communication encourages parents to participate in the setting more. 

She said: 

 

some parents are really erm involved with us and take us as 
a really big part of the children’s life and they will come and 
approach us and talk to us about things and will want to 
come in and do things with us and really be engaged in the 
children’s learning and sometimes they will even ask us 
questions like how we can help them with the children things 
like that (Carol)  

 

There seems for Carol, to be a distinct sense of connectivity 

between the parents and the practitioners and these connections 

may be seen in the context of the children’s learning. In contrast 

to Penny’s earlier view of seeing word of mouth as a way of 

supporting recognition or the reputation of the setting, Bonnie 

(owner) instead saw it as a form of communication in its own 

right. When I asked her about how she thought communication 

impacted on a sense of community she said: 

 

I think it’s again word of mouth because that’s probably the 
best way because you know they’re all queuing out outside if 
they’ve seen something on the website or via email they’re 
all talking about it then aren’t they (Bonnie) 

 

The application and use of technology to foster a sense of community 

was identified by two practitioners. Vanessa (1:1 support worker) 

noted that technology was influential after a large event had taken 

place: 

 

we take not sure if they took the iPad last time or just take a 
camera no the iPad cos then the the walk that we had to the 
PLACE was uploaded to Tapestry just saying thank you to all 
everyone that came it was like thanks for joining us it was 
lovely day and a lot of the parents replied back in saying it 
was really nice to to have done that so yeah all positive it 
was very positive (Vanessa) 
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The enjoyment of the day out seems to be captured through 

uploading images onto Tapestry for distribution to parents. 

Vanessa seems to be saying that this communication was a form 

of expressing gratitude to the parents for their participation.  

 

Wendy (deputy manager) concurred on the perception of the valuable 

role of Tapestry in informing communication within the community, 

saying that “I think Tapestry’s been the biggest impact and been the 

biggest positive impact”. This potentially raises a question as to the 

nature of community. Does the application of technological resources 

mean that there is a distinct online community in place between the 

parents, practitioners and children? Suler (2015, p.262) identifies that 

in online communities, people share information and experiences 

whilst also feeling comfortable enough to ask questions and share 

opinions.  

 

External aspects 
 

Whilst events can be organised that are separate to the physical 

location of the setting, external aspects also appeared in the 

participant responses that were of a broader nature and a number of 

different strands emerged. Connections with the local school were 

noted whilst for both parents and practitioners the sense of community 

was informed by multi-professional working.  

 

Educational settings 

 

Transition has been described as an on-going process that is 

embedded within social contexts (Shields, 2009, p. 237), and 

continuity between educational settings may be seen as an important 

element of transition from preschool to school (Einarsdóttir, Perry and 

Dockett, 2008, p.49). For Bonnie (owner) the connection with the local 

school was significant as she noted “having trans good transitions with 

the schools is a a very good way of community”.  
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In contrast for Ruby (room leader) it was important to note a physical 

separation from the school next door “although we we’re not in a way 

connected with the neighbouring school”.  

 

Multi professional working  
 

The concept of community was linked to early intervention and multi-

professional working by Susie (SENCO).  

 

I think we’re very community minded erm when a child first 

starts with us and we think there's something not quite right 

there and if they haven’t already got a diagnosis then we 

involve the health visitor in the first instance (Susie) 

 

Susie appears to conflate the ideas of something not being ‘quite right’ 

with the need for a diagnosis. It seems that for Susie the impetus is 

for the setting to contact the health visitor rather than parents. 

However, McConkey, Truesdale-Kennedy and Cassidy (2009, p. 34) 

found in their study of maternal recollections of the features of autism 

spectrum disorders that 37 mothers (51% of participants) had sought 

advice from their health visitor and only 20 (28%) had sought advice 

from preschool personnel. This suggests that for some parents the 

health professional was a more significant source of advice. 

 

Yet when considering the role of the SENCO, Roffey and Parry (2014, 

p. 84) note that it is crucial to support communication between the 

setting, parents and others. Susie (SENCO) concurred with this when 

she emphasised that within the community of external professionals 

both she and the setting were known “you have to work in a 

community base and erm Dr XXX knows who I am now the health 

visitors know who I am now and Portage know who I am and the 

setting”.  

 

For Erica (parent) this communicative and community based role was 

evident when both the SENCO and setting provided a link to the 

outside community by hosting multi –professional meetings: 
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erm staff are willing to let this be kind of a base so if I 
needed to speak to one of them erm then we would call 
SENCO and try and see if we could get a date that we could 
all meet and we’d meet here erm although it would really 
have nothing to do with her at at school per se erm yeah so 
I guess the communication between all three is pretty good 
(Erica) 

 

There is a sense that permission needs to be given for such 

meetings to occur and that the staff have to be agreeable for this 

to happen thereby suggesting a sense of control over the parent. 

I found it interesting that throughout the interview Erica (parent) 

referred to the setting as school. This may have been linked with 

a sense of formal education being provided. Perhaps it afforded 

her daughter an educational status as it may have conveyed more 

academic weight than attendance at a preschool. It may also 

have supported a need to see her child as a learner.  

 

For parent Erica a sense of neutrality for the setting in the community 

was also of significance:  

 

cos it’s kind of I’d say neutral but it’s neutral in the sense 
that you know I don’t have to go to their office or they don’t 
have to come to my house it’s somewhere where you know 
they come here anyway to assess XXX and I come here 
obviously to bring her so this seems almost ideal base for all 
of us (Erica) 

 

This seems to foster the notion of the setting as being central to 

the relationship between the parent and the professionals. By 

identifying neutrality Erica (parent) seems to be suggesting that 

previously she has perhaps felt uncomfortable or disadvantaged 

in meeting locations. Within the setting there may be a sense of 

equality as it is being visited by both the professional and the 

parent and neither may be able to exercise control.  
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Relationships with parents 
 

From an emphasis on community spirit as a starting point for 

relationships, partnership with parents in particular was noted as being 

significant by practitioner participants in informing a sense of 

community. A sense of community spirit was noted by Bonnie (owner) 

and Susie (SENCO). I found this interesting that two of the senior 

leadership team mentioned ‘spirit’ which perhaps stressed a sense of 

belonging and expected cohesion. For Susie (SENCO) community also 

had a tangible connection to working, “it enables a better working 

relationship erm if everyone working together in in that community 

spirit and minded mindedness”. Whereas for Bonnie (owner), a direct 

relationship between community and communication was drawn out, “I 

think we do have a good community spirit I think erm because 

because we I think because we do communicate a lot”.  

 

In response to a question about whether there was a sense of 

community between practitioners, parents and children, Alice (1:1 

support worker) emphasised that for her, community was based on 

relationships:  

 

it’s a nice I mean since working here in January erm I've the 
the  relationships that I’ve seen with a lot of key workers 
and parents and the setting in the office erm it’s just 
supportive erm it’s just a great relationship that we have 
erm and also a lot of the children the new children that I've 
seen come in we do see er we do hear a lot of the parents 
saying that we’ve been recommended for that reason 
because of the relationship that we do hold with parents 
(Alice) 

 

In her reply Alice draws together the potentially disparate aspects of 

key workers, parents, the setting and the office into the sense of a 

cohesive relationship. She seems to locate children in this relationship 

as the bonding mechanism between the parents and the practitioners. 

Children also seem to form a central point in the flow of her reply. She 

also acknowledges that, as noted earlier, parental recommendation 

based upon this successful relationship seems to have been key in 

securing new attendees at the setting.  
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In response to the same question Ursula (1:1 support worker) also 

concurred on the significance of relationships with parents in informing 

a sense of community, “oh definitely forming relationships with the 

parents / is a big key point because obviously they’re leaving their 

children in care of to start with strangers”. Ursula seems to 

acknowledge that at the start the practitioner may appear as a 

stranger to the parents. This then seems to offer potential for the 

exploration of how trust and the relationships may develop.  

 

It may be that the nature of the personal collaborative relationship 

between parents and practitioners is the important aspect to foster 

(Ray, Pewett-Kinder and George, 2009 p.22; Bloch and Weinstein, 

2009, p.35). Alternatively, a potential barrier for parental involvement 

may stem from the relationships between parents and practitioners 

where there is diverse understanding of attitudes, goals and language 

(Hornby and Lafaele, 2011, p. 39). Wendy (deputy manager) did note 

that a barrier between practitioners and parents may be in place when 

she said “but yeah sense of community I would say the biggest barrier 

is between the parent and the practitioner / because of the ability and 

to to engage with each other”.  

 

Sometimes the relationship formed with parents had its roots in the 

practitioners’ previous work with siblings of the children attending the 

setting now. This aspect was drawn out by Ruby (room leader):  

 

there’s a lot of erm siblings who’ve been through the school 
so we know a lot of the parents already from er because I’ve 
been here eight years as well I've seen you know other 
children older children go through so I think erm yeah it’s a 
good erm community (Ruby) 

 

Ruby seems to convey a sense of movement and a journey that has 

been undertaken and the observation of seeing children undertake a 

journey within the setting and beyond seems to reinforce for her a 

sense of community.  
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A different consideration of the role of relationship emerged from 

Grace (1:1 support worker) who noted how sometimes parents set up 

their own communities: 

 

some of these parents that come in here to do whatever 
activity’s on they’re like a little they sit here you’d think 
they’d known each other for ages they all sit here you know 
what I mean talking which they probably would never meet 
them otherwise they get to know the children that their 
children play with/ they’ll say oh my little boy’s always 
saying so and so you know what I mean so I think it’s good 
they get to know the staff (Grace) 

 

Is this a community of practice for parents? In an article that details a 

recent interview with Etienne Wenger, (Farnsworth, Kleanthous and 

Wenger-Traynor, 2016) Wenger notes that by giving people knowledge 

they are being invited into an identity for which this knowledge 

provides a “meaningful way of being” (Farnsworth, Kleanthous and 

Wenger-Traynor, 2016, p. 145). I find it interesting to consider the 

community between parents in light of this point. As Grace seemed to 

suggest the provision of a participatory activity by the practitioners 

facilities the opportunity for the parents to develop knowledge of the 

setting, the children and themselves. It seems that their identity as 

parents may be reinforced by the provision of the activity and through 

the invitation to participate potentially have their identity confirmed.  

 

Community – concluding thoughts 
 

This chapter opened with the assertion that in activity theory, 

community was something that was to be constructed. For the 

participants this construction seemed to be determined by a range of 

aspects and a broad perception of community emerged. For some 

practitioners it was based on their engagement with parents through 

the provision of extra curricular activities both internal and external to 

the setting. Indeed, it was suggested that such activities supported the 

parents in being able to develop their own distinct community within 

the setting.  
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A recurrent theme emerged in the value of recognition and reputation 

for enhancing a sense of community both in the response of multi –

professional working and for parents choosing the setting for their 

children to attend.  

 

When asked about how communication could impact on a sense of 

community, a consensus emerged that it was valuable. However some 

distinctions were drawn between the role of verbal and electronic 

communication with verbal communication appearing as a means of 

fostering relationships within the community. Consequently, the close 

nature of relationships within the community context emerged as being 

of significance in the perceptions of both practitioners and parents.  

Building on this, the notion of constructing a community seems 

predicated on participation. It may be however that the form and type 

of participation encouraged has to fall within certain parameters and 

expectations and such a community should not be seen in isolation. 

The next chapter explores the underlying structures and processes that 

may be seen to act as the rules for the setting in the way it works, and 

how perceptions of the rules potentially impact upon communication 

within this community. 
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Chapter 9 Activity theory – Rules 
 

Rules can be seen as the background assumptions that inform 

organisation within the activity system model (Taylor, 2009, p. 235). 

The rules that are implemented may be implicit or explicit, written or 

unwritten (Kallio, 2010, p. 34). Rules can also influence interactions 

between subjects in a community (Cornet, Voida and Holden, 2017, p. 

2). Therefore the following discussion will consider how perceptions of 

rules found within an early years context can influence communication. 

The perceptions of the implementation of policy and fundamentals of 

practice such as play and assessment are explored in the first part of 

the chapter. The theme of professionalism emerged from a number of 

participants and this is explored towards the end of the chapter. Whilst 

it may however be considered to be a background assumption, 

perceptions indicate that professionalism can also influence 

communication approaches and inform content. 

 

Early years Practice 
 

This first part of the chapter explores some of the key aspects of early 

years practice that emerged for the participants and informed their 

communication. Starting from a consideration of perceptions of policy 

it then examines play, particularly play for young children with SEN/D. 

Participant perceptions of transitions and assessment are explored. 

The section ends with reflections on perceptions of review meetings.  

 

Policy 
 

Whilst policy may impact upon early years practice in England there 

was very little overt mention of it by the participants. The Office for 

Standards in Education (OFSTED) Early Years Inspection Book 

(OFSTED, 2015, p. 16) notes that childcare providers in England are 

required to have written policies and procedures as specified in the 

Early Years Foundation Stage Framework (EYFS)(DfE, 2014a).  
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The EYFS (DfE, 2014a) itself stated that providers should have two 

policies in place namely a safeguarding policy and an administering 

medicines policy. It also noted that if an equality or equal opportunities 

policy was in place (and this was not obligatory) then new employees 

must be informed of this policy in induction (DfE, 2014a, p. 34).  

 

The Pre School Learning Alliance (PLA) is a registered educational 

charity which claims to represent 14,000 member settings, (Pre School 

Learning Alliance, 2017a). Concurrent with government requirements 

(DfE, 2014a), it offers templates for a significantly greater number of 

policies in the areas of: child protection; suitable people 

(employment); staff qualifications, training and support; key person; 

staff child ratios; health; managing behaviour; safety and suitability of 

premises, environment and equipment; equal opportunities (including 

supporting children with SEN/D); information and records (Pre School 

Learning Alliance, 2017b). From this broad range of potential policy 

areas informing practice and communication only two aspects were 

specifically noted by practitioners in their interview responses; firstly 

safeguarding and secondly the reporting of accidents which falls within 

the area of health policies. 

 

A connection with safeguarding emerged when Ursula (1:1 support 

worker) was asked about how children with SEN/D could be involved in 

communication between practitioners and parents. Ursula said: 

 

yeah absolutely erm I think the communication is just key 
with everyone really though they may not understand it’s 
still I think you should get that feed back from children I 
think that can come into sometimes with safeguarding issues 
you don’t know a child might come out with something that 
we might be of concern but it could be something so simple 
at home so it’s always kind of having that voice of the child 
and that relationship with the parents to say well actually 
you know they might have said this the parent will elaborate 
it could be something so simple (Ursula) 

 

For Ursula, communication appears to adopt a centrality of focus and 

importance.  
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She seems to acknowledge the challenge of understanding children 

and that feedback should be sought from the children. It is unclear 

why there should be simplicity in the communication at home, is this 

perhaps related to the child’s limited language or phrasing. This is in 

contrast to the parents who may expand this simplified 

communication. I found it interesting that Ursula (1:1 support worker) 

had seemed to immediately link children’s potential participation with a 

safeguarding concern. In 2011, the National Society for the Prevention 

of Cruelty to Children (Radford, Corral, Bradley, Fisher, Bassett, Howat 

and Collinshaw, 2011, p. 154) identified that 19% of children with a 

disability under the age of 11 were polyvictims, that is they had 

experienced multiple types of maltreatment and victimisation. Whilst 

Flatley (2016, p. 4) states that the scale of child abuse continues to be 

unclear, disabled children are 3.4 times more likely to be abused 

(Radford, Corral, Bradley, Fisher, Bassett, Howat and Collinshaw, 

2011, p. 185). 

 

In response to a question asking about sharing information with 

parents that was not always positive, Alice (1:1 support worker) noted 

“we have an incident an accident form/ so that will be written out on 

that/ and then I will sign that and the parent will sign that”. There 

seems to be some confusion in differentiating between an incident and 

an accident early in the response. It may be that an incident could 

possibly be more closely linked with an aspect of challenging behaviour 

and this was perceived as negative communication to share with the 

parent. Alice also seems to feel the need to stress that both she and 

the parents will sign or witness the form. This may be to secure 

acknowledgement from the parents about the incident, and recognition 

that she has not withheld information or communication about it.  

 

Grace (1:1 support worker) also agreed about the necessity for 

signatures to be obtained but emphasised parental signatures. Grace 

said “the accident what happened where it was ask them to sign the 

forms to say they’ve been informed about it”. She did not note that 

she was also expected to sign the form which may indicate that she 

did not need to have parental agreement that information had been 

shared. 
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Play 
 

Doherty (2009, p. 195) defines play as “a dynamic, active and 

constructive behaviour. An essential and integral part of all children’s 

healthy growth, development and learning across all ages, domains 

and cultures”. The prominence of play in early years curricula seems to 

reflect support for its role in both the development and education of 

young children (McInnes, Howard, Crowley and Miles, 2013, p.269). 

Indeed the EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p.9) notes that play is essential for 

children’s development. Yet researchers in a variety of international 

contexts concur that the definition of play is seen as problematic 

(Leggett and Newman, 2017, p. 24; Pyle and Bigelow, 2015, p. 385; 

Van Oers, 2013, p. 186). In this study play was not drawn in as a 

distinct element. Instead it emerged as something included in the 

content of communication between practitioners and parents and in 

the reporting of the direct experience of the children.  

 

In a Finnish context, Suhonen, Nislin, Alijoki and Sajaniemi (2015, p. 

288) acknowledge that for children with special needs or disabilities 

play can be considered one of the most effective ways of supporting 

development. This view was replicated more recently by educational 

psychologists in an English context (Atkinson, Bond, Goodhall and 

Woods, 2017, p.24) however there was also acknowledgement that 

play may need to take a different form or be mediated more by an 

adult.  

 

The children discussed by participants in this study had Down 

Syndrome or Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) or Global 

Developmental Delay. From their study of 55 young children with 

SEN/D, including ASD and Down Syndrome, Wong and Kasari, (2012, 

p. 2159) suggested there was a need for a greater role of adult 

mediation in play. Similar findings emerged more recently from a 

smaller study by Barton (2015, p. 504) who argues from her study of 

3 children with ASD and 1 child with Down Syndrome that systematic 

instruction should be provided to teach the children how to play. 
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Practitioners in this study however did not talk about teaching play 

skills as such. 

 

For Vanessa (1:1 support worker) play was an aspect included in her 

conversations with a parent. Vanessa said: 

 

but mum mum was worried about how she’s like getting on 
cos at one point she asked does she play with the other 
children she was quite worried erm which now she does so 
like that (Vanessa) 

 

Here Vanessa seems to suggest that the parent had a raised level of 

anxiety but it was the play aspect which provided a mediating aspect 

to discuss the parent’s concerns. It was perhaps the social interaction 

element, and seeing that her child was not isolated and/or perhaps 

displaying more typical early childhood of behaviours such as playing, 

that were of greater parental concern. The aspect of play may have 

therefore provided a common language and point of reference for the 

practitioner and the parent. 

 

For Erica (parent) play seemed to be something to be aspired to 

through the development of communication: 

 

they have given her given her a choice board so they’ll give 
her a choice of erm two activities and she can choose which 
one she wants to do so it’s in terms of things like that but 
they haven’t gone to the stage of her independently saying 
erm okay I I would like to play in the garden or something 
(Erica)  

 

The practitioners are referred to here anonymously which seems to 

indicate that Erica does not see a specific individual supporting her 

child’s communication. Indeed, she may be deliberately referring to a 

more open approach through her child coming into contact with a 

number of staff within the room where the child is based. Previously 

practitioners had noted that they moved between rooms so the parent 

may be acknowledging this wider potential interpersonal contact for 

her child.  
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Erica may be putting herself into her child’s position and indicating 

playing outside as this may be her view on what typical play in an 

early years setting looks like. 

 

Transitions 
 

Developmental transitions may be seen as belonging to the individual 

child, and transitions within childhood can be seen as cultural and 

community events where individuals change their role within the 

community (Rogoff, 2003, p.150). It has already been noted in chapter 

8 that a sense of community can be constructed (Taylor, 2009, p.230). 

Therefore transitions in this context may be seen as an element within 

the early years community that needs to be constructed, and which 

may necessitate changes in relationships, roles, and identities 

(Dockett, Perry and Kearney, 2011, p. 46).  

 

In a Swedish context, it has been found that a range of activities 

particularly those in which the child actively participates, can promote 

their social and emotional adjustment to transitions (Lillvist and 

Wilder, 2017, p. 425). Maddie (parent) noted that the practitioners in 

communication with her had described how they had provided such a 

range of activities as part of their transition planning. She said: 

 
you know and cos one of the things was they were saying he 
likes to play with a lot of his friends are the ones who are 
going up to school this year they were like we need to start 
trying to get him to play with the ones who are still gonna 
be there next year otherwise he’s gonna be sat there going 
hey everybody’s gone they did recognise that and say with 
his targets and that they’ve tried to bring in the children who 
are his age (Maddie) 

 

Maddie seems to indicate that the practitioners in the setting context 

are taking responsibility for planning the transition support that may 

be useful. For her child she seems to suggest that he may be feeling 

loneliness or isolation as he realises his peer group has gone. This may 

perhaps be an underlying fear of social isolation for her son.  
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Yet Maddie (parent) acknowledges practitioner awareness of these 

concerns and the importance of friends. Indeed, children’s friendships 

can be significant in a successful transition process (Peters, 2010, p.1). 

 

Transitions can be challenging and provoke anxiety for parents 

(Mawdsley and Hauser-Cram, 2013, p. 1259). In their study of the 

experiences of parents of children with special needs entering school, 

Siddiqua and Janus (2017, p. 574) found there may be a disconnection 

in the communication between different institutions involved in the 

transitions process. This was not evident in the responses in this 

study. Penny (room leader) seemed to want to particularly explain the 

process of sending written communication to the receiving school when 

she said: 

 

we do a transition when they go to school so it’s just a brief 
description in each area of what the child enjoys what they 
need extra support in maybe the one page profile’s really 
good (Penny) 

 

Here it seems Penny may be seeing transition as both a process and a 

product. There may perhaps be a tension about being able to provide 

full information about what the child enjoys and the extra support that 

may be needed. It seems that the communication is informed by adult 

perspectives. The purpose of a one page profile has been noted as the 

promotion of understanding of the child’s viewpoint as well as 

providing a summary of most effective support (Holtom and Lloyd 

Jones, 2014, p. 6). Yet Penny does not seem to acknowledge the 

aspect of the child’s viewpoint. 

 

Monitoring and assessment  
 

The EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p. 13) noted that a progress check at age two 

should be completed for children between two to three years of age 

that provides parents/carers with a brief summary of development. 

From September 2015 the government introduced the Integrated 

Review at Age Two (National Children’s Bureau, 2015).  
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Through investigating perceptions of this assessment change, 

Nicholson and Palaiologou (2016, p.2018) found from their interviews 

with professionals in the team around the child, that multi agency 

communication and collaboration was an important aspect to be 

developed. Whilst Susie (SENCO) did not refer to the integrated 

review, instead she retained the previous terminology of the two year 

progress check, she did seem to concur with the importance of multi-

agency working and communication when she said: 

 
we make links with the local doctor’s surgery erm to see if 
the two year progress check was done correctly erm nine 
times out of ten it comes back that it’s not erm erm a little 
boy in there come back he’d passed the two year check and 
his speech and language was above what it should have 
been and he’s non-verbal so it was just yeah odd erm but 
(pause) yeah has to be it has to be multi agency partnership 
working (Susie) 

 

There seems to be a mutually reinforcing relationship with the doctor’s 

surgery that could be both obligatory and arduous whilst also being 

useful and reciprocal. Susie notes a need to see if the two year check 

was done as it should have been. This may be an assumption of 

personal professional expertise where she seems to challenge the 

outcomes for a particular child. Yet there does not seem to be explicit 

criticism, rather she notes that the outcome was not what she would 

have expected. Yet she also seems to suggest a strong commitment to 

multi-agency partnership working.  

 

Assessment can be seen as a continuous process (Nicholson and 

Palaiologou, 2016, p. 2018; Mengoni and Oates, 2014, p. 341).  

Whilst Rix and Matthews (2014, p. 1441) argue that in assessment 

processes there should be awareness of one’s own perspectives and 

influences, there seemed to be no evidence of this. Practitioners 

comments seemed to focus on completion of tangible recording tools 

such as the Early Years Profile (DfE, 2014a) and the aspects included 

within the Tapestry software of Leuven Scales (Laevers, 2002), the 

EYFS (DfE, 2014a) and the Characteristics of Effective Learning (Early 

Education, 2012).  
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Although additional materials such as the Practice Guide to the Early 

Years Developmental Journal (Oates and Mengoni, 2013) have been 

published, perceptions of participants seemed to focus on more typical 

early years monitoring tools to record development. There seemed to 

be no mention that the completion of these recording tools was 

subjective in nature by the practitioner. Indeed the focus seemed to be 

on parental interpretation and understanding of communication 

instead. Wendy (deputy manager) said:  

 
if you if you share a concern with them they kind of ask for a 
reason why so we tend to use the profiles and the early 
years foundation stage to show that so they like to see an 
age band they like to see a text form (Wendy)  

 

There does seem to be a hesitancy about sharing developmental 

information with the parents. This may be because it will challenge the 

parents’ perceptions and if so, then parents may request evidence of 

the concerns. Consequently the pracitioners may feel a need to 

substantiate any concerns with documentation being provided as 

evidence.  

 

Rix and Matthews (2014, p. 1430) note the importance of focusing 

upon a child’s perspective in context. For Susie (SENCO) there were 

tensions of communicating the photographic evidence of the child in 

context on Tapestry and potential parental misunderstanding of this 

communication of monitoring processes: 

 

because they don’t erm with Tapestry it’s more more the 
photographs and then they can look at progress but a lot of 
parents don’t do that and we send that out to them anyway 
erm but I think they get kind of like boggled down with 
science and they not too sure what things mean specially 
when you start looking at Leuven scales and things like that 
they don’t don’t understand it and so they’d rather not look 
at it so it’s about us sitting there explaining it to parents 
whereas some parents they they want to know it they want 
to know it and they will ask all the questions (Susie) 

 

 



138 
 

Susie (SENCO) seems to be emphasising the importance of the 

photographs for parents, whilst noting that the parents may not 

understand the information being shared with them. Susie appears to 

be making assumptions about parental willingness to engage and 

understand the developmental information that accompanies the 

photographs. The practitioner seems to have perceived expertise as 

they explain the monitoring tools such as Leuven scales. The DfE 

(2014) requires practitioners to guide parents in respect of their 

children’s learning, however this may create inequitable relationships. 

Yet Susie seemingly contradicts herself as she notes that some parents 

do indeed want curricula information.  

 

However, Maddie (parent) agreed with Susie’s (SENCO) initial 

perspective, when in regard to the communication of developmental 

information on Tapestry, she said that “I don’t look at it very often to 

be honest I just look at the pictures and what they’ve written”. Maddie 

seems to justify her response by adding in the caveat of honesty. 

Perhaps this reflects an embarrassment or a perceived awareness that 

as a parent she could be expected to or should be engaging more with 

this sort of developmental information. It is the written anecdotal 

information rather than the developmental information that appeals. 

This may be because her child has SEN/D and to be categorised by 

typical developmental stages is not relevant to his individual and 

holistic development.  

 

In a recent study of mothers’ perspectives on assessment, Bennetts, 

Mensah, Green, Hackworth, Westrupp and Reilly (2017, p.3313) state 

that availability and affordability of video technologies support direct 

assessment using observational methods. For the practitioners, the 

video footage and photographs that they collected from observations, 

and then uploaded to Tapestry to share with the parents, seemed to 

be a means of documenting progress. It also provided a means of 

initiating and supporting communication with parents. Carol (1:1 

support worker) noted: 

 

 



139 
 

we erm erm upload a lot of observations on children 
especially on the targets so showing the parents we are 
working on the targets and how we doing it and how the 
children are getting on (Carol)  

 

Carol does suggest that there are a lot of observations uploaded and 

this may suggest a burden or compulsory amount of observations to 

be completed. A connection is made with the reporting of information 

about targets. By sharing this information with the parents perhaps 

she is justifying her role and the support she puts in to place. The 

uploaded observations may be seen as a way of explaining both how 

the support is implemented, and the impact on the children. There 

may be a sense here of having to allay parental concerns and 

justifying work. 

 

Yet a different role for observations in communication seemed to be 

noted by Susie (SENCO). When asked about how children are involved 

in communication, Susie said it was done through observations “we 

look at it erm through what the parents say is working what isn’t 

working it’s just through observations constantly undertaking 

observations and looking at communication that way”. Here the child 

seems to be separate from the context and the process and the reply 

suggests adult reporting and interpretation is the focus. 

Communication between the parents and the practitioners may inform 

the decision making. Yet there may be a burden experienced in the 

necessary commitment to completing observations. It appears that a 

connection relating to visual aspects seems to emerge between the 

practical process of doing the observations and the analytical or 

metaphorical act of looking.  

 

Reviews  
 

Apart from the Age 2 Progress Check (DfE, 2014a, p. 13), within the 

EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p. 5) the application of review processes was linked 

to consideration of teaching and learning opportunities.  
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The Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (DfE/DH, 

2015, p. 87) notes that reviews should be held that consider both the 

effectiveness of support and impact on progress for individual children. 

Such implementation of regular review meetings between practitioners 

and parents was also perceived to inform communication content and 

processes. This was applicable to all the children, not just those with 

SEN/D. Wendy (deputy manger) noted: 

 

quite often so we do like reviews so in the review we won’t 
just do a review with the child that we’ve got concerns about 
we do reviews with all our children so we’ll always share that 
information with the parent because it’s their right to see it 
it’s their child (Wendy) 

 

It seems for Wendy that perhaps there is an implicit evaluation of the 

review process being conducted concurrent to the explanation of the 

process. From a parental perspective Erica (parent) indicated that 

review meetings were an opportunity for her to communicate directly 

with professionals and practitioners her views on what was being 

planned for her child. Erica (parent) noted that in the reviews: 

 

the targets are set and then obviously what the targets have 
been before how she’s been getting on with that how she’s 
erm how quickly she’s achieved them or what she’s 
struggled with if she struggled at all obviously we move on 
and go okay what should the targets be this time and I have 
a strong input with that that’s not just from the professionals 
(Erica) 

 

Erica may be acknowledging that her child finds the target work 

challenging and is this perhaps representative of more general 

experiences. Whilst advocacy by families on behalf of those with 

learning disabilities can be a daily task (Walmsley, Tilley, Dumbleton 

and Bardsley, 2017, p.1367), Erica seems to assert that in a review 

context she has a significant input in the meeting. This suggests that 

previously she may have felt her voice was not heard in meetings with 

professionals.  
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Relationships with early intervention professionals may indeed have a 

lasting influence on future relationships (Boshoff, Gobbs, Phillips, Wiles 

and Porter, 2018, p. 148). 

 

Professionalism  
 

A distinct strand which emerged in the comments of the practitioners, 

that seemed to influence communication processes and content, was 

how they were perceived in their roles. A recurring element to this was 

perceptions of them as being professionals in their field and having 

status and authority. The following discussion draws in some of these 

perceptions and also explores how this seemed to impact upon 

communication between practitioners and parents. 

 

Following the introduction of the National Childcare Strategy (DfEE, 

1998) there has been a significant number of policy publications in the 

field of early childhood education and care (Chalke, 2013, p.212). 

Concomitant to this are developing notions of professionalism which 

are entwined with professional knowledge and learning (Hordern, 

2016, p. 510). In her report on the EYFS, Tickell (2011, p. 43) notes 

that the introduction of the Early Years Foundation Stage had brought 

new opportunities and increasing professionalism for the early years 

workforce. However this was not reflected in the comments of the 

practitioners.  

 

Susie (SENCO) noted a lack of respect from a parent when she said 

“he doesn’t see that we were professional enough to offer him help 

and advice”. Here it seems that Susie is connecting the word 

professional with status and authority. The parent’s perception of the 

practitioners seems to be blinkered or restricted. This suggests not 

only a lack of reciprocity in the partnership working but perhaps a lack 

of appreciation on the part of the parent. Perhaps Susie (SENCO) 

perceives this as a rejection and a challenge to her authority.  
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In a study about fathers’ experiences of special education for their 

children in the USA, Mueller and Buckley (2014, p. 129) identify that 

for fathers three aspects were significant: building trusting 

relationships, having open and honest communication and being 

listened to. It seems that none of these aspects were present in the 

relationship and communication that Susie indicated in the above 

response.  

 

In a study of perceptions of professionalism by early years 

practitioners in Canada, Nigeria and South Africa, Harwood, Klopper, 

Osayin and Vanderlee (2013, p. 14) suggest that early years 

professionalism requires an internal reflective perspective for a role 

that is complex and has many elements to it. Wendy (deputy 

manager) drew in some elements of complexity within the context of 

communication between staff in the setting. She said:  

 

I think it’s important that the parents see us as a 
professional and obviously we see each other in that way I 
would never dismiss one of my staff saying I've got a 
concern whether they were level a different a lower level to 
me or just started or an apprenticeship apprentice (Wendy) 

 

There seems to be a perception of a need for a parallel acceptance of 

professionalism by parents and between practitioners. Wendy (deputy 

manager) seems to strongly assert that she would not disregard 

concerns communicated by a colleague with different qualifications or 

experience. Whilst there seems to be a need to emphasise that 

practitioners see each other as professional there does however seem 

to be awareness of a hierarchy between staff.  

 

When asked about the role of nursery staff in communication, Bonnie 

(owner) seemed to use the concept of professionalism to describe a 

way of working and did not seem to apply it as a status that could be 

achieved. She noted “you know because you have to be professional 

and we care for them care for the parents as well as you know the 

children and then you have to think of the staff as well “.  
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She indicates that she must be seen as being professional, yet it is 

unclear where this imperative comes from. Alongside this aspect of 

working is the implementation of of a caring role which seems to be 

repeated for emphasis and which draws in the parents, children and 

staff. However the construction of concepts of care and professionalism 

is complex (Brooker, 2010, p. 182). It has been suggested that since 

the introduction of the EYFS (DfE, 2014a) settings have become more 

prescriptive in their approaches to care and education (Wild, Silberfield 

and Nightingale, 2015, p. 239). Therefore in this context Bonnie 

(owner) may be seeking as far as she can to emphasise the care 

aspect and to replicate the mother/child relationship as much as she 

can (Taggart, 2016, p. 174).  

 

Rules – concluding thoughts 
 

At the start of the chapter the consideration of the rules aspect from 

activity theory was argued as being based on background assumptions 

that inform an organisation. A range of aspects seemed to emerge for 

participants in the background assumptions that informed their 

communication practice and relationships. Although statutory 

guidelines are in place for settings to adhere to (DfE, 2014a), little 

mention was made of policy except in the provision of evidence of 

accident reporting for parents and safeguarding concerns. Play was 

similarly absent from many responses from the practitioners save for it 

providing content in a communication exchange. In reflections on 

transitions, it was support and practical activities that seemed to be 

prominent in participant replies for both practitioners and parents.  

 

Within monitoring activities, communication seemed to focus on the 

sharing of the photographs with what was perceived as inconsistent 

regard from parents for curricula summaries. However, the 

practitioners themselves did not seem to be reflecting in depth on this 

curricula summary aspect and appeared to focus on communication 

content based on typical means of sharing information with parents 

such as the Leuven Scales (Laevers, 2002) and the EYFS (DfE, 2014a, 

rather than more specific SEN/D based materials.  
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For assessment processes and reviews, the communication focus was 

on content, typically based on targets.  

 

Finally, for the practitioners in particular, perceptions of their 

professionalism emerged as influencing communication processes and 

content. Tensions seemed to emerge for the practitioners not only 

when they felt they were not perceived as being professional in their 

role but also in the execution of the role itself. It seemed to be 

challenging how to present as a professional in the early years yet still 

be seen as caring. It may be that perceptions of professionalism are 

informed by perceptions of role and this aspect is explored in more 

depth in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 10 Activity theory – Division of labour 
 

Activity can be divided into different actions which are enacted by 

individuals in co-ordination with others (Tolman, 1999, p. 72). 

Consequently, within activity systems through division of labour, 

different positions are created for individuals (Engeström, 2001, p. 

136). Division of labour can also refer to the division of tasks in 

between peers and also highlight a division of power and status 

(Engeström and Sannino, 2010, p. 6). Within this study division of 

labour can be applied to the roles of practitioners, parents and 

children. Yet whilst the role of the early years worker has become 

more complex (Gracey, 2015, p. 23), their role in communication with 

parents and carers should be to strive to achieve open and factual 

disclosure of information (Strauss, 2015, p. 118).  

 

The participants in this study were asked not only about their 

perceptions of their own role in communication, but also how they 

perceived the role of others, for example, parents were asked for their 

views on the role of practitioners in communication. All participants 

were also asked how they saw the role of children in their 

communication with each other. Therefore the following chapter 

considers the perceived roles that the participants explored and how 

these can potentially impact upon communication. It is divided into 

three sections: the first section considers parental perceptions; the 

second explores practitioner perceptions; the final section considers 

perceptions of the role of children in communication. 

 

How parents perceive communication roles 
 

How parents see their own role in communication 
 

Whilst communication between parents and practitioners may be seen 

as important for parental involvement (Kellar-Guenther, Rosenberg, 

Block and Robinson, 2014, p. 82) the perceptions of role in the parent 

practitioner relationship can be subject to complexity in the distinction 

between power and expertise (Brooker, 2010, p. 184).  
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One parental role may be as an advocate communicating on behalf of 

their children (Marshall, Adelman, Kesten, Natale and Elbaum, 2017, p. 

190; Dockett, Perry, and Kearney, 2011, p. 47; Byington and Whitby, 

2011, p. 44). Alternatively, in a United States context, Herbert (2014, 

p. 115) found that parents may perceive their role as searching for 

interventions that could help their child. Neither of these aspects were 

identified by the parents in this study. The two main themes that 

emerged from the parent participants when discussing their role in 

communication were sharing information and communicating with 

practitioners who had specific roles. 

 

Sharing information 

 

When asked about how she perceived her role in communication and 

the kind of information that needed to be shared with practitioners, 

Erica (parent) said “I think if they’re helping you in terms of early 

years I think sharing everything”. It may be that the use of help noted 

here may indicate, within this connected relationship, a power dynamic 

where the parent may be seeing themselves as weak and in need of 

assistance. This does not seem to indicate a reciprocal or partnership 

based relationship. Yet Erica seems to set a boundary by 

contextualising her reply in the context the early years. Despite this 

potential boundary of context, Erica (parent) notes that she shares 

everything, which suggests an openness that may still be constrained 

within the boundary.  

 

In terms of communication content, Erica (parent) seemed to indicate 

that this should also focus on raising practitioner awareness of the 

progress that she as a parent thought her child was making:  

 

I think communicating everything to them is really important 
cos you they need to know the progress of her even if they 
even if she’s progressing in something which isn’t really 
educational as such I think it’s important for them to know 
that she’s progressing regardless of what area it is (Erica) 
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A possible tension arises in the response from Erica as she notes that 

whilst she seems to want to stress the importance of communicating 

everything, her focus seems to be on the progress that is or has been 

made. It seems that such progress can be perceived to be taking place 

outside of an educational context. Through this, Erica may perhaps be 

seeking to challenge practitioner perceptions of the child both beyond 

the early years setting and also in spite of her having a special 

educational need. It suggests her child should be seen as an individual 

of which the special need is but one part. From their case study of the 

social construction of three children with special needs in different 

contexts, Nind, Flewitt and Payler (2011, p. 368) assert that 

perceptions of competence or incompetence are formed in a given 

context. It may be possible therefore that Erica wishes to demonstrate 

her child’s competence beyond the early years setting and typical 

measures of developmental progress. 

 

For Maddie (parent), the emphasis was not on communicating 

progress, but seemed to be a need to communicate. When asked how 

she saw her role in communication with nursery staff, Maddie replied:  

 

I think it’s important to communicate to them I think that’s 
just because of how XXX is and I just feel the need to do it 
and I feel it’s my as the parent as the parent it’s my role to 
do that really (Maddie)  

 

There seems to be a strong emphasis here on Maddie’s self-perception 

as a parent and as a parent of a child with special educational needs. 

Communication with practitioners is noted as being important, yet 

Maddie also seems to be suggesting that there is a powerful emotional 

aspect to her need to communicate. It may also be that she considers 

other people’s perceptions are that she should take on this 

communication role on behalf of her child seeming to distinguish 

between an objective noting of a typical parent’s role alongside her 

perceptions of her more specific role. 
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Communicating with people in specific practitioner roles 
 

Roffey and Parry (2014, p.85) note that within the context of special 

needs in the early years, there should be clarification from the outset 

of the allocation of a key worker on when and how communication 

takes place. The EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p. 10) noted that the key person 

should ensure that care and education is individualised for the 

children, whilst seeking to engage parents/carers in supporting the 

child’s development at home. Although often used interchangeably, a 

distinction may be made between the term key worker and the term 

key person. The difference may centre on an emotional significance 

where the key person is seen to be someone who is emotionally key 

for the child and family, whereas the key worker is seen as someone 

who liaises between professionals and has a co-ordination role (Elfer, 

Goldschmeid and Selleck, 2012, p.24). For the participants in this 

study, the term ‘key worker’ was used consequently this is the term I 

have employed in the following discussion. It should be noted that it 

appears for perceptions of this role, emotional aspects still seemed to 

emerge.  

 

In a recent study of four early years settings exploring provision for 

two year olds, Phair and Davis (2015, p. 1476) note that the role of 

the key person is a significant way to support development of 

attachment but do not seem to explore this potential emotional 

connection with parents. Conversely Page and Elfer (2013, p. 560) 

explored emotional complexity and attachment in nurseries, and write 

of “trusting relationships” between key persons and parents. For Erica 

(parent) the relationship with the key person did seem to inform their 

communication. She said:  

 

erm so I generally talk to them XXX’s key worker she’s 
actually just left erm but up until we were on holiday erm I 
had a good relationship with her so I spoke to her I spoke to 
SENCO erm yeah so anything I really needed they were 
really accommodating (Erica) 
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For Erica (parent), her child’s key worker is singled out as an individual 

with whom she had a good relationship. The remainder of the staff it 

seems are merged into a more general group. This individualised 

identification may signal the close nature of the relationship, especially 

as Erica seems to feel the need to explain that the key worker is no 

longer in the setting and that this change seemed to have taken place 

whilst the family were on holiday. There does not seem to be any 

indication that Erica (parent) had the opportunity to say goodbye to 

the key worker.  

 

Whilst transitions for children were discussed in Chapter 9, parent 

Maddie has also experienced transitions in her relationships with key 

workers. Maddie mentioned that a different communication relationship 

had emerged with her current child’s key worker. This was different to 

the relationship she had experienced when her oldest child had 

attended the setting: 

 

I suppose because I’ve had the time to talk to KEY WORKER 
whereas OLDER SIBLING’s key worker didn’t you know cos 
everything else that's going on you know didn’t always have 
the time to have that one to one chat with her (Maddie) 

 

I found it interesting that Maddie (parent) seems to note that time is 

significant in fostering her communication relationship with her child’s 

key worker. It was unclear what else was going on that could have 

impacted upon her relationship with her older child’s key worker that 

resulted in less time for discussion. Perhaps for her child and the 

current relationship this links with her earlier statement where she 

seemed to express a need to communicate. This may have influenced 

her willingness to make time to engage with the key worker.  

Maddie (parent) seems to distinguish between talking with the current 

key worker and having a ‘chat’ with the previous one. This may 

indicate a greater weightiness to the notion of the communication as 

chatting suggests something that is more informal than talking to 

someone.  
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How parents see practitioners’ roles in communication 
 

Knowledge about, and the articulation of provision for children, has 

been identified as a core professional skill for early years practitioners 

(Brock, 2012, p. 37). When asked about how they saw the role of 

practitioners in communication with them, for both Erica and Maddie 

(parents) this centred on the practitioners giving them feedback about 

their children. Erica (parent) said: 

 

I think they’re doing what they need to they’re letting me 
know when things are working they’re letting me know when 
things haven’t worked as well as they thought it would erm 
or if XXX’s been particularly hard work that day or if she’s 
had a really good day they’re really good at just generally 
talking to you about stuff (Erica)  

 

It seems that the practitioners are in control of the communication and 

are choosing what information is shared with Erica (parent). Yet this 

appears to be contrasted with the range of communication content that 

Erica identifies, with both successes and challenges seeming to be 

shared. This more specific content appears to be distinguished from 

more general discussion.  

 

The notion of practitioner control and decisions making was also 

intimated by Maddie (parent). She said:  

 

they just decide if they’ve got anything to say about what 
he’s done yeah certainly with KEY WORKER, KEY WORKER 
just sort of took it upon herself to tell me   what he’d done 
every day and to start off with she didn’t have that didn’t 
used to tell me that much but then as time went on she 
decided to tell me everything pretty much [laughs]and I 
used to get a full report from her which which I liked that 
(Maddie) 

 

Here it seems that the practitioners have decided on the 

communication content.  
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Yet this may not be easy, as Maddie (parent) notes that the key 

worker chose to communicate which seems to suggest a burden of 

decision making and meeting of expectations about communication 

content. The control and decision making seems to manifest itself 

again later in the relationship as the practitioner decided to tell Maddie 

everything. It may be that the opportunity has been taken by Maddie 

to assert that she did indeed appreciate the depth of communication 

from the key worker.  

 

How practitioners perceive communication roles  
 

How practitioners see their own role in communication 
 

Concurrent to parental perceptions that practitioner communication 

was centred on provision of feedback, this was also an aspect that 

emerged from the practitioners. The comment from Ruby (room 

leader) was typical of the responses to the question about how 

practitioners saw their role in communication with parents. Ruby (room 

leader) noted “Feeding back to them so if a a parent has said 

something to us and we have noted that and is basically saying oh you 

know they’re being okay today”. Ruby is perhaps indicating that 

providing feedback is the strongest requirement of a practitioner in 

communication as she notes this early in her reply. Yet it does not 

seem to be general communication, instead it seems to relate to a 

comment that the parent has said and that the practitioner has taken 

notice of. This suggests a need for proactive responses on the part of 

the practitioner.  

 

There seems to be three stages in response: firstly to listen to the 

parent, secondly to engage with the comment and respond to it, and 

thirdly to interpret any possible underlying emotional aspects. By 

reporting on the child, it suggests the emphasis has centred on the 

acknowledgement of well-being for the child and perhaps reassurance 

for the parent. 
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In contrast, for Wendy (deputy manager) wellbeing was only one 

aspect that practitioners should communicate to parents when she said 

“our role is to erm inform the parents of their child’s wellbeing their 

child’s development their education”. I found it interesting that the 

order of information noted by Wendy is in the opposite order to that 

stated in the title of the EYFS (DfE, 2014a) which notes the setting of 

standards for learning, development and care. Practitioners are 

required to inform parents in the EYFS (DfE, 2014a) in respect of 

several different aspects, so its use by Wendy may be indicating her 

compliance with this requirement. The action of informing the parent 

may also suggest a lack of reciprocity and mutual communication as 

there is no indication of sharing of information. Indeed in Cottle and 

Alexander’s (2014, p. 652) study, the creation of a two way 

relationship between early years practitioners and parents was found 

to be a complex process.  

 

Reassurance 
 

There is a need for the children in the early years to be given 

reassurance (Arnold, 2009, p.124). Similarly parents may need 

reassurance, yet Brooker (2010, p. 190) found that the key workers in 

her study did not seem to understand parental need for reassurance. 

In this study, parental reassurance was an aspect clearly noted by 

Bonnie (owner) when she said: 

 

I think that’s what parents want they want reassurance they 
want to know their child’s happy even if they’ve been coming 
18 months they still want to know that their child has took 
part got involved and is happy (Bonnie) 

 

For Bonnie (owner) the key aspect in reassurance seems to be the 

parent knowing that their child is happy. Yet how happiness can 

present for the children is not clear although Nind, Flewitt and Payler 

(2011 p.367) acknowledge this is one of the key aspects in the social 

construction of children.  
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Meanwhile, from a children’s perspective in a Danish study, Koch 

(2018, p. 76) has found that the preschool children did not identify the 

practitioners as being significant in what makes them happy in the 

setting. This may be reflected in part by the response of Bonnie 

(owner) when she talks of the children taking part and getting involved 

and does not seem to include the role of the practitioner with the 

children.  

 

Being open to parental experiences may also encourage an 

authenticity in communication (Read, 2014, p. 69). Ursula (1:1 

support worker) seemed to identify the significance of such openness 

when she said: 

  

the role well erm I think it is very important erm cos it gives 
that parent erm it forms that relationship with them it can 
put their mind at ease they know that there’s erm someone 
there for their child like a go to person and sometimes I 
think sometimes parents need that you don’t know what the 
home situations like all the time or their personal situation 
so they need that relationship to kind of put their mind at 
ease and make them feel comfortable coming to the setting 
and then they they tend to approach you more speak to you 
more instead of kind of feeling oh I’ll drop my child off and 
leave (Ursula) 

 

Ursula seems to be allocating a central role for the practitioner here. 

This seems to indicate that the parent may see the practitioner as a 

source of knowledge. There is perhaps a contradiction in the next part 

of the response when Ursula admits that the practitioner may not have 

all the knowledge as they may be unaware of the home situation. The 

key aspect is the formation of the relationship and the practitioner 

needing to put the parent’s mind ‘at ease’ and in encouraging them to 

feel comfortable in approaching the practitioner. This seems to draw in 

both logical and thoughtful aspects as well as emotional support and 

reassurance.  
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How practitioners see the parents’ role in communication 
 

Sharing information 
 

Building on Ursula’s (1:1 support worker) perception that parents may 

see the practitioner as a source of information, for Wendy (deputy 

manager) the aspect of sharing information was also significant. When 

asked how she saw the parents’ role in communication with the staff 

she replied:  

 

one of the most important parts (pause) of our job because 
we do a lot rely on the parents a lot to inform us about their 
own children erm and we do value what they say because at 
the end of the day the parents are the primary carers they 
are the most important ones (Wendy) 

 

Wendy (deputy manager) seems to be suggesting that there is a need 

for a partnership approach as they practitioners depend on the parents 

for information. Wendy said that the practitioners see the information 

as valuable from the parents. This suggests a view point which reflects 

that the parents are the experts in their children. When she talks of 

the end of the day, this could be both literal and symbolic. It may be 

literal with parents collecting their child at this time from the setting. It 

may be symbolic with the practitioner relinquishing responsibility for 

the child as their role is now done for the day, and giving the child 

back to the parents. 

 

Communication about home 
 

Although Anthony, DiPerna and Amato (2014, p. 251) assert there is 

little research on the impact of parental divorce and academic 

engagement, the role of the practitioner can potentially facilitate two 

strands of assistance at such times. In supporting children at times of 

emotional distress or challenge, the practitioner can both help the child 

in exploring their feelings, and additionally seek to form collaborative 

communication relationships with parents (Babalis, Xanthakou, Papa 

and Tsolou, 2011, p. 1422). 
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Bonnie (owner) drew in both aspects of potential support in her 

perceptions of the parents’ role in communication with practitioners. 

For Bonnie it seemed to particularly centre on revelations of family 

breakdown when she said: 

 

I think some parents well I think parents ‘ role is to 
communicate with us and I think some parents will 
communicate what they want to communicate and some 
parents won’t communicate what they think is important so 
if if if dad’s packed up and left over the weekend and the par 
and three weeks later the child’s tantruming and screaming 
and then they just drop out that oh yes dad left three weeks 
ago if they’d told us three weeks previous we could have 
perhaps supported that child and been ready for that erm 
but they don’t always tell us what they perhaps should be 
telling us cos perhaps they don’t want to they’re 
embarrassed or they’re private or they don’t think it’s any of 
our business or they don’t think it will have a detrimental 
effect on the child because it’s a small child and they won’t 
notice (Bonnie) 

 

It seems here that there is no practitioner control of this conversation. 

Indeed it presents as the parents deciding the communication content 

as they choose to reveal family breakdown or not. However there 

seems to be a negative consequence for the child here in that lack of 

awareness of the practitioner of home circumstances means that the 

provision of emotional support for the child is made more challenging. 

Bonnie (owner) also seems to be drawing a distinction between 

practitioner awareness of the potential impact of such a breakdown 

whereas the parents do not seem aware of such implications. This may 

be a way for Bonnie to reassert a form of practitioner control over the 

communication, having relinquished control of content to the parents 

earlier in the response.  

 

Perceptions of a parental role that also focused on the sharing of 

challenging information emerged for Ursula (1:1 support worker).  
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She also seemed to address the need for parents to share information 

about a family breakdown. Ursula (1:1 support worker) said: 

 

I mean they’re they’re kind of vital really they kind of can be 
the they inform us about their child if there’s been any 
problems if we’ve noticed a pattern in maybe behaviour or 
how they’ve been you know that parent can give that 
feedback oh it might be because of this oh they’ve not slept 
well or erm I don’t know if the parents have separated 
(Ursula) 

 

There seems to be potential for a reciprocal aspect to this 

communication relationship. Ursula notes that the parents give 

information to the practitioners but this seems to be informed by the 

practitioner observing and sharing changes in the child’s behaviour or 

their wellbeing.  

 

Grandparents 
 

It is not just parents that have a role in communication with 

practitioners, grandparents may also be significant and undertake the 

picking up of children from preschool (Statham, 2011, p. 6).  

Grandparent care is significant for the care of young children and 

grandparents have been found to play prominent roles in informal child 

care (Fergusson, Maughan and Golding; 2008, p. 168; Statham; 2011, 

p. 3; DfE, 2011, p. 40). The Childcare and Early Years Survey of 

Parents in England (DfE, 2017b, p.4) notes a slight decrease from 26% 

to 24% in the number of grandparents providing informal childcare. In 

spite of this reported decrease, in this study grandparents were noted 

as potentially having important roles in the communication 

relationships and exchanges between parents and practitioners. 

However one unexpected theme that emerged from the responses of 

the practitioners was how communication with grandparents could 

differ from communication with parents. At the time of writing this 

study, it has proved challenging to source any studies which explore 

this differentiated communication. 
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In the interview Ruby had reported that when grandparents had 

collected a child, she had asked them to give a message to the parents 

that the information about the child’s day would be shared with the 

parents via the software package Tapestry. I asked her if there was a 

difference between communicating with parents and grandparents. 

Ruby (room leader) replied: 

 

yes erm sometimes erm the grandparents sounds awful can 
be a bit a little bit vague you know they they need more help 
I suppose erm with you know they they do you can see a 
generation difference erm again we’ve got an awful lot of 
grandparents who pick up the children you know it’s 
amazing how many grandparents do that so we we have 
good relationships with grandparents as well and we you 
know know basically what to pass on and you know what not 
to pass on er you have to be a bit selective er as to what 
you know actually share with them er because they do have 
different er views but yeah (Ruby) 

 

Ruby seems to be aware that her comment may be seen as potentially 

controversial. She seems to try and temper the judgemental aspects 

through her qualification that they may be intimating that 

grandparents may be vague in their communcation. The practitioner 

being in control of communication seems to be reiterated here when 

she identifies that there is a need to be selective about content. In 

response to this reply I asked Ruby to explain more about what she 

had meant by the phrase ‘generation difference’. Ruby (room leader) 

replied: 

 

well erm grandparents can be a bit more you know I 
wouldn’t always tell a grandparent if there had been poor 
behaviour but something that hadn’t warranted erm an 
incident form you know wasn’t as serious as incident form 
but I wouldn’t always tell the grandparents that I would wait 
until I saw the parents again rather than er telling the 
grandparents because sometimes they can be a bit well well 
they just react in a different way they can either be 
sometimes a bit no you know they wouldn’t do that or can 
be the opposite way and be a bit strict (Ruby) 
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The desire for practitioner control of the communication content seems 

to be based on the potential reactions of the grandparents. There 

seems to be ambivalence in the responses of the grandparents and 

this may encompass both positive and negative responses (Mason, 

May and Clarke, 2007, p. 688). Indeed as Ruby (room leader) may be 

suggesting, this may reflect or worsen feelings of conflict and tension 

between the grandparents and parent (Kirby, 2015, p. 3204).  

 

Grace (1:1 support worker) also seemed to identify that the 

communication relationship was different with grandparents. She said: 

 

you know like if a parent didn’t pick up say a grandparent 
picked up but you would be concerned that this grandparent 
would forget to relay this information then you would get the 
contact sheets out and ring one of the contact numbers on 
this sheet like mother or father to to cover yourself (Grace) 

 

Grace (1:1 support worker) seems to feel the need to guard herself 

against misinterpretation. This suggests that whilst the grandparents’ 

potential role in sharing the communication with the parents may be 

unclear, the practitioner should seek to pre-empt any confusion or 

omission of information. The practitioner may be concerned about any 

such omissions, and it seems proactive action should be taken to 

communicate with the parents directly.  

 

Instead of verbal communication supplementing the grandparent 

communication relationship, the use of technology was suggested by 

Penny (room leader). This would be used as the main form of 

communication between the practitioner and the parent when 

grandparents were involved with drop off and pick up at the nursery. 

Penny (room leader) said “if parents have got a child erm nan always 

drops off and picks up or the granddad so I do it on Tapestry”. For 

their study of grandparents, whose grandchildren have an autistic 

spectrum disorder, Margetts, Couteur and Croom (2006, p. 572) found 

that grandparents should be seen as a potential major source of 

support for parents, as an information source for professionals and as 

potential advocates for the whole family.  
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This differentiated communication between grandparents and 

practitioners is an area that could be researched further. 

 

Involving children 
 

This final section of the chapter will explore perceptions of the 

involvement of children in communication as the relationship between 

parents and practitioners is triangulated with relationships with the 

children (Cottle and Alexander, 2014, p. 641). The following discussion 

will explore perceptions of listening to children, how the children can 

be involved and finally their involvement in meetings and reviews.  

 

Listening 
 

Malaguzzi identified there are “a hundred languages” that children may 

use to communicate (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 1998, p.3). 

Listening to others, including children, may be made visible through 

the use of documentation (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 100). The implementation 

of documentation seeks not only to position a subject or object in a 

specific time, location or culture, but the use of documentation may 

foster new relationships in how practitioners know the children and 

how the children know themselves (Turner and Wilson, 2010, p.7). In 

an exploration of an early intervention context, Paige-Smith and Rix, 

(2011, p. 34) note the potential for such children’s agency to be 

elicited through the use of photographs, interview discussions with the 

parents and active engagement of the researcher. For this study the 

equivalent of the role of the researcher has been allocated to the 

practitioners and fosters exploration of their perceptions of listening to 

children.  

 

With children who are at the earliest stages of language development, 

it is still possible to tune in to their communication and interpret their 

needs (Mortimer, 2004, p. 170). Such tuning in was exemplified by the 

comment made by Carol (1:1 support worker).  
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She said “I can tell by the way she is engaging she by her eye contact 

by that she’s really interested in that activity and she she makes 

noises as well when she’s happy and and involved”. This also suggests 

a strong connection with the child which is familiar and centred in a 

relationship. By describing the child as being ’happy’ Carol (1:1 

support worker) may also be emotionally and socially constructing the 

child (Nind, Flewitt and Payler, 2011 p.367). 

 

One way of potentially listening to the children is through the 

observation and interpretation of children’s likes and dislikes. This was 

supplemented through engagement with the parents and noted by 

Ruby (room leader) when she said: 

 

we’re very much take into account what their likes are when 
we’re planning for their next steps their targets all the 
children and what we’re planning the activities within the 
room we are taking into account what the children like we 
ask the parents to fill in erm an all about me so that we 
know what those children like and that’s for every child 
special needs or or not (Ruby) 

 

Ruby (room leader) suggests an acknowledgement of what has been 

observed but also perhaps indicates that the ultimate decision making 

about activities and targets etc. is still under the control of the 

practitioners. Whilst there may be a suggestion that the information 

from the parent is collated alongside the observations of the children 

this does not seem to include the voice of the child. Using a “Mosaic 

approach” may facilitate more participation from children to bring to 

light that they are experts and agents in their own lives (Clark and 

Moss, 2011, p. 7).  

 

For children with SEN/D, the interpretations of their communication 

may be challenging if they are non-verbal. Bonnie (owner) seemed to 

acknowledge the need for practitioner openness to broader 

communication attempts when she said “I think the child would 

probably communicate through their actions they won’t communicate 

through their speech”.  
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There seems to be ambivalence about potential for communication and 

this may perhaps be a way of acknowledging the challenge for 

practitioners to interpret accurately the communication from the child. 

Alternatively it may be a suggestion that the children many not be 

perceived as being able to communicate. 

 

For Ursula (1:1 support worker) such ambivalence did not seem to be 

of significance. For her it seemed that communication with the child 

should be undertaken and valued despite any challenges of 

understanding. Ursula (1:1 support worker) noted “I think the 

communication is just key with everyone really though they may not 

understand it’s still I think you should get that feedback from 

children”. There seems to be an imperative here that everyone should 

be involved in the communication. Even though the children may not 

understand at a level that the practitioners would perhaps prefer them 

to, their views should still be sought and valued.  

 

Erica (parent) seemed to indicate a broad understanding of the 

communication that her child shared with her. She said:  

 

we’re very aware of XXX’s erm whether she’s happy whether 
she’s sad whether she’s frustrated we are very happy she’s 
very she’s very clear in that you know in terms of her body 
language and the noises that she makes and things so she’s 
always communicating with us but just not always in the 
way that we think she needs to be (Erica) 

 

Although her child’s communication is clear and they are sensitive to 

what the child is conveying, Erica (parent) does seem to note a tension 

that the child’s communication is not always done in the way that they 

think the communication should be. Whilst this may relate to 

perceptions of what a child should be able to achieve, this may also be 

linked with concerns about her next stage of schooling as Erica’s child 

was due to make the transition out of the early years setting into 

school. It may also be aspirational as she may be indicating that she 

wants her child to communicate in a more typical way in the future.  
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Involvement 
 

Listening to the voices of children may be synonymous with involving 

the children in aspects such as planning, assessment, and decision-

making (Rintakorpi and Reunamo, 2017, p. 1612). Having explored 

practitioners listening to children, this next section considers what 

seemed to emerge for how the children are actively encouraged to 

become involved in communication with both practitioners and 

parents. From the children’s arrival into the setting it appeared that 

practitioners are keen to engage with and involve the children from the 

outset. Typical comments from Bonnie (owner) illustrate this approach. 

Bonnie (owner) said “I’m morning to the parents and I’m bending 

down/ morning to the children to try and be at their level”. The 

repetition of the greeting to both the parents and the children seems 

to suggest an equality and desire to engage. The aspect of bending 

down to be at the child’s level also suggests that Bonnie want to 

diminish her power status for the children. This may be of particular 

significance for her as she was the owner of the setting and may have 

been seen by both parents and children as an authority figure.  

 

A further sense of equality and involvement seemed to emerge in the 

practice described by Grace (1:1 support worker). She noted: 

 

he nods at me cause obviously he’s got no words yet and 
erm but we never talk above him he he ‘s there he’s always 
there with us he can’t walk obviously you have he sits on 
your lap a lot so erm his his parents are very good with him 
they’re they’re amazing I must say erm about  they would 
it’s like when they’re talking about him they’re actually 
talking to me him he’s in the circle with us (Grace) 

 

When Grace (1:1 support worker) talks of the child sitting on her lap, 

he seems to be at their level and physically embraced within the 

communication between the parent and the practitioner. From a more 

metaphorical aspect it may be that Grace is conveying that she does 

not see herself and the parent as being higher in status than the child.  

This lack of status may also be indicated by describing the 

communication context as being a circle.  
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This may indicate both a continuity of relationship between all 

participants in the communication and a boundary of protective care.  

 

In contrast, for Erica (parent), when asked about how her child was 

involved in communication between the parent and the practitioners, 

Erica (parent) replied: 

 

I wouldn’t say she is erm because she’s non verbal erm she 
yeah she she’s not really involved in anything like that 
conversations unfortunately have to take place about her 
rather than with her she might be sitting there but we aren’t 
unfortunately we have to talk about her so erm yeah there 
isn’t much that she’s doing (Erica) 

 

Here, Erica seems to identify that her child is not involved in the 

communication with the practitioners. In contrast to the previous 

comment by Grace (1:1 support worker), for Erica (parent) although 

her child is physically present, she is being talked about. In a US 

context and for typically developing children, Fleck, Richmond, 

Sanderson and Yacovetta (2015, p.16) found that mother-child dyads 

spoke and responded to one another differently when documentation 

was used. It seems that for Erica (parent) there is no documentation 

being used in this way and this may be a possibility for future practice. 

 

Meetings and reviews  
 

For Paananen and Lipponen (2018, p. 78) children’s lack of 

involvement in the recording of their own progress can be seen as 

making them unhappy. In this study, whilst there was a sense that the 

children were being listened to and involved in every day practice 

within the setting this did not seem to be the case when meetings or 

reviews were held about the children. A consensus did seem to emerge 

that the children were not involved during reviews or meetings.  

Alice (1:1 support worker) commented “the child’s never present with 

erm the reviews that take place”. 
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Vanessa (1:1 support worker) concurred on children’s non participation 

in meetings when she said “she’s not in the meetings she’ll be still in 

the room / with COWORKER or COWORKER but yeah it’s just it’s just 

us”. Here the child is physically present in the room but does not seem 

to be involved in the meeting. It may be that such a potential lack of 

involvement could be overcome through the combination of person 

centred planning, the compilation of the one page profile (White and 

Rae, 2016, p. 39), and the use of pedagogical documentation. This is 

perhaps an area to explore in further research.  

 

Division of labour – concluding thoughts 
 

The chapter opened with division of labour being explained as relating 

to individuals working in coordination with others and to the creation of 

different roles. Both similarities and differences emerged for the 

practitioners and parents in the ways that their respective roles were 

perceived as informing their communication. A consensus seemed to 

emerge that the sharing of information and provision of feedback was 

seen as being key. The parents saw their role as providing information 

that should also include wider more holistic content about their child 

not just relating to the early years setting. For the practitioners the 

sharing of information was done both to report on the child’s time in 

the setting but also in response to parental concerns or queries. For 

both parents and practitioners their relationship was seen to be 

significant. In particular, for the practitioners one aspect of their role 

relative to this relationship was to be supportive and to reassure. 

 

Parents saw the practitioner role as being one of giving information 

and providing feedback about their children whilst acknowledging this 

may to some extent allow control of the communication content to be 

determined by the practitioners. Practitioners also seemed to value 

parents’ role in sharing information but noted that in challenging home 

circumstances parents may be reluctant to share details.  

Accordingly, parents may not realise that this information could be 

used by the practitioners to support explanation of changes in 

children’s behaviour and well being.  



165 
 

 

A distinct and differentiated role in communication seemed to emerge 

for some of the practitioners when communicating with grandparents. 

It seems that sometimes information was not shared to the same 

degree as with parents or potentially withheld. The software Tapestry 

was also used in this context to reinforce, or supplement for parents, 

the communication being shared with grandparents. Despite 

recognition of the value of listening to and involving children in 

everyday communication, there was a consensus that children were 

not involved directly in review processes. There seems to be potential 

to explore the solicitation of their views and the inclusion of children in 

such processes through the implementation of pedagogical 

documentation. The use of forms of documentation as mediating 

artefacts in communication is explored in more detail in the next 

chapter.  
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Chapter 11 Activity theory – mediating artefacts 
 

The process of mediation can provide a basis for understanding human 

activities (Paavola, Engeström and Hakkarainen, 2012, p. 2). However, 

to understand mediation it is necessary to be aware of the social, 

cultural and historical circumstances in which interpersonal exchanges 

arise (Daniels, 2010, p.112). Furthermore the process of mediation 

can incorporate consideration of language in social intercourse 

(Leiman, 1999, p. 421). This language based aspect of mediation is 

explored in the first part of this chapter. This section discusses how 

content of communication is decided and some of what may be 

included. Moreover, as the means of mediation can vary and include 

aspects such as “tools, instruments, domestic utilities, sign systems” 

(Lektorsky, 2009, p. 84), in the second part of this chapter, the 

discussion of mediating artefacts will focus on tool mediated activity. 

There will be specific consideration of the role of technology and in 

particular the perceptions of the use of the software package Tapestry 

to inform communication between parents and children. 

 

 

Content of the Communication 
 

As noted in Chapter 7, a consensus seemed to emerge from the 

practitioners about the valuable and preferred role for verbal 

communication. The communication content to be discussed in this 

section, on the whole, was shared verbally. The discussion first 

explores the perceptions of how communication content can be 

decided. This is followed by consideration of the communication 

content at the start and end of the day. This section ends with 

consideration of parental perceptions of communication content. 
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Deciding on content 
 

From a US study investigating parental perspectives about 

communication between preschool practitioners and parents of children 

with disabilities, Sheppard (2017, p. 51) found that it was useful for 

practitioners to include more informal interactions alongside formal 

review meetings. This aspect of informality was noted by Alice (1:1 

support worker) when I asked who decides on communication content, 

she replied “it really is just informal”. In contrast for Penny (room 

leader), a more formal aspect seemed to be identified as the 

contributing factor to communication content. The completion of risk 

assessments for play activities is an expected duty for practitioners to 

complete (Van Rooijen and Newstead, 2017, p. 948). Yet Penny (room 

leader) seemed to identify the completion and dissemination of risk 

assessments as informing decisions about communication content: 

 

everything is risk assessed so as a way of communicating so 
if we’re outside in the garden and something is broken or we 
write on the risk assessment or if someone’s eaten anything 
out there we write on the risk assessment and what we are 
doing to put in place to stop this from happening again so 
they’re quite good the risk assessments and that 
communicates to the whole setting as well (Penny)  

 

Penny (room leader) seems to see risk assessment as a way of 

communicating. This is completed through dissemination in a written 

format and seems to embrace a broad range of activities. She seems 

to be conflating the preventative aspects following the completion of 

the risk assessment with successful communication. The 

communication is also disseminated across the setting. It should be 

noted here that the setting itself had an outdoor play area that all of 

the children could access easily from their location indoors. Hence this 

may be why Penny (room leader) seems to emphasise the whole 

setting communication potential. 
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For two of the participants it was the practitioners who could decide on 

the communication content with parents. Often this entailed the 

provision of immediate feedback on the child’s day or progress towards 

targets, both of which parents have been found to want from 

practitioners (Wanat, 2010, p.182). Ursula (1:1 support worker) 

seemed to emphasise the control exercised by practitioners when she 

said: 

 

I think we as practitioners tend to erm you know if there's 
been a change with a child whether it’s a positive or 
negative one they might have been poorly or they might 
have done something fantastic throughout the day we tend 
to kind of what we feel that parent needs to know we’ll 
feedback (Ursula) 

 

There seems to be suggestion of practitioner control here as decisions 

made about content are informed by perceptions of what the parent 

needs to know. This could suggest tension about the content, about 

how the content will be shared and perhaps potential parental 

responses.   

 

Vanessa (1:1 support worker) seemed to concur that practitioners 

decide communication content when she said ‘so it’s down down to us 

really we try and tell em as much obviously as possible. Later in the 

interview Vanessa (1:1 support worker) elaborated about decision 

making for communication content and noted the role of the setting’s 

management. She said  

 

down to yeah we (pause) yeah we can up yeah we’ve been 
told that obviously we can upload observations erm of the 
the children like doing joining in with activities like wow 
activities we know yeah SENCO and OWNER that’s obviously 
it’s not like we’re just gonna take any photo of you know 
what I mean /but erm yeah SENCO and OWNER have have 
said like they do like it to be like good photos not just erm 
quantity just take loads (Vanessa) 
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There seems to be an indication here that the practitioner is not 

completely in control of the communication. She has been told about 

contributing to communication and she seems to make overt that the 

management team have stipulated what should be uploaded. Yet there 

seems to be encouragement for the practitioners to decide on what is 

constitutes a good photo and there may be an implicit interpretation 

here of the judgement of quality as opposed to quantity.  

 

From a parental perspective, Maddie (parent) seemed to suggest that 

content could also be decided by parents: 

 

erm it’s just generally if if I’ve got something to say about 
XXX you know what he’s done or that’s he’s not very happy 
today it just changes on a day to day basis if I need to say 
when’s that meeting again [laughs] cos that’s just me and I 
forget to write things down and that (Maddie) 

 

There seems to be a similarity of purpose here, as the practitioners 

decide that the content should provide feedback, the same sort of 

information seems to be being shared here. Maddie seems to suggest 

reporting on achievements or events, as well as her child’s wellbeing. 

There also seems to be flexibility in the content that may be shared. 

Additionally Maddie also seems to be using communication content to 

seek information. It is unclear why an almost apologetic tone seems to 

emerge towards the end of the reply and why this may be reflected 

through the laughter that emerged.  

 

Start of the day 
 

The brief communication interactions that take place in routine drop off 

and collection times can form the basis for the practitioner and parent 

relationship (Reedy and McGrath, 2010, p. 349). Different 

communication content emerged for the start and end of the day 

during routine drop off and collection of the children. For Alice (1:1 

support worker), the communication with parents at the start of the 

day centred on finding out information about the child.  
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She said: 

 

I like to ask how he’s been at home if he’s had a good night 
erm what I find is you know the more information they give 
me about his eating and sleeping pattern erm you know if 
we’re going to see any effects that day that may affect him 
target wise so you know for example if he doesn’t achieve 
his target it’s because he didn’t have any sleep the night 
before or he’s not eaten anything erm so you know there’s 
so many things that can have an effect on his erm place his 
targets that day (Alice)  

 

Sleep problems are common for young children and can affect 

emotional and academic functioning during the day (Schlarb, Jaeger, 

Schnieder, In-Albon and Hautzinger, 2016, p. 902). This has been 

found to be a particular issue for children with autism spectrum 

disorder (Sikora, Johnson, Clemons and Katz, 2012, p. 84). Alice (1:1 

support worker) seems to acknowledge these potential effects but still 

appears to emphasise performance on target work. Bruder, Dunst and 

Mogro-Wilson (2011, p.28) found that preschool practitioners reported 

seeing themselves as being more confident than competent in 

individual education plan working. It may be that Alice seeks the 

information about the child as potential justification if she has to report 

on lack of progress or challenges noticed during the day. This may in 

turn be linked to her sense of competence in facilitating work based on 

targets. 

 

At the end of the day 
 

A Norwegian study by Drugli and Undheim (2012, p. 64) found that 

there was a difference in perceptions of information shared at the end 

of the day whereby practitioners thought they shared information 

better than the parents perceived the practitioners had. In this study, 

the practitioners did not seem to mention how they thought parents 

perceived their communication or vice versa and in hindsight, this was 

an aspect I could have investigated. Nevertheless, Grace (1:1 support 

worker) provided an overview of the end of day content in her reply.  
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She said “basically it’s trying to tell the parent what they want to hear 

from when that they’ve left that child at the door to when they come 

back in the door to pick that child up”.  

 

At the time of the interview, this response had been preceded by a 

lengthy anecdote about communication between Grace and a parent 

about a child’s lunchbox and its contents. This was in response to a 

question I had asked about the role of the 1:1 support worker. It 

therefore seems that the use of the word ‘basically’ at the start of this 

reply is a way of moving on from the anecdote. The use of the word’ 

trying’ indicates a potential struggle in the communication and this 

may be linked to being unsure of what the parents want to hear or to 

have reported. There may also be a lack of reciprocity as the 

practitioner seems to be in a position of telling the parent and not 

sharing communication.  

 

In contrast, for Ursula (1:1 support worker) the communication 

content at the end of the day seemed to be more open and offered 

potential to respond to what the parent wanted to discuss. Ursula said: 

 

we tend to well mum will usually have her questions for me 
when she comes in or if there's any information that I need 
to relay back such as erm the child’s well being maybe that 
day erm development that we might have seen throughout 
the day (Ursula) 

 

There seems to be a pattern in the communication relationships noted 

here. Consistent to earlier responses the child’s wellbeing again is 

specifically noted as being potential content for the communication. I 

found it interesting however that Ursula does not seem to retain 

ownership of the relationship with the child. This appears to suggest a 

slightly different role for the practitioner in this communication as she 

seems to be a representative for the staff in the setting who may have 

encountered or worked with the child during the day. This was an 

unusual aspect to emerge which potentially opens up the relationship 

between the practitioner and the child.  
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It seems to converge much more with the implementation of a free 

flow approach within the setting where the children could encounter a 

range of practitioners.  

 

Parents’ content 
 

Two strands emerged for the parental perceptions of the content of 

communication with practitioners. The first strand was parental 

perceptions of what the practitioners shared with them. The second 

strand was what the parents perceived of the communication content 

they initiated and shared. For Maddie (parent), a succinct overview 

seemed to emerge from her perceptions of communication content 

from practitioners. In her transcript annotation (Appendix 4) she 

added a specific example (noted in bold). She said: “they do tell me or 

if he’s been tired or if he’s been naughty they tell me if he’s done good 

things snatching”. There is a sense that this is one way 

communication with the practitioners telling Maddie about her child. 

There does not seem to be any reciprocity in this communication with 

Maddie (parent) and it does seem to be very didactic in style.  

 

Yet it appears that there must have been opportunities for Maddie 

(parent) to lead and control the content of the communication. Later in 

the interview, in response to a question when I asked how she decided 

what she would communicate about, she said “erm it’s just generally if 

if I’ve got something to say about XXX you know what he’s done or 

that’s he’s not very happy today” (Maddie). It is possible to infer that 

this is communication content at the start of the day as it seems to 

indicate the emotional state of the child before the practitioners have 

seen the child in the context of the nursery. This concurs with Alice’s 

(1:1 support worker) earlier comment that she asked about wellbeing 

as a predictor of the child’s potential behaviour for the day ahead. 

 

For Erica (parent) when asked the same question of how did she 

decide, as a parent, what she was going to talk about, Erica (parent) 

said: 
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it’s it very much depends on whether it’s something about 
her current targets or it’s something about what she’s done 
at home or if she’s had some problems at home that I need 
to discuss with them or something that I’ve seen on 
Tapestry it’s really varied erm there isn’t really a structure to 
it it’s it’s all very random really” (Erica) 

 

There seems to be a fluidity about content here which seemed to draw 

on perceptions of the child in two different contexts. With regard to 

work on targets this would have been implemented in the context of 

the setting as would uploads onto the Tapestry software. The 

communication content could also focus on something the child had 

done or problems they may have had and seemed to be derived from 

home. Yet whilst there seems to be a balance between content from 

the setting and the home, in terms of control of the content a different 

emphasis seemed to emerge for Erica (parent). 

 

In answer to my question about who decides what she would talk 

about and communicate about, Erica (parent) said: 

 

I’d say the majority is me erm because I’m always 
wondering what’s happening or what’s going on or what’s 
gonna happen and so I’m always asking questions erm but 
there is a lot of the time where I get asked things by them 
or I get told things by them erm but the majority of it would 
come from me I think (Erica) 

 

Erica (parent) did seem to acknowledge being asked to participate in 

the communication by the practitioners. However this also appeared to 

be countered by Erica’s perceptions that often the communication 

content was what she decided it should be. Erica (parent) seems to 

demonstrate and perhaps reiterate that she is always asking questions 

by indeed asking exemplar questions in the early part of the response. 

This appears to suggest a greater degree of reciprocity in the 

communication. Yet Erica (parent) seems to need to assert control at 

the end of the answer by saying most of the communication comes 

from her. 
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Tool mediated activity 
 

There has been exploration of practitioner perceptions of the use of 

information communication technology in pedagogical applications 

(Ingleby, 2015; Aubrey and Dahl, 2014; Hutchison, Beschorner, and 

Schmidt-Crawford, 2012). The provision of technologically based 

interventions for parents has also been explored (Hall and Bierman, 

2015). In a New Zealand context, Duncan and Te One (2014, p. 38) 

note how they developed a range of visual research methods to 

ascertain the perspectives of practitioners, parents and children. 

However, at the time of writing there seems very limited exploration of 

perceptions of technology, particularly software packages, to inform 

communication between parents and practitioners. Therefore this part 

of the chapter focuses on explorations of tool mediated activity and 

centres on perceptions of the use of the software package Tapestry.  

 

Arguably, to be successful as a method of communication, the 

technology to use the software needs to be accessible and perceptions 

of this aspect are discussed first. The discussion then explores 

perceptions of children using the Tapestry package to inform the 

communication content shared between the practitioners and the 

parents. The next section considers perceptions of the impact of using 

Tapestry on the practitioners’ role and in communication. The final 

section considers the attitudes expressed about Tapestry and the role 

of technology based communication.  

 

Accessibility 
 

Tensions seemed to emerge within the consideration of accessibility of 

the software package and technology based communication. For some 

practitioners, parents seemed to have easy access to the information 

they uploaded. Yet there were challenges noted when the technology 

seemed to fail and this was a potential source of conflict between 

practitioners and the parents.  
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Alice (1:1 support worker) said that parents were able to log on to 

Tapestry at home “parents will access that themselves at home so 

they can just login and they can see pictures and also like a little 

commentary on on what he’s been doing”. There may be an 

expectation of parental obligation here when Alice notes the 

expectation that parents will access the uploaded information at home. 

Alice (1:1 support worker) may also be reducing the perceived value of 

the accompanying written information. It has been found that parents 

are anxious about their child starting in preschool education (Hatcher, 

Nuner, Paulsel, 2012; DeCaro and Worthman, 2011). For Bonnie 

(owner) it seemed that a positive attribute of the software was that it 

may potentially reduce parental anxiety. An additional benefit was that 

the parents may be able to access the uploaded information from a 

variety of contexts. She said: 

 

you know because parents they can get it on their iPhone so 

they’ll be on their break perhaps and just tap in a few words 

or perhaps if you’re having a bad day at work and they see a 

nice picture of their child or they’re worried about their child 

cos it’s their first day and the child’s playing in the sand 

smiling and laughing how lovely (Bonnie) 

 

The Childcare and Early Years Survey of Parents in England (DfE, 

2017b, p.5) notes that children in dual-working couple families, and in 

working lone-parent families, are the most likely to receive formal 

childcare. There seems to be a strong emphasis in Bonnie’s (owner) 

comments that the parents are in a work context and from her 

perspective would appreciate an update on how their child is getting on 

in the setting. It may also be that Bonnie relates this anxiety and need 

to know about children’s experiences, to her own previous experience. 

I knew from informal conversation that she was a parent of adult 

children. Yet I was not sure if she had been working when her children 

were young. Additionally, the image of the child smiling and laughing 

seems to contrast with the potential feelings of anxiety ascribed to the 

parents.  
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However, Ursula (1:1 support worker) seemed to note issues of 

accessing technology by parents that could have been connected to 

lack of understanding when she commented: 

 

with regards to Tapestry we have actually had the parents in 
sat down on a laptop with them and gone through it with 
them and there is the option for them to come in and have a 
look but I don’t think they’re really understanding it so they 
kind of need a bit more prompting with it cos we’re aware of 
when parents are looking and aren’t at the setting helps us 
cos then we can say a parent hasn’t accessed it for so long 
we just need to give them a little prompt and explain what’s 
going on (Ursula) 

 

There seems to be an obligation on parents to access the 

uploaded information when Ursula (1:1 support worker) said that 

there was awareness of the setting staff on whether information 

had been accessed. To compensate for any potential lack of 

understanding the parents seem to have been offered training but 

again there seems to have been an impetus to this as Ursula 

notes parents have been seen in the setting about accessing the 

software. Later the parents just need to be prompted. The 

reasons for this expected access by parents is not clear. However, 

intermittent access by parents was also noted by Vanessa (1:1 

support worker) except this seemed to be when the parent was 

expecting information and it had not been received. Vanessa said: 

 

I do like Tapestry it’s just it’s like XXXX’s mum does say to 
me sometimes that she hasn’t received it anything even 
though I’ve uploaded something so she’s not always getting 
the stuff I'm putting on (Vanessa) 

 

There seems to be a tone of frustration here as Vanessa (1:1 support 

worker) sets the context that although she likes Tapestry a lack of 

information may be reported by the parent to Vanessa and Vanessa 

seems to feel the need to assert that the information has been 

uploaded.  
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Despite reported lack of parental awareness of the uploaded contents, 

perhaps Vanessa sees the communication obligations as having been 

met. 

 

Technological errors could also impact on access, as noted by Wendy 

(deputy manager) when she said: 

 

technology’s not flawless it has its ups and downs it’s it’s out 
of our control and parents don’t like that they like to be able 
to say well you haven’t done this when actually it’s it’s not 
anything to do with us it’s the internet or it’s the computer 
your computer at home it’s nothing to do our end like kind of 
they don’t like that erm and it’s not always our fault so they 
can’t blame us (Wendy) 

 

Perhaps the challenges of the technology in its reliability and 

accessibility may be a metaphor for the relationship between the 

practitioners and parents. This metaphor is potentially reinforced by 

lack of control which may mean there is fragility in the nature of the 

relationship and its power dynamics. Wendy (deputy manager) also 

seems to be striving for some intermediary that can be blamed for the 

technology not working. It seems to be challenging for Wendy as to 

why the parents can find technological faults difficult to accept. 

 

Immediacy and frequency of communication 
 

One of the potential benefits of technology based communication is the 

speed and frequency which it can offer. Ursula (1:1 support worker) 

noted immediacy of information being sent to the parents when she 

said “they get to see what their children are doing throughout the 

day”. This seems to convey that the parents feel connected to their 

child’s experiences in a visual way and that this could represent the 

child’s experiences in the here and now for the parent. For Wendy 

(deputy manager) as well as immediacy, the Tapestry software also 

supported what she called meaningful communication.  
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She said “I think it is more meaningful for the parents I think they 

they find it more meaningful cos they get to see immediate pictures 

you know real life pictures of their children” (Wendy). The photographs 

seem to provide parents with communication that is contextualised 

and open for instant interpretation of their child’s experiences. They 

are noted as referring to real life and this suggests they are 

representative of the here and now. Perhaps this reference to a record 

of what actually occurred is a way of acknowledging that verbal 

communication may necessitate the use of imagination from the 

parents. It may also link with previous assertions by the practitioners 

of the need to provide evidence of the children’s day.  

 

Maddie (parent) also noted the frequency of communication, and in 

her transcript annotation (Appendix 4) indicated specific examples 

(noted below in bold) when she said: 

 

you go into it and then cos I know a lot of the children they 
get something once a week but I do tend to get something 
from every session he’s in [laughs] They put photos or 
videos on to Tapestry and they write a comment 
/description of what he has done. I can add comments 
to what they have put on and vice versa (Maddie) 

 

Maddie (parent) suggests not only a proactive choice is being made 

but also perhaps that it necessitates a different way of thinking, 

potentially for the parent to be open and receptive. It may also be a 

metaphor for depth and could indicate that the photographs provide 

communication that is full of meaning and may be previously untold. 

 

Erica (parent) also commented on the high frequency of 

communication that she received via Tapestry when she said 

“Tapestry’s you know they do it every day so it’s really good”. For 

Erica (, it is unclear if it is the frequency or the content that is so 

positive. Earlier in the interview Erica (parent) had also noted the 

immediacy of the information sent on Tapestry “I tend to look at them 

still while she’s still here so it’s like you know she she’s done it/ but I 

can still look at one while she’s still here”.  
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This seems to suggest a window opening onto her child’s world of 

experiences. It may also be that a connection is fostered between the 

parent and the child even though there is physical separation.  

 

In contrast the Maddie (parent) noted a delayed response to accessing 

the information she was sent about her child when she said “yeah I 

don’t always immediately look at it [laughs]/ but yeah I do like that it 

is immediate”. The reasons for any delayed access of the uploads was 

unclear but it may be that Maddie was secure in the knowledge that 

communication about her child had been sent and that was perhaps 

sufficient to allay any concerns or need to see the photographic 

content immediately.  

 

Involving children 
 

One potential challenge in involving children with technology based 

communication is their familiarity with the devices. Young children may 

receive significant exposure to various technologies, and practitioners 

may be challenged by the necessity to incorporate digital experiences 

alongside viewing the child as unique, interesting but also needing 

protection (Rosen and Jaruszewicz, 2009, p162). A similar tension 

exists for parents, as O’Connor and Fotakopolou (2016, p. 246) 

identify that there is still unease in parental sanctioned use of 

touchscreen technology for children aged 0-3, between wanting to 

protect the child whilst also preparing them for the future.  

 

This tension did not seem to surface for one of the practitioners in the 

setting. When I asked how the children were involved with using 

Tapestry, Ursula (1:1 support worker) technology replied: 

 

we they will sit and look at Tapestry they know if an adult’s 
got a tablet sometimes they will come over have a look what 
you’re doing or they like to look at photos of themselves you 
can take video on videos on it so they like to look at the 
videos and erm they’ll point out their friends and yeah I 
think cos technology’s everywhere they seem to know how 
to work them as well (laughs) so they’ll quite happily you 
know press buttons and what not on there (Ursula) 
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The first part of the reply seems to centre on the children’s awareness 

and engagement with Tapestry and the tablets suggesting a positive 

reaction from the children. This may also be connected with what could 

be demonstration of choice as they may move to the practitioner to 

view the photographs. Yet Fantozi (2012, p.43) argues that it is the 

practitioner’s responsibility to ensure that children receive 

opportunities for engagement with technologies appropriate to their 

developmental level. This potentially seems to suggest that the 

practitioner is in control rather than the children. Although, 

respondents to the study conducted by Ntulti and Kyei-Blankson 

(2010, p.27) identified that any technology that could be used by 

children independently was considered to be developmentally 

appropriate.  

 

The latter part of the reply from Ursula, more generally seems to 

consider children’s confidence and experience of technology. The 

laughter from Ursula (1:1 support worker) may suggest feelings of 

reluctant agreement with this statement of technology being 

ubiquitous. Zevenbergen (2007, p.23) argues that potentially young 

children entering early childhood settings have had significant 

exposure to technology and consideration should be given to the type 

and amount of access to computers that the children are given. For 

Grace (1:1 support worker) it seemed that children’s contributions to 

Tapestry, and access to tablets to do this, was influenced by the 

availability of resources. She said: 

 

we have got a few that do play with it well we call it play 
with it take pictures of their theirselves them self but no it’s 
not encouraged I don’t think I’m not sure I’ve never been 
told any different either way but I don’t think it’s encouraged 
for the children to play with it no less at home if the parents 
let them play with it on their side of the barrier yeah/ but 
yeah no cause we’ve got we’ve got far too many haven’t got 
enough tablets for them all to do it (Grace) 
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Despite the argument from Fantozi (2012, p.43) that the practitioner 

has responsibility for provision of opportunities for engagement with 

technologies Grace (1:1 support worker) notes there are insufficient 

tablets. There also seems to be a separation between Grace’s 

expectations as a practitioner and her perceptions of parental 

expectations of the use of technology. The phrase ‘their side of the 

barrier’ seems to metaphorically express this division. This was the 

only time in any of the interviews that I heard expression of such a 

potential rift in the parent practitioner relationship.  

 

Impact on the Practitioner role  
 

Marsh, Brooks, Hughes, Ritchie, Roberts and Wright (2005, p. 77) 

identify that attention should be paid to practitioners’ needs for 

support with subject knowledge and pedagogical aspects in the use of 

technology. For some of the practitioners it seemed that challenges 

had arisen for them in how they undertook their role as practitioners 

whilst fulfilling uploading commitments. Ruby (room leader) seemed to 

note a potential impact of gathering information on iPads that could be 

affecting the interaction between the practitioners and the children. 

She said: 

 

definitely erm downsides perhaps erm are that if we’re on 
the iPads you know perhaps it’s too we’re not concentrating 
so much on I wouldn’t say not concentrating on the children 
that would be wrong to say that cos we are (Ruby)  

 

It may be that Ruby (room leader) was offering a potential criticism of 

her work and the work of her colleagues. In contrast Vanessa (1:1 

support worker) seemed to comment on a benefit that could be seen 

from using Tapestry via iPads. She said: 

 

I I do think it does erm obviously we’re not out the room as 
much as before we was having to like come out and do lots 
of writing it just took our time away from the children so 
erm so having the Tapestry and the iPad it literally a few 
minutes just to type it up (Vanessa) 
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Vanessa (1:1 support worker) said that she remains in the room more 

and previously having to do lots of writing reduced time spent with the 

children. Using Tapestry now only takes a short time to type up the 

information. This mention of both the loss and gaining of time may 

suggest that a balance has been achieved.  

 

Impact on Communication 
 

When considering the potential impact of technology on 

communication, a cautionary note seemed to emerge between 

electronic and verbal communication. For Ursula (1:1 support worker) 

a balance appeared to be needed. She said: 

 

yeah it’s kind of a strange balance of it isn’t there the one 
thing Tapestry is kind of electronically about the child’s 
development then verbally things that go on through the day 
we’ll still inform the parents (Ursula) 

 

The balance here seems to be between obligations to provide 

information about the child’s development whilst still being able to 

feedback on the minutiae of the child’s day. Ursula (1:1 support 

worker) may be suggesting recognition that all of the information is 

valuable for parents. The balance seems to fall between the value of 

two different forms of communication that for Ursula seem to serve 

specific purposes. 

 

Nevertheless, a theme emerged that communication was not just one 

way. For Vanessa (1:1 support worker) technology had seemed to 

impact positively on shared communication, she said: 

 

well I mean I think it is a really good idea cos the parents 
they do love it like seeing what their children are doing erm 
and they can even comment on it they’ve always got a a bit 
at the bottom where they can write something back to you 
so you can have little like conversation 

(Vanessa) 
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By noting that the parents can contribute this may indicate that 

permission is being given to the parents to participate in the 

communication, although the space for the communication exchange is 

small. In their New Zealand study, Duncan and Te One (2014, p. 41) 

explore how practitioners talked more with families about photographs 

of the children from home. This served to increase the practitioners’ 

knowledge of the children and to raise their awareness of the local 

community. Wendy (deputy manager) noted parents were encouraged 

to upload information “we encourage them to upload anything so some 

of our parents are brilliant we get like weekend updates what they’ve 

been doing”. There not only seems to be a positive response from the 

parents but also the shared information is bright and illuminating, it 

sheds light on the child’s experiences for the practitioner.  

 

In contrast, Grace (1:1 room leader) noted that there may be a limited 

response from parents in the uploading of photos and videos: 

 

I wouldn’t say we get back as many [photos/videos] as I I 
wish we would cause I don’t think a lot of people know how 
to do it really it’s not hard but if you’re not that kind of 
person (Grace) 

 

It seems that the sharing of information from parents was valuable to 

Grace when she wished for it to be done more. She seems to need to 

provide an excuse for this by saying that perhaps people did not know 

how to do it. It may be that the challenge of using the technology was 

something that she had felt and she was perhaps seeing it in others.  

 

However, Erica (parent) also seemed to identify that communication 

could be a two way process “equally if she does something at home I 

can upload it to Tapestry and they can see it and they can write 

underneath it and things/ so it’s both ways”. This seems to reflect the 

potential for balanced communication between the parent and the 

practitioners with both being able to contribute and respond. Erica also 

noted success being shared via Tapestry. She said: 
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I see XXX’s targets erm through Tapestry and I see her 
hitting those targets so after a few weeks or months I might 
say right what’s the plan to move her on erm or I might see 
something that she’s achieved at school and I’m like erm 
okay well how how did she even like come across doing that 
or it’s very much in the moment not really planned or 
anything (Erica) 

 

The uploaded information seems to be providing evidence in the 

context of both targets and more generally in the setting. The final 

part of the response seems to acknowledge the child’s agency when 

Erica (parent) questions how she has achieved something or the 

information shared has been spontaneous.  

 

Success with target work was also something that seemed to emerge 

for Maddie (parent) when she commented “when he’s sat playing they 

take photos of him doing one of his targets which was to share and 

turn take”. This suggests that for the child the playing experience is 

important and for the parent this is the aspect that she emphasised 

first in the reply. The target work that Maddie (parent) notes here 

seems to be seen in the context of the child playing. For Rakap (2015, 

p. 174) one of the key characteristics of a high quality IEP target is 

that it describes the child’s involvement in a “naturally occurring 

activity”.Such an activity may be seen as involving play and play has 

been seen as essential for learning and development and was 

enshrined in the EYFS (DfE, 2014a, p. 9).  

 

Attitudes 
 

There was a strong consensus from participants about the value and 

regard held for the use of the Tapestry software means of supporting 

communication. 
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Practitioner attitudes 
 

As previously noted Vanessa (1:1 support worker) had said “I do like 

Tapestry”. For Carol (1:1 support worker) the benefits of Tapestry 

seemed to be seen from both a parental and practitioner perspective 

“Tapestry I think it’s it’s nicer for the parents they really enjoy and it’s 

easier”. For Penny (room leader) Tapestry was useful when other 

forms of communication were not sufficient. She said “I like to hear it 

from the horse’s mouth do you know what I mean but it is a good way 

of communicating when you can’t get hold of parents is Tapestry”. In 

this context it seems to suggest that Penny is the recipient of the 

communication and this may mean she prefers to hear from parents 

directly. However Tapestry seems to fill the gap when this direct 

contact cannot be made.  

 

Practitioner perceptions of parental attitudes  
 

A consensus also seemed to emerge in the practitioner perceptions of 

parental views on Tapestry. A typical comment was made by Ursula 

(1:1 support leader) when she noted positive attitudes from parents 

“from the feedback we’ve had parents love Tapestry”. There seems to 

be a caveat implicit here. Perhaps Ursula (1:1 support worker) was 

noting the popularity of Tapestry yet also trying to convey that not all 

parents have been asked for their views on it.  

 

The potential timidity of Ursula with regard to all parental positivity 

about Tapestry did not seem to be reflected by Wendy(deputy 

manager). Wendy had also noted positive attitudes from parents: 

 

I've heard nothing but good reviews from parents about that 
because they can literally log on and see what their child’s 
been doing that day cos parents’ do have to work long hours 
and sometimes they get home give the children dinner and 
then they go to bed so I’ve heard nothing but positive about 
that erm so I think that’s been a positive for us (Wendy) 
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It seems to be important for Wendy (deputy manager) that she 

drew my attention to the lack of any negative reviews about 

Tapestry by emphasis that she had only heard good reviews. This 

seems to be conflated with the actuality of the process of logging 

on and viewing the uploaded information. The Tapestry system 

seems to afford the opportunity for parents to see more of their 

child as there seems to be an implicit assumption that for the 

working parent they do not have time to see much of the child at 

the end of the day.  

 

Parental attitudes 
 

The positive attitudes noted by Wendy (deputy manager) in turn 

emerged for the parent participants. For Erica (parent) “Tapestry has 

been brilliant”. This suggests a sense of brightness, intensity and 

vividness as well as potentially being excellent or great. For Erica 

(parent) the information uploaded to Tapestry may have allowed her 

to see aspects of her child’s day that were previously hidden. The 

potential viewing of the photographs of her child in context and to see 

her experiences may present a vivid picture of the child’s day that 

could be challenging to convey verbally or through written 

communication.  

 

Indeed Erica (parent) later expanded upon this point when she said:  

 

Tapestry’s been brilliant yeah yeah rather than having to 
come here I remember when we first started there used to 
be erm a school to home book and they used to write in it at 
the end of every week write you know what she’s done 
(Erica) 

 

Erica (parent) talks about previously having to visit the setting to 

obtain information about what her child had done. There is a sense of 

obligation which seems to emerge through having to visit to obtain this 

information. This suggests that the practitioners were in control of the 

communication and information and that for the parent to see or 

access it, it necessitated a visit to the setting.  
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A contrast of immediacy and time also seems to emerge. For Erica 

(parent) there may have been a challenge in only receiving weekly 

information about her child. The communication also seemed to rely on 

written format which in turn relies on someone else interpreting what 

has been seen in their own words. 

 

The strength of being able to apply their own interpretation to the 

information was noted by Maddie (parent). When asked what she 

thought about Tapestry, Maddie replied “I love it”. This may reinforce 

Ruby’s (room leader) assertion about parents loving Tapestry. Maddie 

(parent) went on to explain her feelings: 

 

it’s a better way so I can see what he’s done as well whereas 
when OLDER SIBLING had the old books that you only got to 
look at every so often I don’t think I’d like that as much with 
XXX cos I wouldn’t you know get that day to day update of 
him (Maddie) 

 

For Maddie (parent) it seems that the contrast to the previous written 

communication format is also important. She seems to acknowledge 

that there was limited access to the previous system. Now, it seems 

that Tapestry is a better as she can also see for herself what her child 

has done.  

 

Mediating artefacts – concluding thoughts 
 

The chapter opened by suggesting that mediation provides a basis for 

understanding human activities (Paavola, Engeström and Hakkarainen, 

2012, p. 2) and that mediation can incorporate consideration of 

language (Leiman, 1999, p. 421) and also include tools and sign 

systems (Lektorsky, 2009, p. 84). For the language aspect of 

communication content, it seemed that decisions about content could 

be made by both parents and practitioners. This seemed to be slightly 

more problematic for the practitioners as they could respond to 

parental queries or determine the content themselves except in regard 

to the Tapestry uploads.  
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Here it seemed to emerge that the management team in the setting 

had determined some of the format and content of the information 

uploaded.  

 

It also emerged that different communication content was in place for 

the start and end of the day during routine drop off and collection of 

the children. At the start of the day, during drop off, content focused 

on the practitioners finding out information about the child. Whilst at 

the end of the day content included feedback about the child’s day or 

responses to parent queries. For the parents communication content 

could also focus on something the child had done or problems they 

may have had and seemed to draw on the home context as well. 

Perceptions of the children’s involvement with technology were less 

clear. There was suggestion that there was insufficient equipment 

although through positive practitioners’ attitudes, the children’s use of 

technology could be encouraged.  

 

With regard to mediated communication activity via technology, a 

consensus emerged from parents and practitioners about the 

successful use of the software package Tapestry to support 

communication. Yet potential problems of accessibility and confidence 

in use were acknowledged for both parents and practitioners.  

 

Furthermore, two aspects seemed to emerge when considering the 

possible impact of the use of technology for uploading information by 

the practitioners. Firstly, there seemed to be perceptions of the value 

of the system being quicker to use compared to previous versions. 

Secondly, a cautionary note emerged about needing awareness so that 

the technology did not distract the practitioners from their work with 

the children. Mention was also made of the two-way communication 

process between parents and practitioners that was facilitated by the 

use of the software package. The next chapter explores perceptions of 

the results or outcomes of communication. 
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Chapter 12 Activity Theory – Outcomes 
 

In this study the activity theory aspect of object has been seen as the 

nature of communication and perceptions of it. In activity theory, 

activities are goal directed and through objects, outcomes can be 

achieved (Scheckle, 2014, p. 616). The outcomes of previous activities 

may in turn change into artefacts in future activities (Kidron and 

Dreyfuss, 2008, p. 304). An artefact can be seen as an element of the 

material world which has been incorporated into activity so that it 

facilitates the achievement of goals or objects (Cole and Gajdamashko, 

2009, p. 131). Consequently, in the communication between parents 

and practitioners, a sense of continuity that is cyclical in nature 

emerges. The communication outcomes in turn inform the next 

communication exchanges and so on.  

 

This chapter concludes the core section of the thesis and provides a 

short companion discussion to Chapter 7 which explored object and 

Chapter 11 which explored the role of language and tool based 

mediating artefacts. The focus in this chapter is the exploration of the 

perceived results or outcomes of communication. The first theme to be 

explored is consistency between the home and setting. Positive and 

negative outcomes of communication outcomes are explored next. 

Outcomes centred on diagnosis and referrals are then considered and 

the reinforcement of relationships between practitioners and parents is 

also explored. The final section of the chapter explores parental 

perceptions of communication outcomes and these are connected 

through being child-centred. 

 

Collaboration 
 

Collaboration between parents and professionals can emerge through 

the joint determination of the support provided for the child and family 

(Jansen, Van der Putten, Post and Vlaskamp, 2014, p.1623). For Carol 

(1:1 support worker) a sense of collaboration and mutual exchange of 

information provided an example of an outcome of communication.  
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She said: 

 

good outcome well my little girl’s mum always like asks me 
how she does how she gets on with targets and how she can 
help at home as well so I often explain to her what exactly 
we did today and then I say what kind of things we have in 
place for targets and er mum tries very hard to implement 
that at home as well so because we communicate of what 
we do and if I do anything new I tell mum and then she does 
it at home as well so we work the same at home and here 
(Carol) 

 

Carol (1:1 support worker) seems to be in the dominant position here 

in that she is the one who explains and tells of anything new. When 

the parent is described as trying very hard to implement activities etc. 

at home the notion of trying hard also seems to indicate that the 

practitioner has a more dominant role. Carol seems to be making 

judgements about the parent’s abilities. Yet there may be an 

underlying tension, for parents of children with disabilities, one of the 

challenges that can be experienced is that of being both a caregiver as 

well as trying to reproduce interventions (Pintaric Mlinar, Bratkovic and 

Mamic, 2013, p.37).  

 

Positive and negative aspects 
 

Effective settings are those where practitioners share child-related 

information and encourage parental involvement (Sylva, Melhuish, 

Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford and Taggart, 2003, p. 7). For Vanessa (1:1 

support worker) an outcome of sharing information seemed to be that 

it was a successful process. She said “well I mean I’ve not had any 

issues with like misunderstandings or anything with passing on 

anything”. Whilst the outcome of shared communication has been 

positive for her, it may not have been the same for other practitioners. 

It also seems that Vanessa (1:1 support worker) may be seeing herself 

as a conduit for information to and from the parent when she talks of 

having to pass on information.  
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In contrast, for Alice (1:1 support worker) an outcome of 

communication had been conflict and misunderstanding. She said: 

 

erm yeah there there was an incident where erm we were 
just talking erm (pause) quite informal once with the not 
necessarily this erm this child’s parents but it’s happened 
before where we were you know talking quite informally 
when picking the child up or dropping the child off and the 
erm the parent took it the wrong way erm so because again 
that’s why I like communication written down because it’s 
there and it’s traced and it’s tracked (Alice)  

 

Alice (1:1 support worker) notes there was an incident and this seems 

to have been of significance for her. Twice she mentions that it was an 

informal context for the communication, and perhaps this indicates a 

sense of vulnerability for her. She may have been trusting in her 

relationship with the parent. Yet the verbal communication from her 

seems to have been misinterpreted. The most common way in which 

parents and practitioners typically communicate with each another, 

particularly for children with SEN/D, is informal information sharing 

during drop-off and pick-up time (Griggs and Bussard, 2017, p.27). 

For Alice (1:1 support worker) the outcome that emerged from 

communication at this time was the parent had not reacted positively. 

It seems that the consequence of this was that verbal communication 

then needed to be supplemented or even replaced by written 

communication. This experience of misinterpretation also seemed to 

emerge for Grace (1:1 support worker). She said: 

 

sometimes you have to be careful with parents because 
sometimes they can when you’re communicating with them 
can take it on board incorrectly and then (pause) like 
(pause) come aware of it er that what they’re thinking isn’t 
correct and then they can try and turn it round to say that 
they weren’t given the correct information so you do have to 
be very careful (Grace) 

 

Grace seems to suggest that there is not consistency in communication 

outcomes and there may be potential for misunderstanding to develop.  
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For Bonnie (owner) both positive and negative outcomes for 

communication had been seen. She said: 

 

erm I can think of plenty of examples where it hasn’t worked 
well but I think sometimes you’ll always get those few 
parents because they’re in a rush they won’t read the 
information or they won’t access emails erm I think it works 
well when it’s something they’re perhaps interested in so we 
have the erm Easter egg hunt at XXXX we had a 100 parents 
turn up (laughs) cos it was something that interested them 
and the children they wanted to do it for the children 
(Bonnie) 

 

The perceived benefits for parental participation can be linked to family 

and practitioner partnerships (Cheatham, 2011, p.78). The motivation 

here for a good outcome to the communication for Bonnie, seems to 

be indelibly linked with the parental perceptions of personal interest 

and the involvement of the children. Although Bonnie (owner) notes 

she can think of a number of examples where communication has not 

succeeded, this is contrasted by mention of only a few parents, who do 

not seem to be open to communication attempts. 

 

Diagnosis and referrals 
 

The practitioner parent relationship can be complex and particular 

issues can arise with the perceived provision of support and advice. In 

two US based studies, different perceptions of the offering of advice 

and support appear. Guralnick, Hammond, Melville and Connor (2008, 

p.1140) merge the concept of provision of advice within what they 

term as “parenting support”. Moreover, in their US study of early 

childhood practitioner and parent meetings, Cheatham and Ostrosky 

(2011, p. 40) found that parents were seen as “advice recipients” who 

were perceived as having little to offer in regard to their expertise and 

knowledge about their own child. This tension between parents offering 

support and seeking advice seemed to emerge in communication 

outcomes identified by the practitioners.  
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In particular, diagnosis or identification of an additional need emerged 

as an outcome of communication.  

 

When communicating about initial concerns about a child with a 

parent, Susie (SENCO) seemed to draw on the parent as being the 

expert in knowing their own child. This appears to be in contrast with 

the findings of Cheatham and Ostrosky (2011, p. 40). However, the 

information gathered from parents appeared to have two purposes. 

The first purpose seemed to be to inform the practitioners about the 

child in more detail, perhaps confirming what they had observed in the 

setting. The second purpose seemed to be to ask questions that could 

raise parental awareness and to try and encourage them to challenge 

their own perceptions of their child. Susie said:  

 

it could be a diagnosis erm so we’ve had children that have 
come come into setting and erm they they think everything’s 
fine then it’s a communication with the parent doing that 
little bit of erm spoon feeding to the parents dropping them 
little hints erm asking asking them questions about routines 
how the child copes but not erm not full on I would do this 
over a period of six weeks because I don’t want to put too 
much pressure on the parent (Susie) 

 

The suggestion of parents being spoon fed information seems to 

indicate a dominance of control for the practitioners in the 

communication that is being shared. The parent is perhaps perceived 

as being ill equipped or too naïve to receive challenging information. 

Yet Susie (SENCO) may be subtly trying to shift the parent’s 

perceptions and this seems to be done through the asking of 

questions. This may be a way of Susie (SENCO) seeking to manage 

potential parental reactions to being told their child may have 

underlying difficulties.  

 

For Wendy (deputy manager) the possibility of securing a referral to 

external agencies was something which had to be achieved as an 

outcome of communication.  
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She said: 

 

(pause) we can’t we can’t make any referrals for our SEN/D 
children without communication with our parents erm cos we 
have to have their permission that they will allow us to gain 
external help erm and the same for internal help we can’t 
kind of put any targets in place without asking parents’ 
permission first so we have to communicate with the parents 
to get that (Wendy) 

 

The Special Educational Needs and Disabilty Code of Practice (DfE/DH, 

2015, p. 20) notes that steps should be taken to ensure that young 

people and parents are “actively supported in contributing to needs 

assessments”. This seems to be reflected in the reply from Wendy that 

notes the seeking of permission but Wendy does not seem to be 

acknowledging here any further role from parents in the provision of 

additional information about their child.  

 

Reinforcing relationships 
 

Good listening skills may contribute to successful family centred 

practice (Washington, Thomas-Stonell, McLeod and Warr-Leeper, 

2012, p.221). For Ruby (room leader) an outcome of communication 

appeared that was centred on progress which in turn seem to emerge 

from listening. She said:  

 

 

erm progress really erm things like you know it’s very 
important we meet the needs of the child I mean that’s 
that’s the whole point really but working with parents as well 
to help you know for instance settle a child er to help you 
know understand what things they enjoy what they like 
doing at home so we’re very very focused on getting you 
know the voice of the child but also the voice of the parent 
(Ruby) 
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The child seems to be at the centre of this communication outcome. 

The partnership between the practitioner and the parents seems to 

draw in both the setting context, through helping the child to become 

settled in the setting, but also seems to draw on information about the 

child at home. This suggests an extension for the partnership and the 

need for practitioners to listen to the parents as well as the children.  

 

For Ursula (1:1 support worker) the child also seems to be central in 

the communication process and one of the outcomes is raising parents’ 

awareness of how work is done with the child. 

 

I suppose speaking to the parents about say how I work with 
the child erm cos sometimes the parent will seek advice and 
you know what do we do here erm I think at home I have 
explained about using basic language and basic erm words 
simple descriptive words (Ursula) 

 

A division between the setting and home seems to be apparent here, 

and the practitioner may be the conduit or bridge between them. 

Ursula (1:1 support worker) seems to offer information about the 

setting context and information that can be used in the home context. 

However, the information that is to be shared about language or words 

is basic. This may be reflective of Ursula (1:1 support worker) perhaps 

being judgemental about the depth of advice and support that can be 

provided. By noting that the parents may seek advice and through 

offering explanations, Ursula seems to be responding to the parent.  

 

A similar comment about responding to parents emerged for Nicole 

(1:1 support worker) when I asked her to identify an outcome from 

communication. Yet this seems different to the parental interaction 

that Ursula seemed to note. For Nicole it suggests a parental desire to 

control the work that is done with their child that is beyond any focus 

on agreed targets. Nicole said: 

 

 

 



196 
 

I suppose the only outcome that we we’ve had something is 
you know if the parent says oh I want to work him to work 
on this thing which is not written on the erm targets (Nicole) 

 

Here control of the communication content and expectations of 

outcomes seems to shift to the parent, who appears to assert what 

they want the child to work on and the practitioner to support. It may 

be that Nicole is feeling challenged by the request from the parent as it 

seems to centre on something new that has not been agreed within a 

target review or more formal meeting context.  

 

Parent perceptions of outcomes from communication 
 

For the parent participants the outcomes from communication were 

centred on their children and indeed parents and carers should be kept 

up-to-date with their child’s progress and development (DfE, 2014a, 

p.13). For Maddie (parent), the sharing of such information emerged 

as an outcome of communication. She said: “I’d just say that you 

know we’ve been able to see his progress and he has he’s come on a 

lot since he started at preschool”. Maddie (parent) seems to have 

noted the information given to her allows her to be aware of the 

progress her child has made, yet acknowledging that this appears to 

focus on the setting context. 

 

For Erica (parent) the outcome of communication did not relate 

specifically to progress but seemed instead to emphasise an 

intervention. The provision of opportunities in natural surroundings for 

children to practice using communication card approaches such as the 

Pictorial Exchange Communication Systems (PECS) can be an effective 

way to foster communication (Park, Alber-Morgan and Cannella-

Malone, 2011, p.38). For Erica (parent) what seemed to be a 

significant outcome from communication was being introduced to 

PECS. She said: 
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erm the PECS really we were told about the PECS by our 
speech and language therapist erm wow it must be coming 
up to a year now erm and SENCO put herself and a few of 
her staff on a PECS course so they obviously understood 
more about it and and things so that was obviously really 
good (Erica) 

 

The information about PECS seems to have been initiated by an 

external professional yet its use has been followed up by the SENCO 

and the staff. There seems to be perceptions of clear impact on 

practice for the parent where the staff can demonstrate their 

understanding of using PECS more. It may also be that Erica (parent) 

seems to perceive it as clearly being something valuable.  

 

Outcomes – concluding thoughts 
 

The chapter opening noted that the focus in this chapter was the 

exploration of the perceived results or outcomes of communication. For 

the practitioners it seems that whilst a sense of collaboration and 

mutual exchange of information emerged as a potential outcome of 

communication, potential for conflict and misunderstanding also 

appeared. Following on from communication with parents, the securing 

of a referral to external agencies and/or subsequent diagnosis or 

identification of an additional need both emerged as possible outcomes 

of communication between parents and practitioners. Yet for the 

practitioners a stronger sense of partnership between parents and 

practitioners also seemed to emerge as an outcome of communication.  

 

For the parents the outcomes of communication emphasised the focus 

on their children and the sharing of progress and development. For 

Erica the success of a communication outcome had been the 

introduction of PECS as a way of fostering a consistent communication 

approach that both she and the practitioners could use with her child. 

Having considered in this chapter perceptions of the outcomes of 

communication, perceptions of outcomes of the research are now 

explored in the final section of the thesis. 
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In the following ‘Lead out Section’ of the thesis 
you will find: 
 

To inform perceptions of the study as demonstrating a good qualitative 

research approach, this final section will present a summary in which 

the thesis is reaffirmed (Kamler and Thomson, 2014, p. 116). It will 

also demonstrate, in the enriched understanding of theoretical aspects 

and practical outcomes, the fourth good research criterion identified of 

“impact and importance” (Yardley, 2000, p. 219). In the introduction 

to the PhD I noted that the closing lead out materials section 

concludes the thesis. I also noted that there were three potential 

aspects of a student’s experience of a PhD that I wanted to explore: 

developing personal resourcefulness (reflexivity); developing cognition 

(applying new knowledge) and developing research skills (technical 

skills, time management, administration etc.) (Mowbray and Halse, 

2010, p. 657). These aspects are also explored in the following 

chapters: 

 

Chapter 13 Reflections on conducting research as an activity 
system 

 

This chapter offers reflections on my experience of conducting this 

research study through applying the activity system framework 

(Engeström, 1999, p. 31) (Figure 3). The discussion draws on data 

collected from the interviewees about their perspectives on research 

and participation in research. These perceptions are used to inform my 

reflections on being a researcher. 

 

Chapter 14 Research Outcomes and final thoughts 

 

This short chapter offers a conclusion to the study in the exploration of 

the research aims and objectives. It also explores my perceptions of 

the research journey. Throughout the development of the study I read 

widely and as I came across thought provoking or challenging points in 

the literature I made a note of them.  
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It is this reading that I have used to support my final reflections and to 

facilitate reflection on both areas for future research and study 

limitations.  
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Chapter 13 Reflections on conducting research  
 

In the introduction to the thesis I noted that the closing lead out 

materials section concludes the thesis. Here opportunity is taken to 

reflect on the research journey and my experiences as a researcher as 

an activity system in its own right (see Figure 3 in Chapter 5). 

Participant perceptions of taking part in the research study are also 

explored in this chapter. I have also drawn in some of the 

considerations I highlighted in Chapter 4 on the challenges of 

researching critically. 

 

The following chapter is divided into the elements of activity theory 

and I have used the order of the activity theory chapters in the main 

thesis to structure the discussion. I start with consideration of the 

subject, namely reflections on the participants on participating in a 

research project. This is followed by the object, seen here as the 

purpose of the research. The third aspect to be explored is how as a 

researcher, participants perceived that I fitted into the setting 

community. The next section holds reflections on rules, which here 

focuses on ethical practice. This is followed by consideration of the 

division of labour which is seen as perceptions of the role of the 

researcher. There is then reflection upon the role of mediating 

artefacts and finally the participants’ perceptions of potential outcomes 

from the research. 

 

Subject – the participants in the research 
 

As a researcher I have seen myself as an agent of knowledge 

(McCorkel and Meyers (2003, p.208) and therefore the following 

section details my reflections on the interview process and how I 

perceived the participants. I noted in Chapter 4 that I wanted to 

explore the issue of being a woman interviewing only women 

participants. To this end, after every interview I made notes using the 

reflection points suggested by Oakley (1981, p.31). I have briefly 

summarised these reflections in the following discussion. 
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The first aspect that Oakley (1981, p.31) suggests is identifying the 

social/personal characteristics of those doing the interviewing. These 

remained consistent for me during the interviewing process. I saw 

myself as a white female who was middle class and middle aged. The 

participants varied in their ages and were all white but I did not 

specifically ask them about their social class. When preparing the 

interview schedule this was not an aspect I considered as part of the 

warm up questions, whereas I did ask them to tell me about their role 

and qualifications. I think I avoided it as a topic as I did not feel 

comfortable asking them to label themselves.  

 

The next aspect that Oakley (1981, p.31) advised considering was the 

interviewee’s feelings about being interviewed and about the interview. 

This aspect is explored in more detail later in this chapter. 

Nonetheless, there did seem to be a consensus that the participants 

felt nervous at the start but seemed to settle down as the interview 

progressed. The third aspect that Oakley (1981, p.5) notes is the 

interviewer’s feelings about the interviewees. The majority of 

interviewees were younger than me and the challenge I faced was 

trying not to feel maternal and protective towards them. I wanted 

them to feel comfortable enough to take part in the interview and so 

tried to foster a relaxed perhaps even caring atmosphere. For the 

interviewees who were similar in age, the challenge was to be friendly 

but not become their friend. For previous interviews I had not 

considered this aspect and how I could potentially be influencing the 

participant responses through my attitude towards them. It is a 

reflection aspect I would use again. 

 

The quality of the interviewer and interviewee interaction, as 

suggested by Oakley (1981, p.5), is considered in more detail later in 

this chapter. As will be seen, I felt a tension here as I tried to 

encourage an atmosphere where the interviewee was relaxed. I later 

became concerned that I had shared too much information about 

myself and my previous professional background and this had set up 

interviewee expectations about the purpose of the study and my role.  
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There should also be reflection on the hospitality offered by the 

interviewee to the interviewer (Oakley, 1981, p.5). For the first 

interviews I completed with Carol (1:1 support worker) and Grace (1:1 

support worker) I was offered a drink before the interview started by 

Susie (SENCO). I also said that the interviewees could get a drink if 

they wished. I wanted to avoid appearing to have more status by 

being allowed to drink whenever I wished, rather than as the 

practitioners may have had to do in having to wait for a break.  

The offer of a drink was made by three further participants Bonnie 

(owner), Wendy (deputy manager) and Maddie (parent). In turn I 

offered one participant (Erica, parent) a drink, when she complained of 

a headache prior to the interview. 

 

Oakley (1981, p.5) then encourages reflection on attempts by the 

interviewees to use the interviewer as a source of information. 

Participants sought clarification during the interview itself and before 

or afterwards about the research project. There were attempts to seek 

reassurance in the interviews with use of phrases such as ‘you know 

what I mean’ or sometimes direct questions were asked of me. I tried 

as far as possible to remain neutral but encouraged the participants to 

build on their replies, I often nodded or used phatics such as ‘hhmm’ 

or ‘okay’ or ‘right’. In retrospect I could have avoided the use of okay 

or right as responses, these may have been perceived as giving 

implicit agreement. 

 

The final area to explore that Oakley (1981, p.5) suggests is any 

extension of the interviewer and interviewee encounters into more 

broadly based social relationships. The challenge I had with this aspect 

was that I knew Susie (SENCO), Bonnie (Owner) and Wendy (Deputy 

manager) through my work at the university. I am still not sure how 

much this impacted upon my interviews with them. I did not however 

socialise outside of the setting or with any of the participants during 

the lifespan of the project. I did share contact details with the parent 

Maddie as she asked me to interview her at home. 
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Object – the purpose of research 
 

The intention of qualitative research is to focus on the nature and 

purpose of society in particular facilitating study of the details of 

everyday life and how this is produced by individuals, groups and 

communities (Schostak, 2010, p. 1). From this broad overview I had 

determined a narrower focus and purpose for this study. As I explained 

in the introduction I had been keen to investigate the perceptions of 

mediating tools that were used to inform communication between 

practitioners in the early years and the parents of children with young 

children with SEN/D. During my initial visits to the setting, and before 

I started formal data collection, I wanted to explain what I saw as the 

purpose of the research to the prospective participants. I developed a 

powerpoint slide that summarised the key questions for the study 

(Appendix 5) that I distributed to interested parties.  

 

For the interview schedule, as part of working on the originality aspect 

of the PhD of the implementation of IPA being informed by activity 

theory, I had tried to incorporate a question about each of the areas 

for the activity theory model (see Table 1 in chapter 3). However, in 

the interview schedule and subsequent interviews I did not overtly ask 

the participants about what they saw as the purpose of research per 

se. I had not thought clearly at that point about distinguishing between 

the purpose of research, the purpose of this specific study and 

potential outcomes as distinct strands within the activity theory model. 

This aspect came later and informed the writing up process. I now 

regret that I did not ask the participants about this as I think this 

would have been a valuable starting point for informing the discussion 

in this chapter.  

 

Community – fitting in as a researcher 
 

Before data collection started formally, I had visited the setting on a 

number of occasions, as my work commitments permitted, to meet the 

potential participants.  
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I chose to complete pre visits before collecting data as I wanted to be 

seen as being respectful to everyone in the setting. I wanted the 

participants to become comfortable with me, which could then 

encourage them to take part in the study. Susie (SENCO) did seem to 

acknowledge this desire for my respectful involvement when she 

commented “everyone’s been treated with respect really yeah”. During 

these pre-visits I spent some time in the main office talking with Susie 

(SENCO), Bonnie (owner) and sometimes Wendy (deputy manager). I 

also spent time in the rooms in the setting as well. Once data 

collection started my visits to the rooms in the setting stopped as I 

had only limited time on the premises and had to prioritise data 

collection at that point.  

 

Working to an original thesis submission date of September 2017, 

(subsequently revised in May 2017 to March 2018), the pre-visits 

commenced on the 27th November 2015 and data collection visits took 

place from the 4th March 2016 to the 12th July 2016. An extract from 

my field work notes from the visits I made is held in Appendix 2. One 

of my early concerns was whether I would be able to secure any 

participants at all. Whilst I had the opportunity to forge some 

connections with a few of the practitioners who did later participate in 

the study, I was not able to do this with all the staff that worked in the 

setting. On a number of occasions my visits were either cancelled or 

cut short. I was pleased therefore that I had not undertaken to try and 

form relationships with the children prior to them being potential 

participants. I do not think that the intermittent nature of my visits 

would have fostered a secure respectful relationship where the children 

could have got to know me and I them. 

 

Becoming known 
 

One of my objectives in the pre-visits was to become a familiar face 

thus hopefully being seen as non-threatening and as someone that 

could be talked with.  
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The building of rapport and trust can be important for the interviewee 

to feel comfortable to answer questions honestly (Doody and Noonan, 

2013, p.31; Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.64). When I later 

interviewed her, Carol seemed to recall the pre-visits that I did, she 

said: 

 

when you came I think it was the first time I saw you when 
you came in and you kind of got involved in the room and 
sat down with us and involved with the children and talk to 
us about the children and things like that (Carol) 

 

The aspects that Carol (1:1 support worker) seemed to draw out from 

my visit did chime with my intentions. I had meant to take the 

opportunity to become involved and Carol appeared to see my 

involvement within the room, with the staff and with the children. 

When she said that I ‘sat down’ it seems to suggest that I was moving 

from a perceived higher status as a visitor to the setting and as 

someone known to the management team to be on a level with the 

practitioners. I did try and adopt this physical level, sitting alongside 

the practitioners or even kneeling or sitting on the floor below their 

level. This also made it easier for me to demonstrate engagement with 

the children. 

 

When I asked Grace (1:1 support worker) about how she thought I 

had fitted into the community in the setting she said “I think you fit in 

really well erm I don’t know you’re just you know you’re a nice person 

you can look at her and think she’s alright yeah you know what I 

mean”. Here Grace seems to be addressing me directly and then 

referring to me in a more objective way. She appeared to tell me I was 

a ‘nice person’ but also seemed to take on other people’s perceptions. 

Perhaps this may have been connected to discussion about me in the 

staff room or kitchen between practitioners, and she was re-enacting 

comments that had previously been made. I knew from anecdotal 

comments that the practitioners had talked with each other about 

being interviewed.  
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Penny (room leader) seemed to see a parallel between my role as a 

researcher in the community and my relationships with the staff as 

being mirrored in the relationship between staff and parents. She said: 

 

you’re visiting more and we get to know you and get to 
know more about you and what you do so it’s not someone 
just coming in and oh who are you you gain gain that trust 
and you gain that erm bond should I say and I think we get 
that with parents (Penny)  

 

This seemed to suggest to me that trust was earned, or achieved, and 

that through my visits the trust was being established. Similarly, as 

the practitioners developed that trusting relationship with parents, 

presumably following regular contact, a connection or bond was also 

formed. It appeared that I had achieved my objective of becoming 

familiar to the potential participants. 

 

Insider or Outsider? 
 

It emerged that different practitioners applied the label of ‘outsider’ to 

me. I had assumed that, despite my objective of becoming familiar to 

the staff and parents, I would not be seen as an insider within the 

setting. Wendy (deputy) seemed to perceive that I was indeed an 

outsider. She said: “I suppose you coming in as a bit of an outsider 

aren’t you”. I was entering the setting with permission and being 

allowed to enter. Whereas quite early in my interview with Penny 

(room leader), she seemed to perceive that my status had changed. 

She said, “you’re not an outsider any more”. 

 

On the other hand, Grace (1:1 support worker) seemed to 

acknowledge a potential advantage of distance between the 

practitioners and myself when she said “when an outsider comes in 

probably you could see things that we oversee”. The outsider here 

seems to be the provider of clarity, yet there seems to be a tension 

that the outsider must be allowed entry. I wanted to make use of this 

potential perception of clarity as a researcher.  
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I was interested in participant perceptions and so a tension emerged 

that if I became too familiar would I be influencing their comments, 

and how could this impact on my ability to interpret respondents’ 

perceptions.  

 

Rules – ethical considerations 
 

I followed the British Educational Research Guidelines (BERA) (2011) 

and institutional guidelines when developing the ethical process that I 

implemented in this study. I was interested in seeing how the 

participants perceived ethical aspects and asked them what rules 

about research they thought I was following. Their perceptions have 

informed the following discussion. 

 

Permission 
 

The guidelines from BERA (2011, p. 5) state that voluntary informed 

consent is “the condition in which participants understand and agree to 

their participation without any duress, prior to the research getting 

underway”. I hoped that I had succeeded in making participants feel 

comfortable enough to give their permission to take part in the study 

whilst adhering to this ethical principle. I sought written permission 

with signatures obtained from all the participants. In their comments, 

the participants seemed to be clear that their permission to take part 

in the study had been sought. Ruby (room leader) said “I've signed 

this erm permission to participate in the interviews”. She seems to 

have made a clear connection between permission and participation in 

her comment. It also appears that she sees the permission aspect as 

relation to herself as an individual when she notes signing the form. 

Through the physical act of signing it also seems that she is aware that 

her assent has been given.  

 

When I asked her what rules she thought I was following for the 

project, Vanessa (1:1 support worker) also noted the physical act of 

signing the document.  
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She said “as what as in coming into the setting erm maybe have like 

getting me to sign this for instance like not just trying to force 

somebody into it you’re asking them and asking them to sign 

something”. She seems to make clear that there should be no duress, 

which is also noted in the guidelines from BERA (2011, p. 5). She also 

appears to see a double process where I first asked the participants to 

take part and then asked them to sign the permission document. By 

fostering a two stage process I hoped to give participants time to 

reflect on the project and have the opportunity to ask me questions. I 

sought a signature at the start of the interviews, following a brief 

discussion where I had explained the study, reiterated ethical 

principles about the right to withdraw etc. and given the participants 

the opportunity to ask questions.  

 

I felt confident that prospective participants felt no duress or coercion 

to participate. I was aware that I had originally sought permission from 

the owner and SENCO, who as the senior management team were in a 

position to potentially coerce employees to participate. Susie (SENCO) 

had already indicated her positive disposition to taking part in the 

research when she had noted “I’ve got a very educational mind and so 

has the owner so that kind of helps with the whole process”. It was the 

educational connection that had first brought me into contact with the 

Susie (SENCO) as I had taught her for some of the modules for her MA 

in Education.  

 

Nevertheless, despite this potential ability to influence practitioners to 

take part, one practitioner did indeed refuse to take part in the study. 

She had been asked by Wendy (deputy manager) if she would like to 

meet and talk with me about the research. It was reported to me that 

the practitioner had declined because she did not feel comfortable with 

the idea of being interviewed. Whilst I was worried at the time that 

this could have a ripple effect of encouraging other practitioners not to 

take part, I was also pleased. It seemed that the ethical process had 

been clearly presented to this practitioner and she felt she could say 

no.  
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However, I also initially saw this as a personal slight, I had tried to talk 

with all of the practitioners and to be supportive and helpful on my pre 

visits. Yet despite this she did not feel comfortable in coming to talk 

with me. Had I perhaps done something wrong? It took me a while to 

realise that this was in fact something positive for the ethics that I had 

not coerced her into participation. 

 

OFSTED (2016, p. 12) states that inspectors should check that settings 

have policies in place to ensure that visitors are checked and 

monitored. On every visit to the setting I had to be given access via an 

intercom system and then had to sign into the visitors’ book giving my 

name, date of visit, time of arrival and purpose of visit. Only then was 

the door unlocked and I was allowed into the main building. On exiting 

the setting, I had to sign out. In contrast to the other participants, 

Penny (room leader) seemed to see the need for permission in the 

context of the research process to also be linked to setting wide 

applications. She said “obviously like you said in your start of the 

interview everything has to be signed so when you come in you have 

to be erm you have to sign in as a visitor”. It seems here that she had 

acknowledged my comments before any interviewing commenced that 

I would need written permission for participation. It could also be that 

she saw an equality of process and status in that I had to sign in and 

be given permission to enter the setting through the physical act of 

opening a door for me. This entry process did reinforce for me that I 

was, and remained, an outsider to the setting. 

 

Use of data 
 

I had tried to make the permission letters clear for the participants 

(Appendix 3). Ruby (room leader) seemed to have understanding of 

what would happen with the data that I would collect. She said: 

 

so you've set out there in writing what you know my 
information that I’m talking to you about is going to be you 
know what’s going to happen with it what’s not going to 
happen with it (Ruby) 
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Ruby (room leader) appears to acknowledge the clarity of the written 

information that I gave to her. I found it interesting that she seemed 

to appreciate that there would be some activity involved with her data 

and that something would be happening to it. She did seem to see the 

communication process between us as suggesting reciprocity.  

 

Confidentiality/Anonymity 
 

Within the ethical information given to participants, I noted that I 

would as far as possible apply principles of anonymity and 

confidentiality (Appendix 3). In addition, I knew I was also expected to 

conform to polices and practice within the setting. I have already 

explained how I followed the visitor entry procedures within a 

safeguarding policy. I was also aware that there could be expectations 

of confidentiality. Penny (room leader) did remind me that “you have 

to follow our confidential policy obviously you can’t come out of here 

and tell everybody about erm the children”. There may be a perception 

of a division between the participants and myself. There appears to be 

a compulsion that I would have to follow their policy. I tried to adhere 

to this policy as much as possible and in the writing up of this thesis 

have referred to children by the pseudonym ‘XXX’ and the participants 

by specific pseudonyms. Wendy (deputy manager) also seemed to 

identify anonymity as important “so keeping everyone anonymous/ 

things like that / people anonymous“. She seems keen to emphasise 

the anonymity aspect. I have tried as far as possible to keep 

participants anonymous.  

 

Rules 
 

As one of the elements within the activity framework is rules, I asked 

the participants a question about what rules they thought I was 

following for the study. Grace (1:1 support worker) replied:  
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not asking any questions that would be out of order to find 
and obviously you’ve covered yourself by having the paper 
get us to sign to say we’ll do it SENCOs given you 
permission to come in and do it so I think you covered quite 
well (Grace) 

 

This presents as a succinct overview of the ethical processes I used. I 

was pleased that the processes had been clear for the participants to 

see. Grace (1:1 support worker) did seem to acknowledge that there 

had been permission given by the SENCO before I had approached her 

as an individual participant to give permission as well. However, whilst 

I thought I had made the ethical processes clear, Erica (parent) was 

challenged by a question about the rules of research. She replied: 

“wow erm (pause) I have no idea erm apart from the statements that 

we had to sign / erm (pause) I wouldn’t know”. Although she may 

have struggled to understand the underlying ethical principles I applied 

to the study she did seem to realise that she had been asked to 

engage in a proactive way to demonstrate that she was giving 

permission for her participation. 

 

In contrast Bonnie (owner) seemed to identify a broader range of 

aspects for rules “well obviously the BERA guidelines cos I know that 

(laughs) data protection respect I think you respect the practice 

confidentiality erm yeah I think that’s about it”. It seems here that she 

knows about the guidelines because she has used them herself and 

indeed I had supervised Bonnie’s MA dissertation and talked with her 

previously about ethical practice. I had tried to be respectful by being 

deferential and appreciative of the setting processes and practice as 

well. I had also sought to demonstrate that I was following setting 

procedures as well.  

 

When told that I could use the kitchen for completing the interviews, 

after entering the room, I always asked if it was okay for me to sit 

down and I would wait quietly whilst the other practitioners finished 

their break. I did also engage when people would chat with me and 

this meant I became familiar with more members of staff than just the 

ones that I interviewed.  
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I hoped that this friendly but respectful approach also encouraged the 

participants to relax and be more comfortable with me during the 

interviews.  

 

A rule relating to interview schedules seemed to be identified by Nicole 

(1:1 support worker). She said “well I suppose within the guidelines 

you have to ask specific questions erm (pause)”. I did have the 

interview schedule in front of me and I had practiced the order of the 

questions so I would know before the interview the range of questions 

that I wanted to start with. I had done this to appear relaxed in front 

of the interviewee and also to maintain eye contact with them and to 

try as far as possible to be able to read their non-verbal cues as well 

as listen to their answers.  

 

At the start of the interview, I did explain that I was very interested in 

what they had to say but that because I could not remember all the 

information they would say, occasionally I would be writing information 

down. This was process was more successful with the practitioners 

because I interviewed more of them and became very familiar with the 

interview schedule and after following their lead could bring them back 

to the next questions if needed. It was more challenging with the 

parents as I interviewed only two. One interview was completed at the 

setting and one interview with the other participant was done at home. 

The home setting brought different tensions, as occasionally the parent 

was distracted by her children and had leave the interview to respond 

to their needs. This did however, give me time to consult my notes and 

the interview schedule for the next question or I could be clear about 

what I was asking next if following up her last point. In retrospect, I 

could have practiced the question sequence more for the parents. 

 

Alice (1:1 support worker) seemed to draw a link between rules with 

emotions “yeah I think you would have / it will be erm to make us 

aware of what you’re doing and to make erm just to ensure that we’re 

happy in following this with you”. I think there seems to be a 

connection here between understanding and being happy to 

participate. There appears to be an expectation that it was my 

responsibility to ensure that the interviewees were happy.  
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As I have noted I did try as far as possible to foster a relaxed 

comfortable atmosphere for the interviews. Yet Alice (1:1 support 

worker) also seems to be suggesting that the participants follow on 

from my lead. This was challenging as in my previous professional 

roles I was used to talking with practitioners and being seen as 

someone with knowledge and expertise. I had to make a conscious 

effort in the interviews to make use of conversational phatics and not 

interject or lead questions. 

 

When planning the study, once I knew where the data collection would 

take place, I had identified three distinct strands of participants. I 

wanted to talk with the senior management team, the practitioners 

and the parents. I wanted to try and obtain a range of perspectives on 

the common shared experience of communication. Wendy (deputy 

manager) seemed to concur that it was important to involve a range of 

participants as she said one of the rules she thought I should be 

following was “making sure you you’re hearing views from all sides”. 

Wendy seems to see my position as the researcher as being in the 

middle of the participants. I am pleased that I did manage to interview 

the range of participants that I had hoped to. I had talked through the 

variety of potential interviewees with the SENCO and owner. I needed 

their support to help me achieve this as they arranged for staff to be 

released from their duties to be interviewed.  

 

Division of labour 
 

I was interested in how the participants saw my role as a researcher 

and a consensus seemed to emerge that they perceived my role as 

being most involved with potential impact on practice. There also 

seemed to be a role perceived for me to do with advocacy. 

 

Potential Impact on practice 
 

Penny (room leader) seemed to see me as both a disseminator of 

knowledge but also as potentially implementing change. She said: 

 



214 
 

you could bring more knowledge to us and change maybe 
ways we do things it might be a better way I don’t know but 
more input and more different views it might spark think oh 
maybe we could do this maybe try that (Penny) 

 

Whilst I was interested in obtaining participant perspectives, I was 

challenged by the perceptions I could offer knowledge and instigate 

change. These were not my intentions at this point in the study. Yet I 

had to confront in myself the possibility that I could have some implicit 

influence on practice. This could have been through prompting the 

participants to reflect on their current situation and for Penny this 

seems to convey the sense that I could have been a catalyst or helped 

to illuminate different ideas. 

 

Bonnie (owner) also seemed to see a role for me that involved a 

judgement or identification process. She said “I think to identify what 

we’re doing well and maybe what we’re not doing so well and maybe 

erm make some valid points that we can perhaps act upon some of 

what you’ve researched”. I was not sure what the impact of the thesis 

findings would be for the setting. In the end I received an email from 

Bonnie (owner) (Appendix 6) that noted that the findings as presented 

in a dissemination document were very interesting and would be useful 

for the setting. 

 

Potentially changing practice seemed to emerge in the comment from 

Maddie (parent). She said “I suppose to gather information and then to 

try and improve erm or change change of practice and how things are 

done “. I think one of the reasons that participants may have seen me 

as a change maker or could have a role influencing practice was that 

when I first met participants I talked a little about myself.  

I explained my interest in the study focus as it was linked to my 

previous professional experience. I also talked about my role in early 

years SEN/D and in retrospect, this may have set up expectations in 

the participants about my research role. I may have inadvertently 

triggered the dilemma that by giving out information I had influenced 

assumptions about the study (Doucet and Mathner, 2012, p.132).  
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In retrospect I did not reflect on this sufficiently at the time as my aim 

focused on trying to build relationships and rapport. Next time I will 

think about being more guarded in explaining my professional 

background in the hope that this may diminish any specific practice 

based expectations of my research.   

 

Advocacy 
 

I noted in chapter 4 how I perceived that part of my role could be to 

act as an advocate on behalf of the children with SEN/D, to investigate 

how they were involved in communication. Carol (1:1 support worker) 

did seem to identify an advocacy role when she said “you’re on the 

children’s side aren’t you making sure that the children are involved 

and the children’s voices being heard and we are communicating with 

the parents”. She seems to connect me with being on the side of the 

children. This suggests that the children needed an advocate to make 

sure they were involved and their voices were heard. Wendy (deputy 

manager) also noted an advocacy role when she said “so you could 

how you’re going to (pause) ensure that their voice is heard”. 

 

Yet on reflection, I now see a tension between trying to adopt an 

advocacy role whilst not potentially offering advice or instigating 

change. If advocacy had been needed, how could I have made 

suggestions for interventions when I was trying to remain in the 

position of being a researcher who was just supposed to be focused on 

gathering other people’s perceptions. This was a challenge I had not 

expected to confront when I had done reading on researching critically 

early in the preparation for the study. I had assumed I would be in a 

position to describe what was taking place and also to highlight what 

needed to be changed (Shields, 2012, p.3). Yet the expectations from 

the participants seemed to be for a more engaged and directive role 

from me.  

 

With regard to children’s involvement, perceptions from the 

participants seemed to indicate that children were involved to some 

extent in the communication.  
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The challenge I perceived from the study was that children seemed to 

be involved in everyday communication processes but not in reviews. I 

now think this is an aspect that could be investigated further.  

 

Mediating artefacts – the tools used in the research 
 

In qualitative research, the interview may be seen as being understood 

primarily from the perspective of the researcher (Hillier and DiLuzio, 

2004, p.1). In this section, I have tried to challenge this assertion and 

instead focused on the participants’ perceptions of being interviewed. I 

have done this because within this interpretation of the activity theory 

model, I saw the interview as a mediating artefact or tool in its own 

right. 

 

Emotional responses  
 

When asked about what it was like being interviewed, typical 

responses from the participants seemed to note they had felt nervous. 

When I asked Penny (room leader) how the interview had been for her 

she replied, “it was very nervous”. The interview seems to have been 

designated an identity of its own. I wonder if perhaps this was a way 

of removing herself and her feelings from the process. I do not know if 

I could have done anything differently to make her feel less nervous. 

As with the majority of the other participants, I had met her previously 

in her work context and talked with her. I thought I had explained the 

project and what I was interested in finding out.  

 

An alternative response to the interview was given by Susie (SENCO). 

She said, “it’s got me thinking”. I wonder if her different reaction could 

possibly have been linked to knowing me better, and knowing me from 

the different context of the university. At the time I was pleased that I 

had encouraged her to reflect although I now think that perhaps I 

should not have had an emotional response to this reply, I should 

possibly have tried to remain dispassionate. Perhaps for all the 

practitioners I had promoted some form of self-reflection as I had been 

asking them about their practice.  



217 
 

There were positive reactions to being interviewed. Grace (1:1 support 

worker) said “it’s nice to talk to somebody different you know what I 

mean”. I realised that by seeing me as someone different, it could 

have been a way of acknowledging my outsider status, yet I was 

pleased that she had found the process pleasant. Bonnie (owner) also 

seemed to enjoy the interview “it was fine once I’d started couldn’t 

shut up”. Here perhaps there was a suggestion of nervousness before 

the interview that seemed to disappear once the interview started. 

 

On the other hand, perception of the clarity of the questions was 

different for Vanessa (1:1 support worker), at the end of the interview, 

she said: 

 

some of the questions were not difficult but just how to 
explain them sometimes like I struggled with (laughs) no 
you've doing it with you has actually made me feel a bit 
more relaxed you’ve made me feel relaxed (Vanessa) 

 

Twice Vanessa (1:1 support worker) notes that I made her feel relaxed 

in the interview process and I now ask myself was that the reaction I 

should have sought. As previously noted with this kind of response I 

felt pleased in my skill at putting her at ease in an interviewing 

context, but was this my primary aim. I think next time I interview I 

will need to consider how and if I ask such a question about the 

process of being interviewed. I am not sure what my reaction would 

have been if she had said that I made her feel uncomfortable and 

what, if any, potential impact there could have been on my 

interpretation of her interview responses.  

 

Both of the parent participants seemed to offer similar responses to 

each other. Erica (parent) said “fine”. Whereas Maddie (parent) 

seemed to embellish her judgement that it was also “yeah fine 

[laughs] I’ve never done anything like this before I haven’t been 

interviewed for 11 years well not formally anyway”. For Maddie, the 

process of being interviewed seems to have triggered recall of being 

interviewed for a job.  
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Perhaps this is an aspect I should consider more in future when 

checking if participants have been interviewed before. I tried this time 

to explain that a research interview is a very different form of 

conversation and perhaps I should also make clear that it is different 

to an interview in an employment context. 

 

Ambivalence  
 

Some of the participants were uncertain about being interviewed, 

seeming to identify that the process had prompted both positive and 

negative reactions. A typical response was given by Alice (1:1 support 

worker) who said that “yeah it was fine (laughs) it was quite nerving 

but yeah I sometimes I’d lose my words but erm forget what I was 

going to say but yeah it’s fine (laughs) not as scary”. I had expected 

participants to sometimes need extended pauses to be able to gather 

their thoughts before speaking and I had tried to either use 

conversational phatics or to remain quiet during these times. It seems 

here that for Alice the loss of the words was influential on her 

forgetfulness.  

 

Although I tried to appear non-judgemental and to encourage the 

participants to be open in their responses one participant seemed to 

note that in the interview that she had been influenced in her 

responses. Ursula (1:1 support worker) said: 

 

it wasn't as bad as I thought (laughs)/ with some of the 
questions you kind of get like a brain freeze / it’s like how 
am I going to answer this but yeah I hoped it’s helped you 
(Ursula) 

 

I had thought that some of the questions could be challenging for the 

participants and these were the ones to do with activity theory. By 

encouraging the participants to think beyond their everyday practice I 

was potentially putting them into a position of feeling vulnerable. In 

this case I was pleased that some of the participants recognised that I 

had tried to create a safe environment for them to respond.  
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Although I was a little disconcerted by Ursula’s (1:1 support worker) 

reply that she hoped she had helped me in the interview. Perhaps next 

time in my introduction to an interview I need to explain to the 

participant that I am only interested in their responses not that they 

are expected to help me.  

 

Looking back, I now also realise that I potentially missed another 

opportunity to gather data from the interviewees. Vanessa (1:1 

support worker) said “I think I babbled on a bit but (laughs) lost track 

where I no haven’t really got anything to say erm don’t know whether 

I've missed bits but I’ll probably realise that when I've left”. Her 

realisation that after the interview she may have had more to 

contribute was significant for me at this point. At the end of the 

interview I offered the participants the opportunity to receive their 

transcript and to make additions or amendments. However, in reality 

there was a time interval, sometimes of up to two weeks before I could 

return the transcript to the participants. I now think I should have 

offered them the opportunity to write down any additional thoughts 

they had straight after the interview. I could then have used any 

additional written comments for further analysis. This could have been 

an additional approach to including participants (Torrance 2012, 

p.114). 

 

Outcomes – of the research 
 

As this chapter draws to a close, the last aspect of activity theory to be 

considered here is that of outcomes. I have mentioned briefly below, 

how as a researcher I shared some of the outcomes with the 

participants. My own perceptions of the outcomes of the study are 

explored in more detail in the next chapter. The aspect I focus on in 

this discussion is the exploration of the participants’ perceptions of 

what the outcomes from the study could potentially have been.  

 

I first need to note that I gave a summary of the findings from the 

study to participants in July 2017. The final summary of the research 

that I presented to the participants is held in Appendix 6.  
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This was designed to be an A4 easily readable summary at the request 

of Susie (SENCO). It was distributed via email to all staff and parents 

at the setting. Initially I had talked with the senior management team 

about the possibility of holding a dissemination meeting, perhaps in 

the format of a coffee morning. The idea was that I could potentially 

talk through with the participants what main themes had emerged 

from the findings. However, due to intermittent visits to the setting 

and work commitments, this was not arranged before the end of the 

academic year in 2017. At this point the SENCO and owner left the 

setting. I think that next time I would reflect on the timing of feedback 

to the participants more. 

 

The main themes I drew out for the participants were the strengths of 

using Tapestry, community, partnership and relationships with 

children. The areas I suggested to think more about included 

explanation of curricula, uploading a broader range of photographs to 

Tapestry and thinking about the role of the key worker. I had 

attempted to meet the perceived expectations of the participants who 

seemed to want to know both positive and negative aspects. Whilst I 

had tried to only report perceptions of what had emerged, I found 

myself falling into the role of suggesting advice and interventions.  

 

It is only as the writing up process neared its end and this chapter was 

collated that I realised how I had conformed to expectations about the 

provision of advice. If I were developing and distributing the 

dissemination document now, I would re-phrase the second half so 

that it was presented more as a summary and not as advice.  

 

Raising awareness 
 

When I asked the participants about prospective outcomes for the 

study a variety of perceptions emerged. Grace (1:1 support worker) 

seemed to note an openness in what could potentially emerge from the 

study. She said “I mean anything could come out of it couldn’t you you 

could come up with some great new things for us erm which some 

things to help it make it easier for us”.  
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Whilst I agreed that I hoped I was conducting the research in a way so 

that anything could come out of the study, I was not sure whether the 

findings would be great or make the practitioners’ roles easier. 

 

An openness to potential outcomes also seemed to emerge Alice (1:1 

support worker) who said “just ways of improving communication / 

erm and just the effects it has in different communication methods”. It 

seemed to me that Alice (1:1 support worker) had already thought 

about communication and was suggesting that it needed to be 

improved. I had not considered that participants could have already 

identified this as an area in which improvements could be made. I had 

also not expected that a possible perception of the outcomes would be 

me providing a direct impact on practice. Yet Alice (1:1 support 

worker) seems to be asking for suggestions that could extend her 

current practice and I had not been prepared to be seen as a source of 

knowledge. This was also problematic for me because of my previous 

professional experiences, I probably could have given her advice about 

activities or interventions yet this was not how I perceived my role. It 

was challenging to retain a researcher perspective and to be someone 

who was listening rather than giving advice. 

 

Such an advisory role seemed to be noted by Ursula (1:1 support 

worker) who said: “you know if there’s someone that’s working with a 

child erm with ASD and they’re struggling to communicate from certain 

results that you’re getting from us / you could advise those people”. 

She seems to be linking the findings or results with advice. I found this 

type of comment challenging as I did not think at the time of the 

interview I could step out of my active listener role and impose on 

Ursula my perceptions of the potential outcomes.  

 

Penny (room leader) said “outcomes may be different ways of 

communicating may be erm/ parents and staff may be erm that’s what 

the research is about isn’t it about communication so may be what 

with different ideas like I said”. It seems that Penny (room leader) is 

seeing an outcome of the research as change.  
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Yet I thought when I introduced myself to the practitioners and 

parents I had tried to explain that I was interested in the topic of 

communication and in their views. I do not recall saying that I could 

offer potential interventions. Maddie (parent) seemed to see the 

outcomes from the research as linked to problem solving rather than 

advice. She said “I suppose to iron out where there are blips in the 

communication / but is that ever possible [laughs]” Yet Maddie 

(parent) also seems to be saying that such issues are irresolvable. I 

was surprised at the perception that communication issues could be 

too challenging to address.  

 

Reflections on conducting research – concluding 
thoughts 
 

At the start of the chapter I explained that I wanted to explore my 

experiences of the research journey through the application of 

Engeström’s (2001, p.135) activity theory framework. I also sought to 

incorporate participant views on the research process into this 

discussion. When applying the framework and considering the 

participants as subjects, I found that the application of the Oakley’s 

(1981, p.31) reflection points after the interview were useful.  

 

As I completed the fieldwork I found they kept me focused on the 

participants and their experiences and supported reflection on mine. 

Yet in writing up, it has proved to be challenging to draw these points 

together to give a sense of the participants as I knew them in the data 

collection period. Similarly, I found it challenging to apply the 

framework aspect of object as I did not seek participant views on the 

purpose of research.  

 

Tensions did emerge in the perception of me as a researcher and how I 

fitted into the community of the setting. I seemed to have been 

successful in becoming known and building rapport in the setting. 

However, being ascribed the role of outsider came with the expectation 

of providing clarity.  
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For the framework aspect of rules, perceptions appeared that 

confirmed that ethical principles had been applied and followed, such 

as permission for participation had been sought and anonymity would 

be applied. However, confusion emerged when the framework aspect 

of division of labour and my role as a researcher was discussed by the 

participants. Tensions appeared between their perception of me as 

someone who would impact upon and potentially trigger changes to 

practice, and the view I had as being someone who sought to shed 

light on communication practice in the setting. It was also suggested 

that I could be an advocate for the children. 

 

Reflection on the interview process as a mediating tool in its own right, 

saw the emergence of emotional responses from the participants. 

Reactions varied from being confident to feeling scared or nervous 

about the interview. For the final activity framework aspect of 

outcomes of the research, similarity with perceptions of my role 

emerged, where participants saw potential outcomes as being linked to 

changing practice. However, in this thesis I have sought to investigate 

perceptions of communication and consequently my perceptions of the 

research outcomes follow in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 14 Outcomes from the research and final 
thoughts 
 

This final chapter discusses the thesis conclusions and limitations. It 

revisits theoretical implications and also considers potential future 

work within the field and research gaps (Dunleavey, 2003, p. 59). The 

thesis position is reaffirmed and restated (Kamler and Thornton, 2014, 

p. 116). Shaw (2010, p.234) distinguishes between reflection and 

reflexivity noting that reflections are thoughts concerned with process 

and verification whereas reflexivity is an evaluation of the self. I have 

therefore sought to be both reflective and reflexive in this chapter.  

 

In the first part of the chapter I have taken the opportunity to explain 

my perceptions of the outcomes to the research aims and objectives. A 

student’s potential experience of a PhD, as identified by Mowbray and 

Halse (2010, p.657), facilitates exploration of the development of 

research skills and reflexivity. In the second part of the chapter the 

discussion then draws on Yardley’s (2000, p. 219) four criteria for 

good qualitative research to discuss reflections on methodological and 

theoretical decisions. Exploration of the study’s limitations are 

interwoven through this section and the final section of the chapter 

considers the development of new knowledge. The chapter is then 

concluded.  

 

Outcomes for the research objectives 
 

I have sought within the writing up of this thesis to support the reader 

in making sense of my position as a researcher making sense of the 

participants who were making sense of communication (Smith, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2009, p. 41). I would therefore like to start the following 

discussion by revisiting the research aims and objectives.  
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Research aim - part 1 
 

The first research aim was to investigate the perceptions of 

communication between practitioners and parents of children with 

special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEN/D) in the early 

years. In considering this aim, I have summarised my perceptions of 

the themes that emerged for the parents and practitioners in two 

separate discussions. This also addresses the first two research 

objectives. 

 

Findings from the practitioners: 
 

• To explore practitioners’ perceptions of communication with 

parents of children with SEN/D in the early years through using 

IPA 

 

For the perceptions of individual experiences of communication, a 

pattern emerged of frequent and consistent communication contact 

between practitioners and parents. A recurrent aspect that 

practitioners noted particularly Susie (SENCO), were emotional 

reactions by parents to the initial diagnosis or identification of a special 

educational need or disability. A sense of parents grieving seemed to 

emerge. In addition to Susie, Ursula (1:1 support worker) and Nicole 

(1:1 support worker) also noted that emotional support informed 

communication with parents both post-diagnosis or identification of an 

additional need, as well as during everyday interactions.  

 

Thinking about the nature of communication, a range of 

communication methods emerged within a policy of having an ‘open 

door’ approach that was noted particularly by Bonnie (owner), Vanessa 

(1:1 support worker) and Penny (1:1 support worker). The 

practitioners identified when they would use verbal, written or 

electronic communication methods. However, a strong consensus 

emerged from all the participants for the valuable role of verbal 

communication. It was seen as being a communication method that 

was quicker, immediate and used more frequently.  
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Similarly to the parents, the content of the verbal communication 

seemed to focus on sharing feedback about the children particularly 

during routine drop off and collection times. Alice (1:1 support worker) 

identified that written communication was seen as a means to obtain 

evidence that information had been shared and to confirm 

implementation of policies. Electronic communication was emphasised 

by Wendy (deputy manager) and Carol (1:1 support worker) as 

reiterating verbal communication. A tension did emerge however, 

about whether electronic communication was sent immediately to the 

parent or whether the setting’s management team intervened in this 

process. 

 

A sense of community emerged as something that was determined by 

a range of elements. Vanessa and Grace (1:1 support workers) 

emphasised how it could be fostered through the provision of extra-

curricular activities. A recurring theme of the value of reputation and 

recognition for the setting also appeared, particularly for Penny and 

Ruby (room leaders), as a means of fostering a sense of community 

with multi-professional colleagues and supporting parents in choosing 

to send their children to the setting. Communication was also 

highlighted by Alice and Ursula (1:1 support workers) to be valuable in 

developing a sense of community with verbal communication in 

particular being identified as fostering relationships within the 

community. 

 

The perception of rules informing communication was seen as being 

based on background assumptions. Little mention was made of 

statutory guidelines and policies in influencing communication except 

for the reporting of incidents or safeguarding aspects by Ursula, Alice 

and Grace (1:1 support workers). Similarly play was absent from many 

responses except as Vanessa (1:1 support worker) noted, as content 

included in a communication exchange. For transitions within the early 

years it was the provision of support and practical activities that 

seemed to be prominent for Penny (room leader). The communication 

focus was often based on implementation of individual education plan 

targets.  
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In particular, for the senior management team in the setting, 

communication processes and content could be influenced by 

perceptions of their professionalism. Challenges seemed to emerge as 

how to be seen as a professional but also as someone providing a 

caring role.  

 

Similarities and differences emerged for the parents and the 

practitioners in the way their respective roles were seen to influence 

communication. A consensus emerged from both parents and 

practitioners that the sharing of information and provision of feedback 

about the children was key. In a typical response from practitioners, 

Ruby (room leader) seemed to note flexibility about their role in 

sharing information but also responding to parental queries or 

concerns. Practitioners seemed to value the parental role in sharing 

information but Bonnie (owner) and Ursula (1:1 support worker) noted 

that sometimes there could be parental reluctance to share information 

if there were challenging home circumstances. There were perceptions 

that parents may not realise the potentially valuable role this 

information had for practitioners to support explanation of changes in 

children’s behaviour and well being. A particular and differentiated role 

in communication emerged from Ruby (room leader) and Grace (1:1 

support worker) when they talked of communication with 

grandparents. Sometimes information was not shared in the same 

depth as it would have been with parents. Additionally, visual 

reinforcement for the verbal communication content with grandparents 

was supplied via Tapestry. Despite recognition of the value of listening 

to and involving children in everyday communication, Alice and 

Vanessa (1:1 support workers) noted that children were not involved 

directly in review processes. 

 

When using mediating tools, a typical response from Ursula (1:1 

support worker) explained communication content often centred on 

sharing of information about the child, from the home context at drop 

off, and reporting back to parents at the end of the day. There was 

also content that focused on reporting of achievement for individual 

education plan targets.  
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Vanessa (1:1 support worker) identified that sometimes it emerged 

the communication content could be decided by the practitioners 

themselves, or it could be determined by the senior management team 

or it was in response to parental concerns. The value of electronic 

communication stemmed from the ability to upload and share 

photographs and information about the children’s time in the setting. 

With regard to mediated communication between practitioners and 

parents using technology, there was a consensus of approval from 

practitioners and parents on the value of the software package 

Tapestry as a means of supporting communication. However there 

seemed to be varying views on the impact of this on every day 

workload and practice for the practitioners. The Tapestry system was 

seen by Vanessa (1:1 support worker) as being quicker to use than 

previous systems yet Ruby (room leader) noted that caution needed to 

be exercised that it did not distract the practitioners from their work 

with children. Tapestry was also seen, particularly by Vanessa and 

Grace (1:1 support workers) to support two-way communication 

between the practitioners and the parents. 

 

For the outcomes from communication for the practitioners, a typical 

response from Carol (1:1 support worker) highlighted a sense of 

collaboration and mutual exchange of information emerged. Yet there 

was also potential for conflict and misunderstanding with parents 

identified by Alice (1:1 support worker). For Susie (SENCO) and Wendy 

(1:1 support worker) procedural aspects such as referrals to multi-

professional colleagues and investigatory/diagnostic processes to be 

followed through were also seen as outcome of communication. 

Additionally, a stronger sense of partnership was also seen as an 

outcome, typified by comments from Ruby (room leader), Ursula and 

Nicole (1:1 support workers).  
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Findings from the parents: 
 

• To explore the parents’ perceptions of communication with 

practitioners through using IPA 

 

When considering perceptions of individual experiences of 

communication, both Maddie and Erica (parents) noted frequent 

communication with the practitioners which could use a range of 

communication methods. The communication could focus on ensuring 

their child’s needs were met or provide a means to share information 

about their child. For perceptions of the nature of communication, 

similar to the practitioners, Maddie and Erica valued the role of verbal 

communication. The content of the verbal communication seemed to 

focus on sharing feedback about the children. Yet it also provided an 

opportunity to reinforce communication exchanged electronically. 

Maddie and Erica identified that written communication was rarely 

used and for Erica it may only be considered when content was 

deemed by her to be official rather than informal. Within explorations 

of community it was knowing that her son was recognised and a sense 

of the practitioners knowing not only her child but the names of all the 

children that were significant for Maddie. For Erica a link to the outside 

community was provided when the staff in the setting hosted multi 

professional meetings.  

 

When considering rules and background assumptions, despite the EYFS 

being based on play (DfE, 2014), for Erica play seemed to be 

aspirational and delivered through the development of communication. 

Within the early years transitions are also a process to be facilitated 

and Maddie noted that it was the provision of activities to support her 

son in this, that was significant for her.  Yet within the provision of 

information about assessment and monitoring, Maddie preferred the 

visual photographic record and seemed to engage little with the 

curricula information. Whilst Erica noted that review meetings provided 

an opportunity for her to communicate directly with professionals and 

practitioners.  
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In thinking about their role in communication, Maddie and Erica 

indicated that they saw their role as sharing wider information about 

their child, not just as it pertained to the early years setting. This 

seemed to provide a more holistic picture of the child for the 

practitioners to be aware of. Maddie and Erica also valued the role of 

practitioners as providers of information and feedback about their 

children albeit allowing that sometimes this could mean that the 

practitioners controlled the communication content. 

 

Similar to the practitioners, parents expressed approval for the value 

of the software package Tapestry. Parents preferred it to the previous 

paper-based system as it allowed for more frequent communication 

contact and content about their children from practitioners. Indeed, 

this content meant for the parents, the outcome of communication was 

information that focused on their children and shared progress and 

development. In particular, one communication outcome for Erica had 

been the introduction of the Pictorial Exchange Communication System 

which had fostered a consistent communication approach that both she 

and the practitioners could use with her child. 

 

Research aim - part 2 
 

The second research aim was to consider the implementation of IPA 

when informed by the application of activity theory. More specifically 

this was the use of Engeström’s (2001) activity theory framework to 

inform the methodological approach of IPA (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 

2009). I knew that I wanted this to be a study that produced 

qualitative data and that I wanted to have at its core the participants’ 

perceptions about communication. I also wanted to show how as a 

researcher I had made sense of those perceptions and to this end I 

decided to use IPA (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). Concurrently I 

wanted to explore how methodology could be informed by theory 

namely the implementation of IPA when informed by the application of 

Engeström’s (2001) activity theory framework.  
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In the following discussion I explore the use of IPA and the activity 

theory drawing on Yardley’s (2000, p. 219) four criteria for good 

qualitative research, namely: sensitivity to context, commitment and 

rigour, transparency and cohesion and impact and importance.  

Each criterion is used as a section heading and the subthemes that she 

suggests are incorporated within the ensuing discussions. Exploration 

of the study’s limitations are interwoven throughout and the possible 

tensions of compatibility discussion held in Chapter 3 are revisited.  

 

The research objective was: 

 

• To consider the implementation of IPA when informed by the 

application of activity theory through researcher reflection 

 

Sensitivity to context 
 

Theoretical 
 

After a successful pilot application of IPA to some data I had previously 

collected, I decide that I would use IPA for this study. As IPA is less 

typically used in education and the early years, I spent time discussing 

its application to the study. This fostered my understanding of it and 

potential advantages and disadvantages. Whilst making decisions 

about methodology, concurrently I had been reading about activity 

theory and started to think about possible connections between the 

two. Quite early on I thought that I could structure the thesis using the 

activity theory framework. I also thought that I could see the 

application of IPA as an activity system in its own right and use it to 

frame my reflections on the research process. 

 

Although activity theory has been used in a range of contexts 

(Engeström and Sannino, 2010, p. 2), there is limited evidence of its 

use in early years and special education. In studies I read that had 

applied it in these contexts (e.g. Gilmore, 2013; Van Oers, 2013; 

McDowall Clark, 2012), IPA had not been used, therefore there 

seemed to be no overt model for me to follow or adapt for this study.  
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Consequently, I had to determine how I would use IPA for the data 

collection and analysis processes and how this could be informed by 

activity theory. I decided to use activity theory to inform the 

development of the interview schedules as this was an overt way of 

making clear to the reader the structure that was being applied to the 

interview questions. Thereby addressing a common criticism of IPA 

studies (Brocki and Weardon, 2006, p. 91). I also thought I could use 

it to frame my discussion of the research process and that it would 

provide me with a structure to prompt reflection. I then thought I 

could extend this application to provide the opportunity for parallel 

data on the research process to be collected from the participants. I 

therefore added into the interview schedule overt questions about the 

research process. In retrospect this understanding and perceptions of 

research could have formed a study in its own right.  

 

In the writing up of the thesis I decided that within Dunleavey’s (2003, 

p. 59) three stage opening out model, I would use the elements of 

Engeström’s (2001) activity theory framework as the chapter structure 

for the core section. Having made this decision I then used my 

understanding of the framework to determine where some of the 

contents from the participants’ perceptions would fall. As far as 

possible I adhered to IPA analysis processes but now, in retrospect, 

question to what extent I adapted my interpretation of the themes 

emerging from the participants to fit the model for writing. For 

example, the activity theory aspect of rules may draw in background 

assumptions (Taylor, 2009, p. 235). I could therefore have included 

discussion of reputation and recognition in this section. Instead I chose 

to include the discussion of reputation in perceptions of community in 

Chapter 8. At the time of writing I was not aware that this decision 

making process was particularly arduous or necessitated some form of 

shoehorning of findings into different sections. In retrospect I would 

now however acknowledge that whilst the activity theory framework 

was useful for informing the interview schedules and facilitating 

reflection on the research process itself, its utility and usefulness in 

informing the analysis itself could be challenged.  
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Relevant literature 
 

One of the reasons for the adoption of Dunleavey’s (2003, p. 59) 

model was that I wanted the central section of the thesis to facilitate 

exploration of participant perceptions. The challenge I found when 

completing this writing up is that I have been presented with data of 

such depth that in some cases it has proved difficult, at the time of 

writing, to read other people’s studies in similar fields to contextualise 

my own findings. In particular gaps emerged for understanding and 

use of electronic communication, particularly the use of software 

packages to support communication between parents and 

practitioners. The different communication strategy that seemed to be 

applied with grandparents also proved problematic in sourcing wider 

reading. The final areas of challenge in locating contextual literature 

were the role of mediating communication tools to inform meetings, 

and the involvement of young children with SEN/D in review 

processes. 

 

Empirical data 
 

For this study, empirical data was collected from parents and 

practitioners using semi-structured interviews. Interviewing is a widely 

used tool in research for the collection of qualitative data and in IPA, 

the semi-structured interview, provides flexibility in allowing the 

interviewer to follow up issues that may arise that are unexpected, 

interesting or important (Smith and Eatough, 2012, p.447). 

Additionally, the use of semi-structured interviews in IPA has been 

lauded for the ability to allow participants to tell their stories, be 

reflective and, if they choose, to discuss concerns at some length 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.56). I found that during the 

interviews, whilst I followed the schedule, the subsidiary questions that 

I asked the participants could vary according to their initial responses.  
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Whilst Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p.65) note that in interviews 

questions do not have to be asked in exactly the same way for each 

participant, I have not drawn out these question variations in this 

study. In retrospect there was potential to have completed this as a 

separate analysis to support reflection on individual experiences.  

 

Sociocultural setting 
 

Todorova (2011, p. 35) argues that a specific aspect of quality to 

consider in IPA papers is contextualisation. I took the opportunity to 

extend contextualisation in Chapter 2, through the exploration of 

literature. In Chapter 2, for example, I sought to explain for the reader 

about early years practice and the policies that were employed during 

the period of data collection. I wanted the reader to have 

understanding of any specific early years terms that the participants 

may have used in their interview responses. I now think I could have 

extended the contextualisation aspect further. I could have provided 

more information about the setting context whilst adhering to ethical 

principles. Information such as the total number of children on roll, the 

total number of staff in the setting, the number of children with SEN/D 

etc. could have been useful for the reader to know. Furthermore, the 

data was collected from only one context. Prior to fieldwork starting, it 

was suggested that to fit in with limited numbers of participants in IPA, 

that I could collect data from two participants in three different 

settings. I felt this could potentially diminish the role of community 

and wanted to focus on one setting for the community to inform a 

sense of shared lived experience.  

 

Participants’ perspectives 
 

IPA studies usually focus on one participant group (Huws and Jones, 

2015; Pipere and Mičule, 2014; Back, Gustafsson, Larsson and 

Berterö, 2011).  
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Less typically some studies have made use of more than one group of 

participants, for example Docherty (2014) explored the perceptions of 

teachers and support staff, whilst Collins and McCray (2012) explored 

the perceptions of different professionals within the fields of education, 

health and social care. In this study the perceptions of parents and 

practitioners were explored within one early years setting.  

 

This has generated tensions within the writing up of the thesis. When 

devising the research objectives, I distinguished between the parents 

and the practitioners in the research aims. However, using activity 

theory to structure the presentation of the findings I merged the 

perceptions of the parents and practitioners alongside each other, 

often remarking on similarities and differences in their comments. Yet 

these could be seen as very different perspectives and whilst some 

commonalities were found, for example in the preference for verbal 

education, differences emerged such as the perceived value and 

understanding of curricula information. Furthermore, the merging of 

the perceptions earlier in the writing, meant it was challenging to 

ascertain the distinct participant perceptions to report on for the 

research aims in the earlier section of this concluding chapter. As there 

were only two parents interviewed in contrast to 11 practitioners, it 

may also be that there is an imbalance in the summary of the findings, 

with greater potential for discussion being presented by the larger 

number of practitioners rather the smaller number of parent 

participants.  

 

Todorova (2011, p.36) notes coherence as an additional indicator of 

quality which serves to synchronise epistemology, methodology and 

methods. Consequently, rather than drawing on comparative aspects 

to try to form a coherent whole, the findings could have been 

presented as two distinct IPA studies. I could also have reported the 

perceptions of the two groups separately within the activity theory 

framework. This could have strengthened the trustworthiness of this as 

a study that has used IPA effectively.  
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In retrospect I think that what drove my decision to focus on the two 

groups and develop the research aims as separate aspects was that I 

saw the early years setting as a community and that I wanted to 

explore the perceptions of communication as a shared lived experience 

for the two groups within this community context. The development of 

the two research aims focusing on different participant groups meant 

that, from my perspective, I could retain a sense of importance that 

both sets of views should be collected and analysed.  

 

As is typical within IPA studies, as noted previously, the data collection 

here took the form of semi-structured interviews with participants and 

therefore one limitation in this study may be the use of self-reported 

perceptions. Although past studies have linked educators’ beliefs with 

their actual practices, stated beliefs may not reflect behaviour 

(Thornton and Underwood, 2013, p. 70). Through adhering to ethical 

practice, I was not able to collect potential additional evidence such as 

copies of the information uploaded to Tapestry and I did not observe 

conversations and communication at drop off and pick up times.  

 

In addition to potential issues of self-reporting, Newton, Larkin, 

Melhuish and Wykes (2007, p.145) suggest that a criticism that can be 

applied to qualitative research is the reliance on articulate participants. 

I did not apply this as a criterion in deciding upon the participants for 

the study. From my previous professional experience I knew that 

potentially the practitioners may not have achieved the highest 

academic qualifications but I had to trust that they would be able to 

answer my questions. Looking back I think that some of what could be 

perceived as less sophisticated articulation could have been connected 

to feelings of nervousness in an interview context. For example there 

was use of ‘you know what I mean’ and a number of pauses despite 

my attempts to foster a comfortable intervening context and 

atmosphere. However, in the field of early years education I may have 

appeared as inarticulate. One potential limitation stems from the 

writing of Collins (2004, p.129) who, in his discussion of interactional 

expertise, questioned the possibility of acquiring the language of a 

domain without being a practitioner.  
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For this study I sought to contextualise and analyse the comments 

made by both practitioners and parents yet I have neither 

qualifications directly pertinent to generic early years practice nor am I 

a parent of a child with SEN/D. Consequently my interpretations could 

be open to challenge. 

 

Ethical issues 
 

Prior to, and during the data collection process, permission was sought 

from participants. The discussion in Chapter 13 about the 

implementation of ethics (rules) in this study suggested that whilst 

participants were aware that I needed to follow ethical processes for 

the study, specific understanding was often limited. I also noted in 

Chapter 13 that I would think carefully about how I explained any 

future research and consequently the ethical processes involved. When 

considering the right to withdraw, Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p. 

54) advise that although there should be acknowledgement of this 

right, participants should be given a time limit for withdrawal of up to 

one month after the interview being completed. I used this time limit 

within this study and found that none of the participants made use of 

this opportunity to withdraw.  

 

Commitment and rigour 
 

In depth engagement with topic 
 

I had drawn on personal and professional experience for the initial 

planning for this project however, due to external factors, the original 

project was amended into the current form presented in this thesis. 

Furthermore, I sought to embed the study for the reader in early years 

practice. I also tried to set aside any potential bias or prejudice I may 

have brought to the interpretation of the data and used IPA to 

facilitate making readers aware of participant perceptions. The arrival 

at this final thesis was not without challenge. Whilst following PhD 

procedures, I started the transfer seminar process in April 2015. This 

was a useful way to summarise the start of the journey to the PhD.  
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It enabled me to revisit and reflect on earlier decisions and the 

overcoming of hazards and obstacles both external and self- inflicted.  

 

Nevertheless, following the transfer seminar presentation, in the 

question and answer session I was asked about the role of children. I 

replied that I was interested in parents and practitioners’ views on how 

children were listened to and how children informed the 

communicative exchanges. I added that in this study, I was not 

focusing specifically on eliciting the views of the child. I explained that 

I thought to elicit the views of a particularly vulnerable and young 

group of potential participants could have necessitated the 

development of new methodological approaches and this was beyond 

the timescale of this current study. I hoped that this study would 

provide examples demonstrating strengths and weaknesses of 

approaches of how children are listened to and this could inform the 

next stage of methodological development to capture children’s views. 

I felt that this would sit better as a follow up study having set the 

context of understanding and approach determined by the parents and 

practitioners. 

 

I was asked to make clear what would follow up to the current study. I 

had commented that with the earlier version of the study I had hoped 

to ‘change the world’ and develop training materials on the use of 

video footage. I noted that now I was further in the study process that 

I did not expect to facilitate large scale changes of practice rather I 

sought to raise awareness more generally of the role of video footage 

and other mediating tools to support communication. I also 

commented that specific areas I would be interested in following up 

were the solicitation of children’s views, and the potential use of video 

footage to inform communication in other educational phases. 

 

I received a comment that a member of the audience had been 

through a similar journey moving from Q methodology to the use of 

IPA and the common thread had always been the solicitation of an 

individual’s perspective. I was also asked how I felt at this point.  

I commented relieved that now a lot of the thinking had taken place 

about the structure, form and application of the study.  



239 
 

I thought I was at a point where I had made decisions which I felt 

would enable me to follow through the study (albeit recognising the 

potential for further change) and this was a point of gathering 

momentum. I had clarity about what I needed to do next to continue 

on the journey with a structured plan of work in place. 

 

Methodological competence/skill 
 

In the early days of the study, it was challenging to secure a 

methodological approach that I felt confident to use, that would work 

for the kind of qualitative data that I wished to collect and that could 

address my concerns about potential researcher bias. I had previously 

attended a number of training sessions on different methodologies and 

after each came out convinced that I had found the solution to my 

problem until I tried to apply the methodology in depth.  

 

When deciding upon the methodological approach to adopt, I 

considered grounded theory and ethnomethodology both of which I 

rejected. My over-riding concern at this point continued to be the 

management and reduction of potential researcher bias. Eventually I 

decided to pilot an application of Q methodology (Watts and Stenner, 

2012). I thought this offered the opportunity to make any researcher 

bias more overt in two ways. Firstly the reader would be able to see 

my choice of statements and their phrasing and I would be able to 

explain how I had developed the concourse from which the statements 

were drawn. Secondly with the software being used to support 

identification of the factors that were most significantly loaded upon, I 

would be able to tell the stories of these choices from the participants 

making clear my voice. However a pilot study proved challenging and I 

was not confident in my ability to apply Q methodology so I continued 

my search until deciding finally to use IPA.  

 

Thorough data collection 
 

The data collection period lasted for five months.  
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During this period the interviews were completed through 

arrangements made within the setting. Staff were released from room 

based duties to come and talk with me. This meant that sometimes 

proposed interviews were cancelled with short notice. The interviews 

were of varying duration, from 25 minutes to an hour. They were all 

audio recorded, transcribed and returned to the participant for 

amendments as they saw fit. Only four participants took advantage of 

this opportunity. The interview schedule was informed by activity 

theory as Brocki and Weardon (2006, p. 91) note that in printed IPA 

studies very little attention may be paid to the consideration of the 

construction of the interview questions. In this study activity theory 

provided a clear structure to inform the development of the initial 

research questions but flexibility was also applied as I followed the 

interviewees lead and sought clarification when I could. 

 

In the interviews I asked participants how they saw their own role in 

communication and how they saw the role of either practitioners or 

parents. I did not ask practitioners how they thought parents 

perceived the use that practitioners made of communication from the 

parents, and I did not ask parents how they thought practitioners 

perceived communication from them. A Norwegian study by Drugli and 

Undheim (2012, p. 64) found that there was a difference in 

perceptions of information shared at the end of the day, whereby 

practitioners thought they shared information better than the parents 

perceived the practitioners had. I could have explored more of this 

type of perception from the participants.  

 

Depth/breadth of analysis 
 

In having so many participants in the study, it was challenging to 

follow the analytic processes typical of IPA and to develop emergent 

themes, sub-ordinate themes and super-ordinate themes. The process 

applied in this study is recorded in Appendix 1. I had underestimated 

how long the analytic process would take and the huge amounts of 

potentially useable data that would emerge.  
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I completed re-reading of the transcripts, noted my immediate 

responses and then formed emergent themes by recording my 

interpretation of descriptive, linguistic and conceptual aspects. I then 

went back to each participant and collated the emergent themes into 

sub ordinate themes. In order not to lose any potentially significant 

elements that had arisen from the participants I then went back to the 

participants’ individual emergent thematic analysis documents and 

looked to draw together their responses into subordinate themes. This 

was where it started to prove to be challenging to keep a coherent 

overview of the participants and their comments. A further level of 

analysis was required to look for recurrence of thematic elements 

across the different participants. I then applied the elements of activity 

theory the themes that had emerged. I found it challenging to adhere 

to IPA principles during the analysis process and to draw out 

emergent, sub ordinate and superordinate themes in the context of 

both the larger number and two separate groups of participants in the 

study.  

 

I had offered participants the opportunity to comment on the 

transcription of the interview and to make any changes or 

amendments that they wanted to. Four participants made minor 

changes to their transcripts but these were of such limited nature that 

they were absorbed within the original analytic processes. I 

demarcated the amendments in the writing up by presenting them in 

bold text. Engeström (2009, p.325) noted that in activity theory 

researchers ask the practitioners to look at, comment on, and make 

sense of the researcher’s initial data and provisional analysis. I fulfilled 

the first aspect of this by asking the participants to read and comment 

on the draft transcript I prepared but I did not subsequently seek their 

views on the themes that I perceived had emerged. It would have 

been useful to have revisited the participants with the subordinate and 

superordinate themes for their views. Additionally Roth (2009b, p. 69) 

contended that researchers often focus on the epistemic aspects of 

actions and not on their effects. Whilst within IPA, Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin (2009, p. 199) have contested that emotions are an “important 

and recurring aspect of IPA”.  
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I could perhaps have drawn in more of the emotional aspects of the 

study and sought participant reflections on these aspects.  

 

In chapter 2 I stated that confusion may exist in the use of the terms 

‘special educational needs’ and ‘disability’ with the terms often being 

used interchangeably (Keil, Miller and Cobb, 2006, p. 168). 

Additionally that there may be disabilities that do not result in a SEN 

(Porter, Daniels, Feiler and Georgeson, 2011, p. 436). I did not 

however explore the participant perceptions of these terms and how 

they understood and applied them in their context. 

 

Transparency and cohesion 
 

Clarity and power of description/argument 
 

I was aware that by using activity theory to inform IPA I would have to 

be thoughtful in the way I presented the writing in the thesis to make 

decisions clear for the reader and to ensure there was clarity of 

structure. After much reflection, I chose to apply the Dunleavy (2003, 

p. 59) three section opening out model in the writing up and 

presentations of the thesis and found it a useful structure to 

implement. Concurrently I sought to apply the quality research criteria 

devised by Yardley (2000) whilst implementing the thesis structure 

advocated by Kamler and Thomson (2014, p. 116). In the ‘lead in 

section’ I provided a brief introduction to the study and a short 

contextualising literature overview. I wanted to make the most of the 

opportunity to be able to explore the participant perceptions in depth 

and to have literature interwoven throughout the writing. I also used 

the introduction to present the opening argument for the thesis which 

was the extension of IPA by applying activity theory in the field of 

communication between parents and practitioners in the early years.  

I used this lead in section to introduce for the reader the theory that 

would be applied and a consideration of some relevant literature to 

demonstrate sensitivity to context (Yardley, 2000, p. 219). 
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The exploration of sensitivity to context was extended into the core 

section. This also saw consideration of “commitment and rigour” and 

“transparency and cohesion” (Yardley, 2000, p. 219). To this end there 

was discussion of methodological aspects, of data collection, of 

analysis and the fit between theory and method. These were then 

applied and culminated in the discussion of the data. Additionally I 

wanted this section to present as a series of points that were made in 

logical order that were supported by evidence and examples, and 

linked together by connections that emphasise their cumulative nature 

(Kamler and Thomson, 2014, p.116). This argument strand, discussed 

in detail in part one of this central section, was the scholarly extension 

of implementing Activity Theory (Engeström, 2001) to inform IPA 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). The application of the argument 

was demonstrated in part two of the core section where the themes 

that emerged from the participants using IPA, were presented within 

the elements of the activity framework.  

 

The thesis title emerged during the data analysis phase of the study. 

There were two participants who spoke of the need for balance in 

communication to be achieved. Susie (SENCO) noted that when 

working with parents, “It’s a fine balance though between a friendship 

and a working relationship”. For participant Ursula (1:1 support 

worker), “It’s kind of a strange balance of it isn’t there the one thing 

Tapestry is kind of electronically about the child’s development then 

verbally things that go on through the day we’ll still inform the 

parents”. I thought that the image of balance conveyed the potential 

instability and need for equilibrium both in partnership working and 

also the methods adopted for communication. I also thought that it 

conveyed my position as a researcher, in that I wanted to demonstrate 

a balance of where I had intervened in the analytic and interpretative 

processes whilst allowing the perceptions of the participants to be 

clear. 

 

Towards the end of the writing up process, I came across a study by 

Teepe, Molenaar and Verhoeven (2017) which looked at how 

technology could stimulate interactions between parent and children.  
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Therefore I think a gap in my research was about how Tapestry 

supports parent-child interactions at home, I did not ask about this 

aspect even though a similar model had been shared with me when 

Carol and Vanessa mentioned sharing the iPad and photos with the 

children in the setting. 

 

Transparent methods and data presentation 
 

IPA typically makes use of verbatim quotes from participants (Callary, 

Rathwell and Young, 2015, p. 66; Coates, Ayers and de Visser, 2014, 

p.362). These are intended as illustrative examples of connections to 

the themes that the researcher has drawn out. In this study verbatim 

quotes have been included throughout the core section with clear 

attribution to the relevant participant. Where quotations were lengthy 

these have been indented to support reader clarity. This was the 

culmination of the analytic process which has been noted earlier in this 

chapter with the aim of demonstrating a clear decision trail. 

 

One of the key aspects of completing qualitative research is addressing 

the role of researcher subjectivity (Brocki and Wearden, 2006, p.98). I 

have sought to make the decision making processes clear in the 

writing up of this thesis. I have also tried to indicate when my 

perceptions were informing the analysis of the participants’ comments. 

Alongside this I also have to consider whether I have been able to 

move beyond a common misconception about IPA that it is a 

“descriptive methodology” (Larkin, Watts and Clifton, 2006, p. 102). I 

have tried to draw out some of the descriptive aspects of the 

participant replies but also the linguistic and conceptual. This was not 

easy and the more analysis I did, the more conceptual themes 

emerged, the more challenging it became to manage them. It was at 

this point that the structure of activity theory helped in collating the 

data into manageable themes. In retrospect 13 participants were too 

many and in future studies if using IPA I would try to secure a smaller 

number.   
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Fit between theory and method 
 

Albeit in a health psychology context, Kaptein (2011, p. 45) requests 

that research should be embedded in theories that refer to “real life 

experiences and behaviours” and notes that IPA offers potential to 

secure this objective. One of the reasons that I chose activity theory 

was that I thought it offered potential for a theoretical framework that 

would facilitate exploration of experience and behaviours. Its seven 

elements would ensure that I gave due thought to each aspect. In the 

end I found that community was given a greater weighting than the 

other aspects as it was the only area of the framework which I 

included specifically as a question for the participants in relation to 

communication processes. 

 

In activity theory, the concept of community could be seen both as an 

outcome and as something which requires construction, and which is 

not just a contributory background aspect. (Taylor, 2009, p.230). Lave 

and Wenger (1991, p. 98) explain that their application of the term 

community assumes that participation in a community of practice can 

take place on multiple levels for multiple participants and may include 

differing interests, contributions and viewpoints. Having acknowledged 

the energising impact of Lave and Wenger’s (1991, p. 98) exploration 

of the term ‘communities of practice’, Engeström (2007, p.53) 

identifies that a key question to consider is in what ways does activity 

theory problematize the concept of communities of practice. I found 

that one aspect which was problematized was that I had not asked the 

participants about their understanding of the concept of community 

and consequently not allowed possible variations of perceptions of the 

term to surface in participant responses. This meant I did not consider 

community in the various ways I suggested it may manifest in Chapter 

2. I also did not contextualise comments on community within a wider 

activity framework consideration. I did not for example explore 

community from the perspective of division of labour and different 

perceptions of role within the community.  
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Yet in interpreting the participant comments on community through 

IPA, the data interpretation in this study did seem to concur with Lave 

and Wenger’s (1991) explanation. Participants seemed to identify that 

a range of aspects could impact on a sense of community (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991, p. 98). These included internal and external events that 

were organised for parents and children to attend as well as an 

emphasis on the value of relationships between practitioners and 

parents. Chavis and Perry (1999, p. 636) suggest a sense of 

community is informed by “perspectives of social, environmental, and 

community, psychology, sociology, ecology, social justice, and 

community development”. However, as I did not ask the participants 

to define what the phrase ‘sense of community’ could mean, I think 

that I assumed that there was a consensus of understanding between 

the participants and myself about the notion of a sense of community 

– a failing in researchers that was also identified by Chavis and Perry 

(1999, p. 636). 

 

In Chapter 3, I identified a number of ways in which I thought IPA and 

activity theory could be aligned. Within activity theory the theorist is 

embedded and the need to theorize about one’s practice are central to 

an investigation (Hedegaard, Chaiklin and Jensen, 1999, p. 21). I 

found this concurred with the positioning of myself as an IPA 

researcher (Smith, 2004, p.40), the need to make decisions about 

interpretation and have the decision trail made clear. Activity had also 

been noted as a continuous movement between different stages of 

cooperation, and is cyclical in nature (Kallio, 2010, p.34). Alongside 

the iterative nature of transcript interpretation in IPA, (Smith, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2009, p.81), I found the cyclical aspects did indeed 

coalesce and that I needed to reflect and interpret on a continuous 

basis both for the activity theory application and the interpretation of 

participant perceptions. 

 

Similarly, the object in activity theory is constructed and emergent 

(Blackler, 2009, p. 27) and it was possible using IPA to draw out the 

participants’ constructed perceptions of the nature of communication. 

Furthermore, both activity theory and IPA make use of the concept 

‘unit’.  
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Within their discussion of IPA, Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009, p.2) 

note that there can be small units of experience which may be 

combined to become more comprehensive units of experience. Whilst 

for Engeström (1995, p. 396; 2001, p. 136) the activity system itself, 

mediated by artefacts and orientated to objects is the prime unit of 

analysis. The potential alignment for this aspect emerged in the 

reflections on research where I took individual views to reflect on 

research as a unifying activity system in its own right.   

 

When considering the alignment of IPA and activity theory, I had noted 

that communication can be defined as a normal scripted flow on 

interaction with participatory actors following their assigned and 

scripted roles (Nummijoki and Engeström, 2010, p. 57). I further 

explained that in this study expectations of partnership working both 

within the early years and special education, and stipulated in 

documentation, form a set of rules that must be followed by 

practitioners and informally by parents. Yet it emerged that there was 

little or no mention of policy or expectations of partnership working 

that seemed to emerge from participants’ comments. Furthermore, the 

understanding of perceived participant roles became challenging to 

manage.  

 

In activity theory division of labour was suggested as being the 

division of tasks between community members as well as being the 

division of power and status (Engeström, 1996, p.67). It was this 

aspect that I imposed upon consideration of participant roles. In this 

study participants were asked to consider the roles of parents, 

practitioners and children in communication. In addition, participants 

were also asked to reflect about and comment upon my role as a 

researcher.  

 

This seemed to be challenging for the participants and, at times, I 

found it demanding as I tried to adhere to the notion that the IPA 

researcher’s role involves active exploration and interpretation of 

participant experiences concurrently acknowledging that the 

experience will never be directly accessible (Willig, 2001, p.53; Smith 

and Osborne, 2008, p. 53).  
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I was surprised at how long the interpretative process took and how 

difficult decisions could be as to whether a participant comment should 

be interpreted as having descriptive, linguistic or conceptual aspects 

(Smith, Flowers and Larking, 2009, p.84).  

 

A possible connection was noted between phenomenology and activity 

theory, whereby a person’s construction of the world and its objects 

could be open to social practice which could also be seen as 

phenomenological (Hedegaard, Chaiklin and Jensen, 1999, p. 19). 

Building on this, a potential tension of compatibility for activity theory 

and IPA was inferred from the work of Daniels (2008, p.59) who 

questioned how the phenomenological view of the individual’s 

experience, being unique to them and existing only in their individual 

context, be reconciled in activity theory’s proposal that the experience 

sits within a system and meaning making activity. A possible response 

is put forward by Postholm (2015, p. 44) that activity itself may break 

down the distinction between the external world and internal 

phenomena. In this study the phenomenon of communication was the 

primary focus for study. When considering individual perceptions of 

this phenomenon of communication, a possible tension did seem to 

emerge in this study through the conflation of the two participant 

groups in the writing up of the data. There may have been an 

imposition of the idea of shared social practice and experiences, and 

even though there sometimes seemed to be similar comments, it has 

been challenging to draw out individual perceptions in the writing.  

 

A further potential tension of compatibility was identified as being the 

application of the term ‘subject’ particularly from a methodological 

standpoint. Willig (2008, p. 18) notes that quantitative studies have 

‘subjects’ rather than participants. Typically discussion in IPA studies 

centres on participants (not subjects) who grant “access to a particular 

perspective on the phenomena under study” (Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin, 2009, p. 49). Similarly, activity theory embraces the concept of 

the subject as an individual as the focus of the analysis (Engeström, 

1996, p. 67; Nussbaumer, 2012, p. 39). It was challenging to retain a 

distinctive sense of the term ‘subject’ within IPA and activity theory.  
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In IPA the subject can be seen as both the researcher and the 

researched (Roberts, 2013, p. 215; Houston and Mullan-Jensen, 2011, 

p. 268). Yet subjects may also be seen as one of the central elements 

of an activity system and through mediating artefacts focus their 

activity on a specific object (Kallio, 2010, p. 34).  

 

During the data collection and analysis stage there seemed to be a 

clear sense of the emergence of the perceptions of the participants and 

their use of mediating artefacts to support and sustain communication. 

Indeed, in this study artefacts were seen as the mediating tools and 

methods used in communication, being written, verbal or electronic 

and found in “goal-directed human action” (Cole and Gajdamashko, 

2009, p. 131). Furthermore, I had initially thought that in this study 

and application of IPA, one possible additional artefact would be the 

language of the interview. It has been difficult to reflect on this as a 

distinct aspect because of the imposition of terminology found in the 

activity theory framework (Engeström, 2001). 

 

Reflexivity 
 

This section of the chapter provides companion reading to chapter 5 

which details reflexivity and decisions made. I now explore reflexivity 

as I saw it applied to the researcher’s journey. In preparation for 

writing this section I re-read my post fieldwork reflections and post 

interview reflections. Mauthner and Doucet (2003, p. 415) ask if 

reflexivity is limited at the time of conducting the research as there 

may not be awareness of what influences are present. Such influences 

may only become evident once the research has been left behind.  

Looking back at my fieldwork notes, it is only now at the point of thesis 

completion that I feel in a position to reflect on the whole process. I 

think it was all too easy to become focused on the minutiae and this in 

part comes through from my notes. I also appreciate that this 

reflexivity has not ended and that I may still not fully appreciate what 

I have achieved until long after the submission and examination 

process has been completed.  
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I have noted previously how I have been keen to see the process of 

research and my own reflections as a form of activity system in their 

own right. I now feel that I can apply the theoretical terms object to 

the thesis and activity as the process of research. Building on earlier 

work by Leont’ev, Kallio (2010, p.38) has written of two motives in the 

context of the object of an activity – a motive that is intellectually 

understood and a motive that is affective. At the end of the process I 

now find that the first motivation is one that has informed my 

development. I have tried to see the object or this thesis as a product 

of activity through my engagement with research. I think that when 

preparing the final version of this study, prior to data collection 

starting, I had developed a sense of what I wanted the object or thesis 

to look like. I also felt that I knew how to achieve it.  

 

Kallio’s (2010, p.38) second motivation of the affective is also more 

apparent to me now. This has been an emotional roller coaster of a 

journey. I have been challenged in the decisions I made, the feelings I 

had about the process, the questions I had to address when I had to 

move to yet another methodology. Yet what has driven me ultimately 

is the emotional satisfaction of completing the process and that there 

is an affective element within this object or thesis and resultant 

activity to achieve its production.  

 

One of the central reasons for embracing the opportunity to do this 

PhD study was to further my knowledge and practice within the field of 

SEN/D and early years, as well as develop knowledge of 

methodological approaches and research. Seeing the thesis as an 

object in its own right has allowed me to reflect on my capabilities and 

different motives and subsequently affected the development of my 

professional identity and I hope future career expectations (Meittinen, 

2005, p.53). Lektorsky (2009, p. 85) argued that reflection may not be 

a mode of awareness of what is there, as reflection always destroys its 

object and creates something that is new. As I look back now I do 

have a sense of moving forward and renewal but no sense of 

destruction.  
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As an example, for my journey in choosing a methodology, I did not 

‘destroy’ my thinking about the previous methodological approaches 

rather I built on them to facilitate my thinking about the next one that 

I considered. Yet Lektorsky (2009, p.85) also argued that perhaps 

reflection is a form of self-deception. Have I deceived myself as a 

researcher? In a way the self-deception is irrelevant, I have achieved 

the completion of the thesis. Yet the lessons I have drawn from my 

reflections have informed my self-identity as a researcher and will 

impact on the way I conduct research in the future. 

 

Engeström (2009, p.318) noted comments from U.S. educational 

authorities that research starts from the assumption that researchers 

know what they want to implement, how they want to change the 

educational practice where the intervention and this desired outcome 

is well defined in practice. I did initially follow this premise. One of the 

initial reasons I had chosen to focus on the area of study in this PhD 

was that I was drawing directly on professional practice where the use 

of video footage had been lauded by both professionals and parents as 

being useful and helpful. I had intended the study to provide evidence 

I could share about this practice so it could be taken further and used 

more widely within special education and the early years. At the point 

of transfer I was also asked about this aspect. One of the audience 

asked me about what I wanted as an outcome from the research and I 

admitted that my focus had shifted. I was now more open to the 

perceptions of the practitioners, and not just focused on seeking 

evidence to prove something which I had valued in a professional 

context and which I thought should be shared.  

 

Shaw (2010, p.238) notes that the challenge of reflexivity for an 

experiential qualitative researcher is to first identify the influences 

upon them and then to not allow these influences to malign the 

research process. I hope I have made these influences on me explicit 

through my explanations of how I decided upon the final research 

focus, how I felt after fieldwork and how I undertook the analysis 

process.  
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What I have not captured are all the incidental aspects that have 

informed my decisions; such as asides or brief comments from 

colleagues or friends; information I came across when preparing 

teaching; listening to other people’s experiences, explaining this study 

to my students, the training sessions I completed.  

 

Impact and importance 
 

Theoretical (enriching understanding) 
 

I have not claimed my findings are applicable to all practitioners and 

parents. I have sought to explain that the study was completed in one 

context with a specific group of participants at a particular point in 

time. As Taylor-Brown (2012, p.63) states, care must be taken not to 

generalise findings from a study that is based on idiographic 

approaches to exploring participant perceptions. Additionally, the 

argument strand in this thesis has been the application of IPA informed 

by activity theory. To summarise, this fostered a structure to the 

interview schedules and a framework for the writing up of the thesis. It 

enabled the elements of the activity theory to be explored using the 

depth of data drawn out from using IPA methods. It could however be 

argued that this constrained the representation of the perceptions of 

the participants.  

 

Socio-cultural 
 

Blackler (2009, p. 34) notes that it is essential that researchers do not 

merely pass on their research findings but that they remain active in 

helping to turn new ideas into practices. At the end of this study I was 

not able to achieve this. I was unable to engage further with the 

participants in the setting as ownership changed and a number of 

participants moved on. I do have ideas for future research and the 

development of materials and these are explored more in the next part 

of this discussion.  
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Future work 
 

The involvement and incorporation of the voices and views of children 

with SEN/D could be extended in reviews and meetings. The valuable 

information compiled on Tapestry could be used to foster discussion in 

review meetings and with external agencies. Additional research 

opportunities that could be pursued include external agency 

professionals’ perceptions of the role of information from sources such 

as Tapestry. The differing communication strategies used with 

grandparents would also seem to be an area that could be explored 

further. An additional area to be explored would be the role of 

mediating tools in informing transition between educational settings 

and this could focus on transition for those young children with SEN/D. 

Perceptions on the use of mediating tools such as Tapestry in the 

context of communication between special school staff and parents, at 

primary, secondary and post 16 levels, could also be explored. Finally 

an area that could also be investigated further is the involvement of 

fathers in communication about children with SEN/D in the early years. 

 

Practical (for community, policy makers, health workers) 
 

A practical aspect emerged from the practitioner perceptions which 

seemed to be a need for advice and suggestions for interventions. This 

was both in terms of informing their understanding of the success of 

communication with parents, but also for some in making suggestions 

for interventions and practice with the children. Caspe, Lopez, Chu and 

Weiss, (2011, p.1) argue that within teacher education most 

programmes do not prepare students to engage successfully with 

families.  

 

One potential outcome from the study is the need for materials and 

interventions to be developed to support trainee practitioner 

awareness of working with parents of children with SEN/D. Additional 

materials could also be developed to support continuing professional 

development for practitioners already in the field.  
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There also seemed to be a need for support in developing 

communication strategies with young children with SEN/D and 

fostering appreciation that the concept of voice does not need to be 

literal. Having completed the thesis I would consider pursuing 

opportunities for wider dissemination to inform discussion in the field.  

 

Conclusion 
 

This final chapter has applied both reflections and reflexivity to the 

thesis. The original focus was revisited and the research aims 

explored. Both differences and similarities emerged in the perceptions 

of the parents and the practitioners. Yet, the presentation of these 

distinct viewpoints proved problematic as they were interwoven in the 

core section of the thesis and only differentiated in this final chapter. 

 

In consideration of the third aim of the thesis focusing on theory and 

methodological intergration, development of research skills and 

reflexivity on the part of the researcher were discussed. Limitations for 

a range of aspects were noted and Yardley’s (2000) criteria for good 

qualitative research were deployed. Whilst some synergy of IPA and 

activity theory were noted for framing the interview protocol and for 

making sense of the analysis, tensions emerged in the production of 

the analysis itself with the activity theory framework providing a rigour 

and structure that appeared to be incompatible with the fluidity and 

dynamism of IPA.  

 

At this end point of the thesis I would like to restate that this has been 

a momentous process. My choice to apply IPA informed by activity 

theory demanded a high degree of personal and professional 

investment and resilience. Through this I believe I have started on a 

journey to being a better researcher and reflective practitioner. I look 

forward to the challenges ahead. 
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Appendix 1 – Analysis documents 
 

Contents: 

1. Carol First analysis summary notes 

2. Carol Interview Exploratory Comments and Emergent Themes  

3. Carol Emergent themes 

4. Carol Subordinate themes 

5. IPA summary of subordinate themes 

6. IPA communication subordinate themes collated 

7. Subordinate theme verbal communication comments 

8. IPA tabulated themes for writing up 
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1.Carol First Analysis Summary Notes  
 

Interviewee: Recollection of interview Page number Extrapolated from text  
CAROL Both very nervous at start, I 

remember being concerned that I 
may have led some of the 
responses. I was concerned that she 
hadn’t understood the questions I 
was asking as English was not her 
first language. It was also 
challenging to prompt wider depth 
of response and expanded answers 

3 Communication as providing a connection 
4 Use of Tapestry and verbal with parent at the end of the day  
7 SENCO checks –why? Power issue? 
7 ‘red booklet’ change from print 
9 Instantaneous SEN/Ding of observations to parent 
10 Repetition of information in different ways 
11 ‘keep it for the rest of their lives’ – longevity 
14 Parental interest in targets implement at home  
15 Need to be responsive  
16 Responsiveness supports involvement 
17 Recording linked to ‘next steps’ 
18 Responsiveness to parents 
19 Decision made by SENCO/room leader 
21 Work together with parents 
23 Approachability of staff 
23 Parents feel they will be heard 
24 Tapestry good for parents that lack confidence 
25 Practitioner to be positive, approachable, supportive 
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2.Carol Interview Exploratory Comments and 
Emergent themes 
 
Descriptive  Linguistic  Conceptual (Smith et al., 2009, 
p.84) 
 

Emergent Themes Interview Exploratory comments 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I: 1 
so how are you feeling 
about being interviewed 
CA: 2 
erm a little bit nervous 
but fine fine 
I: 3 
me too 
CA:4 
 (laughs)   
I: 5 
erm what you might find 
is as you are talking with 
me, it’s a bit of a funny 
conversation an 
interview because I 
might not talk to you in 
the same way that if we 
are just chatting like this 
CA:6 
 yeah 
I: 7 
so I might pause a bit 
more or I’ll say tell me 
about that 
Ca:8 
 okay okay that’s fine 
 I:9 
 it’s like a strange kind of 
conversation. Have you 
interviewed people? 
Ca:10 
 me no no I haven’t 
myself 
I:  11 
okay 
Ca:12 
 okay 
I:13 
Right so the first thing 
then not a tricky 
question can you tell me 
a little bit about your job 
how long you've worked 
at the setting that kind 
of thing 
Ca: 14 

 
 
 
 
Nervous 
Repetition of fine – trying to 
convince herself? 
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Qualifications in EYs – 
professional skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Prevalence of children with 
SEN/D in the EYS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Range of SEN/D in early 
years? 
 
 
 
 
 
Prevalence of autism in 
early years? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Professional enjoyment 
and skills in working with 
children with SEN/D  
 
 
 

I've been here since it 
will be three years in 
June this year 
I: 15 
okay 
Ca:16 
 I started as an 
apprentice and after I 
think year and a half I 
have finished my level 
three and SENCO and 
OWNER decided to keep 
me and erm I’ve started 
working with a lot of 
children with special 
needs but I think about 
after a year of being 
here and I’ve really 
enjoyed it and now I 
have I have a key child 
with autism  
I: 17 
okay 
Ca: 18 
that I really like working 
I: 19 
what kind of range of 
special needs children 
have you worked with 
Ca: 20 
I’ve worked with a little 
girl with cerebral palsy 
and epilepsy I’ve worked 
with erm children with 
challenging behaviour as 
well autism a little bit 
with a little boy with 
Down’s syndrome but 
not a lot yeah mostly 
with autism  
I: 21 
right. And that’s an area 
you are interested in 
Ca: 22 
yeah 
I: 23 
why is it so interesting 
Ca: 24 
It’s really it’s a rewarding 
job and I feel that I can 
communicate with those 
children really well and I 
feel like I understand 

Time worked in setting 
notes month and years 
 
 
 
 
 
Apprentice and completed 
level 3 
 
Decided to keep – 
probationary period? 
 
 
Lot of children with SEN/D 
 
 
Lots of use of I – suggests 
definite ownership of 
sentiments 
 
 
Really like - emphasis on 
emotional aspect 
 
 
 
 
 
Range of SEN/D in EYs 
worked with  
 
 
 
 
 
Mostly autism focus 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rewarding – emotional 
gratification for job 
Communicate well  
I understand them 
Strong sense of skill and 
ability in working with 
children with SEN/D  
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Electronic/email 
communication  
 
 
 
Role of observations to 
share target information  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

them I just I just I just 
really love it 
I: 25 
a connection?   
Ca: 26 
a connection yeah I feel 
like I have a connection 
with them 
I:27 
okay 
Ca: 28 
yeah 
I:  29 
so if we think about part 
of your role then to do 
with communication 
with parents erm what 
methods of 
communication do you 
use 
Ca:30 
 with parents? 
I: 31 
Yes 
Ca: 32 
erm what do you mean 
like 
I: 33 
erm sort of like how do 
you let them know what 
your key children have 
done  
Ca: 34 
oh okay 
I: 35 
during the day or just 
communication generally 
Ca: 36 
we use Tapestry  
I: 37 
okay 
Ca: 38 
we erm erm upload a lot 
of observations on 
children especially on 
the targets so showing 
the parents we are 
working on the targets 
and how we doing it and 
how the children are 
getting on and erm at 
the end of the day with 
my little girl with autism 
I erm at ten to two her 

 
 
 
Repetition of connection – 
Linked to EAL status? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Clarifying question  
 
 
 
Clarifying question  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tapestry – electronic email 
communication 
 
 
Upload observations 
 
 
Recording target progress  
to show parents 
 
Language flows – seems 
like lots to be conveyed 
 
Confusion of I 
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Verbal communication for 
feedback 
 
 
 
Open door policy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Communication routines 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Communication from 
parent to share requests 
 
 
 
 
 
Communication from 
parent to share feedback  
 
Role of outside agency 
portage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Role of observations  
 
Content decision of 
observation a professional 
skill? 
 
 
Observation demonstrates 
child with SEN/D in typical 

mum picks her up at two 
and I tend to sit down 
with her and do a little 
group time and when 
mum comes in I usually 
spend  about 10 15  
minutes talking to her 
about her how her day 
has been and things like 
that and obviously 
always welcome to come 
and talk to us at any time 
I: 39 
okay 
Ca: 40 
mum usually comes and 
talks to me in the 
morning and in the 
afternoon 
I: 41 
right 
Ca: 42 
she says anything that 
she wants me to do with 
her 
I: 43 
okay 
Ca: 44 
or how she's getting on 
we have our portage 
meetings as well that the 
parent can talk to 
I:45 
 okay 
Ca: 46 
to talk to us about 
obviously the portage 
work work is involved as 
well 
I: 47 
okay. Can you tell me a 
little bit more about 
Tapestry 
CA: 48 
yeah we erm we what 
we’ve started doing now 
is we usually take a 
group observation so 
sometimes if we do 
some singing with the 
children together we will 
SEN/D it to the parents 
and my little girl’s mum 
really likes to see how 

Verbal communication  with 
mother to feedback on the 
day  
 
 
Any time – open door 
policy? 
 
 
 
 
 
Usually -  communication as 
a routine 
Meet twice a day – verbal 
communication  
 
 
 
Verbal communication for 
parent to share wishes 
Her- child  
 
 
 
 
Verbal communication to 
provide feedback from 
parent 
Portage meeting, role of 
external agency? 
 
Repetition of talk to – 
emphasises verbal 
communication   
Repetition of work – does  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Collect group observation 
 
 
Sometimes – format can be 
flexible 
 
 
 
Likes to see child [with 
autism] with other children   
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routines /with other 
children  
 
 
 
 
 
Written communication 
supplements photo from 
observation  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Technology records 
observation for different 
communication prompts 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Analogy of app for 
communication format 
 
 
 
Managers control 
communication  
 
 
 
 

she is around other 
children and Erm 
I: 49 
okay 
Ca: 50 
starting to interact and 
things like that I would I 
usually do like a little 
group observation on 
that and Erm I usually 
write a little note at the 
bottom like how she’s 
been interacting how 
she’s done it how she 
was with with being 
around other children 
what she did how she 
did it and things like that 
I: 51 
okay so do you record 
that on an iPad 
CA: 52 
yeah 
I: 53 
yeah 
CA: 54 
 yeah we have an iPad 
and we do erm videos 
and photos 
I: 55 
okay 
Ca:  56 
and things like that 
I: 57 
okay is that uploaded to 
somewhere 
Ca: 58 
yeah 
I: 59 
how does it get from the 
iPad to the parents 
Ca: 60 
it’s it’s like a app so we 
upload it onto the app  
I: 61 
okay 
Ca: 62 
and it goes to SENCO’s 
computer  
I: 63 
okay  
Ca: 64 
and then SENCO checks 
all of the observations 

 
 
 
Repetition of group 
observation  
 
Photo is contextualised for 
parent 
 
 
Record of interaction with 
others 
Reception of how – need to 
explain and justify ? 
 
Repetition of with  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Observations recorded on 
an iPad 
Hesitation – photos more 
frequent? 
 
 
Things – what other 
variations could there be? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Repetition of its/app as an 
analogy 
 
 
 
Managers gate keep 
information 
 
 
 
Observation has to be 
checked – monitored why? 
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Managers control 
communication 
 
Data protection – login 
required – communication 
restricted 
 
 
 
 
Data protection – login 
required – communication 
restricted 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Email daily form of 
communication 
 
 
 
 
 
Tapestry communication 
available to all 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

and then it goes onto the 
parents they have like a 
Login so only the parents 
can see it 
I:65 
okay 
Ca: 66 
They have like a special 
login and they login to it 
and have a look 
I: 67 
okay so that’s one kind 
of technology-based 
CA: 68 
yeah  
I: 69 
Communication isn't it 
do you do other written 
or print out or print you 
know stuff that's printed 
Ca: 70 
yeah what we used to do 
with parents was a little 
red booklet that we used 
to write at the end of 
each week and write 
about how the children 
did over the week what 
they’ve done but we 
don’t do that because 
we do it on  Tapestry 
daily 
I: 71 
okay 
Ca: 72 
but er yeah we don’t 
really do anything 
I: 73 
no  
Ca: 74 
 on on paper because all 
parents access Tapestry 
I:75 
 right 
Ca: 76 
cos  we did say if  
parents won’t be 
accessing Tapestry 
I: 77 
ok  
Ca: 78 
we’ll do paper-based 
things for them 
I: 79 

Data protection aspect as 
only those with login can 
see information 
 
 
 
Special login – controls 
access to information  
Repetition of login 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Previous communication 
formats used paper books 
 
 
 
 
 
Email sent daily 
 
 
 
 
 
Repetition of on 
All parents access 
 
 
 
We – collegiate response  
Won’t – implies some 
degree of choice by parents 
 
 
 
We’ll – collegiate 
Paper based – contrast to 
electronic 
 
 
All love – Tapestry very 
popular 
Reinforces enjoyment 
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Tapestry communication 
very popular 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Practitioner prefers 
electronic to paper based 
format 
 
Electronic communication 
easier 
 
 
 
 
Role of observations  
 
Link to 
EYFS/developmental/ 
progress log 
 
Electronic communication 
immediate 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

right 
Ca:  80 
but cos they all love it 
and they really enjoy it 
we do it on Tapestry  
I: 81 
so you did paper based 
before 
Ca: 82 
yeah 
I: 83 
yeah 
Ca: 84 
we’ve done erm my my 
journey at SETTING 
books and we used to 
put photos in there and 
pieces of work and erm 
adult focus and things 
like post its as well  
I: 85 
okay but that’s all 
changed with Tapestry  
Ca: 86 
yeah 
I: 87 
which do you prefer 
Ca:88 
 Tapestry I think it’s it’s 
nicer for the parents 
they really enjoy and it’s 
easier 
I: 89 
ok  easier for you as a 
practitioner 
Ca: 90 
yeah cos we you take 
photo of the child type 
up the observation link it 
to the EYFS and it goes 
straight to the parent 
where as with the books 
the parents would only 
see them when they 
asked or at the parental 
reviews 
I: 91 
okay okay so what 
impact do you think the 
technology has had 
CA: 92 
I’m not quite sure it I 
think it’s because 
parents prefer 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Previous paper based 
formats 
Repetition of my 
Held photos, work 
Notes ‘adult focus’ not child 
led 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Prefers Tapestry as well 
Repetition of it’s 
 
 
Easier for practitioner 
 
 
 
 
Take photo and write up 
observation  
Link – contextualise with 
curriculum 
 
Immediacy of contact for 
parent 
 
Previously restricted/ 
limited access to paper 
based 
 
 
 
 
Unsure about technology. 
I think – ownership of 
statement 
Parents prefer technology 
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Assumption parents prefer 
technology 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Research – prefers face to 
face contact 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Face to face 
communication at drop off 
and pick up 
 
 
 
Verbal reinforces electronic 
communication  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Electronic photos as 
evidence 
 
 
 
 
Electronic communication 
is long term  

technology and they 
prefer to see things like 
that 
I: 93 
okay 
Ca: 94 
yeah 
I: 95 
so if you think about me 
as a research are 
communicating with you 
Ca: 96 
yeah 
I: 97 
er what ways would you 
prefer me to 
communicate           
Ca: 98 
probably in person 
I:99 
 okay 
Ca: 100 
yeah 
I: 101 
why in person? 
Ca: 102 
cos it’s it's easier it's it's 
better erm yeah 
I:103 
 okay so how’d you get 
that person bit in your 
communication with 
parents  
Ca: 104 
when they when they 
drop off their children 
and pick them up 
I: 105 
okay 
Ca: 106 
so pretty much what I 
put on Tapestry I still 
feed back to the parents 
when they pick up the 
children 
I: 107 
okay 
Ca: 108 
but it's nice for parents 
because they get to keep 
the Tapestry at the end 
of the day they have like 
they have proof what 
they do here and photos 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Preference for face to face 
contact from researcher 
 
 
Repetition of it’s – hesitancy 
– lacks conviction it is 
better? 
Yeah at end reaffirms her 
self justification 
 
 
 
Face to face contact at drop 
off and pick up times/ 
routines? 
 
 
 
Verbal feedback reiterates 
Tapestry communication   
 
 
 
 
 
It’s nice - Makes assumption 
on part of parents  
 
Proof – need to justify/ 
evidence of progress? 
 
Download/ rest of lives – 
longevity of information 
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Involvement of children 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Involvement of parents 
Can prompt staff 
communication with 
children  
 
 
 
 
 

and videos and it’s nice 
for them to keep it and 
they can download it and 
keep it for the rest of 
their lives really 
I: 109 
so you still have that 
mixture of personal 
communication as well 
as the Tapestry 
Ca:110 
 yeah 
I: 111 
and in the Tapestry you 
have pictures photos 
videos 
Ca: 112 
yeah 
I: 113 
and some written 
Ca:114 
 yeah 
I: 115 
information for parents 
as well 
Ca: 116 
yeah 
I: 117 
okay how are the 
children involved with 
Tapestry 
Ca:118 
 we often when we take 
pictures of the children 
they often ask to have a 
look or even we would 
say would you like to 
have a look at the 
picture I have taken I 
have taken of you and 
the children look and like 
like to talk about it oh 
it’s me I was doing this I 
was doing that and yeah 
they like to do that and 
also parents can do at 
home they can take 
pictures of children at 
home and then SEN/D it 
to us and we often we 
often show the children 
oh you’ve done this at 
home and yeah 
I: 119 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Children involved – they ask 
to look 
 
 
Adult initiates involvement 
Repetition of I have taken 
Repetition of like 
Voice tone changes 
representing children? 
 
Repletion I was doing  
 
Parents can SEN/D pictures 
from home 
Practitioners can use these 
to initiative communication 
with children  
 
 
 
Repetition of sometimes – 
not often reinforced 
Selfies – recent 
terminology/practice  
 
 
 
 
Notes an app that can 
change photos 
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Adult attachment to child 
with SEN/D  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unsure of researcher role 
as advocate 
 
 
 
 
 

do you let the children 
take the pictures 
Ca: 120 
sometimes yeah we 
sometimes the children 
take selfies of 
themselves as well and 
they really like that 
I:121 
 okay 
Ca:122 
 we have this erm its like 
an application that when 
you go on the photo it 
goes like funny so can 
like ten photos of you or 
things like that and 
sometimes I go on that 
and I show it to  my little 
girl and she likes to look 
at herself at the at the at 
the iPad she finds it very 
interesting    
I: 123 
so if I said to you I was a 
researcher and I was 
very much on the side of 
the children  
Ca: 124 
yeah 
I: 125 
you know sort of thinking 
about their voice what 
do you think my role 
could be in the research 
[Pause] if I sit here and 
say er like I'm the 
children's advocate  
Ca:126 
 yeah 
I:127 
 to make sure their voice 
is heard  
Ca: 128 
yeah 
I: 129 
what do you think this 
research my research 
could help that 
Pause  
Ca: 130 
I'm not quite sure 
Pause 
I: 131 

 
 
My little girl – suggests 
strong relationship with 
child – surrogate carer? 
Repetition at the 
Like to look at – form of 
social support/ worl 
knowledge (child has 
autism) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unsure of researcher role as 
advocate 
 
 
 
 
 
How obviously – obvious to 
whom? 
Obviously repeated –of 
course children are involved 
Tone is almost indignant 
Questions around 
involvement of children 
could be asked  
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Researcher can question 
involvement of children  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Children look at 
observations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Good outcome of 
communication noted 
about consistent practice 
at home and in setting 
 
 
 
 
 

are there any questions 
you think I could ask or 
Ca: 132 
what you just yeah asked 
how obviously how we 
make sure the children 
obviously they have a 
look at it and whether 
that have any anything 
to do with the photo it's 
not like we just take 
photos of children and 
just upload them to the 
parents 
I: 133 
okay 
Ca: 134 
we kind of look at it with 
the children and we 
often sometimes we sit 
down with them and just 
have a look at all the 
observations and er 
I: 135 
so you think I can ask 
those questions then 
Ca: 136 
yeah  
I: 137 
yeah okay 
Ca: 138 
yeah 
I: 139 
I will remember that 
Ca: 140 
laughs  
I: 141 
and continue to do so so 
what's happened when 
you communicate with 
the parents and you 
exchange this 
information can you 
think of any examples of 
something that's 
happened or has been a 
good outcome or a bad 
outcome 
Ca: 142 
erm let me think of 
something (pause) good 
outcome well my little 
girls mum  always like 
asks me how she does 

 
Kind of – not quite? 
Contradiction of often 
sometimes – unsure of 
frequency? 
Children look at 
observations  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Good outcome of 
communication noted 
about consistent practice at 
home and in setting  
My little girl 
Mum – informal term  
Target feedback given  
 
 
Exactly  - need to be precise 
 
I/we – shift from personal 
to collegiate 
 
Mum tries very hard – how 
is this known? 
 
Anything new – potential 
changes – based on 
reflection ? 
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Communication supports 
consistency of approach  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parent communicates 
child’s change of interests 
 
 
Uses communication to 
inform planning 
(professional skill)  
 
 
Follow’s child’s lead/ 
interests 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Communication supports 
planning and change of 
activity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

how she gets on with 
targets and how she can 
help at home as well so I 
often explain to her 
what exactly we did 
today and then I say 
what kind of things we 
have in place for targets 
and Er mum tries very 
hard to implement that 
at home as well so 
because we 
communicate of what 
we do and if I do 
anything new I tell mum 
and then she does it at 
home as well so we work 
the same at home and 
here.  
I: 143 
okay erm any examples 
you think where 
communication hasn’t 
worked well 
Ca: 144 
well she erm she tells me 
about her interests at 
home so if she if she 
does something at home 
that she doesn’t do here 
like she used to like 
Peppa Pig and now she 
doesn’t like Peppa Pig 
but she likes Mickey 
Mouse her mum came 
and told me about that 
because if she hasn’t I 
would still carry on with 
Peppa pig things 
I: 145 
okay 
Ca: 146 
even though she wasn’t 
interested then and 
mum told me that she 
really likes Micky mouse 
now so I have changed 
all the toys 
I: 147 
right 
Ca: 148 
around in her little box 
onto into Mickey Mouse 
and all the colouring 

I tell – consistency  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lack of awareness of 
practitioner on child’s 
changing in interests 
Repetition of if she  
 
Characters from tv/film 
 
Uses communication to 
inform planning 
 
 
Responding to child’s new 
interests 
 
 
 
 
Mum – informal term 
Communication supports 
planning and change of 
activity  
 
 
 
 
 
Material responses to 
child’s change of interests  
 
 
 
 
Staff along side 
Her interests – planning for 
the child 
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Planning for the child as an 
individual  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Individualised planning 
supports child involvement 
and participation  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Individualised planning and 
activities support 
development  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Listens to child through 
non literal voice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Role of key person in 
planning next steps  

sheets into Mickey 
Mouse  
I: 149 
okay 
Ca: 150 
so I can be kind of do 
things alongside her 
interests and things like 
that 
I: 151 
so it’s important to know 
her interests 
Ca: 152 
yeah yeah  
I: 153 
why is it important  
Ca: 154 
because if I plan things 
along side her interests 
then it is it’s better for 
her she will then be 
more involved and erm 
and participate more 
with activities because 
she enjoys them and 
I: 155 
okay 
Ca: 156 
so then I can meet her 
needs alongside her 
interests 
I: 157 
right how when you're 
with her how do you 
know that she's enjoying 
the activities that you do 
Ca: 158 
I can tell by the way she 
is engaging she by her 
eye contact by that she’s 
really interested in that 
activity and she she 
makes noises as well 
when she’s happy and 
and involved yeah 
I: 159 
when you said earlier 
you know you have the 
iPad and you like do 
observations how do you 
decide what you’re going 
to take the photos of or 
the videos of 
Ca: 160 

Explains why individual 
planning is needed 
 
Involvement increases  
 
 
Participation increases 
 
 
 
 
 
Meet her needs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Listens to child through eye 
contact and vocalisations 
(non literal voice) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You – shift to explanatory 
Seems to replicate 
managerial/ training voice 
 
Key child – so a key person 
role   
 
 
Responding to child’s 
involvement 
 
 
Wow moment 
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Professional skill – 
recognition of child’s 
involvement  
 
Concept of wow moment? 
 
 
 
Record involvement for 
next steps  
 
 
 
Professional skill in 
knowing children 
individually and their 
achievements 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Communication as a 
teaching tool for parents  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parent partnership – to 
support parent and make 
them happy  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

you cause you usually 
know your key child and 
you know what you need 
to what the key child 
needs like what the next 
steps are and if you see 
for example if I have a 
child that erm doesn’t 
really enjoy mark making 
and they go and do mark 
making then you go oh I 
need that because I want 
them to work on that 
and that's like a wow  
moment 
I: 161 
okay 
Ca: 162 
so then I ask someone to 
take a photo of me with 
that child like working on 
the next steps 
I: 163 
okay 
Ca: 164 
or I do it and things like 
that kind of know what I 
what I need and I know 
what the child’s next 
steps are 
I: 165 
so you’re thinking about 
next steps 
Ca: 166 
yeah 
I: 167 
when you take the 
photos 
Ca: 168 
yeah yeah often not 
always sometimes I think 
about about the parents 
like if a parent comes in 
to me and says that the 
child doesn’t really go 
outside and they don’t 
know what to do about 
that and things like that 
then if they are outside 
playing I can then take a 
photo and show the 
parent and it makes a 
parent happy that they 
are doing it 

Ask for involvement to be 
recorded – teamwork with 
other staff 
Concept of next steps  
 
 
 
Knows up to date needs of 
the child and what next 
steps are  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Repetition of yeah  
Not always/ sometimes – 
reinforces inconsistency  
Communication as a 
teaching tool for parents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Supports parents in 
understanding and thinks 
this makes them happy  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Follow children’s lead as 
children can decide content 
of photos  
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Following children’s lead  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Practitioner and managers 
can decide communication  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Factors influencing 
communication format  - 
content decided by 
practitioner; parents’ 
preference; bond with 
parents 
 
 
 
 
 

I: 169 
yeah and do the children 
ever decide that they 
come to you and say 
take a photo of this 
Ca: 170 
some children do some 
children do yeah or if I’m 
taking a picture of a child 
and then there’s another 
child over the other side 
oh will take a picture of 
me doing this and things 
like that 
I: 171 
okay so the next 
question who decides 
what you need to 
communicate about so 
you talked about you 
think about next steps 
orparents is there who 
within the setting 
decides and says to you 
right CAROL you need to 
talk to parents about this 
Ca: 172 
well it’s sometimes it’s 
me because I know what 
I want to talk to the 
parents about about a 
child sometimes SENCO 
will ask me to talk to 
some parents about 
something sometimes 
my room leader it’s it 
depends on what it’s 
about kind of thing 
I:173 
 okay okay how do you 
decide whether you’re 
going talk to the parent 
in person or give them 
something written or use 
Tapestry how do you 
decide what kind of 
communication 
Ca: 174 
erm it depends what I 
want to speak to the 
parent about erm 
sometimes it depends on 
the parents how they 
prefer to receive the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Practitioner can decide 
communication content  
 
Repetition of about  
 
Managers can also decide 
communication  
 
Sometimes noted 
throughout – inconsistent 
pattern  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Factors that influence 
format of communication 
 
 
 
Bond -  strong mention of 
relationship with parents  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
Hesitant at start but grows 
more confident towards end 
 
Tapestry can be used for 
immediate contact  
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What informs 
communication type 
 
Immediacy – Tapestry  
 
 
 
Role of observations 
 
 
 
 
 
Sensitive topics – face to 
face  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Researcher as advocate for 
children – my rule 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

informations what bond 
I have with a parent and 
things like that  
I: 175 
can you tell me a bit 
more where you said it 
depends what I need to 
talk to them about 
Ca: 176 
so if it's er if it’s 
something like what the 
child did today so I can I 
can do that on the 
Tapestry if for example a 
child achieve the next 
steps I can put that on 
Tapestry because that’s 
what we do we take a 
photo of the next step 
and write an observation 
about how they did it 
how they work towards 
things like that but if it's 
like a sensitive thing or 
about toilet training or 
about something like 
that then we talk I would 
talk to the person to the 
child in person the 
parent I mean  
I: 177 
okay okay do you think 
that because I’m doing 
this research project 
what rules do you think 
I’m following 
Pause 
Ca: 178 
well you’re on like you 
said earlier you’re on the 
children’s side aren’t you 
making sure that the 
children are involved and 
the children’s voices 
being heard and we are 
communicating with the 
parents 
I: 179 
ok  
Ca: 180 
properly 
I: 181 
that's okay erm thinking 
slightly broader now you 

Note immediate child’s 
achievement 
 
 
 
Record through observation  
 
 
 
 
Sensitive topics would talk 
face to face   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sees researcher on the 
children’s side  
Side- one side in an 
argument? 
Aren’t you – seeking 
verification from 
researcher? 
 
 
 
 
 
Properly – has to be done in 
a certain way? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unsure of concept of 
community (EAL aspect?) 
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Community from parent 
involvement 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Community from 
partnership with parents  
 
 

you have this 
communication method 
established between 
nursery staff and parents 
and do you think there is 
a sense of community 
between parents, 
children and staff 
Ca: 182 
yeah (Pause) 
I: 183 
yeah can you tell me a 
bit more 
Ca: 184 
not quite sure (Pause) 
what exactly do you 
mean by that 
I: 185 
well what do you think I 
mean by a community 
what does community 
mean to you 
Ca:186 
 I don’t really know how 
to explain it (pause) 
I: 187 
 is it may be a sense of 
like togetherness 
Ca: 188 
yeah  
I: 189 
yeah like that kind of 
thing 
Ca: 190 
so what was the 
question again 
I:191 
 so do you think there is 
a community in the 
setting between the 
parents and staff and the 
children 
Ca: 192 
yeah because we all 
work with some parents 
we do we do try and 
work together with the 
parents and the children 
and I think we yeah we 
do that quite well we do 
have a lot of parents that 
really involved 
I: 193 

 
Unsure of concept of 
community (EAL aspect?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Needs question repeated 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We all - community 
Repetition of we do 
 
 
We yeah we – collegiate 
 
 
Parents involved 
 
 
 
 
 
Parents may need to be 
approached 
 
 
Invite – personal aspect 
 
 
Repetition of invite 
 
 
 
 
Together- 
consensus/partnership 
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Verbal communication 
from parents encourages 
community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Professional skill to be 
approachable 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

okay how do you get 
that sense of community 
Ca: 194 
it depends on the parent 
sometimes we have to 
approach the parents 
more and kind of involve 
them and erm invite 
them we have like 
families stay sessions 
things like that and we 
invite them over to erm 
do things with us with 
with the children and 
with the staff and we sit 
down and do things 
together and erm yeah 
I:195 
 do you think parents do 
anything to encourage 
community the sense of 
community 
Ca:196 
some parents do yeah 
I: 197 
how do they do that 
Ca: 198 
erm well they can’t really 
think of an example 
(pause) some parents 
are really erm involved 
with us and take us as a 
really big part of the 
children’s life and they 
will come and approach 
us and talk to us about 
things and will want to 
come in and do things 
with us and really be 
engaged in the children’s 
learning and sometimes 
they will even ask us 
questions like how we 
can help them with the 
children things like that 
I: 199 
how do you think 
communication affects 
that sense of community 
Ca:200 
 it's it’s easier for the 
parents because you’re 
free and approachable 
and they know they can 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Parental encouragement of 
community 
 
 
 
 
Parents approach staff 
 
 
Verbal communication 
about children   
 
engaged  - involved 
 
 
we can help them – parents 
seeking help 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Repetition of it’s 
(communication)  
Easier for parents – why? 
Staff are approachable? 
Professional skill 
 
Easier – lack of job 
expectations? 
 
 
 
Staff approachable and 
parents listened to – 
partnership aspect 
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Partnership with parents  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Electronic communication 
easier 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Partnership with shy 
parents  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

come and talk to us at 
any time it’s easier for 
them to come in come in 
and talk to us and 
communicate with us 
about it 
I;201 
 yeah 
Ca: 202 
because they feel like 
they can approach us 
easily and it will be 
heard 
I: 203 
so what impact do you 
think technology has on 
that communication and 
that sense of community 
Ca: 204 
erm (Pause) what 
Tapestry you’re thinking  
I: 205 
yeah 
Ca: 206 
erm I think for some 
parents it’s easier 
because if we have 
parents that are not 
much confident they are 
not that confident to 
come and talk to us erm 
it’s easier for them to 
communicate with us 
through Tapestry so then 
or if we have busy 
parents as well so they 
come and take the child 
and go home like or go 
to work or things like 
that it’s easier for them 
to see on Tapestry the 
what they are doing and 
they can then talk to us 
as well we do have a lot 
of busy parents 
I:207 
 yeah 
Ca: 208 
and some parents are 
quite shy and not as 
confident to come in and 
talk to us 
I:209 

 
I think - ownership 
Electronic communication 
easier if parents are not 
confident  
 
 
 
Busy parents also find 
Tapestry easier 
 
 
 
Take the child –forceful 
removal 
 
 
 
Are parents busy or 
avoiding engagement with 
staff? 
 
 
 
 
Some parents are shy and 
lack confidence  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Very supportive positive 
language and tone 
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Practitioner role/skills in 
communication  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parent partnership  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Positive parent partnership  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 so you think it works 
well for a whole range of 
things then 
Ca: 210 
yeah 
I:211 
 yeah 
Ca:212 
 yeah  
I: 213 
ok erm thinking of your 
job role as someone 
working within the 
setting what do you 
think is the role of a 
nursery practitioner in 
communication with 
parents 
Ca:214 
 to be positive and 
approachable to be erm 
supportive to support 
the parents with 
anything yeah 
I: 215 
and what do you think a 
parents role is in 
communication with you 
Ca: 216 
well it’s it’s nice to see 
parents that come in and 
ask how the children 
how the children have 
done like throughout the 
day and erm talk to us 
about their development 
because not all parents 
like understand how 
things how it works and 
what to do next and and 
things like that so I think 
it’s good for parents to 
when they come in and 
talk to us and feel like 
SENCO sent out the early 
years outcomes for 
parents to highlight and 
see how they think 
where their children are 
and they come in and 
talk to us about that as 
well 
I: 217 
okay 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Parents ask about child’s 
day – recognition for staff 
work? 
 
Some parents recognise 
developmental aspects 
 
 
 
 
Good for parents – sees 
partnership as a positive 
aspect 
 
 
 
Parent partnership in noting 
development/progress 
 
 
As well – progress in 
addition to other topics? 
 
 
 
Positive parent partnership  
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Children involved through 
parents  
 
 
 
 
 
Voice of the child through 
interests 
 
Voice of the child through 
parents  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Partnership between 
setting and home to 
determine child’s interests 
 
Builds on observations 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Need for bond/attachment 
with children to be able to 
connect/work with them to 
inform providing for 
interests  

Ca:218 
 so it’s nice to see 
parents that involved 
and talk to us about their 
children’s next steps and 
development and things 
like that 
I:219 
 how do you think 
children with special 
needs and disabilities 
should be involved in 
communication 
(Interruption- someone 
came in the room)  
Ca:220 
 (Pause) sorry can you 
can you say that again 
I:221 
  yeah how do you think 
children with special 
needs should be involved 
in communication 
Ca:222 
 what we try to through 
parents because some 
children if they haven’t 
got the the language to 
express themselves we 
we get the voice get the 
voice of the child 
through their interests 
through looking at what 
they are interested in 
here what they do how 
they do it and also 
talking to parents about 
because parents know 
their children don’t they 
I: 223 
okay 
Ca: 224 
so we ask parents what 
their interests are how 
they do things at home 
and obviously from our 
observations here as 
well to see what they are 
interested in then and 
things like that 
I:225 
 so through parents you 
said 
Ca:226 

Children involved through 
parents  
 
Repetition of the – 
emphasis  
Repetition of we 
Emphasis  
Voice of the child through 
their interests 
 
 
Voice of the child through 
parents  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Partnership between 
setting and home to 
determine child’s interests 
Builds on observations  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Involving children needs a 
bond – strong relationship 
word 
 
kind of – transient nature 
repetition of know – 
emphasis  
 
 
happy – emotions noted  
 
you know –seeking 
researcher agreement? 
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Researcher role in 
community  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Researcher fitting in the 
community  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Research- response to 
interview 
 

 yeah 
I: 227 
do you think you have a 
role with the children 
with special needs and 
disabilities for involving 
them in communication 
Ca:228 
 yeah it it is easier if you 
have a bond with that 
child and it’s easier to 
work with them and kind 
of connect with them 
and know know what 
their interests are and 
and kind of know when 
they like something and 
when they are interested 
in something and when 
they are happy with 
things you know what I 
mean 
I: 229 
yeah yeah so erm how 
do you think as a 
researcher I I come in to 
your community 
Ca:230 
yeah 
I: 231 
what do you think my 
role is within the 
community 
Ca:232 
 to work with us as well 
and to see how we work 
together and to get 
involved as well and see 
things from our point of 
view and things like that    
I: 233 
how can I fit in? 
Ca:234 
 like you did when you 
came I think it was the 
first time I saw you when 
you came in and you 
kind of got involved in 
the room and sat down 
with us and involved 
with the children and 
talk to us about the 
children and things like 
that 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Researcher to work with 
staff and see their 
perspective 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Researcher got involved in 
the room and everyday 
practice  
 
Relaxed tone  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Response to interview – felt 
nervous  
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Research- response to 
interview  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Setting works well with 
parents of children with 
SEN/D 
 
 
 
 
Parents of children with 
SEN/D need more time  

I: 235 
right thank you that's the 
end of my formal 
questions but I’m going 
to ask you how was the 
interview for you 
Ca: 236 
ok it was good good 
I: 237 
okay 
Ca:  238 
nervous and I’m I’m not 
sure whether I got all of 
the questions 
I:239 
 that's okay what was it 
like being interviewed do 
you think 
Ca: 240 
scary yeah it was okay 
it’s okay 
I: 241 
do do you have any final 
comments about any of 
the questions that I’ve 
asked you and any points 
you would like to make 
Ca:242 
 no not really can’t think 
of anything 
I:243 
 what message would 
you like to me to take 
away from the interview 
Ca:244 
 that I was quite happy 
being interviewed and 
yeah and happy if I could 
help you with anything 
I: 245 
thank you thank you and 
in terms of 
communication in this 
nursery 
Ca:246 
 between us and parents 
I: 247 
you can choose what 
your final comments 
would like to be 
Ca:248 
 well I think as a setting 
we communicate with 
parents well yeah 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Setting works well with 
parents of children with 
SEN/D  
 
 
Parents need a lot of 
attention/ time 
 
 
Some hesitancy but positive 
tone of voice   
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especially with parents 
with children with 
special needs we give 
them quite a lot of 
attention and time when 
they when they pick up 
their child we erm we do 
talk to them and explain 
what they did and and 
how they did it and 
make them feel satisfied 
kind of thing that the 
child is fine that they did 
have fun do the things 
that they want them to 
do 
I: 249 
okay that's great thank 
you shall we get to stop 
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3.Carol Emergent themes extrapolated   
 

THEME  LINE WORDS 
Qualifications in EYs – 
professional skills 

16 I started as an apprentice and after I think 
year and a half I have finished my level 
three and SENCO and OWNER decided to 
keep me 

Prevalence of children with 
SEN/D in the EYS 
 

16 I’ve started working with a lot of children 
with special needs but I think about after a 
year of being here and I’ve really enjoyed it 
and now I have I have a key child with 
autism 

Range of SEN/D in early 
years? 
 
 
 
Prevalence of autism in early 
years? 

20 I’ve worked with a little girl with cerebral 
palsy and epilepsy I’ve worked with erm 
children with challenging behaviour as well 
autism a little bit with a little boy with 
Down’s syndrome but not a lot yeah 
mostly with autism  
 

Professional enjoyment and 
skills in working with 
children with SEN/D  
 

24 It’s really it’s a rewarding job and I feel that 
I can communicate with those children 
really well and I feel like I understand them 
I just I just I just really love it 
 

Electronic/email 
communication  
 

36 we use Tapestry  
 

Role of observations to share 
target information  
 

38 we erm erm upload a lot of observations 
on children especially on the targets so 
showing the parents we are working on 
the targets and how we doing it and how 
the children are getting on 

Verbal communication for 
feedback 
 

38 at the end of the day with my little girl with 
autism I erm at ten to two her mum picks 
her up at two and I tend to sit down with 
her and do a little group time and when 
mum comes in I usually spend  about 10 15  
minutes talking to her about her how her 
day has been and things like that 

Open door policy 
 

38 obviously always welcome to come and 
talk to us at any time 
 

Communication routines 
 

40 mum usually comes and talks to me in the 
morning and in the afternoon 
 

Communication from parent 
to share requests 
 

42 she says anything that she wants me to do 
with her [child] 
 

Communication from parent 
to share feedback  
 

44 how she's getting on 

Role of outside agency 
portage 

44/ 46 we have our portage meetings as well that 
the parent can talk to/ to talk to us about 
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 obviously the portage work work is 
involved as well 
 

Role of observations  
 

48 what we’ve started doing now is we 
usually take a group observation 

Content decision of 
observation a professional 
skill? 
 

48 sometimes if we do some singing with the 
children together we will SEN/D it to the 
parents 

Observation demonstrates 
child with SEN/D in typical 
routines /with other children  
 

48/ 50 my little girl’s mum really likes to see how 
she is around other children and Erm/ 
starting to interact 

Written communication 
supplements photo from 
observation  
 

50 I usually do like a little group observation 
on that [interaction for child with autism] 
and Erm I usually write a little note at the 
bottom like how she’s been interacting 
how she’s done it how she was with with 
being around other children what she did 
how she did it and things like that 
 

Technology records 
observation for different 
communication prompts 
 

54 we have an iPad and we do erm videos and 
photos 

Analogy of app for 
communication format 
 

60 it’s it’s like a app so we upload it onto the 
app  
 

Managers control 
communication  
 

62/ 64 it goes to SENCO’s computer / and then 
SENCO checks all of the observations and 
then it goes onto the parents 

Data protection – login 
required – communication 
restricted 
 
 

64 They [parents] have like a Login so only the 
parents can see it 
 

Data protection – login 
required – communication 
restricted 
 
 

66 They have like a special login and they 
login to it and have a look 
 

Email daily form of 
communication 
 

70 we do it on  Tapestry daily 
 

Tapestry communication 
available to all 
 

74 all parents access Tapestry 

Tapestry communication 
very popular 
 

80 They [parents] all love it and they really 
enjoy it 

Practitioner prefers 
electronic to paper based 
format 
 

88 Tapestry I think it’s it’s nicer for the 
parents they really enjoy 
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Electronic communication 
easier 
 

88 and it’s easier 
 

Role of observations  
 

90 we you take photo of the child type up the 
observation 

Link to EYFS/developmental/ 
progress log 

90 link it [observation] to the EYFS 

Electronic communication 
immediate 
 

90 It [observation] goes straight to the parent 
where as with the books the parents would 
only see them when they asked or at the 
parental reviews 
 

Assumption parents prefer 
technology 
 

92 I think it’s because parents prefer 
technology and they prefer to see things 
like that 
 

Research – prefers face to 
face contact 
 

98 probably in person 
 

Face to face communication 
at drop off and pick up 
 

104 when they when they drop off their 
children and pick them up 
 

Verbal reinforces electronic 
communication  
 

106 so pretty much what I put on Tapestry I 
still feed back to the parents when they 
pick up the children 
 

Electronic photos as 
evidence 
 

108 it's nice for parents because they get to 
keep the Tapestry at the end of the day 
they have like they have proof what they 
do here and photos and videos 

Electronic photos as 
evidence 
 

108 it’s nice for them to keep it [Tapestry 
content] and they can download it and 
keep it for the rest of their lives really 
 

Involvement of children 
 

118 we often when we take pictures of the 
children they often ask to have a look or 
even we would say would you like to have 
a look at the picture I have taken I have 
taken of you and the children look and like 
like to talk about it oh it’s me I was doing 
this I was doing that and yeah they like to 
do that 

Involvement of parents 
Can prompt staff 
communication with 
children  
 

118 parents can do at home they can take 
pictures of children at home and then 
SEN/D it to us and we often we often show 
the children oh you’ve done this at home 

Adult attachment to child 
with SEN/D  
 

122 we have this erm its like an application 
that when you go on the photo it goes like 
funny so can like ten photos of you or 
things like that and sometimes I go on that 
and I show it to  my little girl and she likes 
to look at herself at the at the at the iPad 
she finds it very interesting    
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Unsure of researcher role as 
advocate 
 

130 I'm not quite sure 
 

Researcher can question 
involvement of children  
 

132 what you just yeah asked how obviously 
how we make sure the children obviously 
they have a look at it and whether that 
have any anything to do with the photo it's 
not like we just take photos of children and 
just upload them to the parents 
 

Children look at 
observations 
 

134 sometimes we sit down with them and just 
have a look at all the observations 

Good outcome of 
communication noted about 
consistent practice at home 
and in setting 
 

142 good outcome well my little girls mum  
always like asks me how she does how she 
gets on with targets and how she can help 
at home as well so I often explain to her 
what exactly we did today and then I say 
what kind of things we have in place for 
targets and Er mum tries very hard to 
implement that at home as well so 
because we communicate of what we do 

Communication supports 
consistency of approach  
 

142 if I do anything new I tell mum and then 
she does it at home as well so we work the 
same at home and here.  
 

Parent communicates child’s 
change of interests 
 

144 she tells me about her interests at home 

Uses communication to 
inform planning 
(professional skill)  
 
Follows child’s lead 

144/ 
146 

if she does something at home that she 
doesn’t do here like she used to like Peppa 
Pig and now she doesn’t like Peppa Pig but 
she likes Mickey Mouse her mum came 
and told me about that because if she 
hasn’t I would still carry on with Peppa pig 
things/ even though she wasn’t interested 
then and mum told me that she really likes 
Micky mouse now so I have changed all the 
toys 
 

Planning for the child as an 
individual  
 

150 I can be kind of do things alongside her 
interests and things like that 
 

Individualised planning 
supports child involvement 
and participation  
 

154 if I plan things along side her interests then 
it is it’s better for her she will then be 
more involved and erm and participate 
more with activities because she enjoys 
them 

Individualised planning and 
activities support 
development  
 

156 I can meet her needs alongside her 
interests 
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Listens to child through non 
literal voice 
 

158 I can tell by the way she is engaging she by 
her eye contact by that she’s really 
interested in that activity and she she 
makes noises as well when she’s happy 
and and involved 

Role of key person in 
planning next steps  
 

160 you usually know your key child and you 
know what you need to what the key child 
needs like what the next steps are 

Concept of wow moment? 
 

160 that's like a wow  moment 

Record involvement for next 
steps  
 

162 I ask someone to take a photo of me with 
that child like working on the next steps 
 

Professional skill in knowing 
children individually and 
their achievements 
 

164 kind of know what I what I need and I 
know what the child’s next steps are 
 

Communication as a 
teaching tool for parents  
 

168 I think about about the parents like if a 
parent comes in to me and says that the 
child doesn’t really go outside and they 
don’t know what to do about that and 
things like that then if they are outside 
playing I can then take a photo and show 
the parent 

Parent partnership – to 
support parent and make 
them happy  
 

168 it makes a parent happy that they are 
doing it [playing outside] 
 

Following children’s lead  
 

170 if I’m taking a picture of a child and then 
there’s another child over the other side 
oh will take a picture of me doing this and 
things like that 
 

Practitioner and managers 
can decide communication  
 

172 sometimes it’s me because I know what I 
want to talk to the parents about about a 
child sometimes SENCO will ask me to talk 
to some parents about something 
sometimes my room leader it’s it depends 
on what it’s about kind of thing 

Factors influencing 
communication format  - 
content decided by 
practitioner; parents’ 
preference; bond with 
parents 
 
 

174 it depends what I want to speak to the 
parent about erm sometimes it depends 
on the parents how they prefer to receive 
the informations what bond I have with a 
parent and things like that 

What informs 
communication type 
 
 

176 if it’s something like what the child did 
today so I can I can do that on the Tapestry 

Role of observations 
 

176 we take a photo of the next step and write 
an observation about how they did it how 
they work towards things like that 
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Sensitive topics – face to 
face  
 

176 if it's like a sensitive thing or about toilet 
training or about something like that then 
we talk I would talk to the person to the 
child in person the parent I mean  
 

Researcher as advocate for 
children – my rules 
 

178 you’re on the children’s side aren’t you 
making sure that the children are involved 
and the children’s voices being heard and 
we are communicating with the parents 
 

Community from parent 
involvement 
 

192 we all work with some parents we do we 
do try and work together with the parents 
and the children and I think we yeah we do 
that quite well we do have a lot of parents 
that really involved 
 

Community from 
partnership with parents  
 

194 it depends on the parent sometimes we 
have to approach the parents more and 
kind of involve them and erm invite them 
we have like families stay sessions things 
like that and we invite them over to erm 
do things with us with with the children 
and with the staff and we sit down and do 
things together 

Verbal communication from 
parents encourages 
community 
 

198 some parents are really erm involved with 
us and take us as a really big part of the 
children’s life and they will come and 
approach us and talk to us about things 
and will want to come in and do things 
with us and really be engaged in the 
children’s learning and sometimes they will 
even ask us questions like how we can help 
them with the children things like that 

Professional skill to be 
approachable 
 

200 it’s easier for the parents because you’re 
free and approachable and they know they 
can come and talk to us at any time it’s 
easier for them to come in come in and 
talk to us and communicate with us about 
it 
 

Partnership with parents  
 

202 they feel like they can approach us easily 
and it will be heard 

Electronic communication 
easier 
 

206 I think for some parents it’s easier because 
if we have parents that are not much 
confident they are not that confident to 
come and talk to us erm it’s easier for 
them to communicate with us through 
Tapestry so then or if we have busy 
parents as well so they come and take the 
child and go home like or go to work or 
things like that it’s easier for them to see 
on Tapestry the what they are doing and 
they can then talk to us as well we do have 
a lot of busy parents 
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Partnership with shy parents  
 

208 some parents are quite shy and not as 
confident to come in and talk to us 
 

Practitioner role/skills in 
communication  
 

214 to be positive and approachable to be erm 
supportive to support the parents with 
anything 

Parent partnership  
 
 

216 well it’s it’s nice to see parents that come 
in and ask how the children how the 
children have done like throughout the day 
and erm talk to us about their 
development because not all parents like 
understand how things how it works and 
what to do next and and things like that so 
I think it’s good for parents to when they 
come in and talk to us and feel like SENCO 
sent out the early years outcomes for 
parents to highlight and see how they 
think where their children are and they 
come in and talk to us about that as well 
 

Positive parent partnership  
 

218 it’s nice to see parents that involved and 
talk to us about their children’s next steps 
and development and things like that 
 

Children involved through 
parents  
 
 
Voice of the child through 
interests 
 
Voice of the child through 
parents  
 

222 we try to through parents because some 
children if they haven’t got the the 
language to express themselves we we get 
the voice get the voice of the child through 
their interests through looking at what 
they are interested in here what they do 
how they do it and also talking to parents 
about because parents know their children 
don’t they 
 

Partnership between setting 
and home to determine 
child’s interests 
 

224 we ask parents what their interests are 
how they do things at home 

Builds on observations 
 

224 obviously from our observations here as 
well to see what they are interested in 
then and things like that [build on parent 
comments] 
 

Need for bond/attachment 
with children to be able to 
connect/work with them to 
inform providing for 
interests  
 

228 it it is easier if you have a bond with that 
child and it’s easier to work with them and 
kind of connect with them and know know 
what their interests are and and kind of 
know when they like something and when 
they are interested in something and when 
they are happy with things you know what 
I mean 
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Researcher role in 
community  
 

232 to work with us as well and to see how we 
work together and to get involved as well 
and see things from our point of view and 
things like that 

Researcher fitting in the 
community  
 

234 when you came I think it was the first time 
I saw you when you came in and you kind 
of got involved in the room and sat down 
with us and involved with the children and 
talk to us about the children and things like 
that 
 

Research- response to 
interview 
 

238 nervous and I’m I’m not sure whether I got 
all of the questions 
 

Research- response to 
interview  
 

244 I was quite happy being interviewed 

Setting works well with 
parents of children with 
SEN/D 
 

248 I think as a setting we communicate with 
parents well yeah especially with parents 
with children with special needs 

Parents of children with 
SEN/D need more time 

248 parents with children with special needs 
we give them quite a lot of attention and 
time when they when they pick up their 
child we erm we do talk to them and 
explain what they did and and how they 
did it and make them feel satisfied kind of 
thing that the child is fine that they did 
have fun do the things that they want 
them to do 
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4.Carol Subordinate themes  
 

THEME LINE WORDS 
Professionalism   
Qualifications in EYs – 
professional skills 

16 I started as an apprentice and after I think 
year and a half I have finished my level 
three and SENCO and OWNER decided to 
keep me 

Professional enjoyment and 
skills in working with 
children with SEN/D  
 

24 It’s really it’s a rewarding job and I feel 
that I can communicate with those 
children really well and I feel like I 
understand them I just I just I just really 
love it 

Professional skill in knowing 
children individually and 
their achievements 

164 kind of know what I what I need and I 
know what the child’s next steps are 
 

Professional skill to be 
approachable 
 

200 it’s easier for the parents because you’re 
free and approachable and they know 
they can come and talk to us at any time 
it’s easier for them to come in come in 
and talk to us and communicate with us 
about it 
 

EYs practice/ provision   
Prevalence of children with 
SEN/D in the EYS 
 

16 I’ve started working with a lot of children 
with special needs but I think about after 
a year of being here and I’ve really 
enjoyed it and now I have I have a key 
child with autism 

Range of SEN/D in early 
years? 
 
 
 
Prevalence of autism in early 
years? 

20 I’ve worked with a little girl with cerebral 
palsy and epilepsy I’ve worked with erm 
children with challenging behaviour as 
well autism a little bit with a little boy 
with Down’s syndrome but not a lot yeah 
mostly with autism  
 

Link to EYFS/developmental/ 
progress log 

90 link it [observation] to the EYFS 

Adult attachment to child 
with SEN/D  
 

122 we have this erm its like an application 
that when you go on the photo it goes 
like funny so can like ten photos of you or 
things like that and sometimes I go on 
that and I show it to  my little girl and she 
likes to look at herself at the at the at the 
iPad she finds it very interesting    
 

Uses communication to 
inform planning 
(professional skill)  
 
Follows child’s lead 

144/ 146 if she does something at home that she 
doesn’t do here like she used to like 
Peppa Pig and now she doesn’t like Peppa 
Pig but she likes Mickey Mouse her mum 
came and told me about that because if 
she hasn’t I would still carry on with 
Peppa pig things/ even though she wasn’t 
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interested then and mum told me that 
she really likes Micky mouse now so I 
have changed all the toys 
 

Planning for the child as an 
individual  
 

150 I can be kind of do things alongside her 
interests and things like that 
 

Individualised planning 
supports child involvement 
and participation  
 

154 if I plan things along side her interests 
then it is it’s better for her she will then 
be more involved and erm and participate 
more with activities because she enjoys 
them 

Individualised planning and 
activities support 
development  
 

156 I can meet her needs alongside her 
interests 
 

Concept of wow moment? 
 

160 that's like a wow  moment 

Record involvement for next 
steps  
 

162 I ask someone to take a photo of me with 
that child like working on the next steps 
 

Need for bond/attachment 
with children to be able to 
connect/work with them to 
inform providing for 
interests  
 

228 it it is easier if you have a bond with that 
child and it’s easier to work with them 
and kind of connect with them and know 
know what their interests are and and 
kind of know when they like something 
and when they are interested in 
something and when they are happy with 
things you know what I mean 
 

Setting works well with 
parents of children with 
SEN/D 
 

248 I think as a setting we communicate with 
parents well yeah especially with parents 
with children with special needs 

Communication     
Electronic/email 
communication  
 

36 we use Tapestry  
 

Verbal communication for 
feedback 
 

38 at the end of the day with my little girl 
with autism I erm at ten to two her mum 
picks her up at two and I tend to sit down 
with her and do a little group time and 
when mum comes in I usually spend  
about 10 15  minutes talking to her about 
her how her day has been and things like 
that 

Open door policy 
 

38 obviously always welcome to come and 
talk to us at any time 
 

Communication routines 
 

40 mum usually comes and talks to me in the 
morning and in the afternoon 

Communication from parent 
to share requests 
 

42 she says anything that she wants me to 
do with her [child] 
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Communication from parent 
to share feedback  
 

44 how she's getting on 

Written communication 
supplements photo from 
observation  
 

50 I usually do like a little group observation 
on that [interaction for child with autism] 
and Erm I usually write a little note at the 
bottom like how she’s been interacting 
how she’s done it how she was with with 
being around other children what she did 
how she did it and things like that 
 

Managers control 
communication  
 

62/ 64 it goes to SENCO’s computer / and then 
SENCO checks all of the observations and 
then it goes onto the parents 

Data protection – login 
required – communication 
restricted 
 
 

64 They [parents] have like a Login so only 
the parents can see it 
 

Data protection – login 
required – communication 
restricted 
 
 

66 They have like a special login and they 
login to it and have a look 
 

Email daily form of 
communication 
 

70 we do it on  Tapestry daily 
 

Tapestry communication 
available to all 
 

74 all parents access Tapestry 

Tapestry communication 
very popular 
 

80 They [parents] all love it and they really 
enjoy it 

Practitioner prefers 
electronic to paper based 
format 
 
 

88 Tapestry I think it’s it’s nicer for the 
parents they really enjoy 

Electronic communication 
easier 
 

88 and it’s easier 
 

Electronic communication 
immediate 
 

90 It [observation] goes straight to the 
parent where as with the books the 
parents would only see them when they 
asked or at the parental reviews 
 

Face to face communication 
at drop off and pick up 
 

104 when they when they drop off their 
children and pick them up 
 

Verbal reinforces electronic 
communication  
 

106 so pretty much what I put on Tapestry I 
still feed back to the parents when they 
pick up the children 
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Good outcome of 
communication noted about 
consistent practice at home 
and in setting 
 

142 good outcome well my little girls mum  
always like asks me how she does how 
she gets on with targets and how she can 
help at home as well so I often explain to 
her what exactly we did today and then I 
say what kind of things we have in place 
for targets and Er mum tries very hard to 
implement that at home as well so 
because we communicate of what we do 
 

Communication supports 
consistency of approach  
 

142 if I do anything new I tell mum and then 
she does it at home as well so we work 
the same at home and here.  
 

Parent communicates child’s 
change of interests 
 

144 she tells me about her interests at home 

Communication as a 
teaching tool for parents  
 

168 I think about about the parents like if a 
parent comes in to me and says that the 
child doesn’t really go outside and they 
don’t know what to do about that and 
things like that then if they are outside 
playing I can then take a photo and show 
the parent 
 

Practitioner and managers 
can decide communication  
 

172 sometimes it’s me because I know what I 
want to talk to the parents about about a 
child sometimes SENCO will ask me to talk 
to some parents about something 
sometimes my room leader it’s it depends 
on what it’s about kind of thing 
 
 

Factors influencing 
communication format  - 
content decided by 
practitioner; parents’ 
preference; bond with 
parents 
 
 

174 it depends what I want to speak to the 
parent about erm sometimes it depends 
on the parents how they prefer to receive 
the informations what bond I have with a 
parent and things like that 

What informs 
communication type 
 
 

176 if it’s something like what the child did 
today so I can I can do that on the 
Tapestry 

Sensitive topics – face to 
face  
 

176 if it's like a sensitive thing or about toilet 
training or about something like that then 
we talk I would talk to the person to the 
child in person the parent I mean  
 

Electronic communication 
easier 
 

206 I think for some parents it’s easier 
because if we have parents that are not 
much confident they are not that 
confident to come and talk to us erm it’s 
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easier for them to communicate with us 
through Tapestry so then or if we have 
busy parents as well so they come and 
take the child and go home like or go to 
work or things like that it’s easier for 
them to see on Tapestry the what they 
are doing and they can then talk to us as 
well we do have a lot of busy parents 
 

Role of observations   
Role of observations to share 
target information  
 

38 we erm erm upload a lot of observations 
on children especially on the targets so 
showing the parents we are working on 
the targets and how we doing it and how 
the children are getting on 

Role of observations  
 

48 what we’ve started doing now is we 
usually take a group observation 

Content decision of 
observation a professional 
skill? 
 

48 sometimes if we do some singing with the 
children together we will SEN/D it to the 
parents 

Observation demonstrates 
child with SEN/D in typical 
routines /with other children  
 

48/ 50 my little girl’s mum really likes to see how 
she is around other children and Erm/ 
starting to interact 

Role of observations  
 

90 we you take photo of the child type up 
the observation 
 

Role of observations 
 

176 we take a photo of the next step and 
write an observation about how they did 
it how they work towards things like that 

Builds on observations 
 

224 obviously from our observations here as 
well to see what they are interested in 
then and things like that [build on parent 
comments] 
 

Community   
Verbal communication from 
parents encourages 
community 
 

198 some parents are really erm involved with 
us and take us as a really big part of the 
children’s life and they will come and 
approach us and talk to us about things 
and will want to come in and do things 
with us and really be engaged in the 
children’s learning and sometimes they 
will even ask us questions like how we 
can help them with the children things 
like that 

Community from parent 
involvement 
 

192 we all work with some parents we do we 
do try and work together with the parents 
and the children and I think we yeah we 
do that quite well we do have a lot of 
parents that really involved 
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Community from 
partnership with parents  
 

194 it depends on the parent sometimes we 
have to approach the parents more and 
kind of involve them and erm invite them 
we have like families stay sessions things 
like that and we invite them over to erm 
do things with us with with the children 
and with the staff and we sit down and do 
things together 

Role of portage   
Role of outside agency 
portage 
 

44/ 46 we have our portage meetings as well 
that the parent can talk to/ to talk to us 
about obviously the portage work work is 
involved as well 
 

Technology   
Technology records 
observation for different 
communication prompts 
 

54 we have an iPad and we do erm videos 
and photos 

Analogy of app for 
communication format 

60 it’s it’s like a app so we upload it onto the 
app  

Assumption parents prefer 
technology 
 

92 I think it’s because parents prefer 
technology and they prefer to see things 
like that 
 

Electronic photos as 
evidence 
 

108 it's nice for parents because they get to 
keep the Tapestry at the end of the day 
they have like they have proof what they 
do here and photos and videos 

Electronic photos as 
evidence 
 

108 it’s nice for them to keep it [Tapestry 
content] and they can download it and 
keep it for the rest of their lives really 
 

Conducting Research   
Research – prefers face to 
face contact 
 

98 probably in person 
 

Unsure of researcher role as 
advocate 
 

130 I'm not quite sure 
 

Researcher can question 
involvement of children  
 

132 what you just yeah asked how obviously 
how we make sure the children obviously 
they have a look at it and whether that 
have any anything to do with the photo 
it's not like we just take photos of 
children and just upload them to the 
parents 
 

Researcher as advocate for 
children – my rules 
 

178 you’re on the children’s side aren’t you 
making sure that the children are 
involved and the children’s voices being 
heard and we are communicating with 
the parents 
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Researcher role in 
community  
 

232 to work with us as well and to see how 
we work together and to get involved as 
well and see things from our point of view 
and things like that 

Researcher fitting in the 
community  
 

234 when you came I think it was the first 
time I saw you when you came in and you 
kind of got involved in the room and sat 
down with us and involved with the 
children and talk to us about the children 
and things like that 
 

Research- response to 
interview 
 

238 nervous and I’m I’m not sure whether I 
got all of the questions 
 
 

Research- response to 
interview  
 

244 I was quite happy being interviewed 

Involving children   
Involvement of children 
 

118 we often when we take pictures of the 
children they often ask to have a look or 
even we would say would you like to have 
a look at the picture I have taken I have 
taken of you and the children look and 
like like to talk about it oh it’s me I was 
doing this I was doing that and yeah they 
like to do that 

Children look at 
observations 
 

134 sometimes we sit down with them and 
just have a look at all the observations 

Listens to child through non 
literal voice 
 

158 I can tell by the way she is engaging she 
by her eye contact by that she’s really 
interested in that activity and she she 
makes noises as well when she’s happy 
and and involved 

Following children’s lead  
 

170 if I’m taking a picture of a child and then 
there’s another child over the other side 
oh will take a picture of me doing this and 
things like that 
 

Children involved through 
parents  
 
 
Voice of the child through 
interests 
 
Voice of the child through 
parents  

222 we try to through parents because some 
children if they haven’t got the the 
language to express themselves we we 
get the voice get the voice of the child 
through their interests through looking at 
what they are interested in here what 
they do how they do it and also talking to 
parents about because parents know 
their children don’t they 

Partnership with parents   
Involvement of parents 
Can prompt staff 
communication with 
children  

118 parents can do at home they can take 
pictures of children at home and then 
SEN/D it to us and we often we often 
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 show the children oh you’ve done this at 
home 

Parent partnership – to 
support parent and make 
them happy  
 

168 it makes a parent happy that they are 
doing it [playing outside] 
 

Partnership with parents  
 

202 they feel like they can approach us easily 
and it will be heard 

Partnership with shy parents  
 

208 some parents are quite shy and not as 
confident to come in and talk to us 
 

Practitioner role/skills in 
communication  
 

214 to be positive and approachable to be 
erm supportive to support the parents 
with anything 

Parent partnership  
 
 

216 well it’s it’s nice to see parents that come 
in and ask how the children how the 
children have done like throughout the 
day and erm talk to us about their 
development because not all parents like 
understand how things how it works and 
what to do next and and things like that 
so I think it’s good for parents to when 
they come in and talk to us and feel like 
SENCO sent out the early years outcomes 
for parents to highlight and see how they 
think where their children are and they 
come in and talk to us about that as well 
 

Positive parent partnership  
 

218 it’s nice to see parents that involved and 
talk to us about their children’s next steps 
and development and things like that 
 

Partnership between setting 
and home to determine 
child’s interests 
 

224 we ask parents what their interests are 
how they do things at home 

Parents of children with 
SEN/D need more time 

248 parents with children with special needs 
we give them quite a lot of attention and 
time when they when they pick up their 
child we erm we do talk to them and 
explain what they did and and how they 
did it and make them feel satisfied kind of 
thing that the child is fine that they did 
have fun do the things that they want 
them to do 
 
 
 

Key person role   
Role of key person in 
planning next steps  
 

160 you usually know your key child and you 
know what you need to what the key 
child needs like what the next steps are 
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5.IPA summary of subordinate themes 
SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Conducting 
research 

Conducting 
research 

Conducting 
research 

Conducting 
research 

Conducting 
research 

Conducting 
research  

Conducting 
research 

Conducting 
research 

Conducting 
research 

Conducting 
research  

Conducting 
research  

Conducting 
research 

Conducting 
research  

Professional-
ism 

Professional-
ism EYs 

Professional-
ism 

Professional-
ism 

Professiona-
ism  

Professiona-
lism  

Professional-
ism  

Professional-
ism 

Professional-
ism  

Professional-
ism 

Professional-
ism 

  

Role of 
observation 

Observation
s 

Role of 
observation 

   Observation
s  

      

Leuven 
Scales 

            

SENCO role 
 

     SENCO role     SENCO role  

Partnership 
with parents 

Partnership 
with parents 

Partnership 
with parents 

Partnership 
with parents 

Partnership 
with parents 

Partnership 
with parents  

Partnership 
with parents  

Partnership 
with parents  

Partnership 
with parents  

Partnership 
with parents  

Partnership 
with parents  

Partnership 
with parents 

Partnership 
with parents 

Working 
with Portage 

 Role of 
Portage 

  Working 
with Portage  

   Portage 
meetings 

 Portage Portage and 
agencies 

Administrati
on 

            

Communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation  

Communi-
cation  

Communi-
cation  

Communi-
cation  

Communi-
cation  

Communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation  

Working 
with 
external 
agencies 

   Working 
with 
external 
agencies  

      External 
agencies 

 

EYs 
practice/SEN
/D provision 
in setting 

EYs practice/ 
provision 

EYs practice/ 
provision 

EYs practice/ 
provision 

EYs practice/ 
provision 

EYs practice/ 
provision 

EYs practice/ 
provision  

EYs practice/ 
provision  

EYs practice/ 
provision  

EYs practice/ 
provision 

EYs practice/ 
provision  

EYs practice/ 
provision  

EYs practice/ 
provision   

Community 
 

Community  Community Community  Community  Community Community Community  Community Community Community Community  

Key person 
role 

Key person 
role 

Key person 
role 

 Role of the 
key person 

Role of the 
key person  

Key person 
role 

Key person 
role  

  Key person 
role 

Key worker 
role 
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Diagnosis 
and 
acceptance 

    Diagnosis 
and 
acceptance 

  Diagnosis 
and 
acceptance 

Diagnosis 
and 
acceptance  

   

Transition 
from nursery 
to school 

     Transitions      Transition  

Pressure 
 

            

Involving 
children 

Involving 
children 

Involving 
children 

Involving 
children 

Involving 
children  

Involving 
children  

Involving 
children 

Involving 
children  

Involving 
children  

Involving 
children  

Involving 
children 

Involving 
children 

Involving 
children  

Technology Technology Technology Technology Technology  Technology  Technology Technology Technology Technology  Technology Technology 
 

Technology  

      Room leader 
role 

      

       Cultural 
background 

Cultural 
background 

    

           Review 
meetings 

 

           Impact of 
autism 
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6.IPA Communication subordinate themes collated  
 

SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Verbal 
communi-
cation 
 

Communi-
cation face 
to face 

Electronic/ 
email 
communi-
cation  
 

Communi-
cation 
methods 

Communi-
cation 
opportuniti
es with 
parents 

Verbal 
communi-
cation with 
parents 

Communi-
cation with 
other 
settings 
 

Daily 
communi-
cation with 
parents 

Gender 
difference 
in 
communi-
cation 
about 
children 
with SEN/D 

Communi-
cation 
content 

Communi-
cation 
method is 
verbal  
 

Majority of 
communi-
cation is 
verbal 

Communi-
cation 
content 
about well 
being 

Parents in 
control of 
initial 
communi-
cation 
 

Communi-
cation types 
 

Verbal 
communi-
cation for 
feedback 
 

Communi-
cation from 
manageme
nt 

Communi-
cation 
content 

Practitioner 
verbal 
communi-
cation with 
parents 

Staff 
communi-
cation – 
room 
leaders’ 
meeting 
 
 

Communi-
cation 
content  

Communi-
cation 
content 
from parent 
daily  
 

Communi-
cation – 
preference 
for verbal 

Communi-
cation 
preferred 
to be 
written 
down by 
some 
parents 
 

Responding 
to 
communi-
cation 
email and 
verbal 

Frequent 
contact and 
communi-
cation with 
staff 
 

Speed of 
communi-
cation – 
quick here 
 

Communi-
cation types 
 

Open door 
policy 
 

Parents 
partnership 
and 
awareness 
of 
communi-
cation 

Range of 
communi-
cation 
methods 

Verbal 
communi-
cation in 
meetings  
with 
external 
agencies   
 
 
 
 
 
 

Staff 
communi-
cating with 
each other 
 

More 
communi-
cation the 
better 

Communi-
cation 
content 
from 
mother  
 

Verbal 
communi-
cation 
reinforces 
electronic 

Email 
communi-
cation  
 

Prefers 
verbal 
communi-
cation 

Written and 
verbal 
communi-
cation from 
one to one 
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Regular 
reviews/ 
meetings  
 

Different 
types of 
communi-
cation 
 

Communi-
cation 
routines 
 

Communi-
cation in 
electronic 
form 

Communi-
cation with 
parents 
done 
visually 

Communi-
cation type 
can vary 

Tapestry 
journey 
information 
sent via 
email 

Communi-
cation not 
always 
visual/ a 
photo 
 

Regular 
frequent 
verbal 
communi-
cation  
 

Communi-
cation 
outcomes 
not 
misunder-
standings 

Emails not 
used for 
challenging 
communi-
cation 
 

Verbal 
communi-
cation 
immediate 
and solicits 
response  

Different 
level of 
communi-
cation with 
different 
practitioner 
 
 
 

Need for 
face to face 
communi-
cation 
 

Types of 
communi-
cation at 
the door 
 

Communi-
cation from 
parent to 
share 
requests 
 

Written 
communi-
cation 
supplement 
visual 
photos 

Visual 
communi-
cation can 
convey 
messages 
more 
clearly 

Communi-
cation 
preference 

Deputy 
checks 
Tapestry  
 

Picture 
shows 
visual 
communi-
cation  
 

Communi-
cation 
preference 
for verbal 
 

Verbal 
communi-
cation at 
the end of 
the day 

Sensitive 
content not 
written 

Parental 
role - Need 
to share 
illness and 
out of 
setting 
occurrence 
 
 

Communi-
cation 
content can 
vary  
 

Rapport 
through 
verbal 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation as a 
personal 
invite 
 

Communi-
cation from 
parent to 
share 
feedback  
 

Practitioner 
skill 
improving 
in 
electronic 
communi-
cation 
 
 

Visual 
communi-
cation of 
posters 

Preference 
for verbal 
communi-
cation  
 

Open door 
policy 
 

Photos 
contextualis
ed by 
written 
communi-
cation  
 

Written 
communi-
cation can 
lead to 
misunderst
anding   
 

Communi-
cation open 
door policy 

Preference 
for verbal 
communi-
cation 

Parent 
always 
communi-
cates 
 

Communi-
cation 
content 
covers 
negative 
information   

Potential 
ambiva-
lence of 
meaning in 
communi-
cation in 
email 

Parents 
overwhelm-
ed with 
information 
 

Written 
communi-
cation 
supplement 
photo from 
observation 

Communi-
cation – 
parental 
expectation 

Communi-
cation 
formats 
reinforced 

Written 
communi-
cation   use 

Face to face 
communi-
cation in 
routines 
drop off 
and pick up  
 

Verbal 
communi-
cation 
preference 

Written 
communi-
cation has 
been lost  
 

Previous 
communi-
cation tool 

Previous 
preference 
for verbal 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 
outcome 
positive 
about PECS 

Communi-
cation 
content 
covers 
positive 
information   
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Subjective 
interpret-
tation of 
communi-
cation 
 

Verbal – 
preferred 
form of 
communi-
cation  
 

Managers 
control 
communi-
cation  
 

Communi-
cation – 
open door 
policy 

Verbal 
communi-
cation 

Challenge 
to 
understand 
children’s 
screams  
 

Grand-
parents 
may do 
routines so 
communi-
cation shifts 
to Tapestry 
with 
parents  
 
 
 

Communi-
cation 
reinforced 

Gender 
issue – dad 
in control, 
not passing 
letter on 
the mother 
 

Practitioner 
decide 
communi-
cation 
content 

Challenge 
of face to 
face 
communi-
cation  
 

Communi-
cation 
outcomes 
that are 
negative 
not seen  
 

Communi-
cation 
content 
varies 
 

Expect-
ations of 
availability 
of SENCO 
Need by 
parents for 
contact/co
mmuni-
cation for 
reassurance 
 

Poor parent 
child 
interaction/
communi-
cation  
Parental 
advice 
needed on 
communi-
cation skills 
 
 

Data 
protection 
– login 
required – 
communi-
cation 
restricted 

Parents 
share 
information 
 

Parents’ 
role to tell 
children 
about 
events 

Visual 
prompt to 
support 
communi-
cation 
 
Objects of 
reference 

Tapestry 
used for 
procedural 
communi-
cation 
 

Parent 
preference 
for verbal – 
linked to 
cultural 
background 

Face to face 
communi-
cation the 
best 
 

Practitioner 
role in 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cating 
about 
success can 
be 
intimidating  
 

Communi-
cation 
content  
 

Parent does 
not look at 
curriculum 
information 

Communi-
cation 
acknow-
ledges 
recognition 
of feelings 
 
 
 
 

Purpose of 
communi-
cation 
linked to 
parents 
emotions 
 

Data 
protection 
– login 
required – 
communi-
cation 
restricted 

Importance 
of 
electronic 
communi-
cation  
 

Communi-
cation 
unsuccess-
ful 

Communi-
cation 
content 
focuses on 
achieve-
ments 

Communi-
cation via 
Tapestry  
 

Communi-
cation 
reinforced   

Communi-
cation – 
previous 
written 
form 
 

Parents’ 
role in 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 
styles can 
vary with 
different 
parents 

Child at 
centre of 
communi-
cation 
content 

Parent 
looks at 
pictures and 
written 
comments 
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Time 
commit-
ment of 
communi-
cation 
 

Regular 
daily 
communi-
cation – 
whose 
expectation
s? Policy 

Email daily 
form of 
communi-
cation 
 

Connection 
between 
electronic 
communi-
cation and 
tangible 
objects 

Successful 
communi-
cation 

Mothers do 
not want to 
hear 
criticism 

Communi-
cation with 
other 
settings 
uses 
paperbased 
version 

Example of 
why 
communi-
cation 
reinforcem
ent may be 
needed 
 
 

Communi-
cation 
content as 
Practitioner 
explains 
interventio
ns 

 Information 
shared 
between 
colleagues 

Communi-
cation 
content 
decided by 
parent 

Parents can 
reply with 
written 
comments  
 

Inconsist-
ency of 
parental 
preferences 
for forms of 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 
approaches 
for children 
with SEN/D 
 

Tapestry 
communi-
cation 
available to 
all 
 

Good 
communi-
cation with 
parents/-
grand-
parents 

Communi-
cation can 
be 
unsuccess-
ful 

Impact of 
positive 
communi-
cation 

Preference 
for face to 
face 
communi-
cation  
 

Preference 
for written 
evidence of 
communi-
cation  
 

Communi-
cation 
content  
 

 Communi-
cation 
negative 
example  
 

Written 
communi-
cation for 
complaints  
 

Can share 
family 
events from 
out of 
setting 
times  
 

Spoon 
feeding 
communica
tion with 
parents/-
gate 
keeping 
information 
 

Following 
child’s lead 
in 
communi-
cation  
 

Tapestry 
communi-
cation very 
popular 
 

Child at 
centre of 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation with 
parents of 
children 
with SEN/D 

Negative 
information 
communi-
cated as 
well 

Parents can 
contribute 
to learning 
journey 
through 
Tapestry as 
well as face 
to face 
communi-
cation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Need for 
reinforced 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 
content 

 Communi-
cation 
content 

Communi-
cation 
about 
complaints 
need to be 
done in 
writing 
 

No 
communi-
cation 
preference 
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Gate 
keeper of 
information
assumption 
about 
parents; 
ability to 
cope  
 

Children 
involved in 
communi-
cation  
 

Practitioner 
prefers 
electronic 
to paper 
based 
format 
 

Child at 
centre of 
communi-
cation/ 
raises staff 
awareness 
of 
individual 
child 

Communi-
cation with 
parents of 
children 
with SEN/D  
 

Sharing 
success 

Increased 
feedback 
from 
parents on 
Tapestry 
 

Communi-
cation 
content 
consistent 

Communi-
cation 
content at 
the end of 
the day 
similar for 
all parents  
 

 Communi-
cation 
challenge 

Communi-
cation 
content 
based on 
parental 
perspective  
 

Verbal 
communi-
cation 
alerts to the 
existence of 
electronic 
communi-
cation from 
parent 
 

Written 
communi-
cation 
valuable as 
agreed 
record 
 

Encourag-
ing voices 
of parent 
and child 
 

Electronic 
communi-
cation 
easier 
 

Verbal 
communi-
cation 
preference 

Parents 
may not be 
receptive to 
communi-
cation 

Parent 
response to 
communi-
cation 

Range of 
communi-
cation 
methods  
 

Communi-
cation 
content in 
review 
meetings 

Practitioner 
can decide 
communi-
cation 
content 

 Communi-
cation via 
email 
successful   

Parent 
verbal 
commun-
ication with 
outside 
agencies 

Easier to 
communi-
cate 
verbally 
about well 
being 
 

Parent 
agreement 
with 
communi-
cation and 
outcomes 
 

Visual 
communi-
cation as 
evidence 
 

Electronic 
communi-
cation 
immediate 
 

Reasons for 
preferring 
verbal 
communi-
cation 

Decisions 
about 
communi-
cation 
content for 
parents  
 

Managers 
can decide 
communi-
cation 
content 
with 
Portage 
 
 
 

PECS as a 
form of 
communi-
cation  
 

Communi-
cation 
content at 
pick up at 
end of day 

Usually 
verbal 
communi-
cation 

 Gender 
difference 
in 
communi-
cation with 
the setting 
 

Practitioner 
role in 
communi-
cation  
 

Practitioner 
give verbal 
prompt 
about 
electronic 
communi-
cation 

Gatekeep-
ing of 
information 
to protect 
self and to 
protect 
parents  

Difference 
in 
communi-
cation with 
grand-
parents 
 

Face to face 
communi-
cation at 
drop off 
and pick up 

Potential 
misunder-
standing 
with grand-
parents 
 

Communi-
cation 
between 
staff in the 
setting 

Manage-
ment 
decide 
format of 
communi-
cation 

Open door 
policy 
 

Communi-
cation 
content can 
vary during 
routine 
drop off 
and pick up 

Written 
record of 
verbal 
communi-
cation kept 
 

 Will keep 
face to face 
communi-
cation 

Verbal 
communi-
cation  
frequent 
 

No 
communi-
cation 
preference  
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Communi-
cation 
different 
post 
diagnosis 

Selective in 
communi-
cation 
 
Different 
generations 
views 
 

Verbal 
reinforces 
electronic 
communi-
cation  
 

Previous 
written 
format held 
less detail  
 

Decisions 
on 
communi-
cation 
content 

Staff 
communi-
cation 

Communica
tion about 
targets – 
paper and 
Tapestry 

Decision on 
communi-
cation 
content  
 

Communi-
cation can 
reassure 
 

 Communi-
cation 
response 
from 
parents to 
staff useful 
for well 
being 
aspect 
 
 
 
 

Parental 
role in 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 
outcome is 
record of 
progress 
 

More 
communi-
cation pre 
diagnosis 
 

Different 
communi-
cation with 
grandparen
ts 
 

Good 
outcome of 
communi-
cation 
noted 
about 
consistent 
practice at 
home and 
in setting 
 
 
 

Inadequacy 
of written 
communi-
cation 
compared 
to visual 
 

Assume 
parents 
access 
communi-
cation 

Practitioner 
role in 
communi-
cation 

Challenge 
of 
communi-
cation 
when staff 
do not pass 
on 
information 
from 
parents 

Decision on 
communi-
cation 
content can 
vary 

verbal 
communi-
cation is 
key 

 Decision on 
communi-
cation 
content has 
child at 
centre 

Parental 
role 
communi-
cating 
everything 
is important 

Communi-
cation from 
parent 
misunder-
stood 
 

Limitation 
on 
communi-
cation topic 
with 
parents 

Different 
communi-
cation with 
grand-
parents 
 

Communi-
cation 
supports 
consistency 
of approach  
 

Challenge 
of 
communi-
cation 
when the 
weather is 
hot  
 

Managers 
decide 
communi-
cation 
content 

Child 
central to 
communi-
cation 

Staff 
member 
should have 
shared 
communi-
cation from 
parent  
 

Recorded 
communi-
cation used 
between 
parents 
setting and 
agencies 

Verbal 
communi-
cation for 
setting wide 
events 
 

 Communi-
cation 
content 
both 
positive and 
negative 

Parental 
communi-
cation 
verbal 

Communi-
cation 
content can 
be decided 
by parent 
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Communi-
cation skills 
important 
for 
protection 
and focused 
 

Protects in 
communi-
cation 
 

Parent 
communi-
cates child’s 
change of 
interests 

Communi-
cation with 
parents – 
potential 
misinter-
pretation 

Staff can 
contribute 
to 
communi-
cation 
content 

Parents role  
in 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation 
content 
controlled 
by policies 
 

Communi-
cation style 
everyday 

Nursery 
staff role in 
communi-
cation is to 
establish 
relationship   
 
 
 
 
 

 Sharing 
success/ 
wow 
moment 
both verbal 
and 
electronic 

Parental 
communi-
cation 
holistic 
view of 
child 

Communi-
cation 
content can 
vary   
 

Communi-
cation 
needs to be 
different-
iated 

Previous 
communi-
cation with 
parents  
 

Communi-
cation as a 
teaching 
tool for 
parents  
 

Misunder-
standing in 
communi-
cation 

Staff can 
contribute 
to 
communi-
cation 
content 

 Communi-
cation  --
medical 
information 
vital for 
sharing  
 

Communi-
cation led 
by 
practitioner 
 

Parents 
important 
to inform 
staff about 
external 
aspects that 
can explain 
behaviour  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Potential 
impact of 
time can 
influence 
communi-
cation 
method 

 Decision 
about 
communi-
cation 
method 
influenced 
by content 

Individua-
lised nature 
of 
communi-
cation with 
parents 

Commun-
ication 
content is 
positive 
 

Practitioner 
and 
managers 
can decide 
communi-
cation  
 
 

Communi-
cation 
misinter-
pretation 

Manager 
decides 
communi-
cation 
content 

 Parents 
communi-
cate 
medical 
information  
 

Communi-
cation style 
always uses 
Tapestry 

Information 
informs 
under-
standing 
 

 Serious 
issues 
written 
down 
 

 No written 
communi-
cation just 
verbal 
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Some 
parents 
need 
written 
communi-
cation  
 

Controls 
content  
 

Factors 
influencing 
commun-
cation 
format  - 
content 
decided by 
practitioner
; parents’ 
preference; 
bond with 
parents 
 
 
 
 

Communica
tion 
misinter-
pretation 

Communi-
cation 
between 
staff 
 

 Vital 
information 
must be 
shared  
 

Consistent 
communi-
cation 
approach 

Communi-
cation is 
key  
 

 Positive 
communi-
cation is 
verbal  
 

 Parent 
ownership 
of 
communi-
cation 
 

Communi-
cation 
model not 
fixed 
 

Controls 
communi-
cation 
content 
 

What 
informs 
communi-
cation type 

Preferred 
communi-
cation from 
parents to 
avoid 
misinterpre
tation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Staff 
communi-
cate with 
children  
 

 Communi-
cation 
about 
injuries – 
based on 
policy 
 

Communi-
cation 
content 
positive 

  Parents 
could 
question 
written 
communi-
cation 
 

 Practitioner 
took 
ownership 
of 
communi-
cation 
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Difference 
in 
communi-
cation types 
with 
profession-
als 
Data 
protection 
and email 
 
 
 

Communi-
cation 
between 
staff 
 

Sensitive 
topics – 
face to face  
 

Communi-
cation 
content 

Open door 
policy 

 Tapestry 
used for 
communi-
cation  
 

Communi-
cation on 
negative 
issues 

  Verbal 
communi-
cation 
supplement 
written 

 Practitioner 
role in 
communi-
cation 

Challenge 
of 
contacting 
professional  
 

Ethical 
practice in 
communi-
cation  
 

Verbal 
communi-
cation from 
parents 
encourages 
community 
 
 
 

Communi-
cation 
content 

Communi-
cation open 
door policy 

 Parents can 
opt out of 
communi-
cation 
 

Communi-
cation role 
for parents 
is to keep 
practitioner 
informed 

  Manager as 
staff 
communi-
cation 
intermed-
iary 

 Parental 
role in 
communi-
cation  
influenced 
because of 
SEN/D 
 

Challenge 
of delayed 
communi-
cation with 
professional  
Parents 
want 
communi-
cation 
straight 
away 
 

Managers 
decide 
communi-
cation 
content 
 

Electronic 
communi-
cation 
easier 

Lack of 
parent 
communi-
cation with 
children 

Range of 
communi-
cation 
methods 

 Manageme
nt also 
decide 
communi-
cation 
content 

Visual 
communi-
cation with 
child with 
SEN/D 

  Decisions 
on 
communi-
cation 
about 
children 
with SEN/D 
are checked 
by other 
staff 

 Communi-
cation 
between 
parent and 
setting is 
good 
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Setting 
moving to 
paperless 
working – 
theme 
across early 
years? 
 
 
 
 

Personal 
judgement 
as well 
 

 Communi-
cation 
content 

Routine 
communi-
cation with 
parents 
Frequent 
verbal 
communi-
cation 

 Policies in 
place  
inform 
communi-
cation 
content   
 
 
 

Visual 
communi-
cation with 
child – 
meets basic 
needs 

  Practitioner 
check 
content of 
communi-
cation 

 Negative 
communi-
cation to be 
done 
verbally 

Parents can 
control 
communi-
cation 
 

Managers 
decide 
communi-
cation 
content 

 Communi-
cation 
imperative 

Communi-
cation 
content 
 

 Written 
communi-
cation 
provides 
proof  
 

Consistent 
communi-
cation 

  Practitioner
’s role in 
communi-
cation 

 Influence of 
job on using 
verbal 
communi-
cation for 
negative 
aspects 
 
 
 
 
 

Acknowl-
edges 
parent 
control of 
communi-
cation may 
vary 
 

Face to face 
communi-
cation 
about 
change of 
routine 
 

 Communi-
cation 
imperative 

Open door 
policy 

 Risk 
assessment 
as a form of 
internal 
setting 
communi-
cation 
 
 
 
 

Consistent 
communi-
cation 

  Summary of 
parental 
role in 
communi-
cation 
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Professional 
skill needed 
in 
communi-
cation 
relationship  
 
Parental 
choice to 
communi-
cate  
 
 
 

Messages 
conveyed 
face to face 
on the gate 

 Communi-
cation 
imperative 

Parents’ 
communi-
cation 

 Inter room 
communi-
cation in 
setting  - 
hierarchy 
 

Communi-
cation 
content 
reflects 
changes of 
approach 

  Parents role 
in 
communi-
cation 
important 

  

Parents 
control 
communi-
cation  
 

Practitioner 
takes 
control of 
communi-
cation  
 

 Communi-
cation 
about 
family 
breakups 

Successful 
communi-
cation 

 Impact of 
technology 
on 
communi-
cation 
 

Consistent 
between 
setting and 
home 

  Smaller 
settings 
find it 
easier to 
communi-
cate 
verbally   
 
 

  

Use of 
social 
media in 
communi-
cation 
 

Communi-
cation from 
child 
reveals split 
family 
circum-
stances 

 Managers 
decide 
communi-
cation 
content 

Reasons for 
parents 
wanting 
communi-
cation  

 Email can 
prompt 
parent 
communi-
cation 

Communi-
cation with 
child needs 
support 
from 
consistent 
visual 
pictures 
 
 
 

  Bigger 
settings’ 
communi-
cation 
impacted 
by time 
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Parents 
choose 
communi-
cation 
method 
 

Staff role is 
to feedback 
and 
respond to 
communi-
cation from 
parents  
 
 
 
 

 Communi-
cation with 
grand 
parents 
different 

Staff and 
verbal 
communi-
cation  
 

  Visual 
communi-
cation 
prompts for 
child kept 
basic 

     

Typical 
communi-
cation 
processes 
follow on 
arrival at 
setting  
 

Staff can 
share 
concerns 
 

 Communi-
cation style 
previous to 
electronic 
format 

Improving 
communi-
cation 

 Role of staff 
in 
communi-
cation with 
parents  
Need for 
bond/attac
hment  
 
 
 
 

      

Parents in 
control of 
language of 
diagnosis 
 

More 
contact 
with 
outside 
agencies 

 Communi-
cation 
format 
determined 
by 
managers 
through 
introduct-
ion of 
Tapestry 
 

Range of 
communi-
cation tried 

 Parents role 
in 
communi-
cation is to 
share 
information 
and 
concerns  
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Communi-
cation type 
changed by 
SENCO 
 

Verbal 
communi-
cation 
reinforces 
email 
version 

 Children 
can take 
the lead in 
communi-
cation 
about staff 
 

Communi-
cation from 
practitioner  
 

 Verbal 
communi-
cation form 
parents 
most 
popular 
method 
 
 
 

      

Need to 
communi-
cate with 
fathers and 
mothers 
 

Parent 
communi-
cates with 
room 
leader or 
other staff 

 Practitioner 
role in 
communi-
cation with 
parents 

Communi-
cation of 
sensitive 
issues 

 Some 
parents 
engage and 
communi-
cate via 
Tapestry  
 
 
 

      

Mothers 
interpret 
communi-
cation 
 

Staff pass 
information 
on to key 
person  
 

 Purpose of 
staff 
communi-
cation with 
parents 
 
 
 
 

Impact of 
sensitive 
communi-
cation on 
staff 

        

Simplified 
communi-
cation with 
dads 
 

A lot of 
verbal 
communi-
cation used 
 

 Parents’ 
role in 
communi-
cation with 
staff 
 

Staff need 
to see 
purpose of 
communi-
cation  
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Stronger 
relationship 
with 
mothers 
than with 
dads – 
mothers 
understand 
more easily 
 
 
 
 

  Potential 
for some 
parents to 
involve 
children in 
communi-
cation 

Parents’ 
role in 
communi-
cation 

        

Dads feign 
under-
standing 
 

  Sets 
boundary 
for 
communi-
cation 
involving 
children 
 

         

Commun-
icate with 
dads 
through 
examples 
 

            

Mothers 
understand 
the 
child/their 
needs the 
most 
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Dads know 
children 
less well 
 
 

            

Fathers 
complain 
more 
 

            

Stereotype 
of working 
father 
 

            

Dad trying 
to interpret 
child’s 
communi-
cation 
 

            

Staff 
explain and 
reassure 
 

            

Mother 
needy for 
communi-
cation  
 

            

Mothers’ 
stronger 
relationship 
with 
nursery 
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SUSIE RUBY CAROL GRACE BONNIE NICOLE PENNY ALICE URSULA VANESSA WENDY ERICA MADDIE 
Communi-
cate with 
parents on 
an 
individual 
basis  
 
 

            

 

Key: 

Verbal       Grandparents 

Face to face      Roles – staff/ parents 

General methods     Gender  

Frequency      Child  

Content 

Control 

Setting/ staff 

Written 

Electronic  

Open door 

Visual  
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7.Subordinate theme Verbal communication 
comments  

 Verbal content   
BONNIE Verbal 

communication 
54 we’ll kind of you know shout it out 

verbally oh remember the parental 
partnership this afternoon 
 
 

CAROL Verbal 
communication for 
feedback 
 

38 at the end of the day with my little girl 
with autism I erm at ten to two her 
mum picks her up at two and I tend to 
sit down with her and do a little group 
time and when mum comes in I 
usually spend  about 10 15  minutes 
talking to her about her how her day 
has been and things like that 

NICOLE Practitioner verbal 
communication with 
parents 

48 I mean it depends if it’s just a quick 
summary of the day that they’ve had 
then verbally when they come to pick 
them up I’ll just say you know so and 
so did this today in the setting or he 
wasn't happy  or I’ll just quickly talk 
like that 

URSULA Verbal 
communication for 
setting wide events 
 

260/ 262 goings on in the setting / like the 
newsletters and what not so that will 
be the verbal communication  

RUBY Face to face 
communication 
about change of 
routine 
 

190 so verbally I’ve been asked to you 
know we can tell parents [abut change 
in drop off/pick up location]  

WENDY Positive 
communication is 
verbal  
 

446/ 448 from my experience and the more 
positive probably / tends to be more 
verbal  
 

 Frequency   
BONNIE Frequent verbal 

communication 
174 when a child starts a key person 

would talk to them daily talk to the 
parent daily and phone them the first 
the first few days we phone them as 
well  
 
 

ERICA Verbal 
communication  
frequent 
 

646/ 
648/ 
650/ 
652/ 
654/ 656  

it’s not as  
if I need to pick her up and then I only 
need to worry if they call me do you 
know what I mean/ if they say oh can 
we have a quick chat / then I know 
that’s something’s happened it’s not 
like that I can I can come in and they 
can be you know happy that she’s 
done something good / or that they 
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can sort of say you know well she 
she’s been really hard work today/ or 
she’s been this today so but yeah/ 
they’re they’re doing everything they 
need to I think 
 
 

ERICA Parental 
communication 
verbal 

726 I’m constantly talking to them 

URSULA Regular frequent 
verbal 
communication  
 

44 we do tend to talk quite a lot and if 
erm with meetings and things they’ve 
had 

 
RUBY A lot of verbal 

communication used 
 

392 a lot of verbal contact [parents with 
children with SEN/D] 

 Daily Routines   
BONNIE Staff and verbal 

communication  
 

204 staff have got to be happy cos you 
know miserable and when I do the 
door you know I’m morning 
everybody and I would say morning to 
every adult and every child 
 

PENNY Face to face 
communication in 
routines drop off 
and pick up  
 

192 I tend to be on the door when it’s pick 
up and drop off so I'm like to talk to 
parents face to face so nine times out 
of ten if they’ve got any concerns they 
will come to me straightaway anyway 
at the door  

RUBY Messages conveyed 
face to face on the 
gate 
 

196/ 
198/ 200 

if somebody’s on the gate at 12 
o’clock / they can say to the the family 
and parents you need to collect 
please/ from that door 

VANESSA Verbal 
communication at 
the end of the day 

282 mum loves to come in and have a chat 
at the end of the day 

 Preference   
GRACE Verbal 

communication 
preference 

50 I would say verbal 

GRACE Reasons for 
preferring verbal 
communication 
 

54 I think you could get a different 
understanding with the parent or the 
person who is picking [collecting child] 
 
 

NICOLE Verbal 
communication with 
parents 

46 mainly verbal 

NICOLE Preference for verbal 
communication  
 

58 I suppose it’s a quicker quicker 
method erm a quicker method for the 
parent and the child as well if you’re 
verbally telling them like on on the 



318 
 

day of the something happened then 
you know you can tell them verbally 

PENNY Preference for face 
to face 
communication  
 

210 I prefer face to face if I’m honest 

PENNY Verbal 
communication form 
parents most 
popular method 
 

486 I’d say in my room verbally  
 
 
 
 

ALICE Verbal 
communication 
preference  

98  I I prefer verbal and kind of face to 
face erm but I think you know for the 
parents sake they can see what their 
child’s been doing 

ALICE Parent preference 
for verbal – linked to 
cultural background 

104/ 
106/ 
108/ 
110/ 112  

the parents of the child I work with 
they erm they prefer verbal 
/because erm they’re from Romania / 
and sometimes they struggle to read / 
what I’ve what I’m writing so for them 
personally it’s a a/ they prefer the 
verbal communication  
 

ERICA Prefers verbal 
communication  
 

78/ 80 verbal definitely/ yeah I mean that 
might not work for everyone erm I 
know that my friend who comes here 
it doesn’t really tend to speak to a lot 
of erm she maybe tends to email 
them  
 

ERICA Verbal 
communication 
immediate and 
solicits response  
 

82/ 84 for me I definitely prefer to to talk 
verbally to them cos then I know I 
know it’s done and / I know that I can 
get the answers I need straightaway 
 

URSULA Communication 
preference for 
verbal 
 

52 I must say I do prefer face to face 
verbal communication I suppose 
because then you’ve got the body 
language you can see the reaction 
from the parent and erm I just think 
it’s more you know it’s come straight 
from you 

URSULA Usually verbal 
communication 

206/ 208 it’s usually verbal/ with us with 
parents coming in or I mean 
sometimes it may be over the phone if 
erm there’s been like a form that 
needed signing  
 

RUBY Verbal – preferred 
form of 
communication  
 

60 verbally getting that across is 
something preferred method 
 



319 
 

VANESSA Communication – 
preference for 
verbal 

102/ 104  I think verbal’s always best because 
you’re face to face and you can you 
can get your point across / and you 
can talk more freely I think but erm 
paper not I wouldn’t say it as much  
 

WENDY Preference for verbal 
communication 

108 I prefer face to face 

WENDY Previous preference 
for verbal 
communication 

108/ 
111/ 112  

when I first started dealing with 
children with SEN because in my 
previous job there was one deaf boy 
and that was it we didn’t have any 
other children on on speech and 
language/ you know nothing erm so 
before I started dealing with it I was a 
little bit nervous about face to face 
and I probably would have preferred 
to have given the evidence as the key 
person on paper and then let 
somebody else do the talking / 
however now I’ve gained my own 
confidence  
 
 

 Reinforcement for 
electronic 

  

CAROL Verbal reinforces 
electronic 
communication  
 

106 so pretty much what I put on Tapestry 
I still feed back to the parents when 
they pick up the children 
 
 

MADDIE Written and verbal 
communication from 
one to one 
 

90/ 92/ 
94  

normally at pick up when YXX was 
there YXX would like write little notes 
about what he’d done through the 
day/ and she’d and you know cos she 
appreciated that XXX couldn’t tell me 
himself/ so she’d tell me sort of 
everything he’d done today 

MADDIE Verbal 
communication 
alerts to the 
existence of 
electronic 
communication from 
parent 
 

188/ 
190/ 
192/ 194 

sometimes you just need to say 
something quick cos you know they 
don’t always get a chance to look on 
Tapestry if I have put something on I 
go in and I say oh we’ve put 
something on Tapestry / cos they 
might not necessarily get a chance to 
look at / they’re not just gonna look 
through everybody’s/ every day 
 

URSULA Written record of 
verbal 
communication kept 
 

210/ 212 we’ll always contact a parent erm by 
the phone make a note of what 
written note that they’ve been spoken 
to just a kind of / cover all bases really 
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VANESSA Verbal 
communication 
reinforces electronic  
 

110/ 
112/ 114 

but I do inform her / that day anyway 
/at pick up what she’s been doing so  
 

WENDY Sharing success/ 
wow moment both 
verbal and electronic 

434/ 
436/ 
438/ 440 

if they’ve [children] done wow as we 
call them/ I’d probably tell the parent 
when they picked up and then say oh 
but I’ve done it on Tapestry as well / 
so they can have like a proof of it / 
and but I would tell them verbally as 
well 

WENDY Verbal 
communication 
supplements written 

474/ 476 you’d rather do it face to face verbally 
erm so I probably would then talk to 
the parent but (pause) yeah / we’d 
talk to them then 
 

 External agencies    
NICOLE Verbal 

communication in 
meetings  with 
external agencies   

48 if it’s anything got to do with their 
progression or their targets erm 
anything got to do with them 
progressing then it will be a meeting 
with portage or any of the therapists 
and then myself and SENCO or 
OWNER will be with me 

ERICA Parent verbal 
communication with 
outside agencies  
 

480/ 
482/ 
484/ 
486/ 
488/ 
490/ 
492/ 494 

I might phone them myself cos I have I 
have their mobile numbers / so I’ll 
SEN/D them a message or I’ll SEN/D 
them an email maybe/ if I think they 
might be busy / erm just saying you 
know I I have a problem I need to 
speak to you / or can we meet earlier 
than we scheduled cos something’s 
come up / or something but generally 
it is because we we’ve already 
planned to meet/ and then the next 
time we meet we always plan to meet 
again so / unless there’s something 
that I need to do outside of that then 
it’s generally just face to face  
 

 Importance    
SUSIE Verbal 

communication 
 

38 we talk verbally  
 

SUSIE Need for face to face 
communication 
 

113/115 so we always get to speak to the 
parents/ then face to face  
 
 

SUSIE Rapport through 
verbal 
communication  

123 so if you’ve got any any clarification 
erm it is nice erm to (pause) build a 
rapport with the parents so verbal so 
erm speak to them verbally initially 
make sure they know that you’re 
there erm 
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URSULA verbal 
communication is 
key 
 

242 I think verbal communication is 
probably key 

WENDY Communication 
method is verbal  
 

42/ 44/ 
46  

with the parents so we use a lot of 
erm contact communication with 
them so when they come in erm/ face 
to face yeah face to face with them 
we try and catch them erm before a 
child’s started with us but obviously if 
they’re already with us / we try and 
do erm like a drip feed approach so 
we’ll try and ask them about how they 
are at home so we’ll face to face talk 
to them  
 

WENDY Challenge of face to 
face communication  
 

114/ 
116/ 118 

I would prefer to do it face to face but 
it is difficult / it is quite intimidating 
sometimes and even though I prefer 
the face to face I do like to have some 
paperwork/ in front of me 
 

WENDY Will keep face to 
face communication 

342/ 
344/ 346  

we’ll never get rid of the face to face / 
communication with our parents / cos 
that’s what’s most important  
 
 

WENDY Smaller settings find 
it easier to 
communicate 
verbally   
 

652 I think you know the smaller settings 
are find it easier to communicate with 
their parents because verbally 
because they are a smaller setting  
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8.IPA Tabulated themes for writing up  
*indicates number of participants’ data where the theme was found 

Communi-
cation 
13* 

Verbal  
 

Face to face 
 

General 
methods 
 

Frequency  
 

Content 
 

Control 
 
 

Setting/ 
staff 
 

Written 
 

Electronic  
 
 

Open door 
 
 

Visual  
 

Grand-
parents 
 

Roles – 
staff/ 
parents 
 

Gender  
 
 

Child  
 
 

 

EYs 
practice/ 
SEN/D 
provision 13 

SEN/D in 
EYs 
 

Relation-
ships  
 

Job roles  
 

Monitoring 
and 
assessment 

Policy 
 

Emotions 
 

Reviews  
 
 

Transitions 
 

Part time 
working  

Communi-
cation 
 

EAL Parents  
 

Individual 
 

Working in 
EYs 
 

Play 
 
 

Other 
themes  
 

Partnership 
with 
parents 
13 

Relation-
ship   
 

Trust  
 

Parents of 
children 
with SEN/D  

Emotions Challenges/ 
demands 
 

Communi-
cation  
 

Technology 
 

Bond/ 
attachment  
 

Community 
 

Parents 
seek 
information 
 

Parents as 
individuals  
 

Information 
sought from 
parents  

Partnership 
– home and 
settings 

Multi- 
agency  
 

Partner-
ship 
 
 

Early years 
practice/ 
provision/ 
routines  
 

Involving 
children 
13 

Listening Individuals 
 

Voice  
 

Emotions 
 

Visual 
 

SEN/D 
 

Parents 
 

Communi-
cation  
 

Lack of 
involve-
ment  

Technology 
 

Following 
lead  
 

Child at 
centre  
 

Relation-
ships  
 

Reviews/ 
targets 
 

Involve-
ment  
 

 

Technology 
13 

Email 
 

Impact 
 

Children  
 

Content 
 

Accessibility 
 

Partnership 
 

Praise 
 

Communi-
cation 
 

Other 
singular 
themes 

       

Conducting 
research 
13 

Research 
relation-
ships  
 

Research 
feedback 
 

Being 
interviewed  
 

Researcher 
role  
 
 

Research 
rules/ethics 
 

Researcher 
in the 
community  

Research 
outcomes  
 

Other 
singular 
themes 
 

        

Commun-
ity 
12 

Verbal 
 

Technology  
 

Parents  
 

External to 
setting  

Face to face 
 

Relation-
ships  
 

Community  
 

Communi-
cation  
 

        

Professional
ism 
11 

Qualifi-
cations  
 

Leadership 
roles 
 

Experience 
 

Respect  
 
 

Emotions 
 

Knowing 
individual 
children 

External 
perceptions 
 

Communi-
cation   
 

Boundaries  
 

SEN/D 
 

Other 
professional 
skills  
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Key person 
role 
9 

Relation-
ships with 
parents  
 

Key worker 
role 
 

Key worker 
and 
children 
 

Communi-
cation  
 

Attachment 
 

Time 
 
 

          

Working 
with 
Portage 
5 

Communi-
cation  
 

Multi 
agency 
working 
 
 

Meetings 
 

Role 
 

Length of 
involve-
ment  

           

Diagnosis 
and accept-
ance 
5 

Grief 
 

Reactions 
 

Gender 
aspects 
 

Labels  
 

Autism 
 

Cultural 
aspects 
 

Early 
support/ 
identify-
cation  

Guilt  
 

Staff roles 
 

Emotions 
 

Communi-
cation  
 

     

Working 
with 
external 
agencies 
4 

Child 
Develop-
ment 
Centre 
(CDC) 

Professional 
roles 
 

Meetings/ 
Reviews  
 

Child at 
centre  
 

Communi-
cation  
 

Processes  
 

Other 
singular 
themes  
 

         

Role of 
observation 
4 

Role 
 
 

Assessment 
and 
monitoring  

Tapestry 
 

Partnership  
 

Professional 
skill 
 

           

SENCO role 
3 

Leadership 
 

External 
agencies  
 

Lack of 
recognition
/ under-
standing of 
role 

Expect-
ations 
 
 

Communica
tion  
 
 

Emotional 
aspects  
 

Support  
 

Bureau-
cracy/ 
administrati
on 
 

Importance
/ 
significance  
 

Other 
singular 
themes  
 

      

Transition 
from 
nursery 
3 

Documenta
tion/ 
information 
sharing 

Challenges 
 

Support/pr
ovision  
 
 

Mainstream 
/ special 

Expectation
s 
 

Other 
singular 
themes 
 
 

          

Cultural 
background 
3 

Communi-
cation  
 
 

Aspirations 
 

Perceptions 
of SEN/D  
 

Background  
 
 

Limited 
practitioner 
experience 
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Appendix 2 Fieldwork Reflections 
 

 

Contents: 

1. Post fieldwork visit reflections 

2. Post interview reflections 
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Post field work visit reflections extract 
 

DATE VISIT DETAILS/REFLECTIONS 

27.11.15 First visit to setting. I had previously spent time with SENCO and OWNER on the 13th November 

explaining the project. I arrive at the setting at 9.25am and went into the office to meet with SENCO. 

She asked the purpose of the visit again and I explained I wanted to use the time to get to know the 

practitioners and for them to get to know me a little. The idea being to build up rapport and trust so 

they would feel more comfortable doing the interviews with me later. I could also explain a little 

about the project if the opportunity arose. SENCO explained room set up noting two rooms had 

children with SEN/D and who their support was. I also shared with SENCO a copy of the project 

summary. She commented she thought it was clear for staff and parents (“to the point”). I deliberately 

sought her views to build rapport and also as a start to a journey of additional ethical practice 

cogeneration. I went into one of the rooms and met PENNY, WORKER and CAROL who came in after 

doing withdrawal work with CHILD1 (I saw this on the way to the room). SENCO introduced me to 

PENNY and then left. I said a brief hello and as PENNY was preparing for snack I started to play with 

some of the children and asked general questions about how long had she worked at the setting etc. I 

wanted her to not feel threatened and to see I could engage with children as well. She started to 

explain about the children with SEN/D and their support. I tried to maintain a very positive open style 

of communication, lots of smiles, eye contact, affirmation etc. She began to relax and I started to help 

with snacks. WORKER came to the table with CHILD1 and she fetched a camera to take observation 

photos. I offered to take photos and she asked me to use the IPad. I took a number of photos of 

children spreading butter on crumpets which would be sent home via the Tapestry system. I also 

engaged and supported other children having snack. PENNY came to sit with me and showed me how 

she uploads the photos onto Tapestry. DEPUTY came into the room with a prospective parent and 

PENNY started to clear the snack table. I offered to help, cleared dishes and wiped the table for her – 

building rapport. I had also been chatting with CAROL and after wiping the table I went to sit with 

CAROL and CHILD1 at the big IPad screen. I stayed there for a while chatting with CAROL and CHILD1 

and WORKER who was supporting CHILD2. CHILD2 came over to me and as I engaged he sat on my 

knees so I shared a book. CHILD2 shouted out so this was another chance to engage with WORKER and 

CAROL to show I was not threatened by this behaviour. I decided to go and spend the next period of 

time in the next room. DEPUTY was on toilet duty so I started to introduce myself to WORKER. She 

was busy so I sat down to engage with children again. I drew in the glitter sand and went to sit at the 

drawing table. WORKER photographed a child writing her name and we chatted briefly. DEPUTY 

returned and I mentioned (tentatively the project). Both DEPUTY and PENNY quickly latched on the 

idea of partnership telling me how well it worked and DEPUTY advised I attended the next parent 

partnership meeting. They both provided quite short comments about process (interview implications 

– managing brief responses – foster rapport) I said I wanted to be able to be able to acknowledge 

success. I explained to both I would visit again. I briefly met WORKER as they prepared the tables for 

lunch. I helped tidy up again to build rapport. I finished the morning setting the next visit dates with 

the SENCO. I explained in one room I had taken photos and she said ‘so I’ve heard!’ – hope this was a 

positive comment. Next visit will start in particular room and I’ll move into final room. Final visit of 

term will be on 18th December at parent partnership meeting. *Must remember on 11th Dec to take 

chocolates for staff. 
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11.12.15 Went to the right hand room this time. Had met PENNY on the gate and felt pleased that she 

recognised me as I walked through. SENCO took me into the room and introduced me to WORKER 

who has only been there for just over a week (moved from another setting to cover staff sickness) so 

she was unsure of some of the routines. Also in the room was RUBY and GRACE. I started chatting to 

WORKER a little but she was busy sorting resources so I went and sat in the corner near to WORKER 

who was seated near on a desk and near the pasta necklace activity. I tried to engage her in 

conversation about Tapestry but she was a little reluctant to engage with me – avoided eye contact – 

didn’t seem as relaxed. I started playing with the children doing the pasta necklaces. I tried to 

encourage language development, repetition of phrases, counting and fine motor skills. RUBY took 

some photos on the IPad. I chatted a little more to WORKER and followed her outside. She quickly 

went back in and RUBY came out. I engaged her in conversation again, explain about the project and 

asking her about the communication work she does with parents. This encouraged RUBY to relax a 

little with me. I stayed and played at the sand tray for a while. I went back inside and started to help 

GRACE tidy up – mopping floors etc.  talking to WORKER again. Parents came to collect children. I also 

helped staff to tidy room for after school club – much appreciated. 

 

18.12.15 Friday afternoon for craft activities with parents. Arrived a little late/lots of traffic on way from Uni. 

Met with new member of staff (new to me) as SENCO took me into the kitchen. I volunteered to take 

photos on the IPad. I recognised two of the children so was able to chat a little with the parents – total 

number of parents was 4. One parent’s son was starting in January so she chatted more with me. Once 

activities had finished I helped with tidying and washing up. I explained project and she said she had 

seen me on a previous visit. GRACE came into the kitchen the room and it was nice to say hello to her, 

also to RUBY and PENNY who also popped into the kitchen. Nice to feel the staff are recognising me 

and feeling more relaxed. Also met WORKER from middle room she was less relaxed as I didn’t know 

her as well. I went to see SENCO on way out to find two staff have given notice – one was worker with 

SEN/D children. Worried that this might happen with potential exodus of staff SENCO says they can’t 

recruit as staff don’t want to work with SEN/D. Also disappointed at limited range of parents – still it 

was another chance to be in the setting. 

 

15.01.16 Office based – I spent the morning preparing ethical information to be used with the setting e.g parent 

permission forms, research explanation etc. I arrived at 1.15pm (as agreed and went into office with 

SENCO). DEPUTY was in and out during our conversation. We opened with general catch up chat about 

Christmas, OWNER etc. Then I shared the ethical drafts asking SENCO to see if the language and 

content were ok. She read through some of the docs and agreed they seemed fine. I also passed them 

to DEPUTY who also agreed. I said to SENCO I would email them if she could email acceptance that 

would be great. They now need to go to supervisors. We then talked through the children and staff. 24 

staff potentially could participate and 7 parents of 7 children (may be issues with parents of EAL). 

SENCO was keen for me to attend portage meetings to meet with parent and to be part of the 

meetings. Need to reflect on this with supervisors. Practically practitioners could be released best on 

Friday afternoons for interviews. Ended discussion about SENCO career aspirations (also agreed to 

SEN/D/share interview schedule as part of ethical agreement). During the discussion both PENNY and 

RUBY came into the office and smiled and said hello. 
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Post interview reflections 
 

Oakley, A. (1981) Interviewing women: a contradiction in terms. In Roberts, H. (ed.) Doing feminist research. London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul. pp30-61. 

Adapted from Oakley (1981, p.31) 

Practitioner 
/date of interview 

Social/ 
personal characterstics 
of those doing the 
interviewing 

Interviewee’s feelings 
about being interviewed 
and about the interview 

Interviewer’s feelings 
about the interviewee 

Quality of interviewer/ 
interviewee interaction 

Hospitality offered by 
interviewee to 
interviewer 

Attempts by interviewee 
to use interviewer as 
source of information 

Extension of 
interviewer-interviewee 
encounters into more 
broadly based social 
relationships 

CAROL 
 
Interview  
 
04.03.16 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
Young (approx. 20) 
female, European 
interviewee 

Feeling nervous but 
seemed eager to please 

I was aware she was 
much younger than 
myself. She came across 
as very eager to please 
and perhaps this brought 
out maternal supportive, 
protective feelings. I 
wanted to help her feels 
she was succeeding. I 
was also torn about the 
support I gave her as I 
wanted to elicit useable 
data but perhaps lead 
too much and 
compromised some of 
the answers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I felt we connected with 
lots of good eye contact, 
and exchanged smiles. I 
hoped I made her feel 
comfortable. We paused 
when one person 
interrupted the interview 
by coming into the 
interview room. 

Setting organised a room 
that was familiar to the 
staff for the interview. I 
was also given a drink. I 
asked the interviewee if 
she would like to receive 
a drink or collect a drink. 
The room was warm with 
a table/chairs that could 
be used. 

This occurred because of 
the second language 
complications. I need to 
explain and support the 
interviewee more than I 
thought I would. This 
influenced the 
interviewee who wanted 
to clarify and check 
response with me – 
seeking confirmation. 

I had met the 
interviewee on previous 
visits to the setting and 
may see her in future 
visits. This is also 
complicated by her 
potential application to 
the Uni so she may 
become a student of 
mine in the future. 



328 
 

Practitioner 
/date of interview 

Social/ 
personal characteristics 
of those doing the 
interviewing 

Interviewee’s feelings 
about being interviewed 
and about the interview 

Interviewer’s feelings 
about the interviewee 

Quality of interviewer/ 
interviewee interaction 

Hospitality offered by 
interviewee to 
interviewer 

Attempts by interviewee 
to use interviewer as 
source of information 

Extension of 
interviewer-interviewee 
encounters into more 
broadly based social 
relationships 

GRACE 
 
Interview  
 
04.03.16 
 
 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
White mature (approx. 
60) female interviewee 

A bit surprised – came 
straight into the 
interview from the 
outdoors 

More relaxed I was 
aware that there would 
not be the complication 
of the language issue. I 
did not feel maternal 
towards her, more that 
she was reminiscent of 
my grandmother in her 
attitudes & comments. I 
felt comfortable with her 
and had previously 
established a 
relationship in earlier 
visits to the setting 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Comfortable and relaxed. 
Good eye contact and 
lots of smiles. Repeated 
phrase of ‘you know 
what I mean’ – was she 
seeking confirmation? 
Approval? Down to 
nerves? Not sure. Not 
bothered by 
interruptions. 

Setting organised a room 
that was familiar to the 
staff for the interview. I 
was also given a drink. I 
asked the interviewee if 
she would like a drink. 
The room was warm with 
a table/chairs that could 
be used 

Noticeable that phrase 
‘you know what I mean’ 
was repeated. Unsure 
whether this was seeking 
confirmation or not 

I had met the 
interviewee on previous 
visits to the setting. 
During that interview she 
commented that I was 
friendly. I will probably 
see her during future 
visits but not in any 
social context. 
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Practitioner 
/date of interview 

Social/ 
personal characteristics 
of those doing the 
interviewing 

Interviewee’s feelings 
about being interviewed 
and about the interview 

Interviewer’s feelings 
about the interviewee 

Quality of interviewer/ 
interviewee interaction 

Hospitality offered by 
interviewee to 
interviewer 

Attempts by interviewee 
to use interviewer as 
source of information 

Extension of 
interviewer-interviewee 
encounters into more 
broadly based social 
relationships 

URSULA 
 
Interview  
 
11.03.16 
 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
White female 
interviewee (younger – 
under 30) 

Nervous and a little 
surprised 

I didn’t think this flowed 
as well during the 
interview as I had not 
interacted previously and 
had the chance to 
develop rapport. I 
wanted her to expand 
beyond the normal range 
of answers but she 
didn’t. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Positive good eye 
contact, open body 
language, sat still. She 
was comfortable having 
someone else in the 
room. 

No hospitality offered Attempts made to see 
clarification sometimes 
but only limited range. 
Content to limit answers 
on the whole. Some 
clarification sought. 

None – I had no previous 
interactions 

VANESSA 
 
Interview  
 
11.03.16 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
Young (mid-20s) white 
female interviewee 

Very nervous, wary of 
the word interview. 
Sought lots of 
reassurance – initially I 
focused on ethics but 
during the interview she 
seemed to seek 
reassurance answers 
were correct. 

I felt comfortable with 
her, having met and 
chatted on a number of 
occasions. I tried to 
reassure but not lead 
and this was a tricky 
balance. Again I was 
probably in this interview 
too much 

She relaxed more as the 
interview went on, 
sitting still and less 
fidgeting with arms up to 
her neck and across her 
chest. Good eye contact 
maintained but non-
verbal cues to seek 
reassurance at end of 
answers e.g. eyebrows 
raised/eyes widen  
 
 
 
 
 
 

No hospitality Overt as source of info 
once interview had 
finished. She wanted to 
know possibilities of 
project outcomes, about 
my career and 
background 

None – only via setting 
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Practitioner 
/date of interview 

Social/ 
personal characteristics 
of those doing the 
interviewing 

Interviewee’s feelings 
about being interviewed 
and about the interview 

Interviewer’s feelings 
about the interviewee 

Quality of interviewer/ 
interviewee interaction 

Hospitality offered by 
interviewee to 
interviewer 

Attempts by interviewee 
to use interviewer as 
source of information 

Extension of 
interviewer-interviewee 
encounters into more 
broadly based social 
relationships 

NICOLE 
 
Interview  
 
15.04.16 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
Young (mid 20s) white 
female interviewee  

Little wary- about giving 
the ‘right’ answers 

I talked about needing to 
leave my glasses off and 
she said her mum (aged 
47) was the same. I said I 
was 48 and that it was an 
‘age thing’. I was 
immediately struck that I 
was old enough to be her 
mother which was a bit 
of a shock! Not sure if 
consequently adopted a 
maternal caring response 

Comfortable, lots of 
good eye contact. Did 
need occasional 
reassurance that there 
were no right answers 
and it was ok not to be 
able to offer comments. 
Often it was the question 
to do with my role as 
researcher and about the 
research itself that was 
problematic.  
 
 

None None during the 
interview directly, 
indirectly comments 
about not providing the 
right answers may be 
pertinent here 

No social – I did suggest 
further reading on 
autism in the EYs. She 
commented she had 
requested further SEN/D 
training. 

RUBY 
 
Interview  
 
22.04.16 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
White, female, (?same 
age/younger than me? 

Little nervous but 
commented at the end 
she’s okay as she can ‘go 
off on one’ 

I felt the most confident 
here, I manipulated the 
questions a little more. I 
felt relaxed with this 
interviewee – we had 
met  a few times in the 
setting 

Relaxed and flowed well, 
let her choose where to 
sit 

None Sought 
information/confirmatio
n about who had 
participated so far 
(expected a range of 
participants) – needed 
this to affirm voices on 
my role as a researcher 
 
 
 

None 

PENNY 
 
Interview  
 
06.05.16 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
White female younger 
interviewee 
 

Nervous but quite chatty 
in answers. Often looked 
at me with eyebrows 
raised seeking 
reassurance about 
answers – particularly 
about my role 
 

Didn’t seem much 
younger than me. 
Confident about 
expanding answers 

Positive good eye 
contact. Only slight 
reactions when someone 
entered the room but re-
focused 

No hospitality offered Only attempts to solicit 
more feedback on her 
responses through eye 
contact 

None 



331 
 

Practitioner 
/date of interview 

Social/ 
personal characteristics 
of those doing the 
interviewing 

Interviewee’s feelings 
about being interviewed 
and about the interview 

Interviewer’s feelings 
about the interviewee 

Quality of interviewer/ 
interviewee interaction 

Hospitality offered by 
interviewee to 
interviewer 

Attempts by interviewee 
to use interviewer as 
source of information 

Extension of 
interviewer-interviewee 
encounters into more 
broadly based social 
relationships 

BONNIE 
 
Interview  
 
06.05.16 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
White female 
interviewee (4 years 
older than me) 
 

Little nervous at start but 
said she would be okay 

More relaxed as I knew 
her more. Saw her as 
more of a peer rather 
than a tutor-student 
(previous relationship 
form) 

Relaxed, good eye 
contact, body turned 
slightly away from me. 
Relaxed – sometimes lost 
track in responses and 
asked again for the 
questions. Confident 
when others came into 
the room. Keen to please 
– at one point asked if 
her response was what I 
was looking for 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Offered me a drink 
(water) before start of 
the interview  

Some attempts sought 
on question repetition 

Social relationships 
fostered on more 
personal exchange of 
information – families/ 
holidays etc. 

SUSIE 
 
Interview  
 
15.06.16 
 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
White female 
interviewee (mid 30s) 

“Fine” – had previous 
experience being 
interviewed 

Relief – I knew 
interviewee previously 
through study at Uni – I 
also engage with her on 
every visit to the setting. 
I was confident she 
would answer the 
questions in detail and 
expand her ideas for me 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Both sitting on floor. 
Interviewee a little more 
fidgety but body 
language often mirrored 
relaxed and open. Good 
eye contact. Occasional 
interruption. 

Check if venue was 
appropriate and okay 

No overt attempts as she 
is fully aware of the 
processes I follow and 
the actions I complete in 
the setting 

Possible in future – 
cooperation on future 
methodological paper – 
previous social contact 
through Uni 
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Practitioner 
/date of interview 

Social/ 
personal characteristics 
of those doing the 
interviewing 

Interviewee’s feelings 
about being interviewed 
and about the interview 

Interviewer’s feelings 
about the interviewee 

Quality of interviewer/ 
interviewee interaction 

Hospitality offered by 
interviewee to 
interviewer 

Attempts by interviewee 
to use interviewer as 
source of information 

Extension of 
interviewer-interviewee 
encounters into more 
broadly based social 
relationships 

WENDY 
 
 
Interview  
 
 
17.06.16 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
White female (late 20s)  

Happy to be interviewed 
– commented it had 
been fine at the end 

I deliberately delayed 
setting  out of equipment 
to chat more about 
previous study at degree 
level as were other 
people in the room 
initially  

Fine – she acknowledged 
at start her arms were 
folded but as interview 
progressed she sat 
forward more. I engaged 
more with her responses. 
Occasionally she looked 
at me to seek 
reassurance/confirmatio
n about answers 
perhaps? When 
questions were 
challenging she elicited a 
small grin/laugh 
 
 
 
 
 

She offered (and I 
accepted) a drink 
although I didn’t finish 
the tea until the 
interview concluded 

Occasional reassurance 
sought 

No social except 
discussion of Guides  

ALICE 
 
Interview  
 
23.06.16 

White female middle 
class, middle aged 
interviewer. 
 
White female  
 

Was nervous to start and 
commented at the end 
that she hadn’t always 
put into the right words 
what she was thinking 

Challenging – had to try 
and establish some kind 
of rapport quite quickly – 
more successful at the 
end when we were 
talking about home  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Good eye contact, open 
stance with arms , turned 
towards me more as the 
interview progressed 

None although Deputy 
had offered me a drink in 
the office 

Some raising of 
eyebrows and eye 
contact on difficult 
questions – possibly 
seeking reassurance 

None – although shared 
family information at the 
end of the interview 
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Practitioner 
/date of interview 

Social/ 
personal characteristics 
of those doing the 
interviewing 

Interviewee’s feelings 
about being interviewed 
and about the interview 

Interviewer’s feelings 
about the interviewee 

Quality of interviewer/ 
interviewee interaction 

Hospitality offered by 
interviewee to 
interviewer 

Attempts by interviewee 
to use interviewer as 
source of information 

Extension of 
interviewer-interviewee 
encounters into more 
broadly based social 
relationships 

ERICA 
 
Interview  
 
06.07.16 
 
 
 

White female middle 
class interviewee 
 
White female 
interviewee 

Fine, smiled at end. Had 
been interviewed before 
and had allowed her 
child to be a case study 
child for an 
undergraduate Uni 
student  
 
 
 
 
 

I had briefly said hello to 
her in the corridor but I 
spent more time 
explaining my 
professional credentials 
and about the research 
project 

Positive, happy to wear 
mike. Relaxed open body 
language, good eye 
contact, smiled 

She wanted the 
interview room windows 
opened –complained of 
slight headache. I offered 
a drink of water to her 
but she declined 

None –informally at end 
we discussed the 
implementation of EHCs 

Got contact details as 
child leaves setting at the 
end of the month  

MADDIE 
 
Interview  
 
13.07.16 
 
 
 

White female middle 
class interviewer 
 
White female 
interviewee 

Fine, had not been 
interviewed before for 
research so I took time to 
explain it was a strange 
kind of conversation  

I felt recognition for this 
parent from my 
professional background 
having worked with 
similar families before – 
this was especially 
compounded by doing a 
home visit 
 
 

Relaxed, lots of eye 
contact – she sat with he 
back to the window so 
that she could see child 
through the open 
doorway. Occasional 
smiles and good natured 
about interruptions to 
sort to child. 
 
 
 
 

Offered me a drink which 
I accepted – it was a 
useful tool for me to 
break eye contact and 
take a drink and she was 
allowed more processing 
time 

None Given phone number – 
arranged second home 
visit to drop off the  
transcript 
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Appendix 3 Ethics 
 

 

Contents 

 

1. Data collection summary 

2. Parent permission letter 

3. Post interview withdrawal reminder 
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6. Setting photo permission letter 

7. Setting written information permission letter 

8. Transcript annotation permission letter 
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1.Data collection Summary of Ethical Considerations  
 

Data Collection Ethical procedures 
 
Access 
 

Permission and consent will be obtained from 
the manager/owner of the early years setting 
  

 
Audio recordings   

Permission and consent will be obtained from 
interview participants to audio record 
interviews. Permission will be obtained from all 
participants. 
 

Digital imagery Permission will be sought for the researcher to 
hold copies of photos/still images from video 
footage (including those on the Tapestry 
software package) shared between the families 
and practitioners. 
 

Written information 
 

Permission will be sought for the researcher to 
hold anonymised copies of written information 
shared between the families and practitioners  
 

Storage Security will be observed. 
Data will be kept under lock and key in the 
researcher’s office and permission sought for 
the data to be kept beyond the lifetime of this 
study. The Data Protection Act (1998) will be 
observed. 

 
Data Analysis and Reporting 

All participants’ details will be held 
confidentially and securely and anonymised in 
reporting by the researcher including the name 
of the institutions / organisations unless 
permission obtained to reveal names. No 
young persons will be named.   
This aspect will need discussion with all 
participants due to the specific nature of the 
study to be undertaken. The Data Protection 
Act (1998) must be observed. 
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2.Parent Permission to participate in interviews 
 

I agree to participate in Helen Trory’ s PhD Thesis research considering 
perceptions of the communicative exchanges between practitioners 
and parents about children with special educational needs and 
disabilities in the early years. 

 

• I agree that the interviews will be audio recorded and written 

notes will taken by the interviewer 

• I understand the transcripts of the interviews will be shared with 

me and amended as needed 

• I understand I have the right to refuse to answer any of the 

questions asked 

• I understand I have the right to withdraw until one month after 

the interviews have been completed 

• I understand the interview recordings and transcripts will be 

held securely on a password protected laptop 

• I understand I will be kept anonymous  

• I understand that anonymised data from the study will be 

retained and may be used in future studies and publications 

• I agree to take part in the research under these conditions 

 

Signed_________________________________________________ 

Name__________________________________________________ 

Date___________________________________________________ 
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3.Post interview reminder of withdrawal date 
 

 

Helen Trory PhD Research 

Post interview reminder of withdrawal date 

 

Thank you for completing the interview on ________________ 

 

You have until ____________________________________ to 

notify Helen Trory that you do not want your interview included 

in the final research project. 
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4.Practitioner Permission to participate in interviews 
 

I agree to participate in Helen Trory’ s PhD Thesis research considering 
perceptions of the communicative exchanges between practitioners 
and parents about children with special educational needs and 
disabilities in the early years. 

 

• I agree that the interviews will be audio recorded and written 

notes will taken by the interviewer 

• I understand the transcripts of the interviews will be shared with 

me and amended as needed 

• I understand I have the right to refuse to answer any of the 

questions asked 

• I understand I have the right to withdraw until one month after 

the interviews have been completed 

• I understand the interview recordings and transcripts will be 

held securely on a password protected laptop 

• I understand I will be kept anonymous  

• I understand that anonymised data from the study will be 

retained and may be used in future studies and publications 

• I agree to take part in the research under these conditions 

 

Signed_________________________________________________ 

Name__________________________________________________ 

Date___________________________________________________ 

 

  



339 
 

5.Setting Permission to participate in Thesis 
 

I agree for the setting to participate in Helen Trory’ s PhD Thesis 
research considering perceptions of the communicative exchanges 
between practitioners and parents about children with special 
educational needs and disabilities in the early years. 

• I understand that individual permission for participation in 

interviews will be sought from participants (people who work at 

my setting and parents whose children attend my setting)  

• I understand that separate permission will be sought for data 

collection involving copies of photos/still images from video 

footage (including those sent via Tapestry) (and that children’s 

faces or physically identifying characteristics will not be 

identifiable)  

• I understand that separate written permission will be sought for 

data collection involving copies of written information given to 

parents by the setting 

• I understand that interviews will be audio recorded and written 

notes will taken by the interviewer 

• I understand the transcripts of the interviews will be shared with 

participants and amended as needed 

• I understand participants will have the right to refuse to answer 

any of the questions asked 

• I understand participants will have the right to withdraw until 

one month after the data has been collected 

• I understand the data will be held securely on a password 

protected laptop 

• I understand the setting will be kept anonymous  

• I understand that anonymised data from the study will be 

retained and may be used in future studies and publications 

• I agree for the setting to take part in the research under these 

conditions 

 

Signed_________________________________________________ 

Name__________________________________________________ 

Date___________________________________________________ 
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6.Setting Permission to collect digital images 
 

I agree to participate in Helen Trory’ s PhD Thesis research considering 
perceptions of the communicative exchanges between practitioners 
and parents about children with special educational needs and 
disabilities in the early years. 

 

• I agree that copies of photos sent to parents (including those 

sent via Tapestry) can be used in the thesis 

• I agree that copies of still images from video footage sent to 

parents (including those sent via Tapestry) can be used in the 

thesis 

• I understand that children’s faces or physically identifying 

characteristics will not be shown  

• I understand I have the right to withdraw the photos and still 

images collected up until one month after collection 

• I understand the photos and still images will be held securely on 

a password protected laptop 

• I understand that anonymised photos and still images from the 

study will be retained and may be used in future studies and 

publications 

 

Signed__________________________________________________ 

Name___________________________________________________ 

Date____________________________________________________ 
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7.Setting Permission to collect written information 
 

I agree to participate in Helen Trory’ s PhD Thesis research considering 
perceptions of the communicative exchanges between practitioners 
and parents about children with special educational needs and 
disabilities in the early years. 

 

• I agree that copies of written information sent to parents can be 

used in the thesis 

• I understand that the written information will be anonymised 

• I understand I have the right to withdraw the written 

information collected up until one month after collection 

• I understand the written information will be held securely on a 

password protected laptop 

• I understand that anonymised written information from the 

study will be retained and may be used in future studies and 

publications 

 

Signed__________________________________________________ 

Name___________________________________________________ 

Date____________________________________________________ 
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8.Transcript Interpretation  
 

Part 1 Annotation 

Participant Permission 

 

• I give permission for Helen Trory to include any additional 

comments or notes I make on my transcript as part of her PhD 

Thesis 

 

• I understand that any additional comments and notes I make 

will be anonymous 

 

• I understand that the transcript with additional comments and 

notes will be scanned and held on a password protected laptop 

 

• I understand if I wish to have a copy of the transcript with 

additional notes and comments I can request this from Helen up 

to one month after this letter is signed 

 

• I understand that the withdrawal date for inclusion of the 

additional comments and notes on the transcript is one month 

after this letter is signed. 

 

• I understand that any additional comments and notes made on 

the transcripts will be retained and may be used in future 

studies and publications 

 

 

Name: 

 

Signed: 

 

Date:  
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Helen Trory PhD Research 

Transcription Interpretation – Part 1 
 

Post additional comments and notes withdrawal reminder 

 

Thank you for completing the Transcript Interpretation – 

Part 1 Annotation Participant Permission 

on: ________________________________________ 

 

You have until  ___________________________to 

request a copy of the annotated transcript or to notify 

Helen Trory that you do not want your transcript’s 

additional comments and notes included in the final 

research project 
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Appendix 4 – Transcript annotation 
 

SUSIE Annotated transcript 

 

I: 

So what kind of needs do you think parents have? 

S: (original comment)  

Erm parents a lot of our parents are grieving at the minute grieving at 
the diagnosis especially an autistic diagnosis erm we’ve got parents 
who are looking for cures for ASD at the minute 

S: (additional comment)  

Erm parents a lot of our parents are grieving at the minute grieving at 
the diagnosis especially an autistic diagnosis erm we’ve got parents 
who are looking for cures for ASD at the minute – reassurance support 
clarification of diagnosis understanding  

 

S: (original comment)  

It could be about anything but I know it’s it’s because because they’re 
anxious about something or other but once they’ve had the response 
we had an email I had an email on Saturday again it was it was about 
the disco erm and as long as I responded with the times then she was 
happy it was like she was just needed to keep in touch  

S: (additional comment) 

It could be about anything but I know it’s it’s because because they’re 
anxious about something or other but once they’ve had the response 
we had an email I had an email on Saturday again it was it was about 
the disco erm and as long as I responded with the times then she was 
happy it was like she was just needed to keep in touch. Transition 
process. 
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S: (original comment)  

Yeah yeah erm and there’s more pressure I think there’s a lot of 
pressure on our staff a lot of pressure erm on on me to get the targets 
written to speak with the parents to liaise with portage  

S: (additional comment) 

Yeah yeah erm and there’s more pressure I think there’s a lot of 
pressure on our staff a lot of pressure erm on on me to get the targets 
written to speak with the parents to liaise with portage. Higher needs 
funding. All referrals.  

 

S: (original comment)  

Yeah I mean we’ve got a child in the XXXX room who erm is erm I’m 
doing I’m doing her referral today to portage and there’s definitely 
something there but we’re not can’t quite put my finger on it but she is 
a real biter as well erm and I’ve had to reduce the sessions 

S: (additional comment) 

Yeah I mean we’ve got a child in the XXXX room who erm is erm I’m 
doing I’m doing her referral today to portage and there’s definitely 
something there but we’re not can’t quite put my finger on it but she is 
a real biter as well erm and I’ve had to reduce the sessions – child has 
now left the setting. 

 

S: (original comment)  

Erm so and she’s experiencing exactly the same thing’s at home erm 
so it was about erm asking to get different agencies involved so health 
visitor come and did an observation erm she agreed to speech and 
language therapy appointment  

S: (additional comment) 

Erm so and she’s experiencing exactly the same thing’s at home erm 
so it was about erm asking to get different agencies involved so health 
visitor come and did an observation erm she agreed to speech and 
language therapy appointment – parents agreeing then disagreeing 
once referrals are in.  
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I:  

Yeah yeah absolutely so you’ve talked to me a lot already about how 
the ways you communicate with parents but if you think of those 
children with SEN/D 

S: (original comment)  

Yeah  

S: (additional comment) 

Yeah – talk about what they are entitled to – i.e. 15 hrs funding – 
portage involvement? SALT? 

 

I:  

But you’ve already said you have lots of liaison with parents sort of 
ongoing communication how would you say the children with SEN/D 
are involved in that everyday 

S: (additional comment)  

-engagement with SEN/D targets 

 

I:  

So do you think that communication changes pre and post diagnosis 

S: (additional comment)  

-lots of communication at the beginning to gain an understanding of 
childs likes, dislikes, routines, development – establishing starting 
points. Once diagnosis –lots of communication to enable child to make 
best progress 

 

S: (original comment)  

And we’ve got this brilliant mutual respect erm and she was the one 
who did the DLA form for her sorted her out 

S: (additional comment) 

And we’ve got this brilliant mutual respect erm and she was the one 
who did the DLA form for her sorted her out – now left the setting as 
mum threatening. 
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S: (original comment)  

And we try to ways erm I think if you do it more visually erm so we’ve 
got our SEN profile where it’s on like a bar chart system and we do it 
on different colours one term’d be purple another’d be yellow another 
term would be green 

S: (additional comment) 

And we try to ways erm I think if you do it more visually erm so we’ve 
got our SEN profile where it’s on like a bar chart system and we do it 
on different colours one term’d be purple another’d be yellow another 
term would be green. Talk about transition of information – children 
who go to another setting. 
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WENDY Annotated transcript 

 

I: 

Yeah so would you say that for just more challenging aspects to 
positive would you have the child there if you were to talk about 
something positive? 

W: (original comment)  

If we’re talking about something positive then the child would be told 
about it erm but I don’t think they don’t need to hear it’s not negative 
is it a concern  

W: (additional comment) 

I mean the children are praised immediately and daily for positive 
aspects of their development but a meeting about targets does not 
need to include them  
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BONNIE Annotated transcript 

 

Page 1 

B: (original comment)  

I’m the provider of two settings XXXX at XXXX YYYY at YYYY they’ve 
both been open five years this month 

B: (amended comment) 

I’m the provider of two settings XXXX at XXXX YYYY at YYYY has been 
open five years this month 

 

I:  

erm so what methods of communication do you use? 

B: (original comment)  

Er verbal communication we use emails erm newsletters erm yeah 

B: (additional comment) 

Er verbal communication we use emails mainly newsletters, notices 
displayed around the setting, outside on an ‘A frame’ 

 

I: 

Okay do you prefer communication to be written verbal or technology 
based? 

B: (original comment)  

Erm technology is okaty to a degree but it doesn’t always sometimes 
you can’t always write what you say 

B: (additional comment)  

Erm technology is okay to a degree but it doesn’t always come across 
(interpreted in the way its supposed to be) sometimes you can’t 
always write what you can say 
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B: (original comment)  

Sometimes it’s easier to say because it comes across better sometimes 
you can say write something down it doesn’t come across as well as if 
you say it because it’s tones isn’t it tones of voices so I would prefer to 
talk to somebody however for expense and time saving technology 

B: (amended comment) 

Sometimes it’s easier to say because it comes across better verbally 
with meaning in your language sometimes you can say write 
something down it doesn’t come across as well as if you say it because 
it’s tones isn’t it tones of voices so I would prefer to talk to somebody 
however for expense and time saving technology 

 

I: 

Okay okay erm how do you think I should communicate about the 
resreach 

B: (original comment)  

I think something could be sent out by email and also by letter as well 
for not everybody is familiar with technology 

B: (additional comment) 

I think something could be sent out by email and also by letter as well 
for not everybody is familiar with technology. Face to face often gives 
a better understanding but time constraints are always a factor. We 
presume in this modern day that all parents are familiar with 
technology. However we do have a range of parents, SEN, EAL, 
younger older educated non educated, affluent, less affluent Within the 
setting. We may not take into account all their abilities with the 
technological field. 

 

B: (original comment)  

So if we’ve got for example say we’ve got a parental partnership 
afternoon we’ll always say on the door 

B: (amended comment) 

So if we’ve got for example say we’ve got a parental partnership 
afternoon we’ll always announce on the door 
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I: 

Right okay okay when you think about communication how do you 
decide what you’re going to communicate about with? 

B: (original comment)  

Erm I think through our staff meetings we kind of recognise the events 
that’s going on and what’s going on cos weekly DEPUTY will SEN/D an 
email out to parents to say what we’re going to be doing the following 
week what what the children are gonna be learning 

B: (additional comment) 

Erm I think through our staff meetings we kind of recognise the events 
that’s going on and what’s going on cos weekly DEPUTY will SEN/D an 
email out to parents to say what we’re going to be doing the following 
week what what the children are gonna be learning. Example – child 
with a heart problem – email sent to all staff to ensure everyone had 
the correct information 

 

I: 

Who decides what you communicate about? 

B: (original comment)  

Erm OWNER SENCO DEPUTY and OTHER SETTING MANAGER 

B: (additional comment)  

Erm OWNER SENCO DEPUTY and OTHER SETTING MANAGER – weekly 
management meeting, weekly room meetings, termly full staff 
meetings 

 

B: (original comment)  

So it’s not just you know we do try and get feedback from  

B: (additional comment) 

So it’s not just you know we do try and get feedback from 
Questionnaires sent out twice a year to parents/carers. Questions on 
communication is written within the questionnaire. 
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I: 

What rules am I following as a researcher? 

B: (original comment)  

Well obviously the BERA guidelines cos I know that [laughs] data 
protection I think you respect the practice confidentiality erm yeah I 
think that's about it 

B: (additional comment) 

Well obviously the BERA guidelines cos I know that [laughs] data 
protection I think you respect the practice confidentiality erm yeah I 
think that's about it. University research rules, respect each individual 
within the setting (views/opinions) 

 

I: 

Okay erm how is the setting a community between practitioners and 
staff and parents and children 

B: (original comment)  

Erm [pause] I think we do have a good community spirit I think erm 
because we I think because we do communicate a lot although you 
could argue are they all getting it because it’s just via emails or most 
of it’s via emails I think the communication is central erm I think also 
staff are constantly communicating with their key children we you 
know have parental review three or four time we have an open door 
policy so if the parents want to come in and talk to a member of staff 
or room leader or SENCO 

B: (additional comment) 

Erm [pause] I think we do have a good community spirit I think erm 
because we I think because we do communicate a lot although you 
could argue are they all getting it because it’s just via emails or most 
of it’s via emails I think the communication is central erm I think also 
staff are constantly communicating with their key children we you 
know have parental review three or four time we have an open door 
policy so if the parents want to come in and talk to a member of staff 
or room leader or SENCO. Tiny cooks cookery programme. Media – 
photos in paper uniform- staff/children sense of community 
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B: (original comment)  

There’s also erm every email that goes out to the parent also goes to 
the chap that does the website and he’ll pick out bits as well  

B: (additional comment) 

There’s also erm every email that goes out to the parent also goes to 
the chap that does the website and he’ll pick out bits as well – to place 
on the website 

 

I:  

So tell me a little bit more about the staff 

B: (original comment)  

Well you you have to you know I think I if something has upset has 
happened here and the staff have had to tell the parent and we do we 
we don’t do their job for them if unless it’s something horrendous like 
a child protection issue but even small child protection issues we get 
the key person or the room leader to speak to the member of to the 
parent rather 

 

B: (additional comment) 

Well you you have to you know I think I if something has upset has 
happened here and the staff have had to tell the parent and we do we 
we don’t do their job for them if unless it’s something horrendous like 
a child protection issue but even small child protection issues we get 
the key person or the room leader to speak to the member of to the 
parent rather. Bonds are built between parents and key person 

 

B: (additional comment) 

On reflection after undertaking this interview/conversation I think as a 
setting we could do more in regards to communication within the 
setting. I shall be revisiting communicating within the setting. 
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MADDIE Annotated transcript 

 

 

I: 

Yeah and is he also his key worker? 

M: (original comments)  

I don’t think so it’s a bit confusing cos the one he did have has gone 
off sick erm and I’m sure they said that when he started that it was 
XXX as his key worker and I’m assuming cos his new one she’s new to 
the setting so I’m assuming it is still XXX 

M: (additional comment) 

I don’t think so it’s a bit confusing cos the one he did have has gone 
off sick erm and I’m sure they said that when he started that it was 
XXX as his key worker and I’m assuming cos his new one she’s new to 
the setting so I’m assuming it is still XXX. XXXX’s key worker doesn’t 
come to the portage meetings, but she oversees on a daily basis in the 
room 

 

 

I: 

Okay okay so at the end of the day there's slightly less to talk about 
you think? 

M: (original comment)  

[pause] depends what sort of day he’s had sometimes there’s a bit 
more to talk about 

M: (additional comment) 

[pause] depends what sort of day he’s had sometimes there’s a bit 
more to talk about. Tell me about how he’s done with his targets, if 
he’s been outside, who he’s been to see in the other room, if he’s done 
something with the other children 
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I: 

They’ll tell you? 

M: (original comment)  

Yeah they do tell me if he's been tired or if he’s been naughty 

M: (additional comment) 

Yeah they do tell me if he's been tired or if he’s been naughty - 
snatching 

 

I: 

So what do you actually get from them ont eh Tapestry cos stuff’s 
emailed isn’t it you get an email 

M: (original comment)  

I get an email notification 

M: (additional comment) 

I get an email notification. If you logon to Tapestry it tells you if there 
has been something added – via notifications and if I’ve put something 
on they get a notification 

 

M: (original comment)  

And then you go into it and then cos I know a lot of the children they 
get something once a week but I do tend to get something from every 
session he’s in [laughs] 

M: (additional comment) 

And then you go into it and then cos I know a lot of the children they 
get something once a week but I do tend to get something from every 
session he’s in [laughs]. They put photo’s or videos on to Tapestry and 
they write a comment /description of what he has done. I can add 
comments to what they have put on and vice versa 
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I: 

Erm so you said a little bit about how you communicate you know with 
the verbal when you drop off and pick up and things how do you think 
XXX is involved in that communication? 

M: (original comment)  

[pause] probably not very involved as he always goes in and he says 
hello to his erm one to one 

M: (additional comment) 

[pause] probably not very involved as he always goes in and he says 
hello to his erm one to one. Say’s hello by smiling or giving hem a hug 
and he makes a grrr sound. If XXXX stays with me + his one to one I 
talk to him as well, but he doesn’t often stay. Staff will say hello XXXX, 
how are you today 

 

I: 

Do you think they recognise that [mood]? 

M: (original comment)  

XXX certainly did  

M: (additional comment 

He’s new one to one has picked up on his non verbal cues 

 

I: 

Do you think XXX has a strong voice? 

M: (original comment)  

Yes yes he definitely knows how to get what he wants 

M: (additional comment) 

Yes yes he definitely knows how to get what he wants. Gets your 
attention, points, gives you what he wants e.g. juice cup if he wants it 
opening, or toy if he wants you to play with it 
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I: 

I’m asking parents for their views and to think about this inclusion and 
involvement of children do you think there’s anything specific I could 
do on behalf of the children to get people to think about them in 
communication? 

M: (original comment)  

Hhmm [pause] I don’t know there probably is something that need to 
be to get him more involved in the communication but I don’t know 
what 

M: (additional comment) 

Hhmm [pause] I don’t know there probably is something that need to 
be to get him more involved in the communication but I don’t know 
what. I think even if XXXX could talk he wouldn’t want to be involved 

 

I: 

Right okay how do you decide whether what you’re going to 
communicate is written or verbal or email or via Tapestry? 

M: (original comment)  

If it’s something XXX’s done at home or you know outside the setting 
and I’ve got photos then I’ll just put it on Tapestry. 

M: (additional comment) 

If it’s something XXX’s done at home or you know outside the setting 
and I’ve got photos then I’ll just put it on Tapestry. If XXXX has hurt 
himself at home I say to them and then I have to write it on an 
accident form 
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I: 

So although XXX’s not there this this key figure in there if you think 
about the setting as a whole do you get a sense there's a community 
there between parents and staff and children? 

M: (original comment)  

Yes  

M: (additional comment)  

Yes. Those that knew OLDER SIBLING ask how he is getting on at big 
school. When I was pregnant they would ask how things were going 
staff know all the children’s names always say hello when they come 
past the queue and when they door is open they speak to parents and 
children. They will speak to YOUNGER SIBLING who waits outside in 
the push chair will push him if he's crying. They have BBQ or organise 
trips, picnics in the park which is in their own time. Organised an 
easter egg hunt. 
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Appendix 5 Project Information Poster 

Project information poster 
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Appendix 6 Dissemination to setting 
 

Contents: 

 

1. Feedback produced by Helen Trory 

2. Emailed comment on feedback from setting owner 
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Feedback from Helen Trory’s 
PhD Research about communication 

between staff and parents of 
       young children with special needs 

 
Thank you for your contributions to my research project last year. I wanted to 
share with you the findings from all the interviews that I did. 

 

 
There is a very strong sense of community between staff and parents 
 
 
Staff know the children very well  
 
 
Staff listen to children’s voices 
 
 
Parents value the strong relationship with staff that supports trust and 
communication 
 
 
 Parents value the photos they receive on Tapestry 
 
 
Things to think about: 
 
 
Explaining the EYFS and Leuven Scales to parents a little more 
 
 
Uploading photos to Tapestry of the children across all areas of the setting not 
just for target work 
 
 
Think about the role of the key person in building the strong communication 
relationships between parents and staff. 
 
 
 

Thank you for your help with my research. 
Helen 
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Feedback from setting on dissemination document 
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