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Abstract  
 

A body of research has focused on exploring educational attainment and 

links between outcomes from one generation to the next, with a complex 

array of factors revealed. One influential factor linked to outcomes is the 

aspirations that parents have about school for their children. Research to 

date however has provided only limited insight into the ways parents, or 

mothers in particular view school for their child, based on their own 

experiences. This study aimed to understand more about what a negative 

school experience meant to a group , mothers of children 3 years and under. 

It also sought to elicit their views about their childrenôs schooling. Through a 

process of interpretative phenomenological analysis of the semi-structured 

interviews, this study identified factors that served to help and support them 

around their school days, and what could potentially help them gain more 

confidence in their childrenôs education. 

 

The key super-ordinate theme to emerge was the power of their negative 

experience to cloud what was positive about their school days. What became 

apparent was the degree to which for three mothers, this centred on 

persistent, inescapable bullying. Additional factors (and sub-themes) 

identified included: being ignored and left to get on with learning; not being 

heard by teachers and parents; and the power of all these negative 

experiences to undermine confidence, self-worth and future pathways in life.  

However, an additional super-ordinate theme focused on positive factors that 

had helped them cope in school. Two further super-ordinate themes 

identified the conflicting emotions felt about school for their child, and how 

they had given great thought to the future education of their children. Within 

these factors emerged a strong desire for them to have a different, more 

enjoyable experience of school and how they considered their role to be a 

protective influence in their lives. This thesis offers an insight into the ways 

educational professionals, including psychologists, can provide support to 

parents with negative school experiences, helping to build confidence and 

trust in a positive future for their children in school.
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A note to the reader on voice of the author  and terminolo gy 
 

This thesis is a qualitative and interpretative study on the phenomenon of 

negative school experience. The methodology used and findings are therefore 

focused on the particular interpretations and processes undertaken by the 

author. In order to retain this sense of the particular, this thesis will use the first 

person, passive voice in chapters three and four. Throughout the rest of the 

thesis, an academic voice in the third person will be used. 

 

Many readers will be aware that educational and other terminology, and 

indeed the spelling of certain key terms, varies between English-speaking 

nations. For the purpose of this study, US or other non-UK terminology and 

spellings have been retained  only where directly quoting non-UK authors; in 

the main text, UK terminology or spelling has been used throughout. Below is 

a table illustrating comparisons of ages/year group for the UK and US.

UK Year Ages School 
Key 

Stage 

Nursery 3-4 
 

Early 
Years / 

Foundatio
n 

Reception 4ï5 
Infant or 
Primary Year One 5ï6 Key 

Stage 1 Year Two  6ï7 

Year Three 7ï8 

Junior or 
Primary 

Key 
Stage 2 

Year Four 8ï9 

Year Five  9ï10 

Year Six 10ï11 

Year Seven  11ï12 

Secondary 

Key 
Stage 3 

Year Eight  12ï13 

Year Nine  13ï14 

Year Ten 14ï15 Key 
Stage 4 Year Eleven  15ï16 

Year Twelve  16ï17 Secondary 
or Sixth 

form 
college 

Key 
Stage 5 

Year 
Thirteen 

17ï18 

Drawn from Wikipedia article, 3/9/13

Ages U.S. Grade 

Child Care  

3ï4 Preschool  

4ï5 Pre-kindergarten  

Elementary school  

5ï6 Kindergarten  

6ï7 First grade  

7ï8 Second grade  

8ï9 Third grade  

9ï10 Fourth grade  

10ï11 Fifth grade  

Middle school  

11ï12 Sixth grade  

12ï13 Seventh grade  

13ï14 Eighth grade  

High school  

14ï15 Ninth grade, freshman 

15ï16 Tenth grade, sophomore 

16ï17 Eleventh grade, junior 

17ï18 Twelfth grade, senior 
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Chapter One: Introduction  

1:1 Chapter overview  
 

This study aimed to understand negative school experiences from the 

perspective of parents, with a particular focus on mothers. It is set within the 

broader context of research into parental involvement and engagement in the 

life of their children, in particular with regard to school. The majority of 

contemporary research from within psychology and education suggests that 

the role parents play is central to the emotional, social and moral 

development of their child (Ainsworth, 1989; Kennedy, Landor, & Todd, 

2010). Research has also explored the longer-term implications for parental 

involvement and educational outcomes (X. Fan & Chen, 2001; Messersmith 

& Schulenberg, 2008). This study is also set within the context of parental 

support for the childôs school-related activity and their role in supporting their 

development in a more holistic context (Barnett & Taylor, 2009; Ford, 

McDougall, & Evans, 2009).  It is also recognised in some research that 

experience can be repeated from one generation to the next (Kaplan, Liu, & 

Kaplan, 2004; Pears, Kim, Capaldi, Kerr, & Fisher, 2013).  This chapter will 

outline the fundamental principles that guided the researcher towards an 

interest in this area of research, an introduction to the epistemological 

position adopted, the focus and intentions of this study, and the distinctive 

contribution it aimed to make. 

1:2 Focus of the research ɀ origins and development  
 

 

This study is set within the broader context of educational and psychological 

research which explores parenting and the link to young children's early 

experiences of school. As a qualified Educational Psychologist (EP) the 

researcher was acutely aware of the broader aspects of child development 

from within psychological research and also the context and impact that 

education, and schooling in particular, can have on individualsô lives. The 
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fundamental principles underlying the role of an applied psychologist must 

surely be to promote the best possible outcomes for children and their 

families, through a journey which they take together. For an EP, in particular, 

the role is broader:  to support children and families within the context of their 

education, working with schools and related agencies to achieve this goal. 

Recognising the way research influences the development of psychology and 

at the same time, the ways in which research interacts with a broader socio-

political context, is also important. By understanding further how we develop 

our ideas and thinking as human beings in this social, cultural and political 

environment, we can then hope to support ways of making positive change 

happen.  

 

Within contemporary society, schooling and education have been established 

as fundamental human rights (United Nations General Assembly [UNGA] 

1989). For many children the outcomes are enhanced significantly through 

the experience that school offers them. Charities world-wide  (www.sos-

schools.org ; www.schoolfund.org) campaign for the rights of all children to 

gain access to school and an education, safe in the (wellïestablished) 

knowledge that through this institution change can happen; be that moving 

themselves and future generations out of poverty or developing a social 

responsibility and conscience. School may have many broad aims, and 

research has been undertaken to understand the implications of success in 

school (Salmela-Aro & Trautwein, 2013). Over recent decades, researchers 

have also attempted to understand further the complex interaction of factors 

that are at play when young people do not achieve success in school (Flouri 

& Buchanan, 2004; Kaplan et al., 2004). In particular, and with greater 

relevance to the area which this researcher seeks to understand better, some 

studies have examined the interaction of intergenerational factors as they 

relate to school experience (Kaplan et al., 2004; Miller, Dilworth-Bart, & 

Hane, 2011; Räty, 2007).  

 

The geographical context of this study is England where for over a hundred 

years, schooling has been compulsory; for children up to 10 from 1880, and 

increasing gradually ever since, with a rise in the óage of participation in 

http://www.sos-schools.org/
http://www.sos-schools.org/
http://www.schoolfund.org/
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school or trainingô this year to 17 and to 18 from  2015 (Education and skills 

Act 2008). Schools have adapted over the years to meet changes in needs of 

their population; for example, the increased age of children, the inclusion of 

children with complex or Special Educational Needs (SEN) within 

mainstream schools, and the political agenda. In recent years that political 

agenda has included publication of a paper óEvery child mattersô (Department 

for Education and Skills [DfES] 2003) whereby schools and local authority 

support services were encouraged to work more closely together, and to 

recognise and support the needs of all children. This was based in part on 

the principles of Maslowôs (1943) hierarchy of needs, and the need to ensure 

children were properly protected and safeguarded. These principles were 

embraced by many schools and authorities, and some schools continued to 

emphasise these underlying principles beyond the change of Government in 

2010.  Schools also have a significant focus on targets and progression for 

children, reviewed against the increasingly rigorous  inspection frameworks 

enforced by OFSTED, (Office for standards in Education [OFSTED], 2013).   

New approaches to supporting vulnerable children with SEN ('Suppport and 

Asipration', Department for Education [DfE], 2012) have also been part of the 

current Governmentôs move to support parents in making decisions about 

their childrenôs education. Alongside this have been moves to encourage 

schools to gain greater independence from local authority influence, such as 

through the development of academies and free schools. 

 

Conducting further research that could provide evidence of the complex 

range of influences upon childrenôs time at school may enable a broader 

approach to supporting children and their families. There is already clear 

recognition of school-based factors; in particular, supportive and inclusive 

practice at schools, good and effective teaching, and readiness to 

encourage, engage with and inform parents. All of these ideas are well-

documented (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Hudson, 2009; Rubie-Davies, 

Flint, & McDonald, 2012; Day et al., 2011; Waters, Cross, & Shaw, 2010) and 

inspected against by OFSTED.  There is also recognition of the family 

context and other social factors but, as will be established within this and the 

subsequent chapter, very limited research has given space for parents to 
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describe and make sense of their own thinking around school, and to 

consider how their constructs may have formed by reflecting on their own 

past school experiences. 

1:3 Introduction to epistemological underpinnings  
 

This section will briefly outline the choice of an interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach within this study; this will be 

expanded further in chapter three.  

 

An intense curiosity to know more about humans, their relationships and 

interactions within the world, and the way they use language to convey this 

individuality, are at the heart of this researcherôs approach to psychology. 

The researcher very much adopts a constructionist view and is therefore 

approaching this study from within a qualitative research paradigm as 

opposed to a pure post-positivist and empirical paradigm that considers there 

are answers to hypotheses raised within science that can be proved or 

disproved. The ontological perspective adopted therefore accepts that 

multiple realities and views of the world are possible and are out there to be 

explored and understood.  Interpretative phenomenological analysis was 

then chosen as the specific research methodology as it suited best the desire 

to really understand the experience of parents at critical points in their lives; 

firstly becoming parents, and secondly considering their children going to 

school.  Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) explain the choice of this 

approach, suggesting it offers the following key features:  

Focus on personal meaning and sense-making in a particular context, 

for people who share a particular experience (p. 45).  

IPA has at its heart the desire to get to the core of something ï it is a flexible 

but methodical approach to analysis of narrative data that uses psychology 

as its main thrust and its method of understanding the meanings which 

participants are trying to convey. It is also idiopathic; this means that it is also 

specific to the particular focus and experience of these participants. This 
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study aims to better understand what the experience of school means to a 

group of parents who have a commonality of experience based on their 

(often negative) experiences in school.  It is also intended that this study 

focus on younger parents who have relatively recently left school themselves; 

and this will provide a further aspect to the homogeneity of this group.  

 

Alternative, more quantitative forms of study were rejected; in part because 

there already exists a foundation of evidence on which to consider the links 

between parentsô views and achievement and those of their children (see for 

example Messersmith & Schulenberg, 2008; Räty, 2007, 2011). More 

particularly, as has been illustrated, the theories guiding the researcherôs 

world view and paradigms would conflict to some extent with this approach. 

The literature review in chapter two will however consider in depth existing 

quantitative research findings that have considered the correlation between 

parent and child outcomes and the intergenerational transmission of 

experience. It was also considered that a qualitative study would  add more 

depth to the knowledge base that exists by following up the kinds of 

questions left unanswered within these studies, going beyond  a priori 

categories to understand the experience of school. Other qualitative 

methodologies were also rejected (as will be discussed in chapter three) as 

they did not provide sufficient flexibility to understand experiences and to 

approach the findings in a new way. 

1:4 Aims and rationale  
 

To gain an insight into young mothersô experiences of school, in 

particular where they are negative.  

To understand their current thinking about their childôs schooling, and 

to explore ways that their knowledge and experience may be helpful in 

improving this. 
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The above statements were constructed to explain the over-arching focus of 

this study. This section will now illustrate the aims and rationale for this study 

in more depth through answers to some key questions that will serve also as 

sub-headings. 

1:4:1   Why does the parental role matter?  

 

The researcher considers that the significant body of evidence gathered over 

a number of decades supports theories on the importance of nurture, 

attachment and interaction between a parent and child (see for example 

meta-analysis by Madigan, Atkinson, Laurin & Benoit, 2013). The 

researcherôs knowledge of developmental psychology was obtained through 

both undergraduate learning from the early 1990s, and postgraduate study 

since 2003. This academic background, together with consideration of the 

latest neuro-developmental work, on the whole reinforces that the parental 

role does matter1. Whilst it is clearly not the sole influence on child 

development (e.g. peers, siblings and school also matter), it is critical, 

particularly when considering the life of the child before school. Two research 

studies have also been found that considered the ways in which parents 

prepare their children for school (Brooker, 2003; Taylor, Clayton, & Rowley, 

2004).  

 

Brooker (2003) used an ethnographic method to study a small group of 

parents from the UK and Bangladesh to explore their cultural belief systems 

with regard to  preparing their child for school. Whilst this found interesting 

cultural differences with regard to play and structures in the day at home, 

there was less evidence of links in attainment between one generation and 

the next. Brooker (op. cit.) considered that differences in attainment were 

more to do with the ways parents prepared their children for school life with 

those homes having a greater structure conflicting to a lesser extent with the 

structures and formality in school. Taylor et al. (2004) described this 

                                            
1
 One notable exception to this is perhaps Harris (2011) who has published the óNurture 
Assumptionô, sparking great debate within the field.  
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preparation as óacademic socialisationô. This interaction between the parent 

and young child is understood (through their theoretical model) to affect the 

childôs ability to ñsettleò and do well in school. They judge a range of factors, 

such as the home learning environment created by parents, key to 

understanding how children are ready and able to settle in school. Academic 

socialisation they theorise, includes a focus on a number of factors. These 

include language, interaction and learning-related play; alongside the 

awareness that these practices could also be influenced by parental 

experience of, and constructs about, school.  Their conclusion serves to 

illustrate the potential link between this study and their own: 

Parents, through their individual experiences, social and cultural 

characteristics, and behaviors, set the stage for their childrenôs early 

academic experiences. In our model, intergenerational influences are 

represented by the way in which parentsô own school experiences and 

cognitions about school shape their parenting behaviors.(Taylor et al., 

p.174) 

Following the childôs entry to school, the parental role in supporting the 

education of children has also been much researched. Jeynes (2003, 2005, 

2011) has recently conducted a series of meta-analytic studies (mostly based 

upon research from the US) that sought to understand and provide evidence 

for aspects of parental involvement that linked or influenced outcomes for 

children. The most recent of these meta-analyses was considered as part of 

a guest editorial on parental involvement (Jeynes, 2011) and suggested that 

it is in fact the more subtle aspects of parental involvement, such as attitude, 

communication and aspiration, that have a greater effect on outcomes, than 

the practical ï such as parents going into school or helping with homework. A 

number of relevant studies and meta-analyses researching parental 

involvement from the US (W. Fan & Williams, 2010; X. Fan, 2001; X. Fan & 

Chen, 2001) and UK (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Flouri & Buchanan, 

2004) will be considered within chapter two, as they examine these aspects 

further. 
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1:4:2  Could parental experiences and expectations interact with 

  those of their children? 

 

This study, in aiming to understand more about the perception parents have 

of school, is based on the premise that this also matters to their children. As 

indicated in the last section, most of the research found seems to support this 

argument as the researchers consider that the aspirations and expectations 

parents hold about school are important to the educational outcomes for their 

children. Some research also found that the interactions and communication 

between a parent and child  before school entry can also support the ways 

they settle into school (Barnett & Taylor, 2009). It is not therefore a large leap 

to suggest that the view a parent has of school for their child may to some 

extent be clouded by their own experience and recollections of school and 

that they may in some way, even subconsciously, share these attitudes with 

their child. Degner & Dalege (2013) conducted a meta-analysis of 131 

studies meeting their criteria of exploration of parent-child attitude and found 

some statistical evidence (based on a correlation coefficient) that attitudes 

can be shared and repeated across the generations. This finding adds further 

weight to the research that will be considered in more depth in chapter two 

concerning intergenerational patterns (Barnett & Taylor, 2009; Kaplan et al., 

2004; Pears et al., 2013)  and parental recollections or memories of school 

(Miller et al., 2011; Räty, 2007, 2011). These studies provide evidence, in 

many cases through longitudinal data, for an interaction between parental 

experience and educational outcomes for their children, and also for the 

effect of parental perceptions on their childrenôs schooling.  

 

1:4:3 Why consider young parents as participants? 

 

This study focuses particularly on the views of younger parents, specifically 

mothers, for several reasons. Firstly, research on the autobiographical 

memories of school  (Walls, Sperling, & Weber, 2001) suggests that there 

may be a óreminiscence bumpô as individuals move beyond schooling to the 
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next phase of life, since there can be a greater recall of details and memories 

as they engage in a process of reminiscence at this time. By approaching 

participants who were likely to have left school within the previous ten years it 

was also hoped that a recency effect may add to their ability to bring their 

school experiences or recollections to mind. In addition, having a young child 

starting school within the next few years was felt likely to engage participants 

more fruitfully in considering the next steps for their child and connect their 

thinking with what was important and relevant to them about their own 

schooling. It was also felt more likely that the experience and context of the 

school they describe could potentially be similar for their own children; in 

some cases the children may even be attending the same schools as they 

did. The degree of likely common experience between mothers and children 

for this cohort was likely to be further strengthened by the National 

Curriculum introduced in state schools in England in 1988, which although 

undergoing revision, remains a significant shift from the early teaching 

experiences of adults now beyond 30 years of age.  

 

An additional rationale for this studyôs focus on young mothers was that this 

group have a degree of similarity and common experience by virtue of their 

earlier entry into adult roles; such as work and parenthood. The last national 

statistic available suggested the average age of a becoming a mother for the 

first time was 27.9 years (in 2011), being higher still for fathers (McLaren, 

2013). As such their identity as a group with a degree of common experience 

both from their times in school and by virtue of having a young child who will 

start school soon, aligns with the aims of the proposed epistemology, that of 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). This is because the 

theoretical underpinnings to IPA very much focus on making sense of and 

interpreting experience. It is anticipated that the process of engaging with 

and reflecting upon experience (a process described as the óhermeneuticô) 

will be stronger when this takes place at the time of something significant in 

life (Smith et al., 2009). For this group, they not only share a similar 

experience of school (often negative) but they are likely also to be making 
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sense of, and reflecting more on, school as they consider their own child 

growing up and starting school. 

 

1:4:4 Why focus on negative school experience? 

 

As already discussed in this chapter, the focus of this study was not simply 

about mothersô experience of school, but was to be narrowed to those 

mothers who recall negative school experience. As a number of the earlier 

research reviews revealed  (Kaplan et al., 2004; Messersmith & Schulenberg; 

2008), there may be strong links from one generation to the next in relation to 

their view and feelings about school, and the outcomes their children might 

achieve. Understanding in greater detail what the participants consider 

negative about their own experience may help to inform and illustrate not 

only exploration of the psychological constructs they now hold, but also serve 

to guide consideration of whatever future support may be helpful to mediate 

these negative constructs for future generations. 

 

1:4:5 How could this study make a difference? 

 

Much of the research to date on parentsô school experience centres on 

studies from the US and mainland Europe and is not specifically related to 

the UK, its school systems, curriculum and socio-political context. This study 

aims to provide a depth of qualitative knowledge beyond the statistical 

analysis presented in the majority of related research. It does not seek to find 

the percentage of parents having a bad time at school, nor the longer-term 

impact on their academic achievement or those of their children; other 

studies have done this and already established those links (W. Fan & 

Williams, 2010; Messersmith & Schulenberg, 2008). The depth of information 

is intended to understand better what made experiences negative and to 

understand more about how this experience can potentially interact with 

mothersô current ideas about school, and their thoughts and feelings towards 

their child going to school. 
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Research that has begun to address the issues arising from the apparent 

repetition of negative experience of school through the generations (such as 

Kaplan et al, 2004) has provided some statistical evidence to  confirm that 

this occurs and that additional support and interventions are needed. This 

research does not however use the voice of the parents to suggest changes. 

There is therefore a greater need in research to engage parents in a process 

of change and to understand the role that extremes of negative or positive 

experiences can have upon participantsô lives. This research is intended to 

add, in a small but significant way, to research that may contribute to a longer 

process of trying to alter cycles of intergenerational experience, giving 

children a positive start in school through the increased confidence and 

hopefulness of their parents and their teachers, and to encourage greater 

support and engagement with all parents by educational professionals.   

 

1:4:6  What questions does the research seek to address?  

 

Through the process of conducting a detailed literature search and critique 

and by giving due consideration and reflection to both professional and 

personal experience a number of key questions became apparent to the 

researcher. These formed the central question which this study proposed to 

explore, which was:-. 

¶ What do parents say about their school experience? 

In addition, the research sought to address the following subsidiary and more 

specific questions:- 

1. What concerns do the participants have about their childôs schooling? 

2. What common themes or ideas emerge about the participantsô current 

constructs of school? 

3. What óbest hopesô are expressed by the participants for their childrenôs 

school experience?  
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4. What do participants identify from their own experience of school that may 

be relevant and important to share with their child's school? 

These questions framed the methodology undertaken and hence the kind of 

approach taken within semi-structured interviews with those mothers who 

were participants in this study. 

 

1:5  Distinctive contribution to research and Educational  
 Psychology 
 

This section will reflect upon the gaps in contemporary research and the 

ways in which this study will further the work of EPs. 

1:5:1  Distinctive contribution  

 

As has already been considered, it is proposed that this qualitative study will 

offer an original contribution to research by complementing earlier 

quantitative studies exploring parental recollections of school and by giving 

greater depth to knowledge about parental perceptions of school. In addition 

it will add variety to the qualitative approaches used, since to date only a 

single published example (Miller et al., 2011) has been found that focuses on 

this area. However, it should be noted that since Miller et al.ôs (op. cit.) 

research focused on a community of mothers from the US, it has limited 

applicability to the UK context. 

 

The methodology employed within this study is recognized as primarily 

interpretative and it is hoped that the focus of this study will add relevance, 

depth and richness to the body of knowledge within the UK and 

internationally of this under-researched area. It is considered relevant by the 

researcher, that the process of talking about their experiences of school 

through participation in research may also be in some way empowering for 

the participants (Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010). In particular, the interview 
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questions that ask them to consider ways in which knowledge of their 

experiences could be shared with others to promote change for their own or 

other children, has the potential to give them a voice and influence for future 

generations, even in a small way. 

 

1:5:2  Relevance to Educational Psychology   

 

A significant proportion of EP time is spent with schools and other 

professional and community settings such as childrenôs centres, trying to 

understand the reasons behind difficulties children may present. This 

involvement can include consultation, where information is gathered and 

triangulated from a variety of sources such as home and school, to 

understand better the nature of a childôs difficulties and strengths. It is 

important, too, to make sense of the context; the experiences and 

environment within which children live, socialise and learn. The main 

objective of this research is to contribute evidence that will inform 

approaches to support parents, schools and other agencies, such as EP 

services. It is hoped that the study may provide ways of understanding the 

possible interactions between negative experience of school and the feelings 

and hopes that parents hold for their children in school. The longer-term 

potential impact is that by understanding more about what made school 

difficult for the participants in this study, this research may support change for 

the future: to make school a more positive and rewarding experience for all; 

and to raise childrenôs enjoyment of and achievement within school 

education.   

 

The common themes that emerge in the way that parents think and talk 

about school for themselves and for their children could ultimately help to 

inform professional practice with regard to inducting children and their 

parents into school. Beyond the initial research, it is anticipated that  schools 

and pre-schools may consider further the information they gain from parents 

and the way they use this to support young childrenôs early experiences of 
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school, based not only on the childôs  time at a nursery or pre-school but also 

on their parentsô perceptions and experiences of school.  

 

In addition, and in a broader context with regard to the role of EPs, the 

findings may inform schoolsô understanding of the importance of how adults 

can recall and perceive school from their own childhood experiences. It may 

lead them to review the ways in which they want their school to be 

remembered by its pupils or students. The EP could therefore become 

involved in supporting schools to consider systemic and creative ways of 

thinking about these issues and how they conceive a shared vision for not 

only their school, but for the ways in which they hope to engage parents in 

the process of educating their children.  

1:6 Reflexive thinking  
 

This section will explore briefly the ways in which the researcherôs world-view 

and experience interact with the subject to be discussed. The researcher 

made use of a reflective journal (Dyment & O'Connell, 2011) throughout the 

process of the research. This journal was used from the first stages of 

developing ideas about the studyôs focus and aims to the later stages of 

analysis when reflections were made on the   complex interaction between 

the phenomenological analyst and the participantsô stories as represented in 

the transcripts. By maintaining reflexivity at the start of this study and across 

the course of this research and within the thesis, an open position as 

researcher or ópsychologist as interpreterô was maintained (Holliday, 2002). 

This study retained a grounded sense of the researcherôs responsibility for 

the findings but also acknowledged the degree of subjectivity that this 

approach had within the final analysis and interpretation. 

 

Through conversation as part of the researcherôs role as an EP, a growing 

awareness developed that parents can at times find the school environment 

and context very difficult with which to engage. Through this role, ordinarily 
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the researcher would meet with children and families where there was 

concern for the way the child was developing within a school or pre-school 

setting. By trying to understand the complex interaction of factors and 

systems that surround a child and in light of Bronfenbrennerôs work 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986), a developmental history was often taken from the 

parents, school and increasingly incorporating the childôs view of the systems 

around them. As part of this process and in order to understand genetic and 

inherited patterns of difficulty and achievement, questions are asked about 

the parentsô educational history and experience. Through this process in the 

earliest stages after qualification, the researcher became aware that children 

(in particular adolescents) who were disengaging with school and becoming 

disaffected sometimes had parents who had experienced great difficulty in 

school themselves. Sometimes this realisation was not immediate to the 

parent themselves, but by exploring a variety of questions about others 

beyond the parents (e.g. their siblings, or the grandparents of the child), this 

element of de-personalisation sometimes allowed them to become freer in 

the experiences they recalled. The researcher is not advocating that parental 

factors are the sole influence and way of understanding how a child presents 

in school. However, understanding these factors, can help the EP and others 

that support the child and family develop  greater empathy  for them and  an 

ability to address further support; rather than focusing primarily on within 

child or apparent medicalised factors. 

 

As an individual, the researcher also acknowledged her own experience of 

school and ways of perceiving school for her own children. As a óforces childô 

(i.e. one with a parent undertaking military service), the researcher attended 

a number of different primary and secondary schools across the UK. 

Education was valued highly within the family context and whilst few 

extended family members had attended education beyond the age of 18, the 

aspiration that existed both within the family and the societal expectation 

during the time of entry into school (1970s/1980s) was that one should go as 

far as possible and achieve oneôs potential. As a young adult, the researcher 

also became aware that the ways in which students were encouraged to 
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achieve their potential differed. Compulsory education beyond the age of 15 

had only relatively recently been introduced, and in some areas of the 

country there remained a segregated two-tier secondary system where the 

pass or failure of a test at age 11, in many cases determined the course of 

secondary education. For those who failed, opportunities to study beyond 

school were often much more limited.  The researcherôs parents left school in 

the 1960s  aged 16 and 17 respectively due to pregnancy and the need to 

help support the family by entering work.  

 

Though as a young child, very few of these circumstances were made known 

to the researcher, the culture and focus on receiving a good education was 

apparent. Though moving between a number of schools could be disruptive, 

and at times a significant challenge to happiness and a sense of stability and 

belonging in a school, this was only really an issue later on in adolescence. 

Again, the researcher is sure that being encouraged to be confident and 

sociable from an early age, and being the youngest child in the family, helped 

in the process of settling after each transition. Being the youngest child also 

provided older siblings who were role models as they had aspired to keep 

learning beyond school leaving age. Additional protective factors include the 

family being willing to offer support and fund an alternative school if it was 

needed at one difficult point, and this may also have contributed to eventual 

successful outcomes in school and entry to advanced education beyond  the 

age of 18.  

 

Though the researcherôs experience of school and educational outcomes are 

mainly positive, there are people even within the context of family and 

friends, who do not seem to have had such positive experiences of school. 

The curiosity to know more about this and how it could potentially interact 

with the way children develop their views of the world and their thinking as 

adults, and in many cases as parents, is acknowledged here as the 

fundamental motivation of the researcher. The desire to understand more 

about perceptions of school, and what the phenomenon of having a child 
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about to go to school is like for those who have had difficult and negative 

experiences themselves, was driven by this background, by curiosity, but 

also as a qualified psychologist, by the drive to contribute an original piece of 

research that could in part support the development of an approach for 

improving outcomes for such parents. 

1:7 Summary of chapter and overview of the thesis  
 

This chapter has provided an overview of this study, from the way in which 

the idea was conceived to the qualitative methodology to be used. It has 

addressed the underpinnings of the researcherôs world-view from both a 

personal and professional perspective, ultimately driven from a curiosity to 

understand more about human thinking and interaction with the world and the 

value of school.  

 

The thesis will now move on to consider in more depth the nature of existing 

research into parentsô roles within the school context, both from their own 

personal recollection and the ways in which they support their children in 

school. Chapter two will also consider the gaps in the literature and current 

knowledge base which this study aimed to address. In chapter three, the 

methodological approach described briefly within section 1:3 will be explored 

in greater depth to include details about the participants, the local context, 

and analytical techniques. Chapter four will consider the key findings and 

provide evidence for them with extracts from the participantsô accounts and 

interpretation from the researcher. The study culminates in chapter five by 

linking the findings to existing research and theories, considering possible 

limitations, and providing evidence to support new thinking and approaches 

that may be relevant to EPs and schools alike. 

 



18 
 

Chapter Two :  Literature Review  

2: 1 Overview and r ationale  
 

As introduced in chapter one, this research set out to increase understanding 

about the meaning of school to a group of mothers who identified with 

negative school experiences. The research aimed to understand this through 

exploring the perceptions they have of school for their children, and 

understanding in more detail what made their school experience difficult or 

negative. However, much of the research literature in this area focuses on 

parentsô actual involvement or participation in schooling for their child, and 

the interaction between this and childrenôs academic outcomes. Examples 

from literature in this area will be explored first. Evidence from these studies 

suggested ways in which experiences reoccur from one generation to the 

next, with a large number of studies associated with óintergenerational 

transmissionô. Though this term is much less used in the UK, at its heart 

seems to be the notion that experiences and aspirations can often be 

repeated within families. This chapter will explore a number of studies that 

focus specifically on intergenerational transmission related to school 

memories and academic outcomes. In trying to understand more about what 

theories lay behind this, and how it links to the focus of this research, it is 

important to place these theories within a wider context. The theoretical 

underpinnings of this study are illustrated and linked with contemporary 

research internationally and, wherever possible, in the UK. 

 

2:1:2  Process of literature search  

 

The process of conducting a systematic review of the literature involved 

inputting search terms into a number of research databases. In the first 

instance this focused on parental involvement and school 

achievement/outcomes for children. These terms were inputted into 

academic search databases on EBSCO using óPsycARTICLESô and 

óPsycINFOô óeducational research completeô and óacademic search completeô. 
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The original literature search was conducted in 2010 with further reviews 

completed in 2012 and 2013. In order to prioritise the most relevant studies 

to review, a number of inclusion and exclusion criteria were then considered. 

This is illustrated below in Table 2:1.  

 

This initial search included papers with specific terms within their title: 

óparent*ô2 or ómother/fatherô AND óinvolvementô. This initial search produced 

over 800 papers, so additional limiters were imposed. Using the term ómeta-

analysisô produced five papers of which two were relevant. This line of 

enquiry narrowed the literature search particularly to the link between 

parental involvement and the attainment of their children. When additional 

search term limiters were imposed (but not limited to UK only) of óparent*ô 

AND óinvolvementô and óachievementô 41 papers were found of which three 

were considered relevant. Using further terms óeducationalô AND óattainmentô 

AND óparent*ô within the abstract produced 50 papers of which five were 

chosen as most relevant to this study, with two being UK specific studies, 

one of which led to further research by the same author.  

 

From this initial enquiry emerged questions about the parental influence on 

outcomes and attitudes to school for their children. A tentative enquiry using 

the same search databases and criteria in Table 2:1 was then used with the 

following search terms óparent*ô AND óinfluenceô AND óschoolô. This produced 

30 results of which two were of particular interest and relevance, and again 

led to further related studies to which the same authors had contributed. 

Inputting a term related to the way experiences may be repeated from parent 

to child was then tried, applying the US term óintergenerationalô AND óschoolô. 

This search revealed 11 papers, of which three were considered relevant to 

the literature review for this study.  

 

These papers led to a final research enquiry exploring the ways in which 

parents recalled school and could potentially transfer this knowledge to their 

children. Hence using search terms óparent*ô AND órecollectionô AND óschoolô 

                                            
2
 The symbol ó*ô is a wildcard used in the search engines to allow for a variety of endings to 

be used .e.g. parents, parental. 
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produced one result, which was a paper previously identified, when the 

óparentô term was removed however, seven  papers were then found, of 

which one was a repetition, and one a highly relevant paper having a 

qualitative research approach. An additional search using the same terms 

was also conducted through the óGoogle Scholarô search engine. Although 

this was mainly confirmatory of the existing research already found, it also 

identified relevant government papers from the past 13 years on the subject 

of parental involvement, of which one key paper has been included within the 

review as it served as a meta-analysis. An overview of the papers found 

within each key search, and which have been critiqued, is included in the 

appendices (Appendix 11a and 11b). 

 

 

Table 2:1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria for literature search 

 

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion 

Recency of 

publication 

Published after 2000 Before 2000, unless 

seminal 

Type of publication Peer reviewed journal 

or book; UK 

government paper 

Dissertations, 

newspaper/ magazine 

articles or reviews 

Research focus - 

participants 

Included parents Focus on children or 

teachers only 

Research focus ï 

topic/theme 

Education/ educational 

psychology related 

Health, gender, ethnicity 

or school subject 

specific focus in title 

Participants Not limited by specific 

ethnicity or gender 

group 

Title states specific to 

particular gender or 

ethnic group 

Search terms Terms appeared in the 

title 

Terms in title irrelevant 

to focus or out of context 
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2:1:3  Definition of terms used  

 

The use of the word óparentô in the context of this literature search relates to 

the role of birth parent or key care-giving parent from immediately after birth, 

if not the birth parent.  In the majority of studies found this was the natural or 

birth mother, though a number also specifically addressed a less-researched 

area of the role of the father.  

 

Understanding óparental involvementô has for some time been a key focus of 

schools and educational researchers (see for example the meta-analysis by 

X. Fan & Chen, 2001 and Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003). Though the ways 

in which this term is used can vary slightly from one study to another, the 

broader meaning relates to ways in which parents help or support their 

children, both as an interaction between parenting styles and approaches, 

and also with regard to their childrenôs learning. This may range from 

supporting and encouraging attendance, to helping their children with 

homework, to coming into school to meet with teachers or even to 

volunteering within the school. X. Fan and Chen (2001) included a typology 

of parental involvement types that was taken from earlier research by Epstein 

(Epstein & Dauber, 1991) and used to frame their meta-analysis; this is 

summarised below in Figure 2:1. 

 

Underpinning this research is the implicit idea that the parent shares the 

goals and aspirations of schooling with their child ï something less easy to 

define and evidence through standard questionnaires.  For the purpose of 

this research, the role of parentsô hopes and aspirations for their childrenôs 

future in school, seemed key to understand parental roles in childrenôs 

education. 
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Type 1, óBasic obligations of parentsô, covering the provision of ópositive 

home conditionsô that support childrenôs learning; establishing a positive 

learning environment at home;  

Type 2, óBasic obligations of schoolsô, covering a range of ócommunications 

from school-to-homeô parent-school communications about school programs 

and student progress;  

Type 3, óParent involvement at schoolô in the classroom and attending 

events;  

Type 4, óParent involvement in learning activitiesô at home, including parent, 

child, and teacher-initiated projects, and parent and school communications 

regarding learning activities at home; and  

Type 5, óParent involvement in governance and advocacyô.  

Epstein subsequently extended her typology to cover another type of 

partnership:  

Type 6, óCollaborating with the communityô, covering resources and services 

that strengthen homeïschool linksò. (Summarised from Epstein & Dauber, 

1991; p.290-291)  

 Figure 2:1 Typologies of parental involvement in school 

 

A number of terms that will be explored in this review of literature are 

perhaps more familiar in the US lexicon, but nonetheless are increasingly 

relevant to studies in the UK. Though the term óIntergenerational 

transmissionô is used frequently in papers form the US and other nations 

(less so in the UK) it is less frequently defined by the paperôs authors. One 

author, however, Chi (2013), has explained this as ñthe transfer of individual 

abilities, traits, behaviors, and outcomes from parents to their childrenò 

(p.26). The article also explains how this can be difficult to prove and has 

limitations around factors such as unreliability of memory and recall of events 

from the past. Despite these limitations, and the need for robust 

methodologies to overcome them, several studies (X. Fan & Chen, 2001; 

Räty, 2007, 2011) have demonstrated evidence to support the premise that 

behaviours could be transferred between generations.   
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A further construct relevant to the research undertaken here encompasses 

the way parents talk to their children about, and prepare them for, schooling.  

The term óacademic socialisationô in many research papers relates to the 

process of encouraging students in college or university towards a more 

academic approach to learning. In another paper, more relevant to this study 

(involving parents), the authors use the term in a wider sense (Taylor et al., 

2004). Their definition is also cited within other articles, as it proposes a 

model of academic socialisation:  

Academic socialization encompasses the variety of parental beliefs 
and behaviors that influence childrenôs school-related development. 
Parents are considered to be the primary agents of child socialization. 
The process by which parents shape a childôs behaviors, attitudes, 
and social skills so that the child will be able to function as a member 
of society is broadly encompassed by the term socialization. (Taylor et 
al., 2004, p.163) 
 

These definitions, and the model they proposed, are relevant to be 

considered further in this literature review because of the way in which the 

authors recognise the complex interaction of factors related to parents that 

can potentially influence a child at school. Taylor et al.ôs (2004) study also 

identifies the gaps in the research which this study, it is hoped, will in part 

address.   

2:2  Critique of literature  
 

This section will focus on individual areas most relevant to this study or 

arising as a direct result of the literature search. The critique will illustrate the 

journey taken in conducting the search and the ways in which the focus 

towards an interpretative phenomenological analysis of motherôs perceptions 

of school became pertinent. Appendix 11 summarises an appraisal of the key 

literature found which met the search criteria identified. The table also 

provides an over-view of the methodology, findings, and some limitations of 

each study. 
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2:2:1  Parental impact on educational outcomes  
 

As was revealed from the initial literature search using on-line databases 

from EBSCO  (since 2000, see criteria 2:1:2), it was apparent that hundreds 

of research papers have explored the concept of parental involvement, and 

also what constitutes involvement, and what benefits it can have for children. 

By narrowing the search initially for a meta-analysis of the available studies 

on parental involvement and academic achievement for their children, a 

relevant paper from the US was found providing an overview of the literature 

to that time. 

 

X. Fan & Chen (2001) carried out a meta-analysis to identify consistency, 

commonalities and links between educational achievement and outcomes for 

participantsô children. These were chosen as they met their criteria for 

providing empirical, quantitative data on the links between parental 

involvement and educational achievements; an element they considered 

lacking in earlier studies that had a more qualitative research paradigm. Their 

criticisms of a number of studies were the lack of consistency of definition for 

óparental involvementô. This desire to obtain some consistency for their meta-

analysis reduced an initial field of about 2000 studies to only 25. They used 

five elements from the earlier typologies of parental involvement suggested 

by Epstein & Dauber (1991; illustrated in Figure 2:1) to explore different 

factors whilst accounting for Socio-Economic Status (SES) and ethnicity. X. 

Fan & Chen then carried out analysis exploring whether different dimensions 

of parental involvement were independently related within and across the 

studies.  

 

They found that each dimension of parental involvement and student 

academic achievement should be considered separately and hence wider 

conclusions may be unreliable. Their analysis in one stage controlled for 
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effect size3 across each study and found a medium sized effect (in relation to 

parental involvement measures and academic achievement, when a Grade 

Point Average score was used). X. Fan & Chen consider that, whilst not 

strongly significant, this was sufficient óin social scienceô terms to be 

considered an important finding. Their conclusions overall were that the 

meta-analysis suggested parental support in aspects of home learning did 

not have as great an effect on educational achievement (measured by the 

US Grade Point Average) as factors that related to educational aspirations or 

expectations. This conclusion tallied with X. Fanôs(2001) individual 

longitudinal research later that year, and with subsequent studies (e.g. W. 

Fan & Williams, 2010) to be considered below.  

 

Conducting the wider literature search beyond the EBSCO database also 

revealed a number of Government papers that serve to highlight parental 

involvement in their childrenôs education within the UK context. Whilst these 

did not meet the inclusion criteria of being included within a peer reviewed 

journal, they serve to provide a context to the socio-political environment, so 

are worthy of brief mention. Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) were 

commissioned to study ñThe Impact of Parental Involvement, Parental 

Support and Family Education on Pupil Achievement and Adjustment - A 

Literature Reviewò. This paper provided a detailed review of the research to 

that time, within the context of a number of questions, such as ówhy is 

parental involvement importantô; ódo parents want to get more involvedô, and 

ódoes parental involvement vary among different groups of parentsô. It also 

explored the question of óthe impact of parental attitudes and aspirationsô. As 

well as providing an overview of the research up to that time, including some 

of the authors cited within this section, the paper also draws some 

conclusions about the aspects of parental involvement that were considered 

more significant or influential. These included explicit parental behaviours, 

such as helping in school and with homework, but also implicit aspects of 

parenting style and values, such as educational aspirations. The paper 

                                            
3
 This is a method of quantifying the difference between two groups commonly used in meta-

analyses.  
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explores some intervention programmes considered in research but 

concluded that there was not a sufficiently robust evidence base to support 

these. However, the authors also considered that there was a need for some 

research-led intervention to support parental involvement further in some 

groups, such as those from lower socio-economic groups, where childrenôs 

attainment and parental involvement is often lower than the national average.  

 

The research to be considered next provides further evidence of the 

conclusions drawn within these meta-analyses related to the more implicit 

aspects of parental involvement, such as aspiration.  

 

2:2:2  Explori ng parental involvement further:  the implicit factors  

 

One researcher, X. Fan (2001),  conducted a follow up study (to X. Fan & 

Chen, 2001) that explored whether any specific aspects of parental 

involvement determined educational achievement through the secondary 

school years. This later research was focused on understanding the ways 

parent involvement may influence the academic rate of progress for their 

children. The research therefore used data gathered from the National 

Education Longitudinal Studies (NELS) in the US, starting from 1988 with 

repeated measures and test scores from 1990 and 1992. The author 

considered this data set had stronger validity as the larger sample size 

allowed interrogation of different aspects of parental involvement, and from 

the perspective of student and parent reports. Controlling for lost data sets 

reduced an original sample of 24,000 students and parents to about 10,000. 

 

Using pre-existing factors for parental involvement (similar to those 

mentioned within Figure 2:1), the author matched questions asked in the 

original survey from 1988 on school and education issues. A number of initial 

statistical analyses to explore types of parental involvement, together with 
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factors such as SES and ethnicity, were undertaken. A latent growth model 

(a statistical technique) was then applied to analysis of the data sets. This 

approach explored factors that could potentially influence the academic 

growth for a student. The results of the analysis and growth modelling found, 

unsurprisingly, that socio-economic status accounted strongly for reports of 

educational aspirations, relating to how far the child said their parent 

expected them to go in school/education compared with what their parent 

had predicted from their earlier questionnaires. The most significant finding 

from the analysis was that óeducational aspirationsô had an even stronger 

correlation with educational achievement than SES. Some dimensions of 

parental participation (contacting school about grades, behaviour and 

performance) and supervision (three questions: family rules regarding 

grades, homework, and chores) even had a small degree of negative 

interaction with educational outcomes. This may relate to those parents who 

became more involved in supervision of their children or meetings in school 

because of negative patterns of behaviour. However, the data set available 

limited the range of measures available to explore different aspects of 

educational aspirations to one question about how far through school a 

parent or child predicted they would go.  

 

The author recognised this limitation alongside their own conclusion that 

logical causal inferences are not possible from the pre-existing data sets, as 

it was not possible to understand what led a parent to expect more of their 

child. Further research should therefore be conducted to consider different 

factors that may also form part of educational aspiration. For example, those 

used in the original questionnaires ótalking about schoolô and ófuture school 

plansô would also seem in some way related to aspiration, but were 

considered in X. Fanôs (2001) study under a separate dimension of 

ócommunicationô which did not strongly correlate with educational aspirations. 

Research would also be helpful to consider in more depth the ways in which 

parents perceive involvement, such as through interviews or more open-

ended questionnaires. 
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In a more recent paper, W. Fan & Williams (2010) have addressed some of 

these limitations by using multiple dimensions of parent involvement to 

understand factors around student self-efficacy and motivation. The authors 

considered this had potential influence over student achievement in their high 

school level tests, yet had been given limited research focus. W. Fan & 

Williamsô approach considers social cognitive theory to understand in more 

depth the environmental and social factors that surround a young person 

such as the influence of parenting style on their intrinsic motivation to learn 

and do well. W. Fan & Williams also used a longitudinal data set from a 2002 

Educational Longitudinal Study (ELS) which had data from about 15,000 

students and parents in their 10th grade at school (that is, close to adulthood 

and more independence) but drawn only from the first time point in 2002.  

 

The parental involvement measures were similar to those used by X. Fan 

(2001) and influenced by Epstein & Dauberôs (1991) typologies (Figure 2:1). 

In addition the ELS data set had used several student rating scales for self-

efficacy, motivation and student engagement. Their findings suggest that 

parent-school-child communication could positively interact with student 

motivation where it was not related to behavioural concerns. The authors 

also conclude that a number of parenting-related factors with regard to 

control and boundaries, such as rules for TV and expectation for grade 

scores, relate to student engagement with and intrinsic motivation in English 

and maths. Parental aspirations also strongly related to academic 

engagement and self-efficacy. Again, limitations of this study centre on the 

use of single report measures for parental aspirations, whereas most other 

measures had several items with which to give greater internal consistency. 

Again, this type of analysis is limited to the questions posed by the 

researcher in their examination of the data and the responses given 

originally, as no further interrogation is then possible with the participants. 

 

In a more student-centred study than the other US papers reviewed, Cheung 

& Pomerantz  (2012) conducted a study with 825 adolescents aged 12 to 13 
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years, from the US and China to consider possible cultural differences in 

parenting practice and involvement. Their aims in the study were to better 

understand factors that influenced what they term óparent-orientatedô 

motivation in learning, linked to their parentsô involvement and attitudes 

towards supporting them in school. They considered that where students 

were keen to gain approval and recognition of their achievement by their 

parents, this increased their motivation towards success.  The students, who 

either attended school on the suburbs of Chicago or Beijing, completed 

questionnaires at four time points from entry to a school in 7th grade to the 

end of the following school year (8th grade). The questionnaires examined 

student perceptions and constructs about óparent involvementô (broadly 

similar to those identified in previous research  W. Fan & Williams, 2010; X. 

Fan & Chen, 2001); óparent oriented motivation to schoolô using a ósocial 

approval and responsibility scaleô (Dowson & McInerney, 2004), and 

ócontrolled and autonomous regulation to schoolô using an óacademic self-

regulation questionnaireô developed by Ryan and Connell (1989). What the 

authors identified in their findings was the complex nature of the desire for 

approval from parents that focused on both positive (e.g. seeking rewards) 

and more negative (desire to avoid punishment) factors. They also consider 

that parentsô active involvement in helping and supporting their child (for 

example with homework) also sends a more implicit message to the child that 

education and school are valued, but this was stronger where parents gave 

more autonomy and control to their child with regard to their learning. Overall 

studentsô academic achievement was enhanced across the two years of the 

study where students perceived greatest parent-orientated motivation. This 

study contributed another angle to understanding the positive impact and 

complexity of parental-involvement factors. It was limited however by using 

data gathered only from the perspective of the child, without correlating with 

the parentsô or school views on the impact on learning. 

  

A smaller number of papers reviewed related specifically to research 

conducted in the UK. Flouri & Buchanan (2004) conducted a similar analysis 

to the US study by X. Fan (2001) by using pre-existing data from the  UK-
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specific National Child Development Study [NCDS] conducted from 1958 

onwards (see www.cis.ioe.ac.uk). The NCDS comprised data from 17,000 

children born in one week in March 1958 in England, Scotland and Wales, 

with longitudinal data from follow-up studies of this cohort, most recently in 

2008. This study provided data about birth experiences, mortality and early 

developmental outcomes for children in the first instance. The longitudinal 

follow-ups conducted took place when the individuals were aged 7, 16, 23, 

33 and most recently in relation to Flouri & Buchananôs (op. cit.) study, at 

aged 42, although further data is now being gathered for members at age 50. 

School exam data were also gathered, and future follow-up data are intended 

to follow this cohortôs whole life span. This data allowed subsequent 

researchers to understand other aspects of development and interactions 

between factors such as parental involvement and later academic scores and 

motivation towards school. Flouri & Buchanan (2004) focused on factors 

around parental involvement and educational outcomes. Whilst the data 

numbers diminished over time and may not have been fully representative of 

all socio-economic groups4, Flouri and Buchananôs (op. cit.) paper concluded 

that parental reports of school related involvement with their child aged 7, 

correlated positively with later educational achievement. The fatherôs 

involvement was also the most significant predictive factor of educational 

attainment in late adolescence. The paper recognises many of the limitations 

of their approach, especially the retrospective nature of the information. 

Additionally, the research is based upon a limited set of parent-only reports of 

their involvement and, like the US studies, does not provide a means of 

triangulating information nor finding any rich qualitative observations from 

parents, children or teachers at that time. 

 

A later study by Flouri (2006) 5  again used data from a follow-up of a national 

study. The researchers explored the data sets from the British Birth Cohort 

Study [BCS 70]. They analysed data from follow-up studies conducted after 

                                            
4
 An example is given that there was a 10% drop off in follow up data from adulthood from 

those identified as being in financial hardship in their childhood. 
5
 ñParental interest in childrenôs education, childrenôs self-esteem and locus of control, and 

later educational attainment: Twenty-six year follow-up of the 1970 British Birth Cohortò. 

http://www.cis.ioe.ac.uk/


31 
 

26 years and compared data on mother and father's interest in education, 

internal locus of control, and self-esteem factors at age 10, with educational 

outcomes.  They concluded that fatherôs reported interest in their childôs 

schooling (determined by one óteacher ratingô of a child aged 10) significantly 

predicted educational outcomes for their daughters, but also predicted 

outcomes for their sons but only where this correlated to a rise in the 

motherôs interest in schooling. Socio-economic status and motherôs 

educational attainment continued to be a strong predictor of educational 

outcomes for all children, but the study provided further evidence of the 

complexity of factors surrounding parental involvement and educational 

outcomes. Limitations recognised within the article suggest that the 

measures for óparental interestô were somewhat subjective as it was based 

upon a one question indicator completed by class teachers for children at 

age 10. The study is of interest, but may well have been influenced by social 

and societal expectations and context at the time of the original study 

(1970s). 

 

Studies using longitudinal data illustrate a number of advantages and 

limitations. The studies from the US and UK (X. Fan, 2001; W. Fan & 

Williams, 2010; Flouri & Buchannan, 2004 and Flouri, 2006) used the data 

sets from longitudinal studies originally established for different purposes 

(e.g. the Birth Cohort Study, [BCS 70], explored aspects around impact of 

birth factors). They do, however, provide a rich source of follow-up data, 

including the academic outcomes for the child at different time points, earlier 

ratings or self-reports from parents and teachers, and in some cases self-

reports from children themselves. They also have a strong validity for 

analysis as they are based on large numbers of participants. The data 

gathered are all quantitative; it is based on completing scaling or rating 

questions. Each researcher has verified the reliability and validity of their data  

to their research questions by excluding certain known órisk factorsô with 

regard to a childôs outcomes in school, e.g. socio-economic status or 

motherôs education, in order to focus on the hypotheses they wish to explore. 

Limitations, in many cases acknowledged by the authors, centre on the level 
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of attrition with the responses to follow-up studies sometimes being limited to 

particular groups (e.g. higher educated parents). There is also some 

acknowledgment that the analysis can be based on very few report scales 

(e.g. a one-item rating of parental involvement, X. Fan, 2001; Flouri, 2006). 

Bearing these limitations in mind however, these studies nonetheless provide 

a relevant backdrop to understanding why parental roles and participation are 

so critical in educational outcomes for children.  

 

The last section illustrated a sample of the research that has been conducted 

in the area of involving parents in their childrenôs school and learning. There 

is consensus that parental factors, such as academic attainment, can 

influence the outcomes for their children, and that their role is not 

insignificant, as shown by the meta-analytic studies mentioned (Desforges & 

Abouchaar, 2003; X. Fan & Chen, 2001). The empirical papers cited here (W. 

Fan & Williams, 2010; X. Fan, 2001; Flouri, 2006; Flouri & Buchanan, 2004) 

have however focused primarily on either closed-questionnaire data from 

longitudinal studies, or structured questions from short interviews, primarily 

with parents and teachers. They rely on self-reported behaviours that are 

suggested to be part of positive parental involvement or participation, such as 

helping with homework or going to meetings. The studies fall very strongly 

within a quantitative paradigm, and limited evidence has been found giving 

more detailed analysis or interpretation of the implicit factors. These implicit 

factors have included attitudes to school, constructs of parenting, or the ways 

in which parentsô perceptions of school could interact with their beliefs and 

values about schooling per se. 

 

2:2:3  Intergenerational factors around educational outcomes 

 

Only limited research emerged when a more detailed and targeted search 

was conducted to explore analyses of parental attitudes and values with 

specific regard to recollections and memories of school.  By using different 

search terms such as applying American-English terminology (e.g. 
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óintergenerational factorsô with óschoolô), several key papers were found, 

though none of them were conducted in the UK. These will be discussed 

next. 

 

Kaplan, Liu & Kaplan (2004) explored 'intergenerational factors'. They 

conducted their research to understand more about the ways in which 

mothersô own experiences in school may interact with future outcomes for 

their children in school. In addition they considered whether any mediating 

factors existed to alter intergenerational patterns. The paper used an existing 

longitudinal data set from questionnaires with female adolescents from 1971. 

Follow-up data had also been collected in the 1990s which then additionally 

included asking their children to complete similar questionnaires to those 

obtained from their mothers at about the same age. Based on this data set 

from 1,384 mothers and their children, they proposed a complex model for 

the transmission of behaviours and attitudes that sought to account for a 

range of factors and possible influences upon the school experiences from 

one generation to the next. In particular they proposed that a negative school 

experience in the first generation could impact on their early adulthood 

experiences through dropping out of school, consequent low self-esteem or 

ópsychological distressô. The paper raised significant concerns around the 

nature of the mothersô own experiences of school, especially where this had 

been negative. Kaplan et al. (2004) found evidence that the life events 

individuals experience (such as early entry to adult roles, e.g. marrying, 

having children when young)  can be linked to their dropping out of, or 

exclusion from, school early. These life experiences, they considered, led to 

greater psychological distress or reduced future ambitions. Their model 

proposed that these experiences also led to parentsô lowered expectations 

for their adolescent children in school and significantly related to identification 

of negative school experience by the second generation (the children of the 

original participants).   
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This research provided an interesting new direction in the examination of the 

literature to date, offering some empirical evidence of the factors surrounding 

negative school experience and the nature of potential influences from one 

generation to the next. The study was limited, however, by the questions 

which related to negative school experiences, which were three items that 

the individual rated as their perception of school grades, teachers not liking 

them and receiving sanctions for poor behaviour.  It was not clear how this 

construct of negative school experience related to research evidence from 

any qualitative discussion with parents that did not focus on imposed 

categories.  In addition, the closed questioning and analysis techniques used 

do not address the meaning that school has for parents, nor indeed whether 

parents consider that their recollections and perceptions of school are in any 

way important. In particular, parentsô own experiences in school, whether 

positive or negative, and the ways in which they regard school and discuss it 

with their children, have received much more limited attention.  

 

Pears et al. (2013) have conducted the most recent study on 

intergenerational transmission to be found within the literature search. They 

aimed to understand whether and how school adjustment (measured as 

academic achievement and positive peer relations) was transferred between 

one generation and the next and whether there existed any critical time 

points in the childôs development when support or intervention could be 

offered to mediate these potential pathways. They particularly focused on a 

sample of working-class fathers and their children. The 110 fathers were 

already involved in a longitudinal study which had been running since they 

were in the 4th Grade at elementary school and involved information about 

their own parentsô involvement and expectations of school. The fathers were 

then engaged in structured interviews and this evidence, along with previous 

information gathered, was combined with assessments of their  213 

childrenôs development (at four time points up to 7 years of age), for 

statistical analysis.  
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Pears and colleagues (2013) found that experience of early parenthood was 

directly associated with poor school adjustment for their offspring. They found 

that links between the fatherôs attainment and cognitive ability did not 

however significantly demonstrate links between the generations. In 

particular they found the fatherôs age at the birth of the child, their income, 

and their expectation for their childôs education all appeared to relate more to 

their childôs development, such as academic achievement. Their findings 

suggest that the links were more evident when social behaviours from the 

fatherôs time in school were considered as factors. In some cases however, 

their findings suggest changes in inter-generational patterns are possible 

where some fathers may have strived harder  for their child to have a 

different experience of school, compared to their own. The limitation of their 

research was similar to other studies, in that there were only a limited set of 

measures for school adjustment (academic achievement and peer relations). 

They suggested that this may need further research to more widely define 

school adjustment factors that can be measured. In addition, the measure for 

the fathersô rating of expectation for their child in school was a one-item 

measure. 

 

A further line of enquiry, exploring the connection between parental 

involvement and the way in which experiences and ideas may be discussed 

or repeated from one generation to the next, led to research on how children 

first learn about school from their parents. In the US, several researchers 

have undertaken studies with parents as part of the transition from pre-school 

to school (Barnett & Taylor, 2009; Taylor et al., 2004). Taylor et al. (op. cit.) 

explored the existing research into processes of óacademic socialisationô, 

proposing a theoretical model (see Appendix 12) which is referred to in their 

summary: 

Parents, through their individual experiences, social and cultural 
characteristics, and behaviors, set the stage for their childrenôs early 
academic experiences. In our model, intergenerational influences are 
represented by the way in which parentsô own school experiences and 
cognitions about school shape their parenting behaviors. (p.174)  
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In developing their theory, the paper reviewed research into the perceptions, 

attitudes and beliefs that parents have about school, and the ways in which 

these may interact with their involvement in their childrenôs school lives. The 

paper cites many articles that support the view that increasing parental 

involvement is linked positively to outcomes for their children. Taylor et al. 

(op. cit.) also considered intergenerational factors. Whilst acknowledging that 

there was limited research in this area, they hypothesized that parentsô 

school experiences would link strongly to the ways they talk about school to 

their children or the behaviours they exhibit in relation to school, which their 

model described as óacademic socialisationô. Taylor et al.  (2004) also 

hypothesized that  having experienced a positive or negative time in school 

may influence an individualôs internal working model of school when they 

later become parents. In their paper they also consider that later on in a 

childôs school life (adolescence) peer influences may also impact on 

academic socialisation, but at the earliest stage of entry to school they 

consider the parental role more influential. They conclude that more research 

exploring the nature of parentsô negative experiences at school would be 

helpful to understand whether this impacts on their parenting behaviours. 

Whilst not a systematic meta-analysis of literature nor research based on 

direct data gathered by them, the model they proposed drew on the available 

evidence and provided ideas for future research  that helped to inspire the 

focus of this study and led to further relevant lines of enquiry within the 

literature search.  

 

The second study (Barnett & Taylor, 2009) involved one of the authors of the 

academic socialisation model (Taylor et al.,2004). Their research aimed to 

understand more about the ways mothers prepare their children for school 

(academic socialisation) and whether this interacted with the way they 

recalled their own experience, both of school and of being parented, in 

particular in relation to school involvement. Based on a social and ecological 

model, the authors contend that parenting practices derive from social 

knowledge (histories or traditions) and environments experienced from one 

generation to the next. Their research involved structured interviews with 76 



37 
 

mothers recruited from three different US states and 20 different school 

catchments who were already part of a óparent-teacher linksô study. They 

considered aspects of the mothersô recollection of school and the 

ópreparationsô they undertook with their children prior to entry to kindergarten. 

These were described as academic (preparing the child for learning, such as 

alphabet or colour knowledge) and socialisation practices (readiness for the 

routines and behaviour requirements in a classroom). The study tried to 

account for other familial and social factors, such as income, parental 

education levels, and individual factors, such as self-esteem and efficacy 

ratings from the mothers. 

 

 Within the structured interview which focused on mothersô school 

recollections, participantsô responses to 27 areas of school experience were 

tape recorded, transcribed and coded for analysis. The authors explain that 

their analysis was limited to three key areas: teacher relations, peer relations 

and memory of their own parentsô school involvement. The coding also 

involved a judgement about emotional óvalenceô of school recollections, with 

the coders assigning scores from a range of ómost negativeô to ómost positiveô 

experiences. In their findings they were unable to evidence a strong link 

between the mothersô negative or positive recollections of school and the 

aspects of academic socialisation and preparation they undertook. Their 

results did, however, find evidence that parental income, and mothersô 

recollections of their own parentsô involvement in school activities, were 

statistically significant influences on  whether mothers engaged in academic 

transition preparation. Although Barnett & Taylor (2009) offer some 

interpretation of their findings, they suggest that more research is needed to 

obtain data from a variety of sources, rather than a single report (from 

mothers, in their study) in order to understand the impact of the way a parent 

prepares their child for entry to kindergarten or school. The research clearly 

had limitations in that it was difficult to interpret correlations from the findings, 

but was nonetheless of interest as it revealed a further potential source of 

enquiry, namely the effect of parental memories of school.  
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2:2:4  Parents reflecting on their sc hool days  

 

When changing the search parameters in the EBSCO database to memory 

or recollections of school (such as suggested within the research by Taylor et 

al., 2004; and Barnett & Taylor, 2009), an example was found within an 

autobiographical memory research paradigm (Walls et al., 2001). Although 

not directly relevant to understanding interaction between a parentôs memory 

of school and the school experience of their children, it was of interest in 

understanding more about school memories.  

 

Walls et al.ôs (2001) study aimed to find out more about specific aspects of 

the way young adults remember different experiences of school. Their stated 

aim of the study was to gather data that could help inform educators on 

salient aspects of school life and furthermore identify whether there are 

gender or other factors that influence these kinds of recollections. This paper 

examined the nature of 252 undergraduate studentsô recollections from 

school, they all attended a large mid-Atlantic University. Their analysis 

classified the studentsô school memories according to predefined categories 

they extracted from prior research. They completed two studies, the first one 

using more defined (closed) questions and prompts for students, such as 

asking them to write down a memory from a specific phase of schooling, 

together with their rating of it as a pleasant or unpleasant memory.  The 

second study, with different students, used more open-ended categories, 

asking them to write down eight memories from any time across their school 

grades. Only afterwards were the phase of schooling, and whether they were 

pleasant or unpleasant memories, identified by the students. The results, 

once categorised for type and topic of memory, were tested for inter-rater 

reliability of the coding structure, and statistically analysed. The paper 

concluded that negative memories were most often recalled from earlier in 

school and those relating to relationships (both positive and negative) were 

most prevalent from studentsô time at High School.   
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Walls et al.ôs (op. cit.) two companion studies provide greater clarity about 

the potential aims for this study.  Firstly, they confirm the researcherôs work-

related anecdotal evidence (from direct discussion with many parents of 

children who experience difficulty at school) concerning school-related 

memories: in particular that difficult social times at high school often remain 

well-embedded in memory. In addition the students in their study also 

recalled more negative experience from early on at school. If this was to be 

replicated for other individuals, it might add further to a parentsô worry about 

their child going to school, if they had a difficult time themselves. Their 

findings also reinforce the need to investigate further the nature of negative 

or adverse school experiences for parents. This paperós findings potentially 

support the focus of this study on younger parents of pre-school children. It is 

speculated that If there existed a óreminiscence bumpô (Walls et al., 2001) in 

young adulthood, it may well be that for a group of young mothers, this would 

be even stronger as they reconsidered and reflected upon their own school 

experiences whilst thinking ahead to their own child starting school.  

 

Though there were very few studies that considered this interaction between 

parentsô memory of school and their thoughts of their children starting school 

further, two more recent pieces of research seem strongly relevant in their 

parallels to this research study. In a paper from Finland (Räty, 2007) entitled 

ñParentsô own school recollections influence their perception of the 

functioning of their childôs schoolò a large sample of  391 parents, both 

academically and vocationally educated, completed questionnaires. Räty (op. 

cit.) analysed parentsô ratings of satisfaction for their childôs functioning at 

different stages in their primary schooling. The author then correlated this 

data with responses to their own recollections of school, which took the form 

of ratings against five aspects of school life (ñthe quality of the instruction, the 

justness and impartiality of treatment of pupils, the giving of encouragement, 

the usefulness of the learning attained, and taking individual needs into 

considerationò, Rªty, 2007, p.391). The findings suggested that there was 

some interaction of significance between parentsô ratings of satisfaction of 

school for their child in the follow-up part to the study, and their own recalled 
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experience of school.  University educated parents also indicated significantly 

stronger positive recall about school than the vocationally educated group 

within the sample. Of the vocationally educated parents, the way they rated 

satisfaction for their childôs school also declined between the childôs first and 

fifth year of school. 

 

 Rªtyôs findings were interesting in that they not only found some evidence 

that parentsô recollections could influence their thinking or attitudes about 

school for their child, but also highlighted the ways in which parentsô 

memories of their own actual experience of school could shift their thinking 

and aspirations (towards the positive), even if their own experience may have 

been negative. In common with many of the other longitudinal studies 

previously cited, the data from parents was limited, in that their school 

recollections were based only on a five-item scale of pre-imposed categories. 

Nevertheless these findings are very relevant to this study. 

 

Since the earlier study, Räty (2010, and 2011) has revisited the connections 

investigated in his earlier work in an attempt to address these limitations and 

provide more breadth to this under-researched area. In his more recent 

paper of 2011, he asked participants to give responses to their recollections 

of school in an open-ended format, rather than pre-imposing too many 

categories. This study again had a longitudinal design, and used a follow-up 

questionnaire administered with parents towards the end of their childôs time 

in school. The study found parallels between the experience and outcomes 

for children and the earlier experience of school for their parents, albeit 

based on parental reports and interpretations. Again, Rªtyôs (2011) study 

recognised the importance of not always pre-supposing intergenerational 

transmission of experience and behaviours. The exceptions, whilst limited, 

are nonetheless important. In particular, some fathers, citing negative 

experience at school, actually became more involved and supportive in their 

childôs education as a result. 
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The final paper to be considered parallels to some extent the approach taken 

by Räty, but stands alone as one of very few pieces of recent qualitative 

research found in this area. Miller, Dilworth-Bart, & Hane (2011) studied 

ñMaternal Recollections of Schooling and Children's School Preparationò. 

This study was, like many others, undertaken in the US, but used semi-

structured interviews with 40 mothers of pre-school children to understand 

more about the ways in which parental behaviours prepared children for 

school. The transcripts were coded by a number of researchers in a dynamic 

and interactive conversation which identified main themes. These were then 

cross-coded by the research team to ensure inter-rater reliability and validity. 

Four main themes were identified which they summarised as:  

1) intergenerational influences, reflecting how they, themselves, were 
primed for and supported through school, (2) transitions between 
school settings or grade levels as sensitive periods, (3) school 
settings, including characteristics of schools they attended and 
goodness of fit, and (4) diversity, particularly lack of diversity or an 
appreciation of diversity in their own schooling.  (Miller et. al., p.161).  

 

Their findings provide a more in-depth account of a particular group of 

parentsô recollections of school than the quantitative studies cited here;  they 

did not seek to determine cause and effect, but to understand the potential 

influences upon the child in entering school. Their findings  accord with some 

of the quantitative studies in illustrating the nature of intergenerational 

experiences, but also evidence other factors which were relevant to this 

particular group of mothers from one US state, such as the desire for their 

child to be included in a diverse school community, and the importance of 

finding the óright schoolô. Whilst the focus of their study was open in 

approaching parents with a range of educational backgrounds and 

experiences, it was clear that some participants found the process of talking 

about their experiences difficult, both by virtue of the emotional impact of 

their experiences and also perhaps finding the interview situation unusual. As 

is the limitation of any qualitative study of this kind, the depth of information 

shared by participants is limited by what they themselves consider relevant or 

are able to share in this context. 
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2:2:5  Critique of methods used  

 

Much of this research, with the exclusion of the research by Miller et al. 

(2011), has used a normative and therefore primarily quantitative design from 

within a positivist or post-positivist paradigm. Methods used include 

structured interviews and questionnaires to interrogate parents on their 

recollections of school and to provide statistical data to explore their 

hypothesis and assumptions. Whilst this provides a valuable context and a 

degree of validity to the ideas under consideration within this research, there 

are limitations in the depth of the data the studies obtained and the evidence 

base on which the judgements are formed, in particular where significance 

has been drawn from answers to only a few questions (albeit from a large 

sample of parents). Where interview or open-ended questions were used in 

the method, the responses were often coded according to óa prioriô 

categories, so that responses were placed in a óbest fitô related to these 

categories. Whilst this has some parallels to qualitative research with its  

need for rigorous analysis of the findings and the need to, at times fit ódataô to 

a form of coding structure, it does not reflect the individual ónarrativeô - the 

story behind the categories that parents may have chosen in a questionnaire. 

In addition, no UK specific studies have been found on parental recall of 

school. Many of the studies do however point towards the need for more 

related research into the area of educational aspirations and the impact that 

negative school experiences of parents may have on their children.  

 

The final section within this chapter will explore the theoretical underpinning 

to this study on the perceptions of school from mothers having negative 

school experiences. In doing so, it will also consider similarities of theoretical 

positions within those research studies cited so far within this chapter.  
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2:3 Parental perceptions of school: the theoretical relevance 
to psychology  
 

2:3:1  Introduction and context  

 

In order to understand the breadth of theoretical frameworks relevant to this 

study, the last section in this chapter will consider some key theorists and 

their ideas as they relate to parentsô perceptions of school, child development 

and behaviours in parenting practice. In attempting to make sense of the 

complex interaction of factors that could lead to a positive school experience 

for a child, a mind map was drawn to illustrate the broad ideas of positive 

school experience illustrated in Appendix 13. It served as a top-down method 

of considering factors emerging from a range of both literature and 

observation. It is neither comprehensive nor an attempt at a theoretical model 

such as that proposed by Taylor et al., (2004). It does, however, assist in 

considering the theoretical positions that led to this research interest. That is, 

considering what may have been difficult for some in school could potentially 

aid understanding, assist in the consideration of how things could, by 

contrast, be improved, and lead to the development of new strategies.  

 

As considered within chapter one and illustrated within the theoretical mind 

map  in Appendix 13, the authorôs interest in parentsô school perceptions, 

derived from an instinctive accord with elements of humanistic psychology. 

This theoretical approach to psychology was in part informed by the authorôs 

identification with the theories of Maslow (1943), whereby human higher-

order thinking and contentment is only truly achieved when we have our most 

basic human needs met. Maslowôs theories make sense within the context of 

a negative school experience in particular: if a childôs basic needs for safety 

and human warmth are not being met, either in school or at home, then 

psychologically they would be less able to focus and progress with their 

learning in school. In addition humanistic psychology is also influenced by the 

theories of Carl Rogers (1959, 1961), who believed that humans are 

inherently focused towards actualisation; that is, achieving their potential and 
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a sense of their own individuality and self-esteem. Similar in part to Maslowôs 

(1943) theories on the óhierarchy of needsô; Rogersô theories (1959, 1961) 

contend that humans innately have a drive that can lead to their achieving 

fulfilment as a ófully functioning personô (Jarvis, 2000; p. 64); perhaps 

someone who can cope  with all lifeôs trials, the good and difficult times. An 

over-arching consideration of these principles and theories is particularly 

relevant when considering the interpretation of human experience and life 

stories. In the case of this study, there is a primary focus on the phenomenon 

of how human individuals cope with, and are potentially influenced by, their 

earlier life experiences in school; in particular, when these have been a 

challenge to them. Maintaining this theoretical foundation as the guiding 

principle for this study (influenced subsequently by additional theories to be 

considered in 2:3:2 and 2:3:3), supported both the rationale for this topic 

focus and ultimately, as will be considered further in chapter three, the 

methodological approach adopted. Further theories underpinning psychology 

will be explored next through those identified within some of the research 

reviewed so far, from those that are broadly aligned to this study to those that 

seem most closely associated to the theoretical ideas influencing this study.  

 

When considering further the theoretical foundations of other studies 

critiqued in this chapter, it was apparent that only a small proportion of their 

authors explicitly stated this. Of those studies which did  clearly identify the 

theoretical principles and foundations that guide them, they appeared 

informed from within social, cognitive or behavioural psychology. Within the 

context of understanding the impact of parental involvement on motivation 

towards learning, W. Fan & Williams, (2010) explained their theoretical 

position with regard to achievement motivation. They cite social-cognitive 

theories such as Bandura (1997):  

Because  adolescents exist within social systems and are continuously 
interacting with their caretakers, parents not only influence the 
development of self-efficacy but also provide observational models 
that guide adolescentsô adjustment of their self efficacy (Bandura, 
1997, cited in W. Fan & Williams, 2010, p.53). 
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Social cognitive theory, in brief, contends that individuals tend to repeat 

behaviours through observing others within the context of their environment 

(Bandura, 1986). Similarly, in the government paper reviewing literature on 

parental involvement, Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) recognised that 

theories behind parental involvement may also lie within the social 

construction of roles and responsibilities for parents with regard to school 

learning. As critiqued in section 2:2:2, Cheung and Pomerantzôs (2012) 

approach similarly identified with further aspects of self-determination theory, 

in understanding parental motivation and its link to why parental involvement 

can enhance learning. Self-determination theory has developed in recent 

decades prominently by researchers Edward Deci & Richard Ryan (2000), 

from theories around human internal or intrinsic motivation they describe this 

in one article: 

Self-determination theory (SDT) maintains that an understanding of 
human motivation requires a consideration of innate psychological 
needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. (Deci & Ryan, 
2000, p. 227) 

In Cheung & Pomerantzôs (op. cit.) study using three different questionnaire 

and evaluation tools with young adolescents, they conclude that children are 

motivated to do well in a number of complex ways related to expectations 

they may have taken on board from their parents (such as being rewarded for 

doing well) and also the parentôs desire to encourage self-worth and avoid 

guilt. This social cognitive approach to understanding parent and child 

relationships and interactions places a significant emphasis on the parentsô 

role as distinct from the other social influences surrounding a child. It has 

some relevance to this study in placing direct importance and value on the 

models and attitudes provided by parents to their children. It is acknowledged 

therefore that this study will indeed draw on aspects of social cognitive 

theories; which seek to understand the perceptions and personal constructs 

that individualsô form in their social worlds (Kelly, 1955; Ravenette, 1988). 

This has relevance in particular to the constructs that parents (or more 

specifically, mothers) may hold about school, and also understanding the 

interaction that those parental perceptions of school (based on their 

experiences and attitude formation) could have on views of school for their 

child.  
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Social cognitive theories do not however address every facet of this study. 

The theories espoused within some of the parental recollection and 

intergenerational research do, however, appear even more closely aligned 

with the position contended in this research (Räty, 2007; Taylor et al., 2004).  

The foremost of these -  the ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 

1986) will be considered first, drawing in some of the papers already 

appraised (Flouri, 2006; Pears et al., 2013). This section will then consider 

other related theories on parental-child attachment relationships and the 

potential interaction with school factors (for example Barnett & Taylor, 2009).   

 

2:3:2  Family systems, an ecological pe rspective  
 

The influential theories or research paradigms developed by Bronfenbrenner 

(1986) incorporate recognition of the wider systems and interaction that take 

place within a family. The theory, related to family systems, recognises the 

external factors that can also interact when the child is developing, 

incorporating within this idea, influences from developmental psychology. 

Bronfenbrenner developed the terms óMeso-systemô, óexo-systemô and 

óchrono-systemô. óMeso-systemô refers to the other settings in which the child 

may spend time. The óexo-systemô he used to define the systems which are 

not directly involved with a child, such as the parentôs employment or friends, 

but which are recognised to have a potential interaction and influence on the 

child. The óchrono-systemô refers to a more complex interaction and influence 

of a personôs experience of changes over time. In Bronfenbrennerôs paper 

(1986) a theoretical position is established in relation to research to that point 

in time, but it also sets challenges for future research to consider more than a 

óuni-dimensionalô approach: 

éeducation appears to be an important source for parentsô 
conceptions of the nature and capacities of both the child and of the 
parent at successive stages in the childôs life. A more complete 
understanding of the connection between parental schooling and 
family perceptions is clearly in the interest of both developmental 
science and of educational policy and practice. (p.736). 
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This challenge has since been taken-up by a number of researchers that 

have been included within this literature review.  Taylor et al. (2004) contend 

that their model  of academic socialisation is in part based upon ecological 

theory (see illustration of their model in Appendix 12). They summarise this 

interaction as part of understanding ówhat parents doô and ówho parents areô 

under a broader desire to acknowledge and evidence the ways in which 

multiple influences impact on the childôs academic socialisation. Similarly, in 

the longitudinal analysis of data in the UK on parents and their children, 

Flouri, (2006) recognised the relevance of Bronfenbrennerôs model. Their 

analysis found that a complex range of factors related to the family system, 

and ówithin-personô factors influenced parental interest in schooling for their 

child. In a later paper on intergenerational transmission of school adjustment,  

Pears, Kim, Capaldi, Kerr & Fisher (2013) also cite an ecological model as 

underpinning their research exploring the interaction of factors that could 

potentially influence the ways in which fathers supported their children 

through school. Miller et al., (2011) consider that the ecological model 

influenced their research design as it served to support the complex 

interaction of factors surrounding a motherôs multifaceted school experience 

and the ways in which she might consider schooling for her child. The 

ecological model as applied to these research papers focused primarily on 

the construct that the child does not operate (live) in a single system, or 

óbubbleô. Each day, the range of potential influences would appear to grow 

through their contact with new people and social communication systems 

such as the media and internet, yet at the centre of all these influences and 

the outcomes to the research studies considered here, is the constant 

presence of the parent. 

 

The research conducted for this thesis and considered in this critique, seems 

to be most clearly aligned to that of Taylor et al., (2004) and Miller et al., 

(2011) in trying to understand the nature of parental perceptions of school, 

and thoughts about school for their child. Within this study, the stories will 

focus on negative school experience and the ways in which parents consider 

school for their child. There is therefore an explicit acknowledgement that, by 
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trying to understand the meaning of school for them at this critical life 

transition point (that of their child going to school); this process of personal 

interpretation will involve the parent potentially considering a range of 

influences and dynamic interactions on their memories and attitudes. 

 

2:3:3  Attachment and school factors  

  

In order to consider further the ways in which our experiences in school 

develop through this complex interaction of systems as children, it is also 

relevant to consider theories of attachment behaviours. The ways in which 

we develop positive bonds and connections to others, has been established 

in research as potential protective factors that can help children develop 

resiliency and the strength to cope with lifeôs complex and rich tapestry 

(Karreman & Vingerhoets, 2012; Martínez, 2002; Shepherd, Reynolds, & 

Moran, 2010). Attachment theories were originally proposed and then 

developed by Bowlby (1988) and colleagues (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985; 

Reuther, 2013). Bowlby was interested in the ways in which babies 

developed their connection to their key caregivers. This connection could be 

studied and observed in infants when they were content and happy 

compared to times when this relationship or connection had been disrupted, 

even for a short period such as observed in a óstrange situationô (Ainsworth, 

1989) . These theories have been observed and tested since, with their 

applicability recognised in a number of interventions both within a direct 

family context (e.g. Video Interaction Guidance approaches, Kennedy et al., 

2010) and within a social care and school context, where a parentôs 

attachment relationship can be observed to rate their ability to support and 

interact with their children  (George, Kaplan, & Main, 1985).  

 

As with the ecological models, attachment theories have also been 

recognised as relevant to the study of parentsô perceptions and memories of 

school in some of the research under consideration (Barnett & Taylor, 2009; 

Taylor et al., 2004). Educational psychologists in the UK have also 
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considered the relevance of this theoretical position to the development of 

practice both in schools and pre-school settings (Randall, 2010). These 

authors recognise the relevance of understanding and acknowledging 

attachment styles when considering the ways in which parents may discuss 

and prepare their child for school and ultimately become a direct participant 

in their school and educational experience. What lies at the heart of creating 

a positive school experience appears to be the way in which children develop 

a sense of belonging to the institution of the school. Where they have already 

been secure in their attachment relationships at home, they may then find it 

easier to transfer this to being part of, and attached to, staff supporting them 

in school, hence supporting them to feel a sense of belonging.  

 

Section 2:3 has explored and considered the range of theoretical foundations 

and influences on this study and how they align with those clearly identified 

within the literature considered in this chapter (and illustrated briefly in the 

mind-map in Appendix 13). The authorôs guiding foundation of humanistic 

psychology (Maslow, 1943; Rogers, 1961) seemed accommodating of the 

diverse range of influences that can guide a psychologist when creating and 

undertaking research. In the case of this study, these included social 

cognitive ideas about personal constructs (Kelly, 1955) and the perceptions 

and attitude formation that participants in this study held about school, based 

on their own memories. In addition, developmental theories such as 

attachment (Bowlby, 1988), allow for consideration of the connections 

between a parent and child across two or more generations. The wider eco-

systemic model  (Bronfenbrenner, 1986) acknowledges the multifaceted 

nature of human experience as children develop in complex systems that 

include those closest to them, but also the subtle, complex influence of 

broader systems such as the school and government policies. As will be 

examined in chapter three, this foundation also influenced the research 

methodology adopted. 
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2:4 Summary of Chapter 
 

This chapter has provided an overview and context within which to 

understand the research presented in this study. Beginning with research 

which explores the broader impact of parentsô involvement in the school life 

of their child, the chapter then considered papers that most closely align with 

this study, such as parent recollections of school and how these can interact 

or influence the ways in which they consider school for their child. What this 

literature search and synthesis has illustrated strongly is the paucity of in-

depth, qualitative studies in this field. The chapter concluded by illustrating 

the authorôs guiding theoretical foundation within humanistic psychology, 

incorporating the influences of developmental and social psychology such as 

attachment and eco-systemic theories. 

 

The research to date has predominantly focused on parental ratings of their 

involvement: their kinds of experiences in school rated against a-priori 

categories, often cross referenced by the academic scores and outcomes for 

the child. Though Räty (2007, 2010 & 2011) has completed a number of in-

depth empirical studies into parental recollections that are most relevant, few 

have provided open-ended opportunities for parents to reveal more about 

their own experiences in school. This deficiency was to some extent 

addressed in the one qualitative study found with mothers in the US (Miller et 

al., 2011). However, this still provided little insight into the UK population and 

school structures which would make it particularly relevant to practice of 

Educational Psychologists here. This study therefore proposes to address 

this gap, by understanding in depth what the experience of school was like 

for young mothers who identified having a difficult or negative experience. 

Whilst the empiricists would argue this does not provide sufficient breadth 

and validity with which to quantify or evidence the relationship, this 

researcher will argue that by exploring the life-world (Smith et al. 2009) of 

parents for a while, we can also be guided towards a deeper understanding 

of what factors hold sway for parents, and what they consider may support 

them in feeling positive about school for their child.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

3:1  Overview of methodology and research questions 
 

This chapter will address how the topic in question was explored, the 

epistemological and ontological position which frames it, and provide an 

account of how the research was undertaken from conception to final 

analysis.  As indicated, this chapter and the findings will be written in the first 

person. This will allow this study to remain consistent with the nature of IPA 

studies, where the researcher is a significant partner in the process of 

interview, and where they may engage in the two-way process of making 

sense of the participantsô sense-making (the ódouble hermeneuticô) in 

interview, to the later stages of immersion into the transcripts, as the stories 

from the participants unfold through interpretation and analysis. 

 

As introduced in chapter one, my interest in parentsô perceptions of school 

emerged over a number of years of Educational Psychology practice. Whilst 

meeting with parents of disaffected or disengaged young people in high 

school, I found that they could at times seem either hostile to school, or 

indeed completely unable or unwilling to attend meetings there. In order to 

understand this better, as part of the initial discussion meeting with parents, I 

then began to ask them about their own experience in school. The answers 

in some cases reflected either ambivalence or great negativity to school, 

based on their recall of feelings towards school. It was a desire to really 

understand more about their experiences of school and how this interacted 

with their thoughts about their childrenôs schooling that led to the first 

principles in the design of this research. Looking back at the kinds of 

questions I had previously asked parents, I was able to construct a central 

question which I wanted to explore. Consideration was then given to how 

best to explore the experiences of participants who had themselves had a 

difficult time in school, but were now in the position of having a dependent 

child about to go to school. The research questions that I originally proposed 

are shown in Figure 3:1. 
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This research was intended to address the following primary question:- 

What do parents say about their school experience? 

In addition, the research sought to address the following subsidiary and 

specific questions:- 

1. What concerns do participants have about their childôs schooling? 

2. What common themes or ideas emerge about the participantsô current 

constructs of school? 

3. What óbest hopesô are expressed by participants for their childrenôs school 

experience?  

4. What do participants identify from their own experience of school that may 

be relevant and important to share with their child's school? 

Figure 3:1 Research questions 

 

It is recognised that these questions referred to participants more broadly as 

óparentsô, however as this chapter will consider, the focus narrowed through 

the availability and selection of participants to mothers. 

3:2  Ontology, epistemology and design 
 

As has already been established within chapter two, a number of quantitative 

studies have sought to provide empirical statistical evidence to demonstrate 

links between the intergenerational transmission of attainment and academic 

socialisation between parents and their children (Kaplan et al., 2004; Taylor 

et al., 2004). This research aims to use a qualitative research methodology, 

in particular interpretative phenomenology. The research was framed by my 

interest in the perceptions that parents (in this case mothers) have on school 

for their children, and the way these could interact with their own recall of 

their school days. Underpinning this are the psychological theories explored 

in chapter two and the need to maintain a psychological focus and emphasis 

with a rigorous and logical structure to its analysis. The research falls within a 

constructionist, qualitative paradigm, grounded within a humanistic 

psychology that has as one of its core concerns ñhuman experience in [all] its 
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richnessò (Ashworth, 2003; cited in Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 4) The process 

I used therefore attempts to understand people in a holistic way, rather than 

reducing them or their problems to numbers and statistical significance. My 

primary aim therefore is to understand peopleôs experience with depth and 

insight which may in turn contribute to new ways of considering a problem or 

experience that illuminates new solutions. 

 

The research undertaken adopts an ontological position that accepts that 

multiple realities may exist ï that, being human, parents (and even 

professionals, though hopefully to a lesser extent) may hold both common 

and oppositional constructs. The axiological position also incorporates an 

ethical stance that acknowledges the reflexivity and responsibility required by 

the researcher in interpreting their sense-making experiences within the 

context of a semi-structured interview. Within this qualitative and 

constructionist paradigm, I used a phenomenological approach that 

engenders a philosophical approach to the study of experience (Smith et al., 

2009). Such an approach attempts to interpret,  understand and make sense 

of  phenomena in terms of the meanings that people bring to them 

(Shinebourne, 2011).  In order to understand further about the choice of IPA 

in my study, a brief historical context and overview of this theoretical 

approach to research will be considered next. 

 

3:2:1  The choice of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

 

IPA has its theoretical roots outside psychology, within the realms of 

philosophy which Smith et al. (2009) explain   

 has been informed by concepts and debates from three key areas of 
 the philosophy of knowledge: phenomenology, hermeneutics and 
 ideography. (op. cit., p.11).  

In order to understand this and its applicability and relevance to this study, I 

will consider each of these key areas briefly. Phenomenology, the study of 

being or experience, has significant influences from a number of 
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philosophers from the early part of the 20th century. The first of these is 

Husserl, who developed thinking about the study of human experience and 

the way in which this could be interpreted through our awareness and 

perception of experience. Husserl focused on intentionality, the active 

process of reflection we may go through in becoming aware or conscious of 

our experiences, those that matter to us (Shinebourne, 2011). Husserl also 

offered a particular way of considering phenomena, by both bracketing ideas 

and thoughts and considering them systematically through a gradual 

reduction or funnelling of what we may understand of something, getting to 

its core or essence. (Urmson & Rée, 1991).  

 

Other philosophers, including Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty have also 

contributed further to thinking about phenomenology. Heidegger was 

interested in the ñquestion of beingò (Urmson & Rée, 1991), extending 

thinking about phenomenology  and hermeneutics, the study and theory of 

interpretation. He considered that there is meaning in existence and that we 

cannot take a view of a phenomenon or experience without considering 

óbeing-thereô which we are already part of in the social world. This was also 

termed óintersubjectivityô; ñthe shared, overlapping and relational nature of our 

engagement in the worldò (Smith et al., 2009, p.17). Merleau-Ponty was also 

influential in the mid-20th Century for his views of phenomenology, sharing 

some ideas from Heidegger on intersubjectivity through recognition of the 

óbodyô being part of human engagement  and, situated in real ólived 

experiencesô and ócollective meaningsô based on our interpretations and 

personal perceptions of them (Urmson & Rée, 1991).  

 

This process of interpretation  is conceptualised as óhermeneuticsô which is 

defined within Heideggerôs philosophy (extended from many earlier 

philosophers such as Schleirmacher and Gadamer), as setting out a scientific 

approach with its focus on asking questions and contributing an interpretation 

of an experience (Larkin, 2013). In the case of my research, this 

understanding is relevant, as the approach will focus on the mothersô own 
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views of their experiences at school. The interaction was also prompted by 

occasional questions to add more depth and to encourage the participants to 

reflect more and interpret what they experienced. This process is considered 

as the óhermeneutic circleô (Smith et al., 2009) where an individual may have 

a pre-judgement of something perhaps based on their thinking as a whole 

(e.g. óall my school times were badô). Through a process of revision and 

prompting they may open their thinking to consider other parts of their 

experience, and in turn come to a revision of their thinking (e.g. ónot all my 

school days were badô). As the researcher, I was engaged in the process of 

initial interpretation with participants through the questions I asked of them. 

This process was then conceptualised as  the ódouble hermeneuticô (Smith & 

Osborn, 2003). The individual is listening to, and asking questions of, the 

person reflecting (the researcher for example), who is themself undergoing a 

process of interpretation of their own experiences. This is considered a circle 

(or perhaps more specifically a cycle), because none of this could perhaps be 

the ófinalô interpretation but is part of an on-going process. Smith et al. (2009) 

consider that this process is iterative as, within the process of analysis of 

data which would then take place away from the participants, the circle of 

interpretation will carry on. 

 

The final concern of IPA is óidiographyô, the study of the particular, or 

individuals with a ñdetailed finely textured analysisò (Shinebourne, 2011, 

p.22). From ideas developed by philosopher Wilhelm Windelband in the 19th 

Century, this approach is considered at variance to many approaches within 

wider science as they are concerned with  the ónomotheticô,  finding evidence 

to make generalisations  or ólawsô about larger groups and populations 

(Mann, 1983). Smith et al. (2009) contend that the focus on the particular is 

also about trying to make sense of what something means to an individual 

and what is part of their life-world. 

 

Whilst there continue to be some critics of IPA as a qualitative research 

methodology (Giorgi, 2011; Willig, 2008) it is gradually becoming a more 
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popular and mainstream approach to research which as has been illustrated 

already, has its roots in philosophy and early psychology, but whose appeal 

now extends to  health and education, with particular relevance to 

educational psychology. The research in this case, focused on the first-hand 

accounts of parents and their perceptions of school through their own 

experience. This, therefore, is a way of understanding their reality which as 

one researcher states ñwhatever individuals report about their experience 

should be taken as their interpretation of realityò (Nicholson, 1986, p.146, 

cited in Smith et al., 2009, p.164).  The process within the interview was very 

much about both their own interpretation and process of thinking about their 

past but also giving thought to their child and the journey they would all be 

taking together towards school entry. 

 

Willig (2008) argues that there is a continuum of epistemological positions 

framing qualitative research where IPA falls between relativism and realism. 

Realism can be broadly defined as a measurable and objective account of 

objects and events whereas the relativist epistemological position, considers 

that there is no knowable truth, that events or experiences can be perceived 

in different ways.  Willig (op. cit.) considers that IPA falls within a relativist 

ontology, as it is an analysis of how people actually experience events. 

Therefore, whilst this research is positioned within an overarching critical 

realist ontology (Archer, 1998), there is acknowledgement that the 

information participants gave during the interviews is subject also to their 

social interactions over the years and indeed within the interview itself.   As 

this research is focused on the hermeneutic (that is, the participants making 

sense of the meaning that their experience had for them), I was aware of 

something of a 'double hermeneutic' throughout both the interview and the 

analysis of the transcriptions. This double hermeneutic is the process of the 

interviewer making sense of their stories initially reflecting and checking on 

the comments made by each participant within the interview and, later on, 

theorising during the analysis stage. I was aware throughout of the need for 

sensitivity, reflexivity and acknowledgement of this complex process as I tried 
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to understand and make sense of the ways in which the participants made 

sense of the meaning that school had for them.  

 

Some criticisms of IPA (Giorgi, 2011; Willig, 2008) centre upon the limitations 

that phenomenology has in its theoretical positions and in terms of language. 

They considered that transcriptions of interviews for example, are more about 

the way participants explain the experience than the experience in itself. 

ñHow successfully are participants able to communicate the rich texture of 

their experience to the researcher?ò  asks Willig (2008; p. 67). The 

suggestion is that the details of interviews are bound by the participantsô use 

of language, and their ability to both verbally reconstruct and to reflect on 

their experiences. During the interviews themselves, and the reflections I 

made within the analysis phase, I acknowledged some of these difficulties.  

Though at times it may have been difficult to encourage one or two 

participants to elaborate on some aspect of their thinking, overall my view is 

that, without exception, they all conveyed the meaning of school to them with 

great reflection, passion and richness. The evidence for this view is, I believe, 

quite clear in chapter four. 

 

Other qualitative approaches were rejected as they did not fit both the scope 

and rationale intended and indeed the research questions established. 

Grounded theory for example, as originally proposed by  Glaser &Strauss 

(1967), has become very popular in studies seeking to generate new 

interdisciplinary theories based on participantsô accounts, rather than within 

psychology alone. Whilst there are acknowledged similarities in these 

approaches (see Smith et al., 2009; Willig, 2008), a larger number of 

participants is also required to give this approach validity. The research 

undertaken in this study limited the number of participants available, because 

of both the need to identify a group with common experiences and the time 

available for the research. In addition, the rationale was not to create new 

theories around negative school experience, but to understand more about 

the meanings and perceptions that parents had about their school 
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experience. Additionally, their thoughts on their child going to school were 

elicited in order to understand more about that experience and the ways in 

which they may either support their child, or be supported by others to do so, 

in order to make this a positive event. 

3:2:2   Designing the research 

 

 

Figure 3:2 Diagram illustrating the process steps involved in the research 
design 

 

The overall design process beyond identification of the research area is 

summarised in Figure 3:2. Consideration was then given to how to approach 

a representative sample of parents. Through my work across different age 

ranges, I had regular involvement with Childrenôs Centre staff and was aware 

of the kinds of group activities and contact with parents that they offered. I 

decided that it would be best to consider the experiences of parents who had 

Step 1 - Setting 
boundaries - 
stablishing 

permission and 
developing 
questions 

ωDecide on participant group and contact points 

ωDevelop screening tool to verify suitability for inclusion (e.g. gather immediate response 
to 'my time in school'), consent form, demographic information sheet and interview 
schedule 

ωSubmit research proposal and ethics permisison forms to university. Approach potential 
access points to particpants (e.g. children's centres) 

Step 2 - 
gathering 'data' 

ωWith ethical approval, agree attendance at parent groups and distribution of screening 
tools, consent and information sheets 

ωConsider relevance of potential participants through screening tools.  

ωWhere participation  consented, approach  parents and arrange interview place and 
time 

ωConduct a pilot interview -  review process - no  major revision to interview schedule 
considered necessary 

ωConduct and audio record 6 semi-structured interviews  using interview schdule  

Step 3 - data 
transcription 
and analysis  

ωUndertake transcription of all interviews 

ωConduct rigourous analysis of transcripts using IPA, check back with transcripts, extract 
quotes. 

ωWrite up findings, being aware of iterative process - reflecting and and revising themes. 
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yet to have a child enter school and so to explore how they viewed school 

before actually having contemporary experience of it (see Table 3:1 for 

participant demographics). In this way, I theorised that they would be more 

likely to base their perceptions on something which was relevant and real to 

them ï their own experience of school. Though I had no intention of 

establishing or proving the influence of one factor on the other by asking 

about this directly of participants, I was interested in the potential interaction 

between the two as it emerged naturally in the conscious reflection and 

interpretation each participant made for themselves within the interview. In 

particular, it was important to understand more about the way that the 

participants made sense of this interaction, and also in understanding more 

about what made school difficult for them in the first place.  

 

A schedule of open-ended interview questions (see Appendix 3) was then 

devised which linked with the research questions. The choice of open-ended 

questions and prompts served to establish the focus on the phenomena in 

question rather than to impose a-priori categories or constructs on the 

participants. The questions were also developed to allow space for rapport to 

develop between myself and the participant. The questions and prompts also 

avoided leading or closed questions (Smith et al., 2009).  This schedule was 

then piloted with a volunteer attending a local childrenôs centre. This 

volunteer was slightly older than the focus of the participant group for the 

study but had a child of pre-school age; the pilot interview was in this respect 

an opportunist sample.  

 

The purpose of this pilot was to explore whether the questions and prompts 

made sense, and whether they allowed sufficient opportunity to explore the 

twin areas which were my focus: making sense of school experience, and a 

parentôs thoughts about their child going to school. Though this volunteer had 

not specifically identified a negative school experience, she reflected that the 

process of the interview made her consider how difficult some periods in 

school can be. She also gave considerable thought to her child going to 



60 
 

school. From her comments on the process and my consideration of the 

content of the discussion, only minor revisions were considered necessary to 

the interview schedule. The process did however raise my awareness of the 

need to avoid using the schedule as a ópropô, in order to rely more on my 

active listening skills developed as a psychologist. This was important to the 

IPA approach as to understand their interpretation of the phenomenon 

explored, I needed to engage with what the participants felt was salient to 

them, attempting as far as possible, not to impose my own thinking on them.   

 

The volunteer also reflected that the experience of the pilot interview was for 

her quite emotional and unexpected. This reinforced the importance of post-

interview debriefing, and the kinds of support I would offer to participants 

afterwards.  For ethical and professional practice reasons, being aware of the 

impact on the participants was critical. The interview with the initial volunteer 

participant reinforced the need to offer opportunities to pause or stop 

interviewing should the interviewee become emotional or touch on subjects 

which were, for them, particularly raw. (Whilst one or two participants did 

indeed become emotional at various points, no participant took up this offer 

and they said or it appeared that they very much wanted to share their 

story). The research therefore commenced with the undertaking of six semi-

structured interviews. These were recorded, transcribed, and then analysed 

over the course of about 6 months using the detailed principles established 

by Smith, et al., (2009). This aspect of the design and process will be 

examined in section 3:6 and 3:7. 

3:3 Context and location of study 
 

The interviews took place in locations accessible to individual participants. 

For four of them, quiet rooms were booked at their local childrenôs centres. 

Three of these interviews took place at or after the time when their young 

parent group was meeting; the other took place in a childrenôs centre room at 

a time that best suited the participant, when their child was in nursery. Two 

further interviews took place in the home, with the participantsô child either 
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present or nearby. Of all six interviews, three took place with the child 

present for a large proportion of the time, a further two when the child was 

present for at least part of the interview. This factor was interesting from two 

perspectives, firstly because it may have allowed the participants to reflect 

more directly when considering questions about their child going to school. 

Secondly, the attention was occasionally drawn away from the questions to 

interacting with the child (though the toddler children were all self-contained 

enough for the interview to proceed relatively unimpeded, and played happily 

for some time with toys provided). In turn when typing the transcripts at some 

points, interpreting and recording exactly what was said was occasionally 

difficult due to background noise (reflected in transcripts notes). 

 

The presence of the child allowed for a more natural (relaxed) setting, 

whether in a family centre environment or an interview within the home. This 

was the participantsô choice, though where interviews took place at the same 

time as a group, the childrenôs centre staff had also offered to care for the 

child for at least part of the interview time, if participants wished. All 

participants were reminded of their right to withdraw at any time and that all 

identifying names and places would be anonymised. At the end of the 

interview, interviewees were debriefed and offered the chance to have further 

support. The childrenôs centres and participants were also informed that a 

summary of findings and overview of the research would also be made 

available after the completion of the doctoral programme. 

3:4 Ethical Considerations 
 

In developing the design for the research, I was mindful that the procedures 

and stages of the interviews adhered to the ethical principles and guidelines 

established for Educational Psychology practice. This included the guidelines 

of the British Psychological Society (BPS, 2011) Health and Care 

Professions Council (HCPC, 2010) and those of my university. Following 

these guidelines and principles meant being aware of the potential impact 

and harm to participants through the whole process, from approaching 
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potential participant groups to the interview and analysis. I was also mindful 

of the interaction and power relationships that may be both perceived and 

actual between myself as the interviewer and researcher (and indeed 

psychologist) and the participant as interviewee. This will be considered 

further in section 3:6:2. Before they gave consent to participate, I made all 

potential participants aware of the broad nature of the research and ensured 

that they were fully aware of what would happen to their personal data. I 

explained the potential emotional implications of talking about issues related 

to them and their own experiences. An ethics form was submitted in 

conjunction with the original research proposal and was approved in May 

2011.  A copy of the ethics form and ethical approval for the research to 

proceed is included within the Appendix (1a, b). 

 

The physical environment created for the participants ensured that they were 

sufficiently comfortable and were familiar with the environment, either 

because they requested a meeting within their own home or, if it was a 

childrenôs centre room, with sufficient toys to allow them to relax with their 

child, if present. Drinks were offered to participants in the childrenôs centre or 

at home they were free to respond to their own needs. Through the course of 

the interviews I was able to respond pro-actively to the emotive issues some 

mothersô raised, as already mentioned from the experience within the pilot 

interview. The interviews used active listening techniques, but were also 

responsive to participantsô needs; I offered to pause the interview recording 

and also to stop the interview if they appeared visibly upset by something 

they had shared. In all cases where this offer was made, the participants 

stated that they did not want to stop and were able to carry on. Interview 

tapes were however paused to allow the participants, as parents, to comfort 

or support their child as necessary when they were present during the 

interviews.  

 

At the end of each interview there was a short opportunity for debriefing.  I 

reminded participants of the way I would transcribe, anonymise and then 
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interpret and analyse their stories. This allowed the participants to ask 

questions about the process if they wished, which one or two did, being keen 

to understand more about the research itself. There was also a reminder that 

if the interview had raised any issues or concerns which they wished talk 

through further, they could do so. This was offered either by contacting me 

via the childrenôs centre or by raising issues directly with staff at their 

childrenôs centre. This had been arranged by prior negotiation with those 

staff, who were offered support from myself if needed. Most participants 

indicated that they felt happy or ófineô about the process and others 

commented that it had been useful to them in helping them to make sense of 

their time in school. At the end of all interviews, in order to recognise the time 

they had given up and their co-operation in the process, a small box of 

chocolates was given to participants. 

3: 5 Participants 
 

A set of ideas on how to identify a group of participants for IPA research was 

proposed in Smith et al., (2009). They refer to this as ópurposive homogenous 

samplingô (op. cit., p. 49). Within the earlier proposal to this research, I 

identified that to gain this sense of homogeneity there should be clear 

characteristics that give the participants a commonality and similarity of 

experience and background. In the case of this research, the following was 

proposed.  

¶ Young parents who had left school within the past ten years  

¶ Parents who when asked about school, identified at least some 

negative school experience  

¶ In addition, they should have only pre-school aged children.  

The original intention was to draw all participants from attendees at local 

childrenôs centre óyoung parentô groups, as this offered a sample suited to the 

purpose of this study; a group that have a number of similarities by virtue of 

age and likely entry to parenthood. I was aware that I would need to 

approach about 30 or more parents in order to find at least six who would 
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both fulfil these criteria and be willing to participate in individual interviews. 

Although concerted effort was made to achieve this, by approaching 

managers of childrenôs centres from one town within the authority, they were 

unable to support the research at that time as their parents had also been 

part of other recent projects. Childrenôs centres were then approached across 

several towns in the authority and consent was obtained to attend five groups 

to share information about the research and invite potential interviewees to 

participate. (See information sheet, screening tool, and consent form; 

Appendix 1a, b, c). Due to the timing of the groups and work commitments, I 

was only able to attend three of the five groups where discussion took place 

with about 20-25 parents and about 20 completed consent forms and 

screening tools were gained. Following discussion about confidentiality and 

the ways in which I would approach potential participants offering to read 

them aloud if needed, it was agreed that two First Steps to Play workers 

would also approach parents from their groups on the researcherôs behalf.  

They returned the consent forms and screening tools via Royal Mail directly, 

in an envelope marked óconfidentialô to ensure they would not be accessible 

to anyone else through usual office postal opening procedures. A further 15 

screening tools were thus gained, making a total of 35.  

 

Of the 35 potential participants, 16 parents recorded at least one aspect of 

school as being unhappy or negative. Of these, 11 identified at least one 

phase (primary or secondary) of their schooling where they ódid not like going 

to schoolô, and five did not. This difference became the benchmark criterion 

for inclusion in the research: sufficient to indicate their suitability and the 

latter five were thus not considered suitable for the purpose of the study. Of 

the remaining 11 parents, all except one was female. Two either did not 

leave contact details or indicated they did not wish to participate further.  

Contact was then made with nine parents, all mothers, five of whom agreed 

to participate in individual semi-structured interviews. At this point, the pilot 

interview had taken place and the opportunity was used to ask this volunteer 

participant if they knew of anyone who may also share similar experiences. 

Through this opportunistic or snowballing method of sampling, I then became 
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aware of another potential participant. This was the only participant not 

drawn from the young parent groups. Though the intended homogeneity of 

the participants was thus widened slightly, by age and attendance at 

childrenôs centre younger parent groups, it was however retained and 

reflected in the following ways: 

¶ Age range of participants ï 19 to 30 years  

¶ Age of leaving education ï 16 to19 years  

¶ Method of contact point ï  five out of six attended young parent groups 

through the childrenôs centre 

¶ Gender of participants ï all female 

¶ Nature of school experience - all identified with a least one area of 

negative experience, with all ticking óunhappy/dislikeô for óI liked going 

to schoolô at either primary or high school. 

¶ Age of child or children was below school entry age (less than 4 years 

old) 

All participants had left school from the age of 16 onwards; the span of time 

from leaving school to being interviewed was 2 to 12 years. Additional 

background information/demography about the participants is summarised in 

Table 3:1, this was obtained as part of the screening tool and consent forms. 

The table of demography illustrates further the homogeneity of this group, 

who whilst drawn from across the south and east of the authority, have a 

number of common experiences which reflect the starting point of the 

research.  
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 Participant 

pseudonym

Ą 

Jo Clare Natalie Amanda Lizzy Becky 

D
e
m

o
g

ra
p

h
ic

 i
n

fo
rm

a
ti
o

n
 g

iv
e

n
  

Gender F F F F F F 

Age Range 20-24 16-19 25+ 

(30) 

20-24 25+ (26) 20-24 

Ethnicity White White  White White White White 

Religion Christian Christian None None None None 

Number and 

age of 

child(ren) 

1:1-2 

yrs. 

2:2-3 

yrs. 

1: 0-1 yr. 1: 2-3 

yrs. 

1: 2-3 

yrs. 

1: 1-2 

yrs. 

1: 1-2 

yrs. 

Main 

occupation 

Family6 Family Family Family Family Part 

time 

work 

Age left full 

time 

education 

16-17 16 18-19 18-19 18-19 18-19 

Qualifications GCSEs 

NVQ, 

A-

levels 

GCSEs, 

NVQ 

GCSEs

, OU 

credits 

GCSEs, 

NVQ 

GCSEs, 

NVQ 

GCSE

s, A-

Level

s 

Table 3:1 Summarising participant demography 

3:6 Data collection and reflexivity 
 

The interviews were primarily recorded using a university-owned digital voice 

recorder. This was only available for a limited time period and all data 

contained on it was deleted before return to the university. The final two 

interviews were recorded on audio tape with back-up consisting of a digital 

voice recorder on a mobile device. The digital recordings were then 

transferred and stored on a secure memory stick, in accordance with 

                                            
6
ó Familyô on the screening tool referred to having childcare responsibility, which was 

explained verbally to participants 
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university guidelines. Whilst these audios contained limited personal 

information or means of identifying participants, beyond names of schools or 

friends (mostly by first names), comprehensive efforts to maintain 

confidentiality were undertaken. The two interviews on audio tapes (not 

digital) were transcribed as far as was possible by business support for my 

employing psychology service.  The participants were not identifiable to the 

typists, who were in any case bound by the confidentiality requirements of 

their own employment. The tapes were wiped after being typed in 

accordance with local policy.  The longest interview was transcribed by a 

local audio typist not known to the participants, for which she received some 

remuneration. She was experienced at research interview typing through 

work at a university, and hence familiar with the kind of notation used. She 

also signed a confidentiality declaration with me. Three further transcripts 

were typed in full by myself. The last two partly-transcribed interviews (from 

audio tape) were also completed and checked for accuracy by me, using the 

audio tapes.  

 

All transcripts were then anonymised by changing all individualsô names, 

places and school names. An attempt was made to maintain consistency of 

style within the transcription notation, despite having three different typists. 

This was done through my process of checking the transcripts against the 

audio a number of times (which also became part of the early stages of 

analysis). As Smith et al. (2009, p.74) explain, the notation and style while 

important for consistency, is secondary to the accuracy of recording the 

content.  

The process undertaken within the interviews has been clarified from a 

practical position; explaining how the participants were selected, the nature 

of the interview and initial management of the data collected from these 

interviews. I will now consider the processes which took place within the 

interview, from the perspective of a psychologist, and the ways in which I 

addressed  reliability and credibility issues raised by some critics of IPA, for 

example Giorgi (2011). My professional role as an educational psychologist 
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(that is, someone who frequently interviews parents and children to elicit their 

views), was felt to be helpful in overcoming some of the potential issues 

related to the reliability of the methodology used. Care was taken in the initial 

stages of the interview to build the relationship and rapport to place the 

participants at ease, and to encourage them to use a language with which 

they felt comfortable.  

 

At times in the interview, I was aware of the need to rephrase questions and 

to relate and reflect back to clarify what the participants had said. I was 

conscious that this process may at times have influenced what the 

participants said. However, listening to the recording of the interview for the 

first few times, the typing, correction, and later analysis of the transcripts 

made clear that what had taken place in most instances (though I 

acknowledge not all) was part of the double hermeneutic ï me making sense 

of subjectsô interpretations. At times, indeed, the interpretative process 

became very much part of the interview. Where I reflected an incorrect 

interpretation, or had otherwise misunderstood, the participants in many 

cases were quick to say ónoô, or to reconsider what they had meant.  The 

richness and relevance therefore of their choice of words, and the reflections 

which the participants themselves made, are central to the philosophical 

position of the methodology employed: that is, an interest in the meaning 

they extract of their own reality and ólife-worldô.  

 

After each interview and throughout the process of the analysis (over a 

number of months), I maintained initial reflections and a reflective journal (for 

extracts, see appendices 4a & b). This recorded not only my consideration of 

what to ask, why and how, but also immediate reflections on the overall 

sense of each interview, from my perspective (Appendix 4a). The reflective 

diary became particularly important during the process of analysis. In part, 

this helped to maintain a sense of connection to and coherence of the ódataô 

when unavoidable lapses of time occurred between the research interviews 

and subsequent analysis.  The diary also logged stages in the process of 
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analysis where I questioned themes that emerged, or celebrated moments 

when I considered I had a breakthrough in uncovering the emergent and 

super-ordinate themes. During the final stages of reviewing the emergent 

themes across all participants and then linking the super-ordinate themes 

with quotes from participants, I became aware of the iterative process ï 

moving from each stage of analysis, to the transcript and back to the original 

audio, towards a more complete sense of the meaning and experience of the 

phenomenon being explored. 

 

3:6:1 Understanding the power relationships in research interviews 
 

Considering the relationships that are established in any researcher/ 

participant dynamic is key both to maintaining an ethical stance and also to 

acknowledging the ways in which, as part of IPA, we cannot as researchers 

be considered entirely objectively removed from the ódataô we collect. In one 

text on qualitative research (Holliday, 2002) one entire chapter is devoted to 

the ways in which relationships are established in research, and the 

reflexivity which a qualitative researcher must acknowledge throughout the 

process. The author comments that:  

It is recognised that the presence of the researcher is unavoidable, and indeed a 
resource, which must be capitalised on. (p. 145). 

In this way, I recognised that the relationships I established with the 

participants began on my first meeting with them, which in four out of six 

cases, was through attending their local young parent groups. At that time, I 

was introduced to the groups as a student who was undertaking research 

into school. My qualification as an educational psychologist, whilst not hidden 

if participants asked about it, became secondary to my role as a student and 

researcher. I acknowledge that this was a conscious decision on my first 

meeting with the groups, to allow them to feel a little more comfortable 

around me and less self-conscious that their immediate response may be 

óanalysedô by a psychologist. This is in many ways different to the way in 

which I establish relationships with clients within my professional role. There, 

the first part of any meeting with a parent and child is spent explaining my 
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role as an educational psychologist, since they have rarely requested my 

involvement themselves and are likely to have limited knowledge of the role. 

As a óstudentô, a role which many of the parents may have experienced, I 

attempted to establish a different dynamic, in which they may have felt more 

comfortable in speaking up, disagreeing or indeed in not agreeing to be part 

of the research in the first place.   

 

During the first conversation before the interviews, I used some of my skills 

as an educational psychologist to place participants at ease with me. This 

was in part by interacting with their children when appropriate, holding my 

distance, offering support or kind words, and also listening to and joining in 

part of the conversation they had with each other when I had introduced the 

area of my research focus, which I explained was about their time in school. 

When I later approached potential participants by phone, I developed a short 

script to respond to the kinds of questions they may have about the process. 

I usually referred to this as a órecorded conversationô, as opposed to an 

interview, as I felt this was likely to reduce some of the anxiety about what an 

óinterviewô may entail, such as unwelcome formality and a power imbalance 

between óinterviewerô and óintervieweeô in this dynamic.  

 

During the semi-structured interviews I checked that the participants 

understood the ways in which what they said would be recorded and used, 

and that they were happy to continue. Sometimes this involved answering in 

detail their questions about the research, as part of the de-briefing phase. I 

acknowledge that to participants I was an outsider who held the status of 

researcher and as such, they may at times have felt restricted in what they 

said to me or indeed the ways in which they told their stories. This dynamic, 

whilst evidenced to some extent in the tailoring of their use of local or swear 

words, often became less apparent as the interview progressed. In most 

cases a positive rapport was established and they may have begun to see 

me in the capacity of an inquisitive acquaintance, albeit one they could trust 

as a result of the confidentiality boundaries initially established. In my 
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reflective notes made immediately after the interviews, I was conscious of the 

ways in which, for some participants, the language I had used in my 

questions had not always made sense, but also that where establishing a 

connection with the participant was more difficult, the richness of the story 

told may also have been tempered. This was particularly the case with the 

first and last interviews (with Jo and Becky). With Jo, I found it difficult to step 

back from the kinds of prompts or explanations I may give in my role as an 

educational psychologist and I was also concerned that Jo may have initially 

been a little reluctant to take part in the interview, despite having seemed 

willing in the first stage of negotiation, during my phone call with her. 

However, as the interview progressed, Jo was willing to share at least some 

of the difficult times she recognised from school and her story tallied with 

those who also had experienced being bullied or unsupported with learning at 

school. Becky also, though expressing a willingness to participate, was quiet 

to begin with, and took some time to relax sufficiently for me to make sense 

of her own perceptions about her time in school.  

 

By contrast, the other four participants spoke much more freely, and it 

seemed they had a story they really wanted to tell. Perhaps this was in part 

to do with my more relaxed approach in the interviews, in establishing the 

dynamic and purpose and also in my phrasing of questions and prompts. At 

the end of the fifth interview (with Lizzy), she approached and gave me a 

hug. I felt that this was at least partly because she had felt able to be open 

and because I had actively listened and shared some of the emotions which 

resurfaced as a result of her story. The dynamics of my own role as 

researcher, and someone who was also a psychologist, may have helped 

them to feel more at ease with the process of sharing their story, but it was 

clear that the process of analysis was my own interpretation. One of the 

limitations of this study which I will consider in my discussion (Chapter five) is 

that my analysis of the interpretations took place away from their story. Thus, 

participants were not actively involved in considering whether my analysis 

and interpretation also fitted with their world view and the story which they 

were telling. Despite this however, it seems important to acknowledge that 
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the dialogue within the interview also became iterative, as we moved from 

their recall and interpretation to my own reflection back of those 

interpretations. This also provided opportunities for them to agree or reject 

my interpretation and sense-making, an important part of the process of the 

double hermeneutic. 

3:7 Data Analysis 
 

The process of analysis of the transcripts followed guidance offered by Smith 

et al., (2009). It was recognised however that whilst it was considered 

important to follow their process in order to maintain rigour, the guidance 

itself allowed some flexibility concerning the ways in which the emergent 

themes were grouped, and the actual interpretations were very much 

reflective of the individual participants.  The detailed analytic process 

prescribed within IPA also provides for the identification of emerging themes 

within and across participant descriptions, whilst acknowledging with 

reflexivity, the researcherôs views throughout the process through the use of 

the reflective journal, as explained in section 3:5.    

 

An over-view of the process is illustrated in Figure 3:3. Whilst this diagram 

captures some of the cyclic nature of the procedure, it does not fully explain 

the level of interpretation that it required. Whilst listening to the recording of 

each interview again, I began the process of making initial notes (stage one ï 

see computer recorded example, in Appendix 5a) including using a 

highlighter on the printed transcripts as a first stage in identifying key words 

and phrases which appeared important or were emphasised by the tone of 

voice of the participant. On the second read through, I then began to 

consider questions the data had raised in my mind and also to consider 

broader issues which seemed apparent in the responses to the interview 

questions and prompts. On the third and fourth readings, I considered the 

key concepts and ideas and the ways in which participants had phrased their 

thinking ï their use of language. In some cases this gave rise to questions 
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about the extent to which participants felt at ease in the interview.  Indeed, it 

may have been that some were trying to portray something of themselves to 

me: for example, in the use of mild swearing or in contrast, metaphor.  

 

 

Figure 3:3  Process diagram illustrating the key stages in data analysis 

At this stage, my initial notes and highlighting were transferred onto computer 

files for each transcript. Though this process was a little time consuming, it 

allowed further engagement with the data and an opportunity to add more 

commentary notes. I also chose to do this stage of transfer as it fitted more 

with the way in which I often work (for example, word processing of reports 

ω Reading through 
the conceptual 
comments and  
intial noting to look 
for commonality 
and repetiton of 
ideas that suggest 
a theme.  

ÅProcess recorded 
on computer (see 
Appendix 5 a & 5b)  

ÅHighlighting 
keywords or 
phrases,asking 
questions of the 
data; 

ÅDrawing 
conceptual ideas 
together 

ÅHighlighting 
linguistic use - 
e.g. metaphor, 
emphasis 
(Appendix 5a & 
5b) 

ÅProcess of printing/ 
dividing up the 

emergent themes,  

ÅReading through and 
grouping or clustering 
according to common 

ideas or constructs 
(see photo of process 

Appendix 6 a-f) 

ÅConsidering titles or 
headings for these 

themes (see Appendix 
7, figures1 to 8 for 
tables of evidence 

from individual 
partipcants.) 

ÅIdentification of 
super-oridinate 
themes and sub-
themes (example 
Appendix 8) 

ÅReturning to the 
transcripts and 
audio - checking 
the themes match 
the story told 

ÅIdentifying quotes 
from the 
transcripts to 
support and 
illustrate the sub-
themes     (see 
Appendix 9) 

Stage 4  /5 
Clustering of 

emergent 
themes across 
participants 

Stage 3 - 
Clustering 
emergent 

themes within 
participants 

Stage Two - 
Emergent themes 

 

 

 

Stage One -  
initial noting 
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and creating computer files). Stage two was then undertaken on the 

computer, working with each participantôs interview individually. I explored 

the initial noting comments and highlighted text within these, searching for 

any common ideas and themes that seemed pertinent to understanding 

participantsô experiences. It should be noted that this process had limited 

engagement with the actual transcripts, and represented the more existential 

nature of the analysis. The resulting notes then formed the óemergent 

themesô, which were recorded on the left hand column of each transcript (see 

example in Appendix 5b). This two-stage process of analysis was then 

repeated for all participants, and culminated in printing the emergent themes 

column to provide the data for stage three. 

 

At stage three, I took photos (Appendix 6 a-f) to illustrate the physical 

process where I moved between the emergent themes and the similarities 

they suggested to me, on reading through. Emergent themes were clustered 

and re-clustered, which involved framing constant questions about what 

consideration of the themes was revealing. It also involved a process of 

óbracketingô my own experience or interaction with the transcripts. This 

acknowledged aspect of any qualitative data analysis was reflected through 

comments I made both in the initial noting phase but also recorded in my 

reflective diary (see scanned extracts in Appendix 4b). By exploring these 

clustered themes and understanding what each set had in common allowed 

for the identification of psychological concepts and constructs. These 

headings then formed the overview for individual participants as illustrated in 

tables in Appendix 7.  

 

Within the final stages (4 and 5), I then repeated this process of physically 

organising and grouping the emergent-themes data for all participants 

together. As this involved a large amount of data, I used the biggest table 

available (see photo Appendix 6c) and began to consider categories and 

constructs which best described each group of emergent themes. Once the 

final stage four was completed, I then had a complete table of super-ordinate 
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themes and sub-themes (see chapter four, Table 4:2 for the final version of 

this). At this point (stage 5) and in readiness for writing the findings, a word 

document was created with the emergent themes related to each sub-theme 

for each participant. In addition, relevant quotes were then gathered which 

related to each theme and the most salient included within the findings. 

Examples of those quotes not included have been consolidated from super-

ordinate theme five into Appendix 9. This final stage drew together the 

theoretical and existential aspects of interpretative phenomenological 

analysis with the ódataô, the words of the participants. Their words and stories 

then helped to cement the titles for the super-ordinate themes and illustrate 

the inductive nature of the analysis.   

 

I consider that the whole process of analysis began with the first words said 

by the participants during the interviews, and culminated in the preparation 

for writing the findings chapter. The conclusion of this, and the ways in which 

I interpret the implications as relevant to an audience of both Educational 

Psychologists and educationalists alike, will be considered in depth in 

chapter five. However, readers of this research may also draw their own 

conclusions or hold their own interpretations of the stories, bringing to them 

their own constructs and world view. 

3:8  Assuring quality within this study 
 

As has been illustrated within this chapter, the methodology chosen 

demonstrated transparency in the methods used (Meyrick, 2006). This study 

endeavoured to use the key principles proposed by Yardley (2000) in order to 

ensure rigor and quality. The first of these principles is having ósensitivity to 

contextô. This relates to the need to develop a connection and trust with the 

participants within the study, being sensitive to their circumstances and 

personal context. When setting up each interview with the young mothers, I 

was keen to allay potential fears that an óinterviewô may present to them. I 

described the process as more of an extended conversation about school 
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and offered to meet with them where they would feel most able to relax and 

be comfortable. For two mothers, this was in their home environment with 

their children either in the room or nearby. During the actual interview 

process I was very aware that what they revealed about their own school 

experiences was often a painful or emotional journey. By exploring my 

interpretation of their lived experiences, I was constantly aware that this also 

had to be a sensitive application of psychology, to ensure that the meanings 

they were conveying were not lost. This is also demonstrated in the following 

chapter, where each theme has been considered carefully within the context 

of the participantôs story, using extracts from their interviews. 

 

The second principle suggested by Yardley (op. cit.) is that of commitment 

and rigour. This is demonstrated both through a commitment to the 

participants themselves and their stories, but also with a strong commitment 

to the use of IPA. This extended from the first stages of considering the 

research and interview questions, to the need to remain open and reflexive 

through the interviews themselves. The purpose of this was to ensure I was 

aware as far as possible, my own pre-conceptions about what it may mean to 

have a tough time in school. I also sought to prompt deeper thinking and 

interpretation of their own experiences, without steering or leading. During 

the process of analysis, I also followed the structures suggested by Smith et 

al. (2009). The process of analysis extended over a number of months, from 

the first stages of transcribing the interviews, when the interviewôs audios 

were heard repeatedly and initial thoughts about early themes became 

apparent. During the stages of initial noting, aspects of the participantsô 

language, content and meanings were considered. There was a further 

application of psychology when considering emergent, super-ordinate and 

subthemes within and across participants, in the later process of analysis. 

This clear structure added to the thoroughness of the process. Supervision 

also enabled reflection, but also challenged me to demonstrate validity of my 

interpretations. This often led to revisiting and exploring the data and themes, 

reconsidering how each theme remained consistent to both IPA principles, 

but also held on to the substance of each participantôs account.  This rigour 
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continued through the writing stage, where each theme was evidenced by 

quotes from participants. 

 

Overlapping somewhat with the second principle proposed by Yardley (op. 

cit.), the third principle is that of having transparency and coherence. The 

process of analysis within qualitative research, it is suggested, should be 

replicable as far as is possible, with the evidence used in gathering data and 

analysis being clear and open. The presentation of the key findings that will 

follow in chapter four are my own view, but with the understanding that the 

process undertaken was not hidden nor shrouded in mystery, but an attempt 

to offer clarity linked with the use of extracts and full transcripts in the 

appendices, so that a ótrailô of evidence is apparent. Though it is unlikely a 

further researcher would interpret exactly the same themes, the quotes linked 

to each theme make transparent the way in which I formed these 

interpretations, from the way in which questions were posed within the 

individual interviews, to the final analysis.  

 

The final principle of óimpact and importanceô perhaps represents the 

overarching aim of all researchers embarking on academic studies; to offer a 

new insight and contribute further to a knowledge base. As was exemplified 

in chapter one, this research was undertaken to extend my knowledge in the 

area of mothers own school experiences, but also to contribute to a research 

base which had to date, been primarily based in the US or mainland Europe. 

The existing research was also principally quantitative, demonstrating 

patterns of childrenôs educational outcomes from one generation to the next 

as evidenced through what parents achieved themselves in school but also in 

the hopes and aspirations they claimed for their childrenôs education. This 

study aimed to provide a more detailed account of how mothers recalled and 

interpreted their school experience and in particular the meaning it had for 

them as they consider their own young children embarking on a journey 

through school. The findings in chapter four and discussed further in chapter 

five, highlight that this study has the potential to offer an important 
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contribution to the research base. This is ascertained by offering new insight 

to the ways in which our perceptions of school can interact with the 

behaviours which individuals may adopt in preparing and later supporting 

their children through school. The impact of the study is difficult to quantify at 

this stage, at least until published and shared within the wider community of 

psychologists and educators. However, on a personal level, the impact can 

be considered through both my own professional practice and that of the 

participants themselves, who in some cases spoke of an increased sense of 

power as a result of being involved as a research participant.  This appeared 

to result from being able to share what they had been through, make sense 

of their experiences, but also simply the opportunity to have their voice 

heard. 

3:9  Summary of methodology 
  

In this chapter, I have related the ways in which the research was 

undertaken, from establishing this as a piece of research firmly within the 

qualitative paradigm, to explaining how participants were selected, 

approached and then interviewed. The process by which the findings from 

each of the six semi-structured interviews has been considered through 

examining the ways in which the data were gathered and analysed, whilst 

acknowledging the power relations and degree of reflexivity that I needed as 

an active researcher in the process, both within the interview itself and to a 

significant extent in the process of interpretative analysis of the phenomenon 

explored. Whilst it would be impossible to replicate the findings of this study 

as some researchers who favour a quantitative paradigm would extol, the 

methodology used has been sufficiently clear to understand how the 

research developed from initial design to final analysis. It is that analysis that 

will be explored in detail within the next chapter, drawing on the participantsô 

words to illustrate the key findings - the super-ordinate and sub-themes - 

identified from within the participantsô stories. 
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Chapter Four: Findings 

4:1  Introd uction to findings 
 

This study aimed to find out in depth what perceptions a group of young 

mothers held about school, in particular as they indicated having had some 

difficult or negative times in school themselves. Each participant agreed to a 

semi-structured interview that sought to explore the phenomena of their 

school experience. This is considered an idiographic approach as it centres 

the research on individual participantsô views and life-worlds ï their 

recollections of life. Through a process of exploration six participants 

considered, with assistance from me as researcher, how they made sense of 

their own experience [the óhermeneuticô, a theory of interpretation proposed 

by phenomenological theorists, and included within the key texts on IPA; see 

for example Smith, et al. (2009); Giorgi (2011). In turn, I aimed to consider 

the next experience for them, that of having a child about to start out on their 

own experience through school. As the interviewer within this journey I was 

aware of how I made sense of their thoughts, acknowledging, sometimes 

explicitly with the participants, the double hermeneutic or hermeneutic cycle ï 

the process of interpreting what they are interpreting and have experienced. 

 

Their interviews were carefully listened to, transcribed verbatim and then 

underwent a rigorous process of interpretative enquiry using analysis 

techniques proposed by Smith et al.(2009). The transcripts were explored on 

a number of levels, initially noting keywords and ideas, then further looking at 

the language used and conceptual thinking. Emergent themes from each 

participant were then identified from these initial and conceptual notes. These 

themes were then considered as a whole and analysis conducted which 

sought to find patterns and commonality across the whole interview, a 

process of abstraction.  Tables were then drawn up with each participantôs 

key themes and sub-themes illustrated (see Appendix 7, Figures 1-8). The 

emergent theme data was then merged for all participants to be considered 

together, this time revealing patterns and commonality across all participants. 
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This final process formed the basis of the findings being represented within 

this chapter. 

4:1:1 #ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ 
 

Throughout the analysis and presentation of the findings within this chapter, I 

have considered each theme with pertinent extracts from the participant 

interviews. Within this process I also considered the way in which the 

participants spoke of their experiences and in particular, the language they 

used to describe their experience. As this approach is primarily interpretative, 

the stories that unfold are based on what each felt relevant to them and 

important enough to share within the interview. Their use of language, 

whether descriptive, factual or colloquial also appeared representative of 

what they wanted to convey to me, as the interviewer. This process is part of 

the double hermeneutic (Smith et al. 2009), where the participants search for 

language and phrases to form a representation of their experience, which in 

turn is  interpreted by the researcher to form the themes that tell their story. 

The use of extracts taken directly from participantsô accounts is a further 

attempt to represent their language and to remain as authentic, or as close to 

their story, as possible. 

4:2  Overview of the participants  
 

Six participants took part in this study. They had all attended schools within 

the same region of the UK; five out of six participants were attendees at 

young parents groups at their local childrenôs centre. They were all mothers 

of a young child or children, who had yet to start school.  Each participant 

completed a consent and screening tool (Appendix 2a & 2b) where they gave 

contact details and indicated the degree to which they considered all or part 

of their school experience to have been negative (rated as such on a simple 

3 point visual scale). This indicated to me, not only their willingness to take 

part in the study but also their immediate thoughts about school ï whether 

positive or negative.  This then allowed me to approach participants who 
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fulfilled my research criteria ï to research the perceptions of those who had a 

difficult time at school. The table below briefly summarises their demography 

and the pseudonym used.  

Participant - 

pseudonym 

Age 

range 

Age left 

school 

Child(ren) 

pseudonym 

Age of child(ren) 

1.Jo 20-24 18-19 Jayden  

Poppy  

1-2 years 

2-3 years 

2. Clare 16-19 16 Johnny  <1 year 

3. Natalie 25+ 18-19 Ralph  1-2 years 

4. Amanda 20-24 18-19 Alfie  2-3 years 

5. Lizzy 25+ 18-19 Lottie    1-2 years 

6. Becky 20-24 18-19 Lily  1-2 years 

 

Table 4:1: Table of participant demographics 

 

This chapter will now present in detail the key findings from my research 

supported by analysis, interpretation and pertinent quotes from participants to 

illustrate and justify their inclusion and relevance. The chapter will also 

present the findings as they relate to the research questions I proposed to 

explore.  

NOTE: The extracts illustrate the experience for the six participants who were all 

educated within the same region in England, where there were both two-phase 

schools (primary and secondary) and three-phase schools (primary, middle and 

high). Becky experienced only two schools, one primary and one secondary, 

transferring at age 11. Two participants Natalie and Lizzy experienced a mixture of 

both through moves in area, so will reference middle school in their accounts. The 

remaining three participants, Clare, Amanda and Jo, all experienced three school 

phases.  
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4:3  Presentation of super-ordinate themes and subthemes 
 

The culmination of the analysis of all the participants revealed five main or 

super-ordinate themes. Their grouping is illustrated below, in Figure 4:1.  

 

Figure 4:1: Diagram representing the five super-ordinate themes 

 

I will explain further the meaning behind each super-ordinate theme at the 

start of each section within this chapter, to illustrate how the theme title 

emerged through identifying commonality across the sub-themes. The 

process began by further scrutiny of the groups of emergent themes. A 

number of sub-theme categories were then revealed, as illustrated in a 

concise form within Table 4:3. The use of colour and later, diagrams to 

exemplify each super-ordinate theme is intended to provide another means 

of representing the key findings. I considered that the sub-themes in 

particular are not linear or in priority order, but cyclical and crossovers are 

also apparent. A visual representation of the super-ordinate themes, 

subthemes and relationships is contained within the appendices   (Appendix 

10). The use of colour was also an element of the metaphor used within one 

participantôs descriptions of school. Although this was not identified as a 

separate super-ordinate or subtheme, I wanted to recognise how vivid 

memories were for some of the participants.  

 

  

The power of negative school experience  to cloud the positive (1)  

Positive factors about school ς ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 
ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ŦŜŀǊ όнύ 

Giving thought to the 
future ς how to be 

confident about school (5) 

Conflicting emotions on 
child going to school (4) 

Psychological impact and consequences 
of bullying experiences (3) 
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Super-
ordinate 
themes 

The power 
of negative 
experience 
to cloud the 
positive (1) 

Positive 
factors 
about 
school ï if 
youôre 
happy 
thereôs no 
fear (2) 

The 
psychological 
impact and 
consequences 
of bullying 
experiences 
(3) 
 

Conflicting 
emotions on 
child going 
to school (4) 
 

Giving thought to 
the future ï how to 
be confident about 
school (5) 

S
u

b
-t

h
e
m

e
s

 

1:1 
Overriding 
thoughts of 
school are 
negative   

2:1 
Primary 
school as 
fun: 
enjoyment in 
learning 
 

3:1 
Impact on 
mental health:  
Power of 
bullying to 
destroy 
confidence  

4:1 
Desire for a 
different 
experience to 
own 

5:1 
A need to gain trust 
and be confident 
about childôs school 

1:2 
Middle/high 
school as 
the worst 
times 
 

2:2 
Importance 
of friends to 
belonging 
 

3:2 
Sense of 
justice/injustice 
and need for 
control 

4:2 
Worry and 
fear of school 

5:2 
Need for 
communication with 
child, school and 
others 

1:3 
Being left to 
get on with it 
ï not being 
heard and  
supported at 
school and 
home  

2:3 
Teachers 
listening, 
supporting 
and 
motivating 
 

 
3:3 
Inescapable 
cycle of 
bullying 
 
 

4:3 
Optimism 
about school 
 

5:3 
Desire to control their 
childôs experience of 
school/parenting  

2: 
 
Supportive 
role of family 

5:4 
Responsibility of 
adolescence and 
adulthood ï dichotomy 
of taking control  

1.4 
Social 
isolation and 
pressures ï 
being 
ostracised 
from or part 
of groups  
led to 
switching off 
with learning 

2/3:5 
Self-determination and strength 
from adversity 
 

 

1:5 
Emotional 
impact of not 
doing well  ï 
self-
doubt/blame  

1:6 
Transitions 
of school as  
upheaval 

 

Table 4:2 Summary table of sub-themes linked to super-ordinate themes 

across participants  
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In order to illustrate the reasons for inclusion and importance of each super-

ordinate and subtheme, both across and within the participants the following 

table (Table 4:3) summarises the number of participants for whom I identified 

that their experience fell within each sub-theme.  

 Super-ordinate theme  

Sub-theme  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 6/6 5/6 4/6 6/6 6/6 

2 2/6 (5/6) 5/6 2/6 3/6 5/6 

3 6/6 3/6 2/6 4/6 3/6 

4 4/6 5/6 -  6/6 

5 1/6 (3/6) 2/6 (4/6) 

 

  

6 4/6     

 Number of participants I identified within this sub-theme (bracketed 

numbers represent total number including those with more limited 

references) 

Table 4:3 Table of occurrence of subthemes for participants 

 

As can be seen for super-ordinate theme one: the power of negative 

school experience to cloud the positive, all participantsô experiences 

tallied with at least two of the related sub-themes. For super-ordinate theme 

two: positive factors about school: if youôre happy thereôs no fear: five 

out of six participants recalled experiences which I identified within at least 

three of the sub-themes. For super-ordinate theme three: psychological 

impact and consequences of bullying experiences: three participants 

spoke in great depth about being bullied at school. This predominance in 

50% of the participants justified inclusion as a separate super-ordinate theme 

and, as is illustrated in Table 4:3 an additional participant also identified with 

aspects of a bullying experience. Super-ordinate theme four: conflicting 

emotion on child going to school and super-ordinate theme five, giving 
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The power of 
negative school 
experience to 

cloud the 
positive  

Overriding 
thoughts  of 
school are 
negative   

Middle/ high 
school as the 
worst times 

Being left to get 
on with it ς not 
being heard and  

supported at 
school and 

home  

Social isolation 
and pressures ς 
being ostracised 
from or part of 
groups  led to 
switching off 
with learning 

Emotional 
impact of not 

doing well: self 
doubt/blame 

Transitions of 
school as 
upheaval 

thought to the future ï how to be confident about school   have sub-

themes I identified as common to all participants in at least one sub-theme. 

This was not unexpected, being in part because the focus of the research 

questions and hence issues explored within the interview, encouraged 

participants to consider precisely these issues.  However, it should be noted 

that some of the sub-themes I identified emerged more naturally throughout 

the course of the interviews. This chapter will now explore each super-

ordinate theme and its related sub-themes, illustrating each with quotes from 

the participants and providing further analysis to their narrative 

4:4  Super-ordinate theme one: The power of negative school 
experience to cloud the positive 

 

Figure 4: 2 Diagram representing super-ordinate theme one with  

 clustered sub-themes 
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This diagram represents the over-arching super-ordinate theme and sub-

themes I identified. The theme labels encapsulate a holistic view of school 

drawn from all participantsô accounts. I chose a radial diagram in blue to 

represent these findings as each sub-theme relates both to each other in 

some away and to the central theme identified. The colour blue often 

represents cold, which could be thought of as representing their coolness 

towards school. In the English language, blue also often represents the 

human emotion of sadness. 

 

The super-ordinate theme title: the power of negative school experience 

to cloud the positive came from the words of the participants themselves ï 

in particular Jo, Clare and Lizzy. The following brief extracts illustrate where I 

gained this sense and meaning for them and how this then formed a 

structure and way of understanding their experiences as a whole. When 

trying to understand what went wrong and what might have been better in 

school, Joôs comments suggested that she struggled with the idea of 

identifying any positive moments. The idea that bits of her memory ówere 

blacked outô not only intimated that the bullying she experienced 

overwhelmed her but also I interpret, that perhaps as a result she was then 

only able to move transiently from one experience in school to the next, 

without always being conscious of what may have been happening to her ï 

even if it was more positive. 

Clare: (Quietly) I donôt think I can think of any positive times from high 
school, and if there is of course in the time weôve had its been like, 
shading over with the like negative (449-451) 

Lizzy: I suppose they kind of fade out a little bit donôt they because you 
seem to remember more dread than not if you know what I mean, they 
donôt stick out as much as the rest of the years do because I wasnôt 
concerned about going to school, maybe that is why I always think that 
all my school time was rubbish. (850-854)  

Similarly Clare also struggled in her interview to consider positive times; 

specifically at High School, considering this period as a whole as opposed to 

individual time frames. Towards the middle of the interview with Lizzy, having 

talked about some positive, but many very difficult experiences in school, she 
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also began to reflect on the way in which her positive memories had faded 

revisiting this idea several times in this part of her interview. Lizzy 

characterised her difficult times in school as ómore dread than notô. These 

difficult times in school are clearly those that are recalled most strongly and 

become something individuals can tend to hold on to for some time; rather 

than coming to terms with them and being able to put them behind them, at 

least during the period of schooling.  Although the reason for their selection 

as participants was because they identified with negative school experience, 

what became evident during the interviews and later analysis was the degree 

to which the negative experience was over-riding in their memory. In addition, 

I was also aware throughout, how much their experience remained ófreshô in 

their minds; perhaps partly as a result of the óreminiscence bumpô, but also 

because it can be so hard to place events into context, in particular when 

those events ïwhether from bullying or boredom in school - can be so firmly 

etched on the psyche. 

 

4:4:1 Sub-theme: Overriding thoughts of school are negative 

 

I identified this sub-theme across all participantsô accounts of school and it 

was most clearly linked to the super-ordinate theme title: the power of 

negative school experience to cloud the positive.  Jo, the first participant I 

interviewed, characterised her time in school by being bullied and not 

achieving her goals, such as sufficient grades to enter an apprenticeship. 

When I completed my introductory explanation on the interview, she 

immediately commented ñYeah cause I never had a good time at schoolò (Jo: 

13). When I checked with her later in the interview, she was consistent in her 

immediate thinking when she expressed how she did not have a good time at 

school. 

I: Yes so it sounds like that that when you first came in that you were 

aware, that the first thing you said was like like that oh I didnôt like 

school; school was really hard for me 

Jo: Yes schoolôs never really had positive memories (423-427) 
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Of all the participants, Jo found it hardest to consider what might have been 

better or positive during her whole time in school, identifying only one event 

from early on: ówearing slippers in schoolô where she considered this was 

something positive that happened in school.  Joôs comments tally with the 

extracts presented so far, in illustrating how the positive memories fade or 

become vague in recall when over-shadowed by more recent and difficult 

experiences. This difficulty in moving on from past experience is what I was largely 

interested in, to understand how this can shape the constructs and views of school 

that a parent has for their child. 

 

I consider that Amandaôs experience also centred on her negative feelings 

towards school. When I asked her about school for her son at the beginning 

of the interview, she immediately began to reflect on what she found difficult 

herself. This process of moving between the past (her times in school) and 

present (school for her child) seemed critical to making sense of her 

experience.  Though her experience was different from several participants 

who identified being bullied, for Amanda the reasons appeared more 

complex, and it took some time in the interview to move towards an 

understanding of them. Amandaôs experiences seem to centre on a complex 

home life, an unsupportive family, and low self-regard for herself as a learner. 

Half way through the interview, when asked, Amanda seemed to link her 

recall to the emotions that going to school evoked for her. 

I: Can you remember what it was like? How did you feel about going 
 into school? 

Amanda: Nervous, I remember feeling sick a lot 

I: What when you first changed schools and that? 

Amanda: No literally from when I first started at that new school and 
right up and to the end I just didnôt want to be going there, and at the 
start it was cause it was a new school, and then towards the end 
because I just didnôt want to go. I didnôt; I went to school; I wasnôt one 
of these kids who never went to school I did go, but err I might as well 
have not been there [hmm] é. (400-412) 

It appeared that perhaps Amanda did not feel valued or a sense of belonging 

within her high school, as she reflected óI might as well not have been thereô. 
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She reinforced the idea that she ódidnôt want to go to schoolô a number of 

times, perhaps to emphasize the idea that she was compelled to go, despite 

feeling unhappy and nervous there. Whilst trying to understand this better, I 

summarised for her my understanding so far, and she made an interesting 

comment in reply, expressing a dichotomy between ólikeô and óenjoymentô of 

school: 

Amanda:  Yeah [but then ..] but I never really liked school , if that 
makes sense [hmm] I enjoyed it, I went when  I was like in primary 
school [hmm] and in middle school but I didnôt like it..But I am not sure 
any child really does like school, though but I suppose some probably 
doé (845-849) 

Amanda expressed an immediate thought that óno child would really enjoy 

schoolô either, yet reflected perhaps reticently óI suppose some probably do..ô. 

I interpret that she was torn between holding on to her negative experiences 

of school and considering that another experience or alternative construct of 

school could be possible. As has been illustrated within these extracts from 

Amanda and Jo, the later years at school were identified as much more 

difficult, and this will be explored further within the next sub-theme. 

 

4:4:2  Sub-theme: High and Middle school identified as the worst  
 times 

 
 

Clare, Natalie, Amanda and Becky particularly identify their experiences at 

high school as being most difficult for them, because of inter-connected 

difficulties with learning and social issues - either explicit bullying or social 

isolation.  As Clare talked though her times at school in a chronological 

order, this perhaps allowed her time and space to reflect on what was more 

positive and that an alternative construct to the immediate negativity existed. 

Her earliest comments, when asked about school for her son, however, 

illustrated the negative associations she had to high school. She spoke of 

the need to be settled in school (for her son) which I interpret may mean she 

was never settled there herself, nor felt that she was a part of the school life. 

I: have you begun to even consider school or what you would hope for 
him at school at this stage? 
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Clare:  Erm I hope he has a more enjoyable time than  I did, especially 
at high school, I hope that we are able to find a nice high school and 
we are able to you know get him settled far better than I did (35-42)  

I: So what was it about the school, what did it mean to you to go to 
school? 

Clare: Erm it was more of drag than a pleasant thing erm I had friends 
outside of school that Iôd met cause erm I did majorettes so I had lots 
of friends in Southland [hmm] and erm they all seemed to go to really 
nice schools [hmm] and I was sort of a bit envious of them and that 
they were able to do all these nice things and I didnôt have any of that 
opportunity and that experience (347-353) 

As she comments later on, school became a ódragô and an unpleasant 

experience for her. The high school was not a place of enjoyment but 

somewhere she was, like Amanda, being made to go to. For Clare also 

listening to different experiences of her friends from outside school created 

some awareness of how school could be different, though this resulted in 

envy because it did not apply to her. These experiences, she commented, 

were denied her. She was aware that other experiences and views of school 

were possible, but they were unobtainable for her. Within Clareôs interview, 

she also explained how other classmates did not value school and 

encouraged her óin the wrong directionô. This, together with being denied 

better or more positive experiences that she heard about from her other 

friends, may have contributed further to her low motivation and ówhy botherô 

attitude to high school.  

 

Natalieôs recall of school was illustrated very powerfully through use of 

metaphor and her stronger linguistic content created an image of her time in 

high school (and the latter half of middle school) where she not only 

experienced bullying, but also ódull teachingô.  

Natalie: é [hmm] it sounds really petty [hmm] when I think about it 
now [hmm] but itôs really that grey cold atmosphere I remember it 
being cold [hmm] a lot at school as well actually um and I think just the 
teachers generally were probably less enthusiastic but we still had a 
good history teacher there [hmm]  (473-476) 
 

Natalieôs expression of a cold, grey atmosphere seemed to encapsulate the 

lack of warmth and enjoyment she felt in school. She revisited this imagery a 
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number of times throughout the interview using ógreyô to refer to both the 

place and people. On transfer to High School she shifted emphasis to its 

sheer size, which felt intimidating. 

Natalie: And I remember noticing when we first, when I first went to 
this high school which firstly was huge and intimidating because I was 
coming from middle school [yeah] (559-561) 

As Natalieôs story unfolded, she spoke of being bullied on a number of 

occasions in middle and high school, which I am sure added to the way she 

considered school negatively. In addition, her focus on the dull or grey 

experiences she had with learning throughout this time (from middle to high 

school) suggested that the spark and interest in learning was often switched 

off. It seemed that the experiences did not challenge and motivate her, 

though her contrasting comments about a ógood teacherô seemed to allude to 

an ideal which remained unfulfilled.  The next sub-themes will illustrate 

further what aspects of school life led the participants to develop more 

negative associations within at least a part of their school life. 

 
4:4:3  Sub-theme: Being left to get on with it ï not being heard / 

supported at school and home  

 

This sub-theme emerged consistently through all the participantsô 

descriptions of school and the ways in which they regarded their teachers. 

All participants gave clear examples of how teachers did not seem to listen, 

nor recognise the support they needed. Additionally Becky, Amanda, and to 

a lesser extent Natalie, also talked about the role their parents played (which 

they argued was unhelpful to them at some point in time).   

 

Jo explained the difficulty she had in being heard and supported by teachers, 

illustrated through her view that they did not care about the difficulties she 

experienced with bullying. Their role she reported, seemed to be gathering 

information from her but, in Joôs perception at least, they took no noticeable 

action aside from offering advice óto just get on withô. As her experience of 

being bullied did not lessen, I interpret that she became more resolved that 

the teacherôs role was uncaring, unsympathetic and led further to her 
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feelings of desperation. 

I: And what, what else can you remember about like the teachers and 
that? 

Jo: (Noiseé clatter mmm aaa) Them not actually doing a lot [Mm 
aaooo inaudible clatter] Itôs like them not really caring about your 
problems and things like just get on with it and things like that, if they 
werenôt doing what you wanted then they werenôt going to help you in 
any other way , Things like that. [Clatter] (169-175) 

Jo explained how she almost gave up telling adults at school as they did not 

listen to her, or at least did not take action to resolve her difficult experiences. 

Her confidence became so low that she later reported being óready to commit 

suicideô (see discussion in 4:6:1). The depth of this desperation in the face of 

adults in whom she was supposed to trust and put faith, appeared to me to 

have increased her mistrust of teachersô motives and of their ability to 

support her and improve her situation. With Clare, this sub-theme very much 

illustrates to me the core justification for her difficult experiences in High 

School. These centre on a complex interaction of social friendship issues - 

the desire to still be popular, set against issues with learning and lack of 

support from teachers. Though for a different reason, the same theme of 

teachers not listening or supporting emerged when she spoke about how her 

behaviours and interest in learning declined at high school.  Again, as with 

Jo, the theme of óbeing left to get on with itô was apparent. She did not 

consider the teachers were supportive and caring, but felt they added to her 

feelings of dread. 

I: Do you think that that was different then when you went to high 
school? 

Clare: Yeah, the teaching style was quite different, it was less of a 
friendly approach as well, I used to dread the teachers coming over to 
me, cause I just felt like they were coming to criticise rather than, 
assist (953-958) 

Clare: é.yeah I think itôs important that the teachers are paid to teach 
and I just didnôt feel that I was taught [hmm] thatôs probably why I did 
what I did at home 

I:  Hmm and why you did what you did at school? 

Clare:  Yeah [yeah] and how I behaved at school, and even if  I wasnôt 
sent out Iôd have probably chosen to have walked out [hmm] cause I 
mean a lot of times Iôd say if you are not going to help me then Iôm 
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gonna leave and have a little walk or whatever [yeah] it used to just 
spend my time walking around the corridors or Iôd go to the chip shop 
or go to the petrol station, I mean I just didnôt want [hmm] to be there 
[yeah]. (980-999) 

Clare talked about being either sent out of lessons or choosing to take herself 

away as she did not feel they had anything to offer her, a cycle which once 

established was clearly difficult to break. It does not appear that Clare was 

offered mentors to re-engage her in learning and encourage self-belief; 

instead, the cycle became perpetual as she was also offered what she 

considered perverse incentives of trips and outings. She considered that the 

teachers were not doing the job they were paid for; sending her out of 

lessons or offering criticism, rather than constructive assistance or 

encouragement.  

 

Becky expressed how she felt about the role her own parents had played 

whilst she was in school. She referred to the distance that her mumôs age 

had on the way she could not easily identify with her teenage daughterôs 

struggle for independence and identity. I interpret that this could also refer to 

the lack of connection that existed between mother and daughter, something 

which Becky was keen to change in her own parent/daughter relationship. 

Becky: élike I am going to be there for her when they do blab her 
secrets and sheôs crying about it because my mum was never there 
for me because she is so much older she never understood like she is 
so much older than me compared to how I am with Lily I think I am 
always going to be there because my mum never wore make up or 
anything and I never did, my mum didnôt drive and I blame mum for 
being such a rubbish driver  that I think if Iôm driving and like wearing 
makeup or whatever or actually doing something with my hair Lily is 
going to grow up like that to do stuff like that [hmm] she will be able to 
come to me because I will be more younger, I would never talk to my 
mum about boys. 

I: it is important to you that having a parent that she can talk to? 

Becky:  Yes definitely I think she can talk to her dad as well. (587-605) 

This extract illustrates how Becky appeared to reflect on her own experience 

of parenting and how she also desires to be different for her child. Becky 

referred to blaming her mother for being a órubbish driverô and ónot wearing 
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make-upô, as if the example her mum set for her was not encouraging and 

confident and was a step removed from the experiences of other teenagers 

she knew who had mothers who were closer to them in age and social 

outlook. 

 

This sub-theme clarified the ways in which these participants viewed adults ï 

both teachers and their parents - as key to their experiences of school, 

whether overwhelmingly negative or, by contrast, when occasionally positive. 

At worst, teachers instilled fear, dread, boredom and a lack of empathy in 

their support of students. For Becky, Amanda and to some extent, Natalie, 

their parents were also reported as not able to listen to their concerns or 

encourage their learning and social interests. It is to aspects of these social 

experiences of the participants that I will move next. 

 

4:4:4 Sub-theme: Social isolation and pressures ï being ostracised 

 from or part of groups led to switching off with learning 

 

This sub-theme emerged from exploring the grouping of the emergent 

themes around social factors. Looking in more depth at the emergent themes 

and linking to the narratives, I was able to see how the category ósocial 

factorsô was split into the protective and supportive nature of friendships set 

against the difficulties caused when being socially isolated. This was 

particularly evident for some participants, who spoke of being rejected from 

social groups or finding it hard to form friendships. This therefore added 

sufficient weight for consideration as a separate sub-theme, which I will 

illustrate through examples from Clare.  

Clare explained further how óhigh school was where it all went wrong for herô. 

Within this extract, Clare expressed a number of factors that appeared key to 

her, both in the ways her social groups led her away from learning and also 

in the importance of being liked and belonging within a social group. 

I: That was your first year there of high school then? 
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Clare: Yeah, my first year and they erm, I had several disruptive boys, 
in year 9 you are with your form group all the time, you do all your 
lessons (right) cause obviously youôre not doing your GCSEs (right) so 
you donôt all have different subjects [hmm] so I was with my form 
group all the time and the disruptive boys in my class  and I had, I was 
in a quite a big popular group of girls and that also led me in the wrong 
direction, I was more interested in being with them rather than doing 
my coursework, doing my homework [hmm] being involved in the 
lesson. Iôd rather have sat there and chatted with them [hmm] so (285-
304) 

Clare seemed to have lost any intrinsic motivation to learn and stay in school 

as the social pressure for non-conformity began to take over. Clare then had 

a change in her status in school from being ópopularô to being óleft on her ownô 

with only one friend who stuck by her. I consider the loss of a face and 

respect she perhaps previously had within this social group was then lost, 

almost overnight. 

Clare: élike I said I was in quite a popular group of girls and erm one 
of the girls erm decided to have a row about one of our birthdays, 
cause we like had birthdays really  close  to each other (right) and erm 
unfortunately she was the ring leader so everyone else fell out with me 
apart from one of them, so I was sort of left on my own with this other 
girl, fortunately she stuck by me, but from then on (hmm) I was never 
very popular at school (hmm) I just sort of had my one friend and then 
in the occasional friend in each other, bless them, but this girl that was 
the ring leader was in every lesson I was in (hmm) so that was erm not 
too pleasant (378-385) 

As Clare explained further about this time, though never explicitly recognising 

being bullied as a major concern to her in school, she refers to the power of 

one individual to change her popularity and status in school. One girl being 

óthe ring leaderô led her to move from popularity to obscurity by leading others 

away from her, almost overnight. Though it was clear that her move into high 

school was blighted by a number of factors related to low motivation in 

learning as well, these social circumstances, and ultimately the isolation she 

experienced, contributed greatly to her lack of self-worth and her motivation 

to learn and enjoy school. 
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4:4:5 Sub-theme: Emotional impact of not doing well ï self-doubt/blame 

 

This sub-theme emerged most strongly through the course of Amandaôs 

interview.  Factors around a complicated home life were alluded to:  

Yeahé. Yeah I think there was problems at home [hmm] there is 

always problems at home though [hmm] but yeah I think I kind of 

concentrated more on that than I did on that.  (457-459)    

Alongside this was the impact on her school-life. Amandaôs time at school 

was characterised by attending a number of different schools as a result of 

family moves. She explained how she had to change the way she presented 

herself to others, her behaviours, in order to be accepted. She was aware of 

the consequence that being ónewô can have on childrenôs ability to settle into 

a new school and how this can make them vulnerable to the teasing and 

bullying of others. In this extract I am trying to understand more about what 

happened in her new school, reflecting back some of the comments she had 

made earlier. 

I: So can you remember anything more about your, about that time at 
school, you said that perhaps you were the class clown and that you 
mucked around and that [yeah] what happened that, what happened 
during the time at that school? 

Amanda: I donôt know, my grades just fell bad, fell and fell, and it really 
got to the point where I just kind of gave up, I think when I was about 
like year 10, hmm end of year 9, year 10, I kind of gave up and I 
thought, my grades are so bad there is no way I can pick them back 
up, so I just kind of P[so youré] just messed about (341-348) 

For Amanda, the apparent fear or worry of being alone or socially isolated in 

school made her try her hardest to be liked. She sought  attention in a more 

negative way as suggested by her likening of herself as the óclass clownô, a 

comment that I echoed back to her within this extract. I interpret that she 

acted out in order to be liked by others and perhaps to distract from any 

insecurity she had about being in a new school, but that ultimately, as she 

was not achieving academically, her sense of self belief fell, and her doubt 

grew. Whilst I am conscious of my role as interviewer here in influencing her 

own interpretation of her experiences, she appeared to reflect the tension 
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between responsibility and the self-doubt this created within her: óI kind of 

gave upô. As this part of her interview proceeded, Amanda continued to 

demonstrate an almost iterative process, moving between her memory of the 

past and her interpretations of the experience. However, I recognise that 

perhaps in part this iteration was guided by my own need to make sense of 

her experience and the psychologistôs curiosity to know more. 

I: So what was that time like from when you started at school, that new 
school to when you made your choices, what was that time like ï you 
said your grades started falling? 

Amanda: Yeah but I think it was, well I donôt really know why, I donôt 
know it did, reallyé  

I: You said that yourself you kind of mucked around [hmm] did that 
kind of come later on? 

Amanda: Yeah, that was kind of end of year 9 beginning of year 10 
[okay] so obviously when it hit the, I donôt know why my grades fell but 
obviously when it hit that they were and that I wasnôt going to achieve 
anything out of school  [yeah] it just kind of dropped then (376-390) 

On my initial noting I recognised the degree of pausing from Amanda and 

also the use of the words óit hitô, which it appeared she was using to refer to 

the way in which she became aware of the consequences of her behaviour 

and experiences on her achievement ï her grades falling. She later reflects 

her internal struggle, citing the locus of control for her difficulty in school 

within herself and her behaviour.  This extract is taken from part of her 

reflection on her time at college where she is also thinking about her own 

child. 

Amanda: é.I donôt know, I donôt know if I have got some sort of 
behaviour problem, I donôt know, cause obviously at the minute I am 
not like in education or anything so I donôt know what itôs like now [no] 
but having Alfie has sort of calmed me down a lot [yeah] but there is 
definitely some sort of behaviour thing when it comes to my family in 
general, like all me and my siblings all mucked about apart from my 
sister and sheôs still in that not been at high school very long age, I just 
hope she holds it together. (786-794)  

Within this extract, Amandaôs continual self-doubt about this is evident in her 

use of óI donôt knowô which appears to be part of this process of moving 

between the past and present in making sense of what she has experienced. 

Amanda also reveals how many of her siblings shared some experience of 
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difficulty in school, only minutes after telling me that her mum had not 

enjoyed school and had also not given her encouragement by noticing what 

was happening in school. Though there are insufficient examples to suggest 

a dominant sub-theme within all the participantsô stories in order to make 

these links between one generation and the next, the participantsô role as 

parent themselves seems to make them more conscious of their role in their 

childrenôs lives, and to strive to be different to what they experienced.  

 

The next  and final sub-theme has to some extent already been illustrated 

through  sub-theme high and middle school as the worst. However it served 

to unpick, for two or three participants in particular, the impact that a number 

of school moves at unexpected times had on them. 

 

4:4:6 Sub-theme: Transitions of school as upheaval 

 

In the first stage of my attempt to cluster the emergent themes within each 

participantôs transcripts, I became aware of the number of comments about 

moving between schools.  Whilst the clustering of themes within individual 

experiences was notable, it became less dominant when I analysed further in 

order to formulate descriptions for these groups of themes across all the 

participants. I recognised that transitions between schools had an 

empowering role to play for Lizzy and (in part) Natalie, when it was their 

choice, but this was framed within their stories as a means to escape 

bullying. I also recognised the acceptance that all children have to move 

through phases of schooling in their education. I therefore settled on a sub-

theme ótransition as upheavalô which was evidenced within the narratives for 

Natalie, Jo and also Amanda.  

 

From listening to Natalie, I was aware at the outset that the schools she 

progressed through were initially in one place, beginning in the primary and 
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then moving to the middle school with children she knew. She explained how 

her family moved house and she hence moved school. 

Natalie: Well youôre supposed to be there [I: four] four years [I:  years 
five six seven wasn't it?] yeah I don't know we called it the first, 
second, third [yeah] and fourth year then [yeah] but I left um in the 
third year because my parents wanted to move to Bridgeford [Right] 
So I against my will, was taken to Bridgefordé (364-370)  
 

Here, Natalie uses the phrase óagainst my willô expressing the sentiment with 

which she felt this move was unplanned, perhaps regarded as an 

unnecessary upheaval to her. Certainly I interpret her comments to mean 

that she was not in favour of this and perhaps considered it was taking away 

control she had over where she went to school. Though she later explained 

that she stayed with a grandparent for a while in order to complete the school 

year there, following this, Natalie moved between two different secondary 

schools within a few years. The reasons for these moves were explored in 

more detail as she described difficult experiences of being bullied at 

Bridgeford, before returning back to the same high school to which she would 

have originally transferred, had her parents not moved house.  

 

From my analysis of this extract and the story around it, it appeared to me 

that Natalie may have lost the sense of place and security that she identified 

within her slightly more positive memory of her primary and middle school.  

During my analysis of Natalieôs transcript (and similarly within the analysis of 

Amandaôs), I made several pertinent reflections that echoed some of my own 

experiences of moving into schools, in particular changing high school in 

midyear, when friendship groups had already been established. I empathised 

with the ways in which the move can make it difficult to form friendships,  but 

at that point was able to separate out my experience from those of Natalie 

and Amanda, as their difficulty in high school did not resolve after a few 

months, but became a significant part of their time in secondary education. 
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When she was considering school for her daughter, Jo was aware that living 

in the same area meant her children would also be joining the same schools 

she had attended as a child. The main difference for her, and something of 

which she showed great awareness, was that her children would only make 

one school move, from primary to secondary, as a result of the closure of 

middle schools.  

I: And what, do you like the look of ité is it how you feel about it? 

Jo: Itôs a very modern school and they're still operating into key stages 
[Hmm] So Poppy wonôt be interacting with the year 6s [Hm] But sheôll 
sort of slowly, gradually introduced to year 6s [Hmm] é cause I find 
that quite hard to comprehend that theyôre going to be letting 3 year 
olds mix with up to children aged 11 [Yeah] And then letting 11 year 
olds mix with children up to 19 [Yeah]. (345-349)  

I: éWhere you went from the primary then the middle school and am I 
right from what you were saying then that the middle school years 
were probably the hardest years for you? 

Jo: Yeah, I think they probably were  

I:  Then the fact that isnôt the middle school (aside to baby.. inaudible) 
The erm, then not having the middle and the time when that was hard 
for you, do you think thatôs going to make you feel any different about  
[I think...]  About the children going there? 

Jo:  I think I am more, relaxed cause there will be less upheaval for 
her and Iôm quite glad about this, in a way for her, knowing this. Cause 
lots of parents are like Yes, obviously that does concern me about the 
big age gaps [Yeah]é (350-375) 

As Jo expressed her concerns about this change (óI find it hard to 

comprehendéô), I reflected back to her that this change also represented the 

possibility of a different experience  from what may have been  her hardest 

times in school. I realise that this process of trying to make sense of her 

feelings of the phenomenon most immediate to her now (that of the children 

going to school) may have influenced the comments which, after a pause, 

she then made: óI think I am more relaxed cause there is less upheaval for 

herô. This tension between being a researcher and a psychologist made me 

realise that although I may have unintentionally influenced her view of the 

meaning school has for her (in the present time), my intervention allowed her 

to consider further her own view of transition as a potential upheaval. 
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This section has established a range of factors that the participants revealed 

through their semi-structured interviews which became key to my 

understanding of what meaning school had for them. Their perceptions were 

characterised by an overarching sense that what they experienced was 

negative, and this clouded or blurred their ability to recall what was positive 

or good about school. This super-ordinate theme has illustrated a number of 

the areas (such as ósocial isolation and not being heard or supportedô) which 

overlap with those which will be explored further in a separate super-ordinate 

theme psychological impact and consequences of bullying experiences.  

By contrast however, I will now move on to the antithesis of the negative 

experience of school, to illustrate how participants could be encouraged to 

recall and identify, throughout their narratives, aspects of school that were 

supportive and protective.  

4:5  Super-ordinate theme two: Positive factors about 
 school ï if youôre happy thereôs no fear 
 

This super-ordinate theme was developed by exploring the clusters of the 

emergent themes which I labelled with the following sub-theme headings ï 

primary school as fun: enjoyment in learning; supportive role of family, 

teachers listening, supporting and motivating; importance of friends to 

belonging and a sub-theme self-determination and strength from adversity 

that fitted across this super-ordinate theme and that of psychological 

consequences and impact of bullying experiences. The diagram in Figure 

4:3 illustrates this in radial form, using the colour of green to represent more 

positive emotions connected with this super-ordinate theme.  

 

The theme title emerged from a very reflective comment made by Lizzy 

during the discussion about her earliest recall about school times which she 

talked about with some warmth. 

I:  What do you remember fondly about that early time? 
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Lizzy: Friends, playing I didnôt care about going to school I always had 
this fear about going to school when I got older, when I started getting 
picked on and that is probably one of the biggest things I donôt 
suppose I every really thought about it but yes not being afraid to go to 
school and that is lovely, nice and yes I did have a good time and if I 
think back it is probably about the same as like when I went to 
college..  (115-123) 

Whilst the title drawn from Lizzyôs comment was somewhat tinged with 

sadness with the phrase - óif youôre happy there is no fearô this seemed to 

resonate with the comments made by other participants reflecting the more 

care and worry free nature of these first few years in school 7 which 

contrasted with the middle and later years of school which were marred with 

fear - by bullying, isolation and switching off from learning.  

 

Figure 4:3 Diagram representing super-ordinate theme two with  
  related sub-themes 
 

                                            
7
 As has already been established at the beginning of the chapter, the time frame for 

óprimary schoolô was slightly different as it represents for Becky the period from about 4 to 11 
years and for the other participants in a three phase system ages 4 to about 8 years. 
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4:5:1 Sub-theme: Primary School as fun: enjoyment in learning 

 

Five out of the six participants strongly identified a number of factors from 

their earliest school experiences that were positive to them. Clare identified 

positive elements from her schooling until she was moving up to high school 

(about aged 13 years). Natalie spoke most positively about her earliest 

school experiences. However at times even within this, she was able to 

vividly recall incidents or times that were significant to her in forming her 

views of some teachers as óscaryô or her earliest memory of being teased and 

bullied. Lizzy was similarly able to identify many positive times from primary 

school, as has been illustrated in the introduction to the super-ordinate 

theme. Beckyôs view was also very clear cut on the positive to negative times 

in school ï óloved primary, hated secondary schoolô (Becky : 46) . To illustrate 

how this sub-theme heading emerged and what aspects of the primary 

experiences were important I will draw on extracts from Clare and Becky. 

 

Following her first thoughts about her baby son, Johnny, going into school we 

turned to explore her recall from her own time in school and I asked Clare to 

describe her earlier experiences. 

Clare: Erm [baby cries] I quite enjoyed primary school erm I had plenty 
of friends [baby cries] (156 ï 163) 

Clare: I liked my teachers, erm, I was happy for my mum to leave me 
there, I never got upset, I was also quite happy [hmm] erm I enjoyed 
what we did there, I quite liked the learning as well, and there wasnôt 
any distractions, you just got on with what you had to do [hmm] (191-
197) 

In these two short extracts Clare revealed some of the key elements for her ï 

having friends and enjoying going to school. Whilst I will explore the 

importance of friends in a further sub-theme, I am also interested in her 

references to learning at this time. She perhaps intentionally separates out 

her more general view of óenjoying what we did thereô, from her comment on 

óI quite liked the learning as wellô. I interpret that perhaps at a young age, the 

role of play was so important that the elements of teaching and learning 
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appeared almost secondary in the childôs mind. Her final comment from this 

extract óthere wasnôt any distractions, you just got on with what you had to doô 

was interesting. Though I regret I did not prompt for further information on 

this, I surmise that she may mean that there were no other barriers to her 

taking part in class ï such as a difficulty with learning or friendships which 

became more apparent as she moved through school.   

 

Becky seemed to make a similar reference to Clare with regard to enjoyment 

of school, but linked it more explicitly to learning. She alluded to the ways in 

which her enjoyment for learning ceased at high school.  This enjoyment of 

learning for Becky seemed linked both to the ways in which the curriculum 

was interesting but also the critical relationship between teacher and child. 

I:  so in primary letôs talk about that then first, your first memories or 
experiences can you remember anything about that time at primary 
school when you first went to school or anything like that. 

Becky: I canôt really remember the first years of it, it was just fun I was 
clever at primary school I used to like being ahead of people [hmm], 
whereas secondary school there were obviously cleverer people than 
me but I donôt know it was just fun there it was fine all the teachers 
were nice they want to be your friends there whereas at high school 
they want to boss you about up there. (46-57) 

Beckyôs extract suggests a genuine enjoyment of primary, introducing for her 

the elements of fun which she repeats several times as if to emphasise the 

point.  This perhaps also served as a contrast to secondary school where she 

regarded the teachers as threatening, óbossyô, and not really understanding 

the children they taught. Becky also expressed how she felt about herself as 

a learner: óI was clever at primary schoolô. Her time in primary school seemed 

to give her confidence in her own ability and although she referred to 

achieving ósome Aôsô at the end of secondaryô (16 years), this confidence had 

clearly waned by the end as she did not seem to consider she had fulfilled 

her potential.  

 

Within these extracts from Clare and Becky, I have illustrated the 

connections they made with their primary or early middle school experiences 
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as being fun and enjoying learning. They revealed the need for feeling safe 

and belonging, and also suggested that later on, the learning was perhaps 

both too much of a challenge or a distraction (as described within 

óunsupported learningô in 4:4:3).  

 

4:5:2  Sub-theme: The importance of friends to belonging. 

 

The extracts I chose to illustrate the last sub-theme frequently mention how 

the participants recalled having friends and other children to play with. For 

Natalie, as I mentioned within the last section, though her experiences were 

not unequivocally positive in primary and middle school, when she later 

moved away from the area (sees extracts from section 4:4:7), the friendships 

she had established over a number of years left her longing to return.  

I:éwhat about your friends at that time you said [I= same] you 
mentioned a couple of friends  
 
Natalie: Yeah the same same friends [yeah] I kept the same friends all 
though [yeah] middle school and high school apart from when I went 
off to Bridgeford and um then I was obviously separated from them 
[hmm] but I ended up coming back (511-516)  
 
Natalie: é. I wanted to go back and be with my friends I didn't want to 
leave the middle school [hmm] although I never liked school I liked the 
middle school a lot more than [hmm] I liked the school I'd been sent to 
[hmm] and I wanted to be with my friends [hmm] 530-536) 
 

 I interpret that it was the friendships that Natalie had made that led her to 

take ultimate control over her changes of school. She expressed how, though 

she didnôt like school much (making references to her time in the latter half of 

middle school as a ógrey experienceô), it was her friends who ultimately made 

her feel that she belonged there.  She referred to being óseparated from 

themô, as if they were her connection or attachment to a place and time when 

she had felt secure. 

 

Lizzy shared a similar experience of moving back to a school where she had 

previously enjoyed herself or felt safe from a new school where she had not 
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done so, and where she experienced bullying. It appeared that Lizzyôs 

positive associations with school centred on her friends, and this remained 

the case when she had to change school away from them, only to return 

several years later having once more experienced repeated bullying. Lizzy 

seemed to engage fully in this process of interpretation and I consider that 

her choice of words suggests that she had come to an understanding of what 

her past meant to her. This informed her current view of the elements of 

school life that will be most important for her to consider for her child. 

Lizzy: éand I didnôt go back I went to Marketbridge High School and 
made more friends. 

I:  Did you then meet back up with the friends from before? 

Lizzy:  From Marketbridge Middle so that was nice, going to 
somewhere where I knew I had friends and I knew there would be 
people that accepted meé (330-337) 

Lizzy: yes I think it was a security knowing that I had friends there and 
knowing that after talking to the headmaster and his policies on 
bullying it just seemed safe.  You get the odd occasional from the 
pretty girls the occasional nudge or things like that I think that is basic 
school kind of banter but yes I think it was a security of having friends 
around me and knowing that I would have somebody to hang around 
with and not be sat there on my own so I think that was why I was 
pleased about going there. (436-444) 

Within these two extracts, Lizzy referred to being accepted by friends and the 

sense of ósecurityô and belonging they instilled within her, knowing she would 

not be on her own. This extract highlights the complete contrast to the sense 

of isolation the participants described within section 4:4:4.  Whilst I am not 

advocating that having friends was the only element that made school 

positive  and gave these participants a sense of belonging, these friendships 

do appear to have become more critical as they became older. For Lizzy and 

Natalie, in particular, it was the draw of their old friends that seemed to 

motivate them to take some control over very difficult situations with bullying, 

and leave a school. Though the times when they identify having friends in 

school were not always entirely free of bullying, the friends who cared for 

them seemed to me to give them the strength and resilience to cope. As I will 

discuss next, this also applies to those teachers identified as especially 

caring or sympathetic. 
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4:5:3 Sub-theme: Teachers listening, supporting and motivating  

 

Clare referred to ógoodô teachers and her enjoyment of lessons and, though 

not an explicit theme within her whole interview, this extract also illustrates 

how bullying incidents were dealt with positively by some of her teachers. 

She considered this a contrast to some of her other experiences in that she 

was listened to by some teachers. 

I: Yeah, what were your teachers like what was your experience 
there? 

Clare: I had quite a few nice ones, I enjoyed being, when I was there, 
and I canôt really think of anyone I didnôt enjoy having lessons with 
when I was there  

I: And what about other aspects of school then, so the learning was 
okay? 

Clare: Yeah the learning was really good that was actually the best 
school Iôve been to [hmm] the middle one was erm the teachers were 
good, the learning was good erm they dealt with bullying really well, 
cause I suffered err with bullying when I was at middle school [hmm] 
they dealt with that sort of nipped it in the bud quite quickly [yeah] 
éé.. You didnôt just have to speak to your head of year and that you 
were able to speak to the deputy head the assistant head [hmm] and 
the head teacher, rather than just being sort of kept to the head of 
year (225-254) 

Coupled with her enjoyment of lessons, Clare expressed the ways in which 

her teachers believed her and took action to support her when she had 

disclosed being bullied.  For Clare it seemed important that those in power 

took notice of her and were able to ónip it in the budô; their role of 

responsibility and power, in this school at least, seemed to reassure Clare 

that bullying would stop. I infer that this power balance reflected a contrast to 

her previous experience of the relationship between the bully and victim. 

Being listened to by senior teachers perhaps gave a greater sense of power 

and control over the situation. 

  

For Natalie, alongside the significance of her friends being a constant for her 

in school, she related in some detail the role her teachers played in 

motivating and encouraging her learning and interest in a subject.  
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Natalie: ébut to me when it came to learning being in a nice 
environment and having a teacher that was engaging [hmm] really 
made a difference to how well I got on with the subject [M= yeah] 
really did make a huge difference [[hmm] so if I had a [clears throat] 
(inaudible) in high school, not to jump up too much but we had um 
well, at middle school actually I  loved history [hmm] cos we had a 
fantastic history teacher  (394-399) 

 

Natalie referred here to the óhuge differenceô a good teacher made to her 

ability to engage and be motivated in school. The experience that Natalie 

described following on from this sounded inspirational and vivid to her. She 

recalled significant detail about a lesson which had probably taken place at 

least 10 to 15 years before. This ability to recall something which had been 

positive and related strongly to a learning experience was, I infer, central to 

the way in which Natalieôs constructs of school developed. Though wanting 

her child to feel safe and free from bullying in school, I construe that she also 

considered the role of the teacher and engagement in learning critical to the 

successful outcomes that could be achieved in school.  

 

Though Jo did not reveal many positive experiences of school in her 

interview, she did, however, reflect the ways in which she was supported by 

teachers after a change of school. Though her bullying experience was part 

of what characterised her difficult time in school, she also explained that she 

had difficulty with learning at times.  

Jo:éThey went at a different pace to what we did at the other school 
[Hmm] But err no with this school the teachers were really good and 
helped me catch up err the way they taught was a lot easier for me to 
cope with [Yeah] (320-322) 

I surmise that Joôs difficult times in school were linked in part to her low 

confidence and self-regard as a learner. When she felt unconfident with 

learning, some of her peers capitalised on this vulnerability and made her life 

difficult through bullying. By contrast where she was supported more by her 

teachers, it allowed her to ócopeô with school-life, to ócatch-upô and perhaps 

feel more equal to some of her peers. 
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The two sub-themes explored so far within this super-ordinate theme 

illustrate some of the keys to the participantsô positive experience of school - 

being cared for and having a reciprocal relationship with others. These 

elements do not seem exclusive to the primary school experience, though no 

doubt the effect was stronger than in secondary school because of the role 

teachers played was more personal, being the earliest bridge between home 

and school.  This link to home life and some sense of stability will be 

explored within the next sub-theme. 

 

4:5:4  Sub-theme: Supportive role of family   

 

For Jo and Lizzy, their parents appeared to play a crucial protective role in 

supporting them through some very difficult times, related both to their 

bullying experiences and, for Jo, to difficulties with learning. The extract 

below illustrates how Jo struggled with learning and being bullied; aspects 

which seem intertwined in her memory, if not in reality. 

Jo: é Because my mumôs a carer and that she works in a childrenôs 
home and that she was used to dealing with children with additional 
needs and that she was able to get me the additional help I needed 
even though the school wouldnôt recognise it (bah) err which was a big 
help she sort of spotted when I was getting really ill and she stepped 
in at that pointéé (345-349) 

Jo: Yeah when I started withdrawing and that she noticed that things 
were going wrong and she was the one who sort of stepped and said 
no weôre going to have to do somethingé and that (353- 358) 

As the interviewer I was uncertain whether the additional help she got 

related to her being bullied or was about having learning difficulties 

recognised. Regardless, I interpret that her mum took control of a difficult 

situation for her; she óstepped inô and said óweôre going to have to do 

somethingô. Jo recognised that her mumôs job helped in acknowledging the 

signs of strain and impact on her mental health. She felt that her motherôs 

support for a change of school could have ultimately prevented her from 

taking her own life.  
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For Lizzy, her positive connection with her parents was apparent initially 

through her own reflections on being a parent. óI hope that I bring my 

daughter up the way my mum brought me up and be able to talk to me if she 

has a probleméô (10-11). Later in the interview, Lizzy seemed to reflect on 

the importance of this level of communication and unconditional love with her 

own parents. Like Jo, Lizzy also came to the point of desperation at the 

lowest ebb of her confidence, which she considered was also a challenging 

point in her relationship with them. This extract illustrates this tension Lizzy 

appears to have felt between acknowledging a close and open relationship 

with her parents, but also how she concealed her intense unhappiness from 

them. She recognised that she did not always open up to them, but I consider 

that she also clearly illustrated the strength of the bond and how her parents 

ultimately became aware of her emotional turmoil. 

I:  éWhat about your relationship with your parents were you able to 
talk to them about school? 

Lizzy: Yes the only time I didnôt really open up was at the end of Year 
7 when it got really, really bad but me and my parents have always 
been really close and I have always known that my parents are there 
for me and if I canôt talk to them then there is probably no-one I can 
really talk to because they love me for who I am and for who I am 
going to be not for who society think I should be.  So yes I could talk to 
my parents but at the point that it got really, really bad I felt very 
isolated, I donôt know why that was because my parents have always 
been really open with me we have always had such a close 
relationship but that time when I wrote that note, I mean my mum still 
has it to this day, she even took me to the doctors and the doctor said 
there was nothing they could do and she said well she must be 
depressed if she is writing notes like that but I donôt think I really 
meant to but it got very close, very, very close, I just stayed in my 
bedroom and eat and cry and that is all I could do. (362-382) 

Her use of the phrase óbecause they love me for who I am and for who I am 

going to be not for who society think I should beô   seemed to me to reinforce 

the unconditional nature of their love.  It appeared to be a phrase she has 

internalised from them over the years of support.  I interpret that her parentsô 

eventual belief in her and rejection of outside professional views (such as the 

doctorôs) ultimately encouraged her to move on and to regain the confidence 

to complete school. 
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This super-ordinate theme of positive factors about school - if youôre 

happy thereôs no fear encompassed many polar opposites to those 

identified within the first super-ordinate theme. In particular, by understanding 

the difficult experiences that cloud the memory of the positive, it then 

becomes easier to make sense of what needs to be different to make the 

experience better (see Appendix 11). The extracts I have chosen here 

illustrate, within three of the sub-themes, the importance of reciprocal, caring 

relationships, be that with friends, teachers or parents. Though the 

participants have experienced some very challenging times, it was important 

to have someone there who could either encourage their interest in learning, 

and make school fun (in primaries), or listen and support them (later on), 

such as friends or parents. Indeed, this seemed central to their ability to 

move beyond their problems, or even to gain additional strength from their 

experience that they would not have had if they had not had a negative 

experience in the first place. It is this factor that I will explore within the last 

sub-theme, which serves as a crossover between this super-ordinate theme 

and the next ï the psychological impact and consequences of bullying 

experiences. 

 

4:5:5  Sub-theme: Self-determination and strength from adversity 

 

This sub-theme emerged strongly in the stories from Clare and Lizzy, and to 

a lesser extent within comments made by Amanda and Becky. Both of the 

latter commented on studying by themselves and achieving something 

despite their perception of very limited adult support and encouragement, 

either from home or school. Clare and Lizzy, however, present this concept 

even more strongly in their narratives, as follows. Clare talked about her 

reaction to being told by school that she would not achieve success in 

school. Whether this was sheer brutal honesty by school staff or some 

attempt at reverse psychology I may never know, but the result was such that 
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Clare became determined that her difficult few years in high school was not 

going to hold her back. 

Clare: Yeah they were just kind of purely to keep my mum and dad out 
of prison and that was it ï (laughs), I was just going because I knew I 
had to go [hmm] I wasnôt going to learn, so weekends and evenings Iôd 
spend on the computer and on the internet sites, all the revision sites 
getting into them  

I: Thatôs very motivated! 

Clare: Yeah, cause if they, err I knew I was going to prove them 
wrong [yeah], I just had to and my brother did the same [yeah] I said 
to him, you canôt let them say this to you otherwise theyôll be right and 
youôll end up doing nothing, you wonôt get into college, you won't get to 
do anything nice [hmm] you wonôt have a good job, so yeah, Iôd spend 
a good 3 hours in the evening then the whole weekend, and I gave up 
the majorettes when I was doing my exams to make sure that I did it, I 
did all my coursework at home, cause you used to have course work 
lessons as well erm but I err.. (602-618) 

Clareôs comments on the value of school towards the end, was such that it 

was attending through compulsion to comply with the law: ókeeping my mum 

and dad out of prisonô.  I consider that her observations suggest that school 

had ceased being somewhere she went to learn and be supported, but 

somewhere she went to strive to óprove them wrongô. These comments 

seemed very powerful and emotive, reflecting the antipathy that Clare felt 

towards school.  Despite this however, she also commented later that she felt 

her negative experience at school had proved unexpectedly beneficial: 

Clare: ébut I do think in a way those negative experiences have 
made me a far more determined person [hmm] like if I want to achieve 
something I will regardless of whether someone says Iôm going to fail 
or not [yeah] I know that I will achieve it  (768 ï 772) 

This extract is powerful in the way it conveyed what Clare perceived she had 

taken from her difficult times in school: her self-determination and drive. As 

the youngest participant, the current confidence she portrayed seemed 

beyond her years, though I consider was perhaps also the result of her new 

found responsibility as a parent.  
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The element of strength from adversity was a strong theme within Lizzyôs 

account of school and the bullying she experienced. I considered that her 

sense of injustice with respect to the perpetrators made her want to ófight 

backô in life when she was able to take more control of own her decisions as 

an adult. 

Lizzy: éé..Yes I did have a pretty crap time in school but it made me 
stronger, made me the person I am today, makes me be able to cope 
with things that are thrown at me, so yes. (350-353) 

Lizzy referred here to óbeing strongeré being able to cope with things that 

are thrown atô her. Within this confident stance also seemed to be an idea 

that life is to some extent a battle for which she must remain in charge and 

strong.  Lizzy did however also demonstrate her philosophical outlook, and 

that she had grown as an adult. Even though she had some very challenging 

times, , she was able to take strength from her experiences. She revisited 

these ideas of having become stronger a number of times, but towards the 

end of the interview, there was also more of a hint of the potential for 

sadness, and a recognition of the personal character that was needed to be 

able to take this philosophy forward. 

Lizzy: é.it doesnôt make you feel any better about it but you canôt be 
sad and bitter all your life because Iôve seen people who are like that 
and every time they do something wrong and someone has a go at 
them for it they would say ñyes well I got bulliedò and you canôt blame 
your past for how your future turns out you really canôt.  Me, my sister 
and brother have all had the same upbringing but I am nothing like my 
brother and sister and that just goes to show you that you have got to 
take your own attitude and try and be positive and I did try and be 
positive at school but it just gets you down doesnôt it there is only so 
much one person can take but I try and be positive youôve got to be 
positive and happy and life should just follow you. (995-1009) 

Within this extract, she seemed to reflect a tension between holding onto the 

memory and emotion of what happened, but not allowing this experience to 

make her bitter or cloud her future. She reflected some of the elements of 

resilience, so often talked about within the context of children within the care 

system who have also experienced turmoil and low self-worth. Lizzy seemed 

to have personal attributes and strength that allowed her to move on from 

and draw strength from her past, which she herself considered was 
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something her siblings, and others who experienced bullying, may not have 

done. 

I will now move on to the third super-ordinate theme that ties this sub-theme 

to the next and which was so dominant across at least three of the 

participants interviews: the psychological impact and consequences of 

bullying experiences. 

 

4:6  Super-ordinate theme three: Psychological impact and 
 consequences of bullying experiences 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4:4 Diagram illustrating super-ordinate theme three and its related 

sub-themes 
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own lives as children. Natalie moved between schools as a means to escape 

a cycle of bullying and unhappy feelings about school. All three were able to 

reflect on the wider implications for their school life. This was summed up by 

Natalie in the following extract. 

Natalie: Yeah I think primary school was ok but you know I don't know 
I just itôs I think getting picked on can have such a huge impact on a 
child [hmm]  and it can make them so unhappy and it certainly made 
me very unhappy [hmm] and it can make you feel quite worthless 
[hmm] (1436-1440) 

Natalieôs use of the words óhuge impactô and her recognition of psychological 

consequences that made her ófeel quite worthlessô indicate the immensity of 

this negative experience in her life. This led me to some understanding of the 

ways in which she had subsequently developed the negative attitudes and 

uncertainty which she expressed towards mainstream schooling as on option 

for her child.  

 

4:6:1  Sub-theme: Impact on mental health: Power of bullying to 

 destroy confidence  

 

For Jo and Lizzy, it appeared that the impact of several years of being bullied 

had eroded their confidence to such an extent that they even considered 

taking their own lives. The ability for Jo and Lizzy to be open about this within 

the context of a research interview suggested to me that this was a seminal 

and perhaps cathartic way in which to illustrate how powerful their negative 

experience in school had been. Jo expressed this twice early on in the 

interview. 

Jo: Well yeah me and their dad were both quite severely bullied to the 
point where I actually had to move schools and I became sui...ci..dal 
and (pause) it was absolutely horrific [hmm] being at school for me 
because at school I was being picked on. (136-139) 

And then later: 

Jo:  Yeah and I would explain everything that happened... [Noiseé] 
And it wasnôt until... I first tried to kill myself my parents had gone like 
right no... this is really quite real and the teachers arenôt doing 
anything about it it wasnôt until (noise clatter) we raised it up with the 
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Headteacher, that teachers were like she had a few problems like 
yeah (207-212)  

Though Jo naturally did not want to share many details about her wish to 

take her own life, I interpret that she felt she had to make the ultimate show 

of despair to muster those around her to really pay attention. Her pausing 

whilst saying ósuicidalô and her reference to trying óto kill myselfô present a 

lucid account that her intentions were órealô and the pain and anguish she felt 

still raw, even a number of years later.  Joôs reference to her partner is also of 

interest; the person she settled into a relationship with (ótheir dadô) had a 

commonality of experience with bullying that perhaps bound them together. 

Similar negative consequences of being bullied are reflected throughout 

Natalieôs narrative, but the following extract illustrated to me how her 

confidence was undermined  over the years leaving her unable to defend 

herself or to withstand the emotional damage she experienced. 

Natalie: é.and I think itôs per (stutters) perhaps because I'd been 
picked on before my confidence was low the way I carried myself you 
know may have looked submissive and the way I spoke may have 
been quiet [hmm] I think I um cos I was taller than other children as 
well I tended to walk with my head down and my shoulders sloped and 
all of those [pause] all of that body language kind of enc... you know 
invites um bullies I think [I: right] [pause] so I think  (706-714)  
 

Even as Natalie reflected on her body language and submissive nature at 

that time, she seemed to adopt the same hesitancy and insecurity in her 

expression, signalled by her stutters and pauses in this extract. Natalie 

considered here how her own behaviours óinvitedô bullies; but she later 

reflected with emotion, how her experience as a target of bullying was 

óôundeservedô. 

Natalie: Yeah but I didn't deserve it (laughs) do you know what I mean 
[I= no] no matter how I carried myself I [hmm]  I didn't deserve to be 
picked on by horrible children [hmm]  (1423-1425) 
 

Natalie repeated the phrase ódidnôt deserve itô twice in this short extract. I 

consider that in doing this, despite her assertion to the contrary, she 

demonstrated how she continued to be vulnerable to the idea that targets of 

bullying have some responsibility for their own predicament, an idea still 

unfortunately reinforced through some societal comment and debate. In 
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addition, through the process of this analysis I was aware that for Jo, Lizzy 

and Natalie, the impact of these bullying experiences made them more 

reluctant to talk to teachers in school where they did not feel heard. They 

were also more isolated from their peers. Whilst these factors do not seem to 

directly lead them to achieve below their potential (this would be difficult to 

prove individually), the ways in which they could have viewed their schools 

as somewhere to learn or achieve, had diminished.  Lizzyôs views about the 

strength she now has as a result of her experience are positive, but for Jo 

and Natalie in particular, they are left with worry and negative associations 

about school which are difficult to shift, even when thinking about the future 

and their own child going to school. 

 

4:6:2 Sub-theme: Sense of justice/injustice and a need for control 

 

This theme became strongly apparent in Lizzyôs story and was also a theme 

within Natalieôs recall of school. The feelings they clearly internalised through 

much of their time in school, both a lack of self-worth and a degree of anger, 

at times seem to spill over. What was suggested from their stories was, 

however, the injustice they feel about the lack of consequences meted out to 

children who bullied them, and the even deeper injustice they feel when they 

had finally stood up for themselves. 

Lizzy: éI got suspended for three days for having a mutual fight with 
somebody and he got an hour and a half detention for beating me up 
and I just could not see how they could come to that justice, how we 
could have a fight and I could get suspended and he could beat me up 
and he got an hourôs detention and that is when I left é(518-522) 

This extract was taken from a longer dialogue from Lizzy that was vivid in its 

recall of the details of her attack and her fear in trying to escape the bully. In 

addition she also related her perception of the psyche of the bully as not 

caring about any consequences to him or  the feelings of his target. For 

Lizzy, I judge that she was left reeling at the perceived injustice resulting from 

a moment when she considered she was stronger and tried to defend herself.   
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This sense of injustice was also reflected powerfully in this extract from 

Natalie where she was left óstaggeredô that a teacher could brand her óa 

bullyô. 

Natalie: éé.. I remember one particular occasion which left me 
reeling um there was the head of year, who I really didn't like anyway, 
he called me and this other girl into his office and said that another girl 
who had been a sort of friend of mine had accused us of bullying her 
[hmm] which I just thought me bully I couldn't believe it [hmm] I just 
like well that's just staggering cos I absolutely would never of bullied 
anyone é (780-787) 

Though Natalie was left óreelingô at this accusation, I also interpret that her 

long-standing experience of being a target of bullies herself had perhaps 

made her less conscious that her own actions (she described ignoring 

someone) could be understood as bullying by another child. To Natalie, who 

recounted many years of both physical and verbal taunts and threats, a minor 

parting of ways in a friendship possibly paled by comparison. Whatever really 

occurred, this extract served to emphasise her deep sense of injustice after 

years of taunting and threats and feeling that no-one noticed her own 

suffering. 

 

These two extracts show that Lizzy and Natalie have many things in 

common, such as the feelings of injustice, teachers not noticing or listening, 

and ultimately the need for escape as a means of reasserting control. Natalie 

reflected later, that she changed her behaviour in order to escape her school. 

She did this to such an extent that she was on the verge of being expelled 

from school because her parents would not take on board the enormity of her 

unhappiness from being bullied.  Lizzy also related how she considered the 

schools she attended had chances to help her but this never helped change 

her situation. 

Lizzy: but I believe that we gave, Burton (school) too many 
opportunities and I believe  

I:   To change, to make things better for you? 

Lizzy: Yes and that is why I nipped Upwich in the bud that is why well 
not really because I should have done that as soon as I got beaten up, 
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but yes I believe that sometimes there is just too many chances it 
should be sorted out and actually being able to see the change in a 
childôs behaviour over bullying,   maybe if my parents had seen that 
they wouldnôt have wanted to send me to another school, maybe they 
would have kept me at the same school but they could see that I was 
unhappy they could see that I was depressed and was putting on 
weight (871-884) 

Though to some extent in this extract, I interpreted for Lizzy by saying óto 

change or make things better for youô, her agreement and focus on telling 

this part of her story regardless of my comments suggest it had not 

influenced what she was about to say. I interpret that it allowed her space to 

clarify and explain how her eating for comfort and being depressed became 

the external signs to her parents that she needed to move away from that 

school. Lizzy had perhaps internalised her feelings to such an extent that her 

parents, with whom she had usually been able to talk, only really took notice 

of her need to be move schools when she became depressed and 

overweight. 

 

4:6:3 Sub-theme: Inescapable cycle of bullying 

 

The last extract from Lizzy linked to this sub-theme, where I found clear 

examples in these three participantsô accounts of how they considered 

bullying almost an expectation and something which was part of a difficult 

cycle to break. Though the depth of detail from Jo was less overall, this short 

extract, I believe, also illustrates the longer term inescapability of being 

bullied.  

I: So is that like what you were talking about the bullying issue? 

Jo: Yes it was sort of the end of year 3 that the bullying started [Yeah] 
And that and from that it carried on up until I was about 18 and it 
wasnôt until about when I was 19 that I got to a position that I wasnôt in 
getting bullied [Yeah] and being in abusive relationships and things 
like that (484-490) 

Joôs commentary, I consider, exemplified how a pattern of expectation and 

low confidence meant that even when she formed romantic relationships as a 

teenager, these too were characterised by abuse.  Lizzy also talked about 
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the insidious nature of being bullied and how this eroded her confidence, 

leading to eating for comfort.  

Lizzy: é.because this is the problem you donôt have to be fat or 
necessarily smell or look dirty for people to pick on you, I was in 
primary school and I was a very slender child until I started getting 
picked on because I had fleas and I smelt, so then I started eating so 
then I had fleas, I smelt and I was fat.  So it just escalates you try and 
sort out a problem, I ate to comfort myself, even when I was talking to 
my parents (76-82)  

Though the protective factors, such as supportive family and friends are 

apparent, when the participants consider individual experiences and time 

frames, the fact that they were being bullied was overwhelming. Even family 

support could not help to break a cycle of behaviours that they recognised 

arose because of their low confidence in themselves, and this added further 

to the apparent reasons a bully could undermine them. 

 

Though I have primarily focused on the extracts of Jo, Lizzy and Natalie 

when considering the psychological impacts and consequences of 

bullying experience, there are many parallels within the experiences of 

Clare and Amanda, too. Their difficulties with friends or learning in school 

also became somewhat inevitable and inescapable, and the need for control 

or escape from isolation was apparent. Becky similarly, reflected how at high 

school the difficult friendships, boredom and an awareness and perhaps fear 

of being bullied also made her feel low and demoralised by school. Though it 

was clear that bullying had an intense negative impact on many aspects of 

the participantsô lives, as I have already illustrated, the sub-theme of self-

determination and strength from adversity was a powerful positive construct 

that also emerged for Lizzy and (though for slightly different reasons), also 

for Clare. Moving beyond this super-ordinate theme however, I will now 

explore other aspects of the consequences to bullying and negative school 

experience, through the conflicting emotions on child going to school.   
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4:7  Super-ordinate theme four:  Conflicting emotions on 
child going to school 
 

 

 

Figure 4:5 Diagram representing super-ordinate theme four with 

clustered sub-themes  

 

This super-ordinate theme is illustrated above in Figure 4:5. For this diagram 

I have chosen orange, a secondary colour indicative perhaps of the nature of 

mixed feelings that the participants expressed about their child going to 

school. This super-ordinate theme and its associated sub-themes developed 

through my research questions, and hence the questions and prompts 

presented to the participants in the interviews. I asked participants at the 

outset of the interview whether they had given any thought to school for their 

child.  My reason for asking this question at the beginning of the interview 

was to attempt to capture their first thoughts, before they spoke in more detail 

about their recall of their own time in school. The findings related to the latter 

have already been presented within the first three super-ordinate themes in 

this chapter.   
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Their first responses linked most to the sub-themes of worry and optimism 

about school, but the sub-theme I represent at the top of the diagram, desire 

for different experience to own, seemed different. It linked more to their 

comments and thoughts from the latter half of the interview, when I asked 

them to reflect on whether any part of their own stories were relevant to 

share with their childôs school.  The title to the super-ordinate theme seemed 

to characterise the opposites reflected in the sub-theme, with the sub-theme 

desire for a different experience to own representing the balance between 

the two and the need for reparation for their difficult experiences. 

 

4:7:1 Sub-theme: Desire for a different experience to own  

 

This sub-theme was apparent for all the participants to some extent. They all 

initially considered their own experiences of school as a whole to have been 

bad or difficult and, not unsurprisingly, seemed to strive for the experience of 

their child to be different to their own, even if some of what they experienced 

had been more positive.   

 

At the beginning of the interview with Clare, she explained within the context 

of a conversation at work, how she did not want her sonôs experience to be 

the same.  

Clare: Well my colleagues at work have said to me like you know, we 
know you didnôt enjoy school but erm do you hope that Johnny will, or 
do you want him to have sort of, you know, not enjoy it 

I: [Baby cries] so people have asked you about that then? 

Clare: Yeah, they do,  cause Iôm quite open about how much I hated 
school and I just did not enjoy it in any way [hmm] I just, I donôt know 
really, I just really hope that Johnny doesnôt have the same experience 
[baby cries] as I me really [yeah]. (132-140) 

Claire referred to her colleaguesô expression that because she ódid not enjoy 

schoolô she may want the same for her son. Whilst I cannot be sure whether 

this is her own interpretation or their actual words, I infer that her later 

comment that she hoped it would not be óthe same experienceô demonstrated 

some optimism and a desire for something different for him. This did however 
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seem tinged with the fear that a repeat of experience through the generation 

may actually be possible. Then, towards the end of my interview with Clare, 

she concluded:  

Clare: é..erm what is important to me is that Johnny doesnôt end up 
experiencing the same things as I did, so Iôm gonna try my hardest to 
ensure that that (baby cries louder) that experience doesnôt occur for 
him [yeah]  (1210-1215) 

Through the journey within the interview, exploring the difficult experiences 

she reported from school, and perhaps having a little context that there were 

some better times, Clare resolved that she did not want this repetition of 

experience, as was illustrated in her use of the phrase ótry my hardestô. I 

consider that within this reflection she had acknowledged the impact that her 

own role as parent could have on the way her child could experience school 

and the need to strive and put in effort to make this difference. 

 

Towards the end of the interview with Becky, her child joined us in the 

interview. I commented on this to Becky at the point where I was asking her 

again about her thoughts on her child and school. She initially diverted to talk 

about another parent she knew who had been bullied and who seemed to 

want a child who would fight back. Becky seemed to desire not only for her 

daughterôs time in school to be different to her own, but also for her parenting 

to be different from others around her. Within this extract she then went on to 

consider how a different academic and social experience in school was 

important for her child. 

Beckyé I am trying to make Lily more of a geek if anything. 

I:  so you were saying what you wanted for her out of school is for her 
to do well, 

Becky: Yes, I, but then I want her to have lots of friends as well 
because it is the friends that you keep isnôt it, [hmm] keep them 
around her 

I:  So socially, to have friends?  

Becky: Yes itôs upsetting isnôt it when you havenôt got friends or if you 
fall out with your best friend [hmm] which happens all the time but I 
only had two groups of friends you canôt really turn to other people 
[hmm] can you ,I want her to be able to.(682-710)  
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Becky talked within her interview about doing well academically in primary 

but switching off to learning towards the end of high school. It appeared that 

for her, the desire for difference was perhaps linked to making the most of 

your ability, or óbecoming a geekô.  Alongside this as illustrated in the extract, 

she reflected on how important friends were to her. In particular, as she had 

found this aspect difficult to balance in school. She concluded at the end of 

her interview. ñThatôs it in the main [Yeah thatôs fine] I just want to make it 

betterò (1013-1014).I felt that this final comment by Becky summed up the 

desire for difference reflected in all the comments of the participants ï they 

ójust want to make it betterô. I infer that by making their childôs time in school 

(and perhaps also being parented) in some way better to their own, they 

could help them to come to terms with a difficult experience and to repair; to 

some extent, the damage they felt from school.  As introduced, this sub-

theme appeared to balance the comments of worry and optimism for their 

child going to school. It is that worry or fear which I will illustrate next. 

 

4:7:2 Sub-theme: Worry and fear of school  

 

This sub-theme focused on the feelings evoked when I first asked the 

participants about their child going to school.  Whilst it may be natural for any 

parent to have some worries about their child going to school, for the 

participants, they express particularly how they fear their child may change. I 

infer that this is perhaps indicative of the ways they regard their own 

personalities having changed as a result of their negative experience in 

school. Jo expressed this in the first part of her narrative.  

 
I: Yeah so have you kind of thought much about her going into school, 
how you feel about that? 
Jo: It scares the life out of me 
I: Does it, in what way, can you tell me a bit more about that? 
Jo: Just that sheôs growing up (Urrg mmm from baby) Yeahé 
changing (35-42) 
 

In this extract, Jo appeared to link her comment that óit scares the life out of 

meô to her child growing up, perhaps being scared of the pace of change for 
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her child. I interpret that underneath this however, her feelings may also be 

linked to her readiness (or lack of) for being separate from her child and 

letting her go into the world alone.    

 

I believe  the following short extracts from Amanda and Natalie, at a similar 

point in their interviews also reinforced this assertion where they considered 

that their child will inevitably come under the influence of others and this 

instils in them a worry and uncertainty. 

 
Amanda: Err it worries me a little bit [hmm] because of the influence 
like other people are going to have, on him I donôt really, it does worry 
me a little bit, because children tend to change quite a  bit when they 
go to school donôt they [yeah] cause they have influences from other 
people [yeah] but 

I: So you said worries you, what, in what way? 

Amanda: It doesnôt worry me but it concerns me [yeah] like that he is 
gonna be like a different kid once he goes to school [yeah] (16-29)  

Natalie: é.it's also cos I think [I: cough]  they can change so much um 
as soon as start going to school people say you know he was a lovely 
boy until he went to school and then they change you know 
unrecognisably (96-100) 
 

Amanda reflected this worry for her child changing on going into school. She 

reframed this worry as óconcernô, as if this word was too strong or could be 

misinterpreted, but as she continued, she expressed how she felt her child 

would be somehow different from the young child she had raised since birth. I 

also consider that placing these quotes together allows the commonality of 

their concerns to be identified. Natalie echoes Amandaôs comments, almost 

as if they are having a conversation in the same room.  Natalie, however, 

goes further, to emphasise the idea that her child could change in a bad or 

negative way: óbecome unrecognisableô. I believe that she was at this point 

reflecting on how she considered she changed through her school 

experiences. Her interest in learning waned, her confidence diminished and 

her desire to escape, rather than achieve, was the pinnacle of her time in 

school. 
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This particular sub-theme seemed very strongly linked to the trials of 

parenthood more generally, whether participants had a difficult time at school 

or not. As I have analysed (and reflected within my own interpretations and in 

my journal), though the participantsô experiences may emphasise their worry 

and fear about their child going to school, at their core is the shift in this 

phase of being a parent where their child will be growing up and their 

connection to them changing.  

I will now explore the antithesis to these conflicting emotions, through 

examples from the participants who retain optimism about their childôs 

experience in school. 

 

4:7:3 Sub-theme: Optimism about school  

 

I chose this sub-theme title as it seemed to encapsulate the hope the 

participants expressed for their child. They presented clear ideas about what 

they wanted for their child, such as being happy.  Jo seemed to sum up this 

positive outlook for her children by focusing on the idea that they could 

potentially enjoy school and actually like going ï something which would 

serve as a complete contrast to her own memory of school. 

I: So generally what would you hope out of her education, out of her 
err time at school even your little boy, both of them? 

Jo: Just to enjoy it, to err find something they both like about school 

I: Yeah, and do you have any ideas in what way (clatter ooo) what 
might help them to do that? 

Jo: No... well you always have your favourite subject and that [Yeah] 
and just focusing on that [yeah] And hope that they have a little group 
of friends and thaté (110-121) 

I consider from her comments that Jo had recognised that by having a sense 

of secure friendships and enjoyment for learning her child would then have a 

greater motivation and willingness to attend, and so increase their chance of 

doing well in school. 
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I also interpret that Amanda expressed similar optimism for school through 

hopes that her child will enjoy it and be able to do their best. For her this was 

also based on her realisation that schools could be somehow different to her 

own experience. She used the word ófaithô in school as if to reflect the belief 

and trust that was needed to make the experience successful. 

Amanda: Itôs gonna be really different though when, like once he starts 
school, Iôll have been left like, oh god not that long (laughs)ééé 

Amanda: Yeah, but I donôt know what Iôd say, I think Iôd kind of have 
more faith in schools now, because they do seem to be getting better, 
so I think Iôd have  more faith in them that youôd get a better education 
than when, when I  did (702-714) 

My reason for approaching participants of pre-school aged children was that 

they would have yet to experience what school might be like in the present 

time; hence their thoughts would perhaps be unsullied by actual experience. 

Amanda reflected a view that schools seemed to be ógetting betterô. During 

the interview, she explained to me that she was the oldest child within her 

own family and that her youngest sister was still in school. For Amanda 

therefore, it was possible that her optimism may also be based on a current 

context and of schools.   

 

Regardless of this, or other knowledge that any of the participants may have 

gained of schools in the current time, I consider that what was most enduring 

and inspiring to me as an Educational Psychologist and researcher was that 

there was some optimism and hope, however much this conflicted with 

worries and fears based on their own experiences. The participants also all 

expressed a desire for their childôs experience to be different to their own. 

This aspiration, when their own recall of school was marred with negative 

associations, was one which I am most keen to understand. Though not 

possible within the scope of this research, I am keen to understand how 

enduring this can be and how these participants would be helped to nurture 

and hold on to this hope. The last super-ordinate theme is therefore the 

culmination of this desire to understand what makes the participants hold on 

to their optimism. 
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4:8  Super-ordinate theme five:  Giving thought to the future - 
 how to be confident about school  
 

During one of the last phases of my interpretative analysis, I initially grouped 

these sub-themes within the fourth super-ordinate theme. During the iterative 

process of revisiting and reviewing the data, however, I considered that on 

balance, they deserved to stand alone. This super-ordinate theme linked with 

my research question in wanting to understand whether there was any way in  

Figure 4:6 Diagram representing super-ordinate theme five with related  

  sub-themes 

 

which participants could be supported as their child moved towards school.   

It also incorporated some sub-themes that participants revealed to do with 

control and knowledge. The colour purple used in this diagram reflected to 

me the sense of responsibility that comes with age and parenthood, 

reminding me of the title (if not the necessarily the substance!) of the poem 

by Jenny Joseph about wearing purple when one is older.   
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4:8:1 Sub-theme: Need to gain trust and be confident about childôs 

school 

 

This sub-theme emerged initially from comments made by Lizzy when I 

asked about whether she had begun the process of thinking about school for 

her child. Within this extract, Lizzy explored the process that she may go 

through, needing to arm herself with information so that she may then feel 

more confident and reassured that what she had been through would not be 

repeated for her child. 

Lizzy:  Yes and asking other parents how their children cope if thereôs 
a lot of bullying I mean how the teachers cope with it and how they 
deal with it is also another thing because if they are very strict with it 
you find that some schools donôt have a lot of bullying because they 
are strict pupils do tell them and then it is dealt with so yes I do like to 
ask other parents how their children get on.  (47-53)  

She indicated here the ways she wanted to assess prospective schools 

through her own experience, such as being sure that the teachers could 

ócopeô with bullying or with clear boundaries and structures in place: óbeing 

strictô. Later in her interview she also reflected in more detail about the ways 

in which she would want to find out about schoolsô policies, such as on anti-

bullying approaches. On exploring some of the comments from other 

participants again, they seemed to reflect this central idea of being confident 

and having real knowledge about schools.   

 

I also identified from the participantsô accounts the importance of building 

relationships. Having someone in school who can connect with their child, 

motivate them in their learning and help them to develop friendships seemed 

most important to them. The following extract from Natalie shows how she 

considers school subjects and teaching would have to change to allow her 

child to develop his strengths: 

 

Natalie: I think actually one of my issues is the fact that um the sub the 
school subjects are so specific and um I think that children should be 
able to capitalise on their strengths [hmm] ééé.. Yeah um but I think 
even in the younger years they still put more importance on the less 
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creative things [hmm] but um I think if children grow up like if a child 
has a particular strength in something whatever that is they should be 
allowed to capitalise on that maybe spend more time on that subject 
and so that they can create some sort of level of expertise um rather 
than being I don't know I mean the things like maths and things I had 
to spend a lot of time doing those classes but I still never got any 
better at them cos I didn't feel as though I had enough um help [hmm]  
or attention (extracted between 1337-1362)  

 

This extract also revealed to me the desire for having the right kind of help 

and support from school; she expressed this not only as ósomeone to 

motivate youô, but also as having óattentionô. I interpret that Natalie perhaps 

regards the school system as depersonalising and lacking in the warmth and 

encouragement she would want for her child.  It was clear that, for Natalie to 

feel confident about sending her child to a local school, she would have to 

see great change: óI suppose if I heard or I saw evidence of staggering 

changes since I was at school...ô (Natalie: 1328-1329).The longer extract 

above, however, hints at what may have to be different within a school 

system for her to gain more confidence in school. 

 

4:8:2 Sub-theme: Need for communication with child, school and others 

 

Alongside the need for being confident about their childôs school, emerged 

the need to talk about their experience in school with their child, and perhaps, 

on reflection, with others too. This second idea was not something which any 

participant would necessarily have considered spontaneously, but it emerged 

from another of my research questions, trying to understand what they 

considered may be helpful to share.    

 

When thinking about how they would discuss school with their child, most 

participants acknowledged they would need to talk positively but also 

honestly to them. They recognised the need to be careful in what you may 

tell your child so as not to scare them. Lizzyôs comments illustrate this. 

Lizzy: but I just need to be positive for Lottie and make sure that I 
donôt scare her and that is why I donôt think I will tell her too much 
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because I wouldnôt want her to think ñI really donôt want to go to school 
the bullies might beat me up like they beat mummy upò. 

I:  so do you think that you would be positive in thinking about  

Lizzy: Yes I know I wouldnôt ever be down on school, Iôll try, no I will be 
positive I wonôt try and be negative because if you look at something 
with a negative view it can only get worse canôt it.  éé.so there is no 
point in putting a downer on her school life before she has even lived 
it, I just need her to know that if anything happens she has always got 
us, always, and that is all she needs to know, if she needs someone to 
talk to she has got us.  So yes I wouldnôt want heré (Extracted 
between 1033-1052)  

This extract suggested her making sense of her view and reaffirming her 

thinking: óIôll try, no I will be positiveô. This expression of hope and optimism 

for her child was evidenced through her own show of strength from adversity, 

but I also consider she was aware of the reality and responsibility of 

parenthood. The need to build a positive, open trust and bond with their child 

was similarly reflected in comments made by Amanda, Natalie and Becky 

when considering the way they would communicate with their child. Becky 

also recognised how important it was to her that her child felt positively about 

herself, and was able to portray a positive self-image. 

 

When I asked participants if there was anything about their school 

experience that they would either tell their childôs school or would want any 

support with, for most participants this was something they had not even 

considered.  Towards the middle and end of the interview with Amanda she 

commented that talking it through within the interview itself had in some way 

helped her to make sense of her experience.  

I: Hmm so is there anything that you think that might be helpful for you 

to help him in future? 

Amanda: I donôt know [To feel...] This has probably helped actually to 

be honest cause it kind of makes you figure things out, that clearly my 

time at school wasnôt great but I know I didnôt help myself but I know 

that no-one else helped me either so no one else is gonna help me if 

Iôm not gonna help myself é. So yeah (728-739) 
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I infer that Amandaôs comments again reflect the struggle with her self-doubt, 

though she recognised that she did not have the right help at school, she 

continued to blame herself in part, for the outcomes. Amandaôs confidence 

and ability to take some strength from her experience was, she considered, 

aided by the process of talking things through and placing events into more 

of a context. However, as was clear from her difficulty in releasing herself 

from this self-doubt, she would need continued reassurance and support to 

fully understand events, and thus gain strength from what she presented as a 

difficult set of family and school factors surrounding her childhood. 

 

4:8:3 Sub-theme: Desire to control their childôs experience 

 

One sub-theme that emerged when considering the future for their child was 

the desire of participants to have some control over their childôs experience of 

school. This seemed to be the main aspect of their childôs life that they 

struggled to come to terms with, as I have already considered with reference 

to their comments that school takes their child away from them. This sub-

theme was most apparent for Natalie, but also referred to by Lizzie and 

Becky.  

Natalie: éI di di I didn't have a very positive experience of school and 
therefore I really like the idea of home schooling [hmm] I don't think 
moneyôs going to allow that but the idea of sending him to mainstream 
school is really deeply unappealing for me [hmm]  (92-96) 

 

Within this extract from Natalie, I can appreciate that she seemed to want to 

hold her child away from school, to change her childôs experience of being 

schooled, so it does not change her child in some way.  The idea of sending 

her child to a local school she may not like was described as ódeeply 

unappealingô. I consider that her use of this phrase reflected the profound 

mistrust she wanted to convey about the education system as a whole, but 

as she recognised herself, this was strongly embedded in her mind as a 

result of the negative experiences she had in school. Throughout her 

interview, this theme re-emerged through her journey in considering a range 
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of options for school for her child. She reflected how having greater control 

over choosing teachers may make her more confident, or being able to 

choose a more creative or alternative curriculum or school may also make 

her feel happier about her child going to school. I also consider that her 

strong belief that home education would be the best option also centred on 

her need to both take control and delay the inevitable separation between 

parent and child.  

 

Lizzy similarly had considered the option of home-schooling her child. These 

two extracts illustrate her reflection on this over the course of the interview. 

Lizzy: éso yes it does concern me about her going to school but there 

is nothing I can do about it unless I think about home schooling and 

then youôre taking your children out of a big group of people which is I 

think what they need, they need interaction with other children, it is 

hard and I do worry. (35-40) 

--- 

Lizzy: Yes and I would quite honestly say that if she gets to middle 

school and she is that depressed and unhappy with being bullied that 

much that I would probably take her out of school one of my mates did 

that and my mumôs mate did that she took her out of school.  I am still 

friends with her and sheôs gone to university, done 6th form she is a 

very intelligent young lady and she did that with three of her children, 

so I would probably do that if it came to it. (861-867) 

Lizzyôs comments on removing her child from the school seem to strike at the 

heart of her insecurity and fear that her daughter may experience something 

similar to herself, namely óbecoming depressed and unhappyô. In contrast to 

Natalieôs more advanced thinking that home schooling was the best option, 

Lizzy had clearly considered the alternative argument: the need for her child 

to socialise. For Natalie and Lizzy, their difficult and often horrific experiences 

of being bullied at school, seemed to have instilled a very deep-seated 

insecurity and mistrust of school. Though Lizzy shared more optimism for 

how schools may be different now, their fears clearly cloud the way they feel 

about school and the opportunities for their child.  
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Already touched within this and earlier sub-themes, the last sub-theme seeks 

to understand the changes and challenges one faces both as a teen and then 

as a parent. 

 

4:8:4 Sub-theme: Responsibility of adolescence and adulthood ï the 

dichotomy of taking control 

 

This sub-theme was a culmination of analysis of groups of themes that did 

not naturally fit anywhere else. Once examined as a whole, however, a 

sense of commonality and consensus was more apparent. Through the 

process of the interviews, the participants seemed drawn to reflect on 

different aspects of both the lives they recalled from adolescence and also 

the way in which they aspired to be good parents. For Jo, towards the end of 

some difficult years in middle and high school, with bullying and unsupported 

learning, came the knowledge that she did not have to be in school after the 

age of 16. 

Jo: My last year of high school was sort of like my first year of sixth 

form, [Hmm] my only year of sixth form I was like holding down a job 

at the same time and had boyfriends and helping my mum and various 

other things were going on and school didnôt really seem important, I 

think there was like only one class I turned up to and like the majority 

of time when I did turn up for classes there was nothing for me to do 

[Hmm] é so I didnôt spend a lot of time in school (408-414)  

Joôs comments hint at the changes and responsibilities that came at this point 

in time for her and meant that school was no longer was a priority óit didnôt 

seem importantô. I also interpret from her comments that school was not 

motivating her and she could not see the value of education at that point in 

time when she was also being encouraged to adopt a more adult 

responsibility, such as óhelping my mumô or óholding down a jobô.  

 

Amanda and Becky referred to the difficulty in taking on board more 

responsibility for their learning as a teenager and not having the right kind of 

help to cope with this. This following extract from Becky came towards the 

end of her reflection on the pressures she felt, such as boyfriends, exams 
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and jobs. These challenges faced her as she moved towards college or sixth 

form. 

Becky:  Yeah cause like school is all you can remember, all youôre 

doing there seems to be so much pressure and then youôre expected 

to go back to school straight after, they should let you have a year off, 

in the real world  (1044-1048) 

Her comment that óschool is all you rememberô was insightful of the way that 

research suggests that we lose some of the ability to recall our pre-school 

memories, so that the school days dominate our thinking. I consider however 

that Becky also presented here her solution, that being in the óreal worldô (she 

likened this to a ógap yearô (1041) made her more ready to take on new 

challenges in learning and more responsible in making these decisions. She 

also reflected the tension within her idea, however, that the latter half of 

school as a teenager entailed too much pressure, and actually a balance 

between fun and readiness was also important. Becky considered the ógap 

yearô could be more about having less rather than more responsibility, for a 

while at least, perhaps allowing one to grow up.  

 

The extracts I chose for this final sub-theme I interpreted to present another 

side to the difficult experiences the participants had in school: their reflections 

upon these experiences, making sense of their time in school through adult 

eyes. Their focus seemed to move slightly away from the bullying or 

unsupported needs and more on to growing up and the new challenges this 

brings. 
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4:9  Summary of Chapter four 
 

Through this chapter, I have presented each super-ordinate theme and its 

related sub-themes as continuity. After considering the power of negative 

school experiences to cloud the positive, I moved on to their time in 

school in chronological order, which seemed to allow participants to consider 

what may have been better and what lay underneath that cloud, such as the 

glimmers of hope and optimism for school life. For Jo, Natalie and Lizzy their 

powerful negative experiences seemed best understood through expressing 

the most difficult times of being bullied in school, the significant impact on 

their confidence, and the need for justice and control in their lives. In turn, 

through this journey within each interview, I then encouraged participants to 

consider how they thought about school for their child. This revealed further 

consensus within the last two super-ordinate themes, encompassing the 

desire for a different future and how this might be achieved. The findings 

illuminate a little-researched area and provide a small window into the life-

world of adults some of whom were clear they óhated schoolô. This 

perspective emerged from both understanding and making sense of 

participantsô own interpretations of the here and now of having a child going 

into school, but also reflecting on and making sense of their past.  

 

The findings provide fresh insight into what can make school a challenge, for 

these participants at least. But it also allows the similarities to be extrapolated 

to related research into parentsô views of school and the ways in which the 

parent-child attachment develops and appears so critical in the shift from 

parents as sole carers (in some cases) to sharing that responsibility with 

teachers and schools. For educationalists and researchers like me, the 

findings (in short, the life-stories of these participants) also provide a depth of 

knowledge about the future, and about what might help them and their child 

to feel confident about school. It is to the wider implications of these findings 

and their links to previous research that I will now move on to explore in 

chapter five. 
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Chapter Five:  Discussion and concluding comments 

5:1 Overview of Chapter 
 

This chapter will discuss the key findings presented within chapter four in 

relation to the research questions posed and the significant literature 

considered in chapter two. The qualitative research methodology undertaken 

within this study focused on understanding what the experience of school 

was like for parents (or more specifically in this study, mothers) who recalled 

having a difficult or negative time. The approach was one of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) from within a critical constructionist 

paradigm, acknowledging that multiple realities exist. It sought to provide rich 

information that could be considered both by focussing on the individual and 

on a group with similar experiences.  Through the process of a semi-

structured interview, these participants were encouraged to consider and 

share this aspect of their experience in order for the interviewer and analyst 

to understand the essence of their experience; what made their life-world. In 

addition, they were asked to reflect upon, review, and ascribe meaning to this 

event within the context of a critical point in parenthood; the stage of their 

child going to school.  Through a rigorous interactive process of interpretation 

and analysis of the interview transcripts, the researcher identified key 

themes. These were considered initially within each participantôs accounts, 

and then to provide a cohesion and stronger validity, across all the 

participantsô accounts. This interpretative analysis attempted to gain some 

sense of the phenomenon in question and to provide greater insight into and 

understanding of these critical experiences for these participants.   

 

In presenting these key themes from the participantsô stories, it was explicitly 

acknowledged that the findings are the researcherôs interpretation of six 

participantsô accounts. Just as the answers research subjects give in 

questionnaires cannot often be independently verified, their stories are based 

only on what they recalled, and on what they felt was important and valuable. 
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Hence, it is their own interpretations which can be considered.  Some critics 

of this approach may judge that this gives the findings less weight or validity 

(Giorgi, 2011).  However, the acknowledged position of ócritical 

constructionistô taken by the author of this study, and the transparency of the 

techniques used in analysis (and presented in chapter three), make this a 

measured, original, piece of research. Statistical significance has not been 

inferred; rather, it is the richness of detail and interactive process of 

engagement between the researcher-as-psychologist and participants-as-

parents of a young child, which allow for stories to unfold. This 

epistemological position will be considered again in more detail within this 

chapter. This chapter will finally consolidate this and consider the broader 

implications of the participantsô experience and examine whether parallels 

can be drawn from existing research findings undertaken using both different 

methodologies and larger populations. 

 

5:2 Overview of main findings related to research questions  
 

 This study originally proposed a number of research questions it intended to 

explore. One key research question was identified: óWhat do parents say 

about their school experience?ô  In addition, the research sought to 

address the following additional questions:- 

1. What concerns do participants have about their childôs schooling? 

2. What common themes or ideas emerge about the participantsô current 

constructs of school? 

3. What óbest hopesô are expressed by participants for their childrenôs school 

experience?  

4. What do participants identify from their own experience of school that may 

be relevant and important to share with their child's school? 

At the culmination of the interviews, and with the completion of transcripts 

and detailed interpretative analysis, the main question was sufficiently 
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understood in relation to the participantsô accounts. This has been 

considered in depth in the last chapter, with evidence drawn from their 

interviews, and will be discussed next in relation to the research questions 

and literature. Findings pertaining to the subsidiary questions were also, 

perhaps to a lesser extent, revealed. The reason for this disparity in depth of 

information with some questions will be understood best by considering each 

of the main questions in turn. In addition, this approach will then allow for 

new, perhaps unexpected, findings to be discussed and their relevance to the 

overall research methodology justified.  

 

5:2:1 What do parents say about their school experience? 

 

All participants presented stories that shared some common elements that 

the researcher aligned with the main super-ordinate theme; that their 

negative experiences clouded the positive in their memories of school.  

These parents were approached to be participants within this study primarily 

because they had indicated in a consent and information document (or by 

word of mouth) that at least some aspects of their times in school were 

unhappy or negative. The participants spoke of a number of factors that had 

led to their time in school being characterised by negative affect. These were 

identified by the researcher as related in part to social systems around them 

in childhood, such as their peers, teachers and parents. For three 

participants: Jo, Natalie and Lizzy, their time in school was marred by 

persistent verbal and often physical bullying meted out by their peers. For the 

other participants the reasons were complex but involved a combination of 

lack of support for learning, being ignored by teachers and/or parents, and 

social problems, from being ostracised by peers to being separated from 

friends through the upheavals of transition. It appeared also that, because 

the interview itself encouraged participants to talk through times and 

memories of school from starting to leaving school, this seemed to allow 

space to reconsider events and hence elicited some key findings about more 

positive aspects of school life. For these participants in particular, the earlier 

years of school often held more positive events in their memory. 
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What was particularly interesting and illuminating to the researcher, as an 

applied psychologist, was the candid way in which participants were also 

able to explain what had been difficult for them. In particular, they identified 

aspects of middle and high school that dominated their recall. Clare spoke in 

detail about the consequences of her gradual loss of interest in learning once 

alienated by her peer group. She expressed how she óplayed upô in lessons 

which could be interpreted as a óbetterô option to cope with her unhappiness 

socially. She criticised the kinds of approaches used to support her and 

fellow students in high school. Strategies commonly used in schools, such as 

rewarding and motivating students with trips and outings, were actually 

perceived by Clare to be perverse incentives. 

Clare: Yeah, yeah, but in another way I thought that this is not good, 
because the children who are behaving arenôt getting rewarded [hmm] 
, whereas Iôm getting rewarded for not behaving and I think that thereôs 
gotta be like a better solution (515-518) 

Similarly, Amanda also spoke of the ineffective strategies used, such as 

sending pupils out of a class, where they learnt nothing. The issues raised by 

Clare and Amanda are of interest to those within education, such as 

Educational Psychologists in particular, as they offer such an insight into 

young peopleôs perceptions of behaviour management in school. Additionally, 

Natalie also spoke in great depth about her perceptions of different teachers, 

the school environment, and how each could either engage or completely 

repel her interest in school and learning. For two participants however, Claire 

and Lizzy, there were some positive outcomes from their experiences as they 

spoke of a greater self-determination and confidence as adults that they had 

drawn from their difficult experiences in school. It seemed that for them all, 

school became somewhere they had to go during the difficult times, but in 

many cases they used strategies to try and disengage them from this difficult 

reality or to try to escape and move on.  

 

In summary, when considering this research question (ówhat do parents say 

about their school experience?ô) the six mothers in this study all identified a 
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number of consistent features that characterised their school experiences. 

Despite the focus of the study, these were not all negative. In primary school, 

they were able to identify more positive times, as they liked their teachers, 

the learning and had friends; these aspects seemed to add to their sense of 

security and belonging. As they moved on to relate their journeys through the 

school system, however, the participants exposed the difficult experiences 

that had initially seemed to cloud their entire memory of school. These 

centred on social difficulties: being bullied and ostracised from friends, being 

unsupported with learning, and not being heard by key adults in their lives. 

The consequences of these negative experiences through middle and high 

school, left them low in self-confidence and with limited motivation to engage 

with learning in school. Although this study did not intend to gather evidence 

about their ability and achievement, drawing on the evidence from earlier 

research studies (X. Fan, 2001; X. Fan & Chen, 2001; Kaplan et al., 2004), 

suggests that the level of education and employment they achieved as 

individuals may well have been lower than their potential. Though proof of 

direct causation is neither intended nor possible on the basis of this studyôs 

evidence and methodology, it can be inferred that this may have led to earlier 

entry to adult roles, such as employment and becoming a parent (Pears et 

al., 2013). Certainly for one participant (Clare), a conscious link had been 

made between her difficulties in school and what led her to leave college 

aged 17, and then to become a parent by 18. She even recognised that 

many of her peers from the same class group at school were also younger 

parents.   

 

The subsidiary research questions will be considered next. The order of the 

questions has also been changed slightly from the original to allow a more a 

natural flow in discussion. 
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5:2:2 What common themes or ideas emerge about the 

participantsô current constructs of school?   

 

What became apparent in considering the evidence related to this question 

was the degree to which the participantsô own experiences in school 

interacted with the way they consider school now, even if they had not 

always made any explicit connection between the two. The evidence related 

to this question emerged in several parts of the research interviews. At the 

outset of the interview, participants were asked what they had thought about 

their own child going to school, and later they were again asked to consider 

whether their own experiences of school would be helpful to share with 

others, such as their childôs school. For some, however, having friends or 

siblings still within the school systems perhaps allowed them to see school 

with new eyes or with the hindsight of knowledge that differed from their own.  

 

These constructs seemed to centre for some on the idea that school would 

have changed from what they remembered; but for others (Natalie and 

Lizzy), that they would need to take greater control and responsibility over 

their childôs schooling in order to give them confidence that they would 

receive a positive education. Revisiting the narratives that informed super-

ordinate themes 4 and 5 allowed for the constructs to be drawn together. 

Rather than themes emerging from the data, for the purpose of this 

discussion the research questions were re-considered in light of both these 

super-ordinate themes and the verbatim transcripts. Within IPA this iterative 

process of construction followed the co-construction (Osborn & Smith, 1998) 

that occurred within the actual interviews, and hence became an extension of 

the interpretative process. These constructs about school for their child (see 

Appendix 9b for evidence of constructs related to specific participants) can 

be summarised as: school as a place to be happy and enjoy going; school as 

a place to learn; school as a place to make friends; school as place of fear or 

worry for the parents; and school as a place where a child can, or will, 

change. 
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So what does this tell us? 

As is represented in the findings, these mothersô current constructs about 

school reflect both the best of and the antithesis of their own experiences in 

school. Their constructs of school also suggest the conflicting emotions they 

feel about their child going to school and their concern that their child will 

become different under the influence of others. It would be understandable to 

assume that this would be the case for any parent considering their child 

going into school. However, what emerged was their own recognition that 

their experiences in school appeared to increase their worries for their child, 

and led to a desire for them to have an experience different to themselves. 

 

This finding regarding current constructs of school for their child represents a 

degree of hope or optimism that professionals in school, and those 

supporting school (such as Educational Psychologists) could hold. This group 

of mothers at least, spoke of their intention to strive hard to ensure that there 

is not an intergenerational repetition of negative experience in school. This is 

not to suggest that there would need to be complacency or a lack of support 

given to parents who had struggled or found school a difficult time. This study 

found further evidence that substantiates previous research (Miller et al., 

2011; Räty, 2011) showing that help and assistance could also be important 

to them. Some participants held a view that communication (to their child and 

others) about their experience, and about school, was important to them. 

This was reflected in a number of comments about the need to both share 

information about their school times with their child, but also considering 

telling them only what was important, and balancing openness with the need 

to remain positive in their conversations about school. 
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5:2:3 What concerns do participants have about their childôs 

 schooling? 

 

This subsidiary question contained a degree of presumption based on 

previous research (Miller et al., 2011) and anecdotal evidence from 

educational psychology practice, that there would indeed be concerns 

identified by participants. Within the context of this study the use of the term 

óconcernsô relates not only to potential worries and anxieties about the 

experience, but to a  broader context  and interpretation of what matters to 

them about school. The experiences shared about school for their child did 

not reflect ambivalence from participants, but the degree of conflicting 

emotion that the impending event of their child going to school could create 

for them. Several participants reflected a degree of anxious thought about 

school, expressed as worries and fear. This was interpreted by the author of 

this study to relate not only to their thoughts on the actual experience of 

school, but to the way in which their child was growing up and change 

seemed to come about so quickly.  

 

The concerns for Jo, Natalie and Lizzy appeared to link more significantly to 

the worry that their child may experience bullying, just as they had done in 

school. Claire expressed worry that her child could end up having the same 

behavioural problems as she did, and end up being unsupported by school. 

All of the participants, whilst not always explicitly expressing it as such, 

seemed aware of the nature of intergenerational experiences, but a desire for 

their child to nevertheless experience something different to them. The 

óconcernsô in many ways could be reflected in the common constructs 

proposed within the last section. This question therefore can in many ways 

be considered in combination with the last research question, and the 

evidence from the six participantsô accounts suggests that these ideas 

appear for them at least, intertwined.  



145 
 

 

5:2:4 What óbest hopesô are expressed by participants for their 

 childrenôs school experience?  

 

This research question was an attempt to link positive psychology and 

solution orientated approaches that can take place in the dialogue between 

an educational psychologist and parent (Cepeda & Davenport, 2006; Gersch, 

2009).  From this question developed part of the research dialogue within the  

interviews for this study, asking the participants what their hopes were for 

their childôs time in school. Many of the participants echoed the question in 

their responses through their interview. Most participants expressed hope 

that their children would be happy, that they would experience a more 

enjoyable time in school than them, and identified that this would be achieved 

by having a good group of friends, not being bullied, being taught well and 

listened to by their teachers, and having adults in school who cared about 

them. These were summarised as a ódesire for a different experience to their 

ownô. The comments that participants made when asked about their óhopes 

for their child at schoolô seemed to represent the antithesis of what they had 

experienced in school. By asking participants to consider a future time, a 

projection on an event which had yet to occur for them, it seemed to make 

sense that they based their hopes on something real and relevant to them; 

their own experience of school. This form of ideas, based upon embodiment, 

it would be argued from within phenomenological and existential psychology, 

is their óessenceô: what is real and makes meaning and sense to them 

(Shinebourne, 2011; Smith et al., 2009).  The participants also expressed 

their optimism for their childôs school experience. Though the optimism 

underlying this was not always immediately apparent (for example, as 

suggested by Natalie and Lizzyôs comments about home schooling), they all 

wanted their children to have a positive experience, based on enjoyment and 

happiness.  
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5:2:5 What do participants identify from their own experience of 

 school that may be relevant and important to share with 

 their child's school? 

 

This research question was posed in the hope that participants would be able 

to consider, at the end of the interview process, potential interactions 

between their own experience of school and the event of their child going into 

school. As the researcher (and interviewer), this construction centred on the 

research about intergenerational parallelism (Flouri & Buchanan, 2004; 

Kaplan et al., 2004). Translated into an individual question posed within the 

research interview, this became a somewhat difficult philosophical 

proposition for most participants to make sense of. Despite this difficulty, 

however, they identified a need to be confident in their choice of school. This 

confidence, some participants identified, would emerge from finding out 

about a school, from talking to other parents, and from being sure about 

school policies, such as effective anti-bullying guidelines. These key 

reflections arose both as a result of participantsô consideration of prompts 

about ówhat might help themô in relation to being more confident, and also 

about ówhat it was they may consider sharing with others about their 

experienceô. 

 

The participants also reflected on the ways in which they could talk to their 

child to prepare them for school and help them be confident about going. 

This appears to fall into the category of óacademic socialisationô as proposed 

by Taylor et al. (2004). The participants considered the way they would want 

to talk through their own school experiences, either with their child, or 

potentially with professionals, which may include teachers at school.  From 

Clareôs responses however, it was evident that she would not want to share 

her experiences with her childôs school at the outset, in case it altered the 

way in which they regarded or supported her child. She feared they would be 

ótarred with the same brushô. Though Natalie initially found it hard to believe 
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that a school would be interested in what a parent had experienced, she later 

reflected that teachers may understand her experiences better now that she 

is able to relate them as an adult. Thus she appeared to hold on to her 

experience from childhood that teachers would not listen to concerns, such 

as those concerned with bullying. It could be considered on the basis of 

these mothersô accounts that, for some parents at least, being able to talk to 

school and share their experience in a sympathetic environment could be 

important to their confidence about school, and thus their ability to detach 

their own experience from the future schooling of their child. 

 

Whilst each of the research questions has been adequately addressed in the 

findings to this study, the most important findings emerged through the depth 

and reflection the participants gave when talking about their negative 

experiences; what had become the essence of their childhood memories of 

school.  Whilst the interview questions were designed with a view to eliciting 

information based on the research questions, such is the nature of a 

phenomenological study that the participants were able, in some cases, to 

direct the story that they wanted to share towards what had most meaning 

about school to them. The next section will consider the findings further in 

relation to literature critiqued in chapter two. 

 

5:3 Consideration of findings in relation to previous 
 research/literature 
 

This section will comment further on the commonality and divergence that 

this studyôs findings hold in relation to the relevant literature considered within 

Chapters one and two. Shifting the focus from the idiographic to the 

nomothetic allows the applicability and validity of the findings to be 

considered within the wider research context.  Whilst it was relevant to 

consider longitudinal studies in order to understand why this study was 

considered relevant in chapter two, the aims of this study were to contribute a 
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depth of knowledge in relation to parental perceptions of school based on 

negative school experience. The research that will be considered next will be 

those that are most relevant to the focus and findings within this study. 

 

5:3:1 Findings in relation to parental involvement literature 

 

X. Fan and Chenôs (2001) meta-analysis concluded that parental aspirations, 

and their expectations for their child, linked more strongly to educational 

outcomes than the achievement of parents. For the participants in this study, 

though no causal relationship is possible, the fact that they had positive 

hopes for their child and what they could achieve in school demonstrated 

some synchronicity with this evidence. Despite having had some very 

difficult, negative experiences in school themselves, all the mothers in this 

study were mostly hopeful that what their child could achieve or how they feel 

about school may be different (and better) than it was for them. They 

recognised that their difficult times in school had led to a ódifferent pathô for 

them in some cases.  For Jo, this path may reflect her earlier entry into 

parenthood and not being able to achieve her goals in entering an 

apprenticeship after school. For Lizzy however, this ópathô was regarded as a 

more positive construct as she considered it had led, perhaps sooner than 

otherwise, to the positive relationship she now had with a child of her own 

and to a greater sense of self-confidence and inner strength.  

 

A number of the pieces of literature reviewed in chapter two identified 

potential links between parental attitudes and behaviours towards school and 

those attitudes and behaviours identified for their children (Cheung & 

Pomerantz, 2012; Kaplan et al, 2004, Taylor et al., 2004). This interpretative 

study has found some evidence from the perceptions of six mothersô 

experiences of school that their concerns about school are important in 

thinking about school for their children. Having experienced challenges and 

negative times themselves, they were able to express how this made them 
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view school for their children, with both hope and trepidation. They expressed 

hope that their children would be able to enjoy school and do well, but 

similarly expressed worry that the child may have to experience something 

like them, for example being bullied, or being left to get on with their learning, 

unsupported by teachers. For Becky and Amanda, there was a clear desire 

to óparentô their children in a way that was different to their own experience; to 

support their children with school and to build their self-image and confidence 

by listening and encouraging, or as they put it, by óbeing there for themô. 

What all the participants in this study projected was a hope for positive 

experiences for their childôs time in school. A number of comments illustrated 

how they considered that being happy and enjoying school could in turn lead 

to better outcomes for their children, despite harbouring some sadness that 

their own experiences were difficult and they had not achieved this 

personally.  

I: so being happy in school is important? 

Lizzy: Yes very, very because I believe if youôre happy then you have 
got that mindôs eye to be able to go out and work harder and not have 
to worry about if I am studying in the library someone is going to come 
and whack me over the head with a booké (61-66) 

This extract from the interview with Lizzy reflects the impact her experiences 

have upon her emotions, and her ability to see educational outcomes 

entangled with what she went through in school. It also reflects her desire for 

her child to be happy and do well, yet tinged with the fear and recall of what 

happened to her in school. 

 

5:3:2 Links to research into parental recollections/memories of 

 school and intergenerational transmission 

 

The research considered in chapter two on intergenerational transmission 

and parental memories of school were most aligned to this study. Though the 

qualitative and interpretative methodology used in this study differed from the 

majority of the research considered, the desire to understand more about 
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parental attitudes to school and the potential relationships to personal 

experiences was a common aim. The findings from this study tally to some 

extent with the autobiographical memory research undertaken by Walls et al. 

(2001) into memories relating strongly to social experiences in high school. 

Their findings also suggested that students recalled more negative memories 

from earlier in school. All six mothers in this study were, however, able to 

identify, through the course of a longer, less structured interview, greater 

detail and clarity about their negative experiences which occurred during 

middle and high school (ages 9 to 16). As already considered, the process 

within the interview of talking through their school years chronologically, 

perhaps influenced their ability to consider some positive memories, 

alongside what had been more difficult. Certainly, the depth of recall from 

their more difficult years, either through vivid account of a bullying incident, or 

of social isolation or boredom in middle and high school, was greater to them 

than their recall of what had been more positive.  

 

The key super-ordinate theme óthe power of negative experience to cloud 

the positiveô seemed to reflect the overriding power of negativity with regard 

to memory for most participants, even if they were later to consider these 

forgotten: 

Becky:éBut I think people forget about things [yeah], cause I have 
forgotten a lot of things about school already [hmm] and it wasnôt even 
that long ago. (779-782).  

It could justifiably be argued that this finding is unsurprising given that the 

selection criteria for participants was because they had indicated a 

prevalence of less positive times in school. This is acknowledged, however 

with the critical caveat that in the majority of the interviews, participants were 

not made aware of this focus until towards the end of the interview process. 

Therefore, what participants spoke of first, and were subsequently 

encouraged by the interviewer to elaborate on, were the memories that were 

evoked when they were asked to talk about school. Within further research 

that focused more specifically on parental recollection of school in relation to 
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their childôs experiences in school or parenting behaviours, there are more 

similarities and variance to consider in relation to this study. 

 

Räty (2007, 2011) conducted a number of studies with parents exploring their 

recollections of school, and ratings and outcomes from their childrenôs 

experience in school. Rªtyôs (2007) research found some evidence of 

interaction between parent recollection of school and their ratings of 

satisfaction for school for their child. The later follow-up study (2011) found 

parallels of experience from one generation to the next, but noted that there 

were potential mediating factors. An example was presented that fathers 

citing negative experience at school may have become more involved in 

school activities for their child. Similarly, the research by Pears et al. (2013) 

on father-child transmission of school adjustment, also found that their role 

can be critical in the way attitudes can become transferable from one 

generation to the next, but also how parent roles can mediate to facilitate 

positive change.   

 

This finding, though related in these pieces of research to fathers, 

nonetheless has parallels in the aspirations the mothers in this study held for 

their childrenôs experience in school. This study has demonstrated, to some 

extent, a degree of internal consistency within the group interviewed with 

regard to the desire for something different to their own experience. The 

mothers spoke of the ways in which they intend to support their children 

through school; a process which could be considered as positively mediating. 

Certainly Jo and Lizzy, who experienced bullying in school, spoke of an 

intention to ensure their children are listened to at home. They also 

expressed how the school they choose, would need to make them feel 

confident through their policies and actions in dealing effectively and quickly 

with bullying. Becky also spoke of supporting her daughter to develop a 

positive self-image and confidence. She explained how she would encourage 

her to maintain physical appearances, promote her academic strength, and 
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act as a mother, by sharing in her life to a greater extent than she considered 

was the case for the relationship with her own mother.  

 

Whilst this study did not seek to provide direct evidence of causality, this 

finding is nonetheless relevant to discuss. The narrative related to the 

interpreted sub-themes a ódesire for a difference experience to their ownô and 

óoptimismô (about school for their child) indicate that there may be the 

potential for the children of these participants to experience something more 

positive in school, in part aided by the attitudes and determination expressed 

by their mothers.  As Räty (2011) concludes:  

We made the important observation in our study that school memories 
are not just echoes or scars from the past, but get their significance 
from the parentôs actual situation, in which negative things can turn 
positive. So, instead of ópresent in the pastô, we could talk about ópast 
in the present.ô (Op cit., 358). 
 

Clare and Lizzy in particular provided strong evidence that was interpreted as 

self-determination and strength from adversity. Their comments illustrated 

how, for them, a difficult time in school had made them more determined and 

stronger as result (ómade me stronger, made me the person I am todayô: 

Lizzy, 339).  

 

In line with one research study (Miller et al., 2011) several participants in this 

study seemed to find the process of sharing their stories helped them to 

make sense of their time in school, and to place events into a meaningful 

context. This did not devalue what had been most difficult for them, but 

perhaps made them realise that it was part of what made up their own life 

and not necessarily what was part of the future school life for their child. In 

particular this was evident in comments made by Natalie, Amanda and Lizzy 

when they were considering how they would talk about school to their child. 

These three participants, considered how they would want to talk positively 

about school to their child, being cautious about what they were going to 

share about their own school times.  
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Emotional impact of experiences 

Miller et al. (2011) also found within their semi-structured interviews with a 

somewhat more extensive groups of mothers from the US, that the process 

of talking through their memories of school could at times be difficult for 

them. Within their study, they found great variability in the extent to which the 

mothers were able to talk in detail about their experiences, perhaps as a 

result of finding the interview situation unnatural and also potentially related 

to their own language competencies. An additional implication from their 

study was the degree to which some mothers found recalling difficult or 

negative school experiences upsetting. Within this study, the six mothersô 

interviews lasted between 35 and 75 minutes. In the case of the shortest 

interviews, the motherôs child was present throughout the interview. Whilst it 

was of interest that their presence (all non-talking babies/toddlers) may have 

allowed them to consider more directly the prospect of their child going to 

school, it is also accepted that this may have also been a distraction to them 

and hence made them less able to talk for longer.  

 

The stories told by the mothers who brought children into the interviews 

were, however, in no sense less relevant or less insightful of the meaning 

which school had for them, than the mothers who obtained childcare outside 

the interview room. They all had a story, and once encouraged to begin a 

process of self-interpretation and reflection, were all keen to continue with it, 

even if their child was making their needs known loudly. In line with Miller et 

al.ôs (op. cit.) research, the story and meaning-making which they undertook 

could be very powerful and emotional for them, and indeed at times, the 

interviewer. These mothers felt able to share within the context of this semi-

structured interview an account of their experiences of school that sometimes 

touched on events which had created great fear, mistrust and unhappiness in 

them. 
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5:3:3 Consideration of theoretical underpinnings 

 

Ecological systems theory revisited 

Revisiting aspects of Bronfenbrennerôs ecological systems model (1986) in 

light of the findings again highlighted the relevance of the theory to this study. 

The findings presented and discussed within this and the previous chapter, 

suggest the complex nature of parental perceptions of school. For these 

mothers at least, a number of elements were involved with both factors in 

school and those surrounding the child outside school. The mothers identified 

both social and structural factors related to their difficult experiences in 

school. These included isolation from peers, either through moving away 

from a school where they felt safe or by being ostracised from their peers as 

friendships deteriorated or they became targets of bullying. Within the school-

based factors, they were also able to illustrate how they felt that teachers 

often did not support them, and the curriculum and lack of differentiation 

potentially disengaged their interest in learning and confidence in their own 

ability. Outside of school, the family system was presented in two ways. For 

Lizzy, Jo and Clare, this was something which could be interpreted as a 

protective or supportive factor: having someone stable and secure, who 

listened and loved them for who they were. For Amanda, Becky, and to some 

extent Natalie, this family role was potentially detrimental in that they felt 

unsupported by family in relation to school systems (e.g. offering no help with 

work, not reading reports), or experienced family moves which involved 

school changes as unnecessary upheavals. 

 

Considering these factors as a structural system surrounding each mother in 

their childhood, helps to make sense of the meaning they attributed to these 

experiences. This, again, supports psychologistsô understanding of school 

experience and provides further evidence that a childôs presentation (or, as 

so often expressed, ótheir problemsô) cannot be considered in isolation. It is 

essential that practice for EPs and other professionals supporting families 

continues to adopt a complete, holistic view of a child, based on what each 
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key player in that childôs life brings to a situation; their prior experiences, 

hopes and aspirations, all of which could potentially influence outcomes for 

the child (Brewin & Statham, 2011; Fox, 2009; Pellegrini, 2009). A major part 

of what half of the mothers in this study raised as critical to their negative 

experiences in school was the significant impact of bullying. This (anti) social 

behaviour was surprising for its predominance in this study. Whilst it was 

considered as just one potential negative factor by the researcher prior to this 

study being undertaken, it was identified as a super-ordinate theme as it 

impacted to a greater extent on the school experience for three participants 

and to a lesser extent, for them all. Though not possible within the scope of 

this study to consider all the complex interaction of factors that underlie these 

participantsô experience of bullying, a piece of research relevant to this issue 

of bullying was undertaken by Hong and Espelage (2012). Their research 

illustrates a model of peer-bully victimisation taking into account the levels of 

ecological systems proposed by Bronfenbrenner, and concludes that many 

anti-bullying programmes aiming to support students and reduce bullying 

incidents, nevertheless fail to account for the potential óexo-systemicô 

influences, such as those surrounding the school: its locality, local culture 

and beliefs.   

 

Whilst it is acknowledged that the focus of this study was on parentsô 

perceptions of school (specifically for this study, mothers) contemporary 

debate has also raised interest in the potential influence of grandparents on 

outcomes for children (Chan & Boliver, 2013). Though their research was 

focused on social class and mobility for children as mediating factors (and 

hence not directly relevant to school and this studyôs focus), it nonetheless 

underlies the need to account for a range of systems that include parentsô 

(and potentially also grandparentsô) experiences as a way of understanding 

the complex interaction of influences on a child. 

Attachment theory and its relevance to belonging 

As considered in chapter two, theories around attachment behaviours were 

also found relevant in related research to this study (Barnett & Taylor, 2009; 
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Taylor et al., 2004). Terms such as academic socialisation - the ways in 

which parents prepare children for the transition to school and support their 

school experiences - have theoretical links to the connection that is formed 

between an adult and child. This studyôs findings very much illustrate how, for 

these participants, their relationships and connection to both their family and 

peers was central to how they perceived enjoyment of, or negative feelings 

towards, school. Though, as has been explained, no causal links are possible 

from this study, there was evidence that having positive peer relationships 

made them feel safe and secure in school. Where the reverse was true and 

they felt left out or bullied by their peers, this added further to their 

unhappiness and to their lack of connection with their learning.  

 

In a recent study by Sancho and Cline (2012) where school children were 

interviewed about aspects of belonging in school, the authors concluded from 

their interviews that the relationships at secondary school level were 

particularly key to children feeling a part of the school. These included 

connections to their teachers as well as having established good friendships. 

It would appear from their research, and the findings of this study, that having 

friendships and positive connection and attachment to their family potentially 

acted as protective factors, both to children at the time, and to adults 

recalling their school days (in this study). These protective factors were 

expressed, for Lizzy and Clare, primarily through the support and 

encouragement of their parents who saw them through difficult days in 

school. This perhaps allowed them to develop additional strength and 

determination from this adversity. Equally, these mothers were also able to 

reflect on the more positive aspects of school life, even if, on balance, they 

comment that they had more bad than good times.  Though the other 

participants were equally able to share some positive school memories and 

to demonstrate their aspirations for their child to have a positive school time, 

for one participant in particular, negative experiences clouded her view of 

school so much that she could not easily imagine sending her child to a 

maintained, ótypicalô school, and saw home schooling as the best alternative. 

For all the participants, the relationships they revealed with their children 
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seemed positive and important to them. They all however retained some of 

the fear from their difficult schools years, and this perhaps clouded their view 

of the inevitable separation and sharing of responsibility that comes from 

their child going to school. 

υȡτ 2ÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ 
child  
 

Within this thesis resilience (Rutter, 2006) and self-determination (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000) have been considered. The findings in chapter four refer a 

number of times to resilience processes that may have helped some of the 

participants to cope and move on. There are also references to how some 

found inner strength and determination to succeed, either in school or their 

adult lives, against the odds. It is also possible to reflect further, albeit 

cautiously, on the way in which some of the participants spoke about school 

for their child and how they conveyed a sense of  a desire to be pro-active, or 

by contrast, how they conveyed a more passive attitude.  

 

For one participant, Jo, a more resigned attitude to school for her child was 

perhaps reflected.  When asked about how she hoped school could be for 

her child, she primarily echoed her fears or aspects of her own experience. 

For example ñhope they donôt end up at the mercy of bulliesò, ñhave 

friendsénot to be plagued with negative feelingsò [extracts from across her 

interview]. In her process of making sense (the hermeneutic), Jo explained 

she had not made any obvious connection between her own experience in 

school and that for her child. Although she expressed hope for her children to 

experience school more positively than she did, she conveyed limited ways in 

which she could be more confident or óactiveô in thinking about their likely 

school experiences. Throughout her account, she expressed overall a very 

bleak picture of most of her time in school, with the negative events clouding 

her whole view of school. In this respect, the way in which she spoke 

indicated a degree of passivity that may have also been characteristic of her 
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own school years. She appeared to feel that she could hope for the best and 

for things to be different but that there was little she personally could do to 

control or change events. Like Jo, Becky also conveyed positive hopes for 

her childôs school experience and the desire for something different to her 

own. Beckyôs talk concentrated on the more active role she would adopt as a 

parent (compared to her own recall of her relationship with her mum). 

 

To a degree in contrast to Joôs account, Natalie had already given a great 

deal of thought of how she would be active in the schooling of her child. The 

level of control she desired was such that she considered home education, or 

perhaps something more óalternative to the mainstreamô in order to feel more 

hopeful of a positive school experience for her child. Though reflecting a 

relatively positive primary school experience herself, her extended 

experience of being bullied in the latter years of school perhaps led her to 

consider that by taking control over educating her child, she would prevent 

any repetition of these events. Clare also spoke of a more active role for 

herself in her childrenôs education. She spoke about the way in which she 

needed to gain new information about the school, the need to talk confidently 

about school and to ensure that both she and her childôs father were included 

in choosing secondary schools with their child. Clare also spoke about the 

ways in which she would talk about school with her child, encouraging them 

to become confident and independent learners whilst having the potential to 

realise their own strengths and goals. These aspects of being more pro-

active or involved in their childrenôs school lives were most apparent for 

Clare, Amanda, Lizzy and Natalie. They all spoke of intentions to speak 

positively about school, to talk to others (e.g. teachers) about their own time 

in school so that negative patterns were not repeated. They wanted to 

actively support their child by encouraging their interest in school and 

learning, and by ensuring that the schools they chose had policies in place 

that could potentially increase their trust or faith in the school. 
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Lizzyôs account also resonated resilience (e.g. Karreman & Vingerhoets, 

2012).Given her determination to ensure a successful future for her child in 

school Lizzy hinted at her resilience in the past and currently. She spoke 

actively a number of times about how she was determined to succeed and 

not to let her past get her down. It was as if the phrases she chose when 

speaking about these events and the way in which she spoke of her difficult 

experiences in school with bullying led her to new personal growth. She 

spoke often about her own parents, whose actions can be interpreted as a 

supportive factor given that they cared for her, listened to her, and believed 

her (Bowes, Maughan, Caspi, Moffitt & Arseneault, 2010). These elements of 

parenting appeared to have encouraged her sense of autonomy and self-

determination (Joussemet, Landry & Koestner, 2008). These factors were 

apparent in her talk about herself, but also through her desire to repeat these 

parental approaches in communicating with her child, and in supporting and 

encouraging them to be positive about school. 

 

This section was intended as a cautious interpretation of the ways in which 

the participants spoke actively about school for their children and how they 

would play a role in this success. Nevertheless, the degree of more active 

responses, despite the participantsô very difficult school experiences, offers 

further insight into how individual factors such as resilience and self-

determination can potentially buffer and contain negative intergenerational 

patterns. The attitude of teachers (or other professionals in contact with 

parents) with regard to these factors, and their promotion and development, 

are therefore critical in two ways. Firstly, they could use their connection and 

contacts with parents to explore whether they feel confident and able to 

promote and convey resilience and self-determination either as an internal 

construct or ecological process with their children. Whilst this may not be 

possible with every parent in the first instance, where there are risk factors 

apparent or the child is already experiencing some difficulty, asking parents 

(and children) to complete structured tools (e.g. Resiliency scales for 

children/adolescents, Prince-Embury, 2007) could be helpful for further 

identification. The next stage would be to support parents by offering advice 
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and, if needed, parent group work, to promote these skills. In a more 

preventative way, teachers and other professionals also have a role in 

supporting the next generation to have more confident and positive 

experiences in school themselves. This may also be by promoting resilience 

and self-determination through active participation in school, by giving them 

strategies to cope with life, and the skills to communicate effectively with 

others, beginning at home. 

 

This chapter has so far considered the key findings of this study in relation to 

the research questions, previous research, and theoretical underpinnings. 

Some new research has also been introduced and its relevance to the key 

findings considered. This chapter will now conclude by taking a meta-view of 

the limitations, implications and considerations for the future in relation to this 

study. 

 

5:5 Limitations and critique of this study 
 

This section will provide a reflection upon the methodology employed in this 

study. A constructionist and interpretative view of the phenomenon of 

negative school experience was chosen as the key guiding methodology in 

this study. The interview transcripts were analysed using a structured 

interactive process of IPA, in which the researcher engaged fully with the 

data in a process of a ódouble hermeneuticô (Smith et al., 2009), that is, the 

interviewer making sense of the participantsô own sense-making. The 

findings presented in detail in chapter four and the discussion undertaken 

thus far is explicitly acknowledged as a subjective view of this data. It did not 

provide quantifiable data, or statistical significance, or independent 

verifications for the analysis and interpretations. This study was also 

idiographic in nature (Smith et al., 2009). Its findings were related to the 

particular; in this case, six mothersô accounts of negative school experience. 

It is acknowledged that had another researcher conducted the research, 
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even with the same participants and asking the same questions, the ways in 

which they engaged with the participants within the semi-structured 

interviews may have been different. However, being open about this, and 

about the sources of the key themes from the original transcripts, and tying 

the findings to previous relevant research, have, it is argued, illustrated how 

this study has furthered understanding of this little-researched field. This 

said, there are a number of limitations which are both methodological and 

contextual.  

 

This study originally proposed to consider perceptions of negative school 

experience of younger parents; that is potentially interviewing fathers and 

mothers who were under 25 years. This study ultimately focused only on the 

experience and perceptions of mothers, one of whom was also above 25 

year of age. The reason for this change was that it was also originally 

proposed that the participants would be drawn from a narrow geographical 

context, perhaps all within the same town. Due to a lack of consent to 

approach younger parents groups in one town, and in order to find enough 

participants who met the criteria (see  section 3:5), participants were then 

drawn from across six young parent groups in two regions within one county. 

Of the six groups approached, only one had a father in attendance, and the 

completion of his consent/screening tool did not reveal a primarily negative 

school experience; he was not therefore approached.  

 

Securing the involvement of five young mothers (aged 25 and under) from 

these groups meant homogeneity was further established. However, to 

involve the proposed number of six participants considered appropriate to 

give this study  weight and validity as a piece of original qualitative research 

(Smith, et al., 2009) meant widening the net slightly further. A sixth 

participant was then approached via an opportunist sampling method (word 

of mouth), as she was a mother of a pre-school aged child who had identified 

a negative school experience. Though this increased the óaverage age since 

leaving schoolô of the participant group slightly, it did not radically alter the 
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homogeneity. It is nevertheless acknowledged as a moderate limitation. In 

further research, obtaining a greater degree of homogeneity would be helpful 

by asking parents who were attending only one childrenôs centre. In addition 

a comparative study might then be possible if access to parents of both 

genders could be secured. 

 

An additional limitation is that of geographical context of this study compared 

to the vast majority of previous published research in a similar field. When 

comparing the findings from this study to previous research involving parental 

recollection of school (Barnett & Taylor, 2009; Miller et al., 2011; Pears et al., 

2013; Räty, 2007, 2011), direct similarities are a little more difficult to contend 

as they were all located outside the UK, either in the US or Finland, where 

school structures and systems may vary somewhat, and the broader socio-

political context may be different. However, the experience of being a parent 

and having a child in or about to go to school is relatively similar within the 

context of a western society, where the expectation and legal framework 

require children to attend school. 

 

As has been illustrated within the discussion of the findings in relation to the 

research questions (section 5:3:2), two of the research questions posed were 

perhaps too repetitive and this presents a further limitation, related to the 

interview procedures. Gaining greater skills and confidence in IPA 

methodology would allow future interviews on a similar study to be more 

open ended, guided more by the reflections and ósense-makingô from the 

participants as opposed to interruptions and further questions that may have 

led away from particular insight into their negative school experiences. The 

questions posed ask more generally about parents/participants, but these 

should more accurately be phrased as focused specifically on mothers, as 

has already been discussed. In addition, one of the four subsidiary questions 

asking about óconcernsô participants raised about school for their child was, in 

fact, too specific in its scope. The responses suggested from participants, 

about their ñbest hopes for schoolò similarly reflected how they regarded 
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school. These two questions may therefore have been better incorporated 

into one: ñwhat do participants say about school for their childò. Furthermore, 

the final research question, which was incorporated into the interview 

schedule seeking the participantsô views on how their experiences may be 

shared with their childôs school, was complex.  

 

In several interviews, the participants found it hard to conceive that their 

experiences would be of interest to schools (an interesting finding, 

nonetheless). For another, they had made no conscious link between their 

own and their childôs schooling (again of interest), and for the remainder, this 

question was perhaps too focused on a future event that they found hard to 

project towards. Despite this criticism, the kinds of responses and information 

shared by the participants provided a rich insight into the ways in which they, 

or parents like them, may be supported to feel confident about school.  

 

When reflecting upon the choice of interpretative phenomenology, it is 

possible to assess the limitations of the approach, as has been suggested 

above. However, it is now relevant to briefly review the earlier consideration 

and rejection of other methodologies discussed in this thesis. Having a study 

which was focused on the particular, the experiences of mothers who had a 

negative school experience, has limited the way the findings can be 

generalised. In addition no new theories have been generated, such as may 

have emerged through a process of grounded theory analysis. This would, 

however, have involved access to a much larger participant group, which was 

not available with the scope of this study (Willig, 2008). It involved a thorough 

and extensive period of analysis which has been acknowledged as 

subjective. However, despite these limitations, for the purpose of this study, 

IPA remains the most relevant and appropriate methodology. It provided a 

thorough and systematic approach, grounded in psychology, which fitted the 

theoretical ideology of the author, who wished to understand human lived 

experiences, and contribute further insight into an under-researched area. 
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5:6 Implications for theory and practice  
 

There are a number of ways to consider the implications of these findings, 

both at the macro and micro-level even though the sample size for this study 

was relatively small and the focus at the outset was on the idiographic. This 

has already been illustrated in this chapter by the consensus drawn across 

the participant group, and indeed the similarity of findings to those from 

previous studies (section 5:3).  The key finding and super-ordinate theme 

(that negative school experiences cloud or override the memories of what is 

better or more positive) has implications both for the ways in which school 

systems are structured to support children, and also for the ways in which 

students are taught, particularly at the high school level. In the formulation of 

Government policy concerning the building of aspirations and positive 

attitudes to school, policymakers need to look not simply at factors such as 

socio-economic status and deprivation (the known risk factors), but also to 

consider broader implicit factors that are reflected both in wider research and 

in the findings from this study: the parents own experience of school (Miller et 

al., 2011; Räty, 2011).   

 

In the broadest sense, this could have implications for government education 

policy, where debate should focus on how to make high schools work for all 

their students, including the less vocal minority. This could be by reviewing 

the structure and environment of high school (Edgerton, McKechnie, & 

McEwen, 2011). This sort of approach is already apparent in some high 

schools, where vertical year grouping has begun to provide more of a family 

group (TES, 2012). In addition, as was suggested by participants in this 

study, reviewing curriculum approaches that encourage involvement and 

interest, rather than alienation, may also serve to re-engage some students 

in learning (Cozolino, 2013; McCormick & Burn, 2011).  At a micro-level, the 

findings drawn within super-ordinate themes four and five illustrate the need 

for schools to take the voice and experience of parents seriously, and to help 

those parents who feel vulnerable or worried about coming into school to feel 
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more confident and trusting that their child will be safe and happy (Hess, 

Molina, & Kozleski, 2006).  

 

Bullying, which continues to be debated nationally (Cowie, 2011; Jones, 

Bombieri, Livingstone, & Manstead, 2012), was also a major theme in this 

study. Whilst the participants in this study may not have provided óanswersô to 

address these difficult issues, the narratives that were analysed collectively 

confirmed that the impact of bullying extends significantly further than at the 

time of the event. These participants spoke of the impact on all aspects of 

their lives, undermining their confidence and ability to achieve their academic 

potential and for some, resulting in a longstanding negative association to 

school. Whilst this study was not unique in these findings (Conners-Burrow, 

Johnson, Whiteside-Mansell, McKelvey, & Gargus, 2009; Rigby, 2013), it 

illustrated the ways in which a second generation (their children) could also 

be affected, and potentially experience school differently. Their mothersô 

worry and fear about their childôs time in school was centred on the possibility 

that they may have to experience it the same way as they did. Though all 

mothers in this study desired for them to have something different in their 

experience of school, the underlying anxiety could potentially make them 

more cautious about the freedoms they offer their children in their strong 

desire to protect them from harm. This finding gives further weight to the 

need for support for students in school to ensure they are able to share 

worries about bullying (either within or outside school). It is also important 

that children feel confident and have faith that their concerns will be taken 

seriously and acted upon, resulting in a sense of justice that some of these 

participants felt was lacking. The crucial voice of the child needs to be 

listened to at an earlier stage, and their perceptions, taken more seriously, to 

ensure that they are able to establish a sense of enjoyment and belonging in 

school. 

 

A further implication, based on the findings at the micro-level, is that of hope 

and optimism about school expressed by the participants and the potentially 
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positive mediating role that can be inferred that all parents may have for their 

children. In the case of this study, those that had a bad time in school 

themselves all expressed, within their thoughts about school for their child, at 

least some sense of optimism and a strong desire that their child should 

achieve a different experience of school than they did. They all held strong 

aspirations that their children should enjoy school and ultimately be 

supported by themselves and their choice of school to achieve this, hinting at 

the mediating role that they could play as parents. It is therefore important to 

acknowledge, at both a school and wider school support service level (for 

example, educational psychology services) that negative experience is not 

necessarily always regarded as a significant risk factor at an 

intergenerational level. This finding is in line with the mediating role that 

negative experience played for fathers in the recent research by Räty (2011).  

5:7 Suggestions for future research 
 

There are a number of ways in which further complementary research could 

be undertaken following this study. Whilst this study is original in its focus on 

negative school experience and perceptions of school for participantsô 

children in the UK context, it is difficult to generalise the findings more 

broadly to other groups, such as fathers, or parents who had more positive 

school experiences.  In future, researchers may consider approaching fathers 

who had identified negative school experience. This would allow similarities 

and differences to be considered across the genders and to reflect the 

contemporary role that both parents play in guiding children through life and, 

more specifically, their schooling. Additionally, this may aid more 

understanding about how parents of both genders share their hopes and 

aspirations, and also those attitudes that are likely to have been based on 

their own school experiences and view of the world (Degner & Dalege, 2013).   

 

This study chose to focus primarily on the school experiences of younger 

parents in the belief that this would provide greater parallels to the school 

experience for their child. The presumption underlying this approach was the 
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potential similarity of both socio-political and educational context for parent 

and child. In particular, these parents, having left school within the previous 

ten years, would have attended school under the current national curriculum 

system. Additionally, the political context and approaches that influenced 

school ethos and support systems, such as the Every Child Matters Agenda 

(DfES, 2003), would be broadly similar to the current time, at least if their 

child was to enter school in the next few years. Whilst this focus remains 

valid for this study, in further research using the same idiographic 

phenomenological enquiry, it may be best to consider parents of all age 

ranges, broadening the scope of the research to include a wider range of 

parents, and backgrounds, and experiences, such as educational 

experiences beyond school.  

 

An additional follow up to this study could begin by adopting a contrast to this 

studyôs focus on negative school experience, by seeking to perceptions of 

those who felt school was good for them. It could provide a companion to 

these findings, to add more richness to the ways in which we consider other 

peopleôs life-worlds, their essence and experiences.  If the focus was to 

consider further what had ógone rightô for parents in school, this could 

potentially illuminate the positive in school and what parents considered was 

successful for them. Furthermore, an assessment might be made of whether 

and how this interacted with how they perceived school for their children. It 

may not simply show a contrast, but could also provide consensus, in that all 

parents naturally have some worries and concerns about their child growing 

up and coming óunder the influence of othersô.  

5:8 Reflexivity ï researcherôs position in relation to this 
study 
 

This study was undertaken with a clear understanding and acknowledgement 

of reflexivity, in particular, the role of the researcher (Shinebourne, 2011; 

Smith et al., 2009). This section will therefore return to the first-person 

narrative as a way of maintaining a commitment to IPAôs recognition of the 
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role and engagement of the researcher. Aspects of the reflexive process 

within the interviews were considered within chapter three, about 

methodology. In addition, however, I have also given thought to my role both 

as a researcher and practising educational psychologist. I was very much 

aware of the privilege I held in relation to hearing and analysing the stories 

told by the six mothers. To them, there was no extrinsic value or reward to 

agreeing participation, yet in doing so, they have helped to further 

understanding of the worry and fear that school can instil for some individual 

parents.  

 

I have learnt more about what might make some parents fear and reject 

schools, and I have tried to convey this throughout chapters four and five. 

The findings highlight to me the on-going need for early support and 

intervention when parents or schools become aware of a child disengaging 

with school or losing confidence in themselves.  One further positive outcome 

from engaging in this research process is an even greater recognition of what 

I, as a researcher, initially suspected: that parental constructs about school 

are vitally important, and that it may well be necessary to allow anxious 

parents more time to recount their own stories, perhaps during a home visit 

or other place of their choosing. Whilst it is not always possible to engage in 

active research, undertaking this study has also inspired me to push forward 

ideas about action research and mini-projects that could involve parents 

directly. These aspects of the EP role in relation to this study will be 

considered further next.  

5:9 Application to Educational Psychology 
 

Throughout this chapter, reference has been made to the ways in which 

support services, in particular Educational Psychologists, could potentially 

respond to the key findings of this study. For the majority of Educational 

Psychologists, adopting a holistic approach to understanding the presenting 

needs of a child is undisputed. However, making explicit in a discussion with 

parents the broader eco-systemic factors which could potentially interact with 



169 
 

a childôs experience in school, such as the parental experience, and their 

hopes and aspirations, may not be. It may be possible, by expanding the 

Educational Psychologists repertoire of questions to ask parents within their 

initial meetings, to specifically target discussion about parentsô experiences in 

school. Educational Psychologists are also in an important position of 

bridging direct engagement with both schools and parents, and as such could 

potentially influence and engage with further research such as suggested in 

this study. They could also consider an action-based research, where 

participants can share their experience, be encouraged to articulate their 

constructs, and be supported to feel confident about going into school. Two 

studies illuminate how it is possible to undertake related research involving 

parents; firstly research to increase parental confidence about school with 

children with Down Syndrome (Byrnes, 2012); and secondly, an action 

research project to increase parental involvement in school (Snell, Miguel, & 

East, 2009). 

 

  

As has been contended within this study and discussion, the ways in which 

parents and children are able to establish confidence and positive 

connections in their own relationships, can have benefits for the ways in 

which they can in turn be successful in making those connections in school, 

and ultimately to gaining a critical sense of belonging and their ability to cope 

with school transitions (Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Randall, 2010; Sancho & 

Cline, 2012; Zaman & Fivush, 2013).  Supportive approaches, such as Video 

Interaction Guidance (VIG) that help them build the connection between 

themselves and their child  in a positive way are also becoming a key part of 

the Educational Psychologistôs role within the community (Kennedy et al., 

2010). This work involving Educational Psychologists (and others) could be 

targeted to those parents who have had difficult school experiences to give 

them the confidence to respond to their child and recognise the strengths 

within their own relationships. This renewed confidence may help them to 

recognise their own strengths and skills, and their inner resilience, and 

increase their ability to share this self-confidence with their child, potentially 
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leading to higher levels of confidence for both the child and parent as they 

move towards school. 

 

Within further research and targeted interventions it would be of interest to 

explore the longer term outcomes for children in school, by focusing on 

support of new parents and their children in cases where, say, health workers 

(for example) have identified that parents have had great difficulty or negative 

experiences in school.  They could offer an opportunity to talk this through in 

a structured way, to make sense of and place into context their own 

experiences, so not to taint or influence the school experiences of their child. 

This in particular was an idea to which several participants in this study 

alluded: the need to speak positively about school to their child, so not as to 

pass on that fear or hate. Educational Psychologists could also provide 

strategies to schools, and other professionals such as family support 

workers, to engage parents in this early conversation about school. This 

could focus on eliciting, in particular, their hopes, and in turn, to support 

parents from an early stage to hold on to the optimism and hopefulness for 

their child in school, as expressed by participants within this study. It may be 

that Educational Psychologists could support  individuals and families further 

in their journey to overcome these obstacles. This might be achieved by 

implementing approaches to support a positive future for them, helping to 

visualise and map alternatives, for example using person-centred planning 

and graphic facilitation (Margulies & Sibbet, 2009). 

 

 

One further key finding with implications for Educational Psychologists was 

the number of these younger participants who had experienced significant 

bullying in school as has been considered in detail within chapter four and 

five. A number of national charities are currently supporting children and their 

parents in re-gaining confidence after being targets of bullying. One of these 

is Kidscape, who offer one-day training called óZAPô Although the evidence 

basis for this intervention has to date been limited only to a small study 

conducted by the charity ("Kidscape - Key findings," 2013) , EPs have also 
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been involved in programme delivery in some areas, and would therefore be 

well placed to support further empirical or action research to assess the 

effectiveness of these and similar interventions. 

 

 

Whilst the immediate and longer term impact of bullying has been well 

researched (see for example Fox & Boulton, 2005; Hong & Espelage, 2012; 

Hutchinson, 2012), the impact on victimsô perceptions of their childrenôs 

schooling has hitherto been less well understood. In this sample of six 

interviewees (albeit selected on the basis of ónegative views of schoolô), one 

or two mothers had had their long-term perceptions of school significantly 

altered as a result of having been a victim of bullying when they were at 

school, and that this affected their attitude towards their childrenôs schooling. 

This ratio suggests that there may be a óhidden problemô, in that many other 

parents may have similar doubts and anxieties rooted in their own negative 

experiences, and may have a similar deep-seated mistrust of school 

processes and authorities. Continuation of EPs role in supporting schools 

and other settings with anti-bullying approaches (Noaks & Noaks, 2009; 

Sapouna et al., 2010), work on raising childrenôs self-esteem in general, and 

encouraging and training schools in developing a more open and supportive 

ethos for children, all seem key. To these targets of bullying (the mothers in 

this study), being believed and heard by senior staff in school was central to 

their belief that it would stop and that things could get better for them. 

Educational psychologists are well placed within both a school and, 

increasingly, a community context, to facilitate change, and to support those 

who lack a distinct voice. The application of psychological approaches, 

backed by robust research, could make a positive change for them.  

5:10 Summary of Chapter  
 

This chapter has presented a summary of the key findings of this study both 

in relation to the research questions it set out to explore and the previous 

research on which this study was based, both from an empirical and 
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theoretical perspective. The limitations the study had in relation to its 

ideographic scope and focus have been considered, and it has been openly 

acknowledged that the particular experiences of a small group of mothers 

who had negative times in school have been the sole source of data. 

However, the use of IPA also involved a great deal of engagement with this 

ódataô. The stories and sense-making experiences of the participants, from 

the point where they began to tell their own stories in the interview, through 

their interpretations of those stories, to the final conclusions in this thesis, 

have been thoroughly considered. The chapter concluded by looking at how 

the interpretation and analysis of the sense-making data could be used in 

practice. It examined the ways in which Educational Psychologists could 

support parents, children, and their schools in promoting and developing 

parental trust in schools. This would help to promote a positive school future 

for the children of those parents who may, for whatever reason, have not 

received enough support to enable them to experience school in a positive 

way themselves.  

 

5:11  Concluding remarks  
 

This thesis has presented, across the past five chapters, an account of an 

original piece of qualitative research, from its origins within the broader social 

and political context and comments on the value and interactions between 

parents, education and schooling, to the ways in which Educational 

Psychologists can take the findings into the future to facilitate positive change 

for children and families.  These findings were analysed, synthesised and 

summarised into five super-ordinate themes and their related sub-themes 

(see Figure 4:1 and Table 4:2 in chapter four) which were presented with 

reference to detailed extracts from each participant in chapter four, and 

considered further within this final chapter.  
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The rich pictures created of school by these participants were salient in their 

portrayal of how the bad times can cloud what may have been better, be that 

from being bullied, being ignored, or being left to get on with learning. The 

impacts were, however, universal for them: lowering their confidence as 

adolescents and potentially shaping their future paths, which for five of the 

six participants perhaps contributed to an earlier than average entry to adult 

roles in work and parenthood. From this cloud, however, emerged for all the 

participants a strong desire for a different experience of school for their child, 

a hope that they may be able to find enjoyment there; be safe and find 

connections with friends and teachers who would engage and believe in 

them. Though this was not presented without the worry and fear that their 

child may experience the same troubles that they did, they showed 

awareness of a desire for patterns of intergenerational experiences not to be 

transferred. They also offered positive ideas on how they would support and 

mediate with their child to achieve this; balancing the responsibility of 

parenthood with the willingness to seek or accept support from others if 

offered. For two participants in particular, they demonstrated a sense of self-

determination and strength that they gained from these adverse times, again 

offering hope of the potential for positive to emerge from difficult experiences 

and the optimism that they too would be able to support their children with 

the help of strong family networks to enjoy and achieve in school.  

 

The thesis has several key messages which can be drawn from all the stories 

presented by these participants. These will form a short summary for the 

participants in the first instance, but could also form a short summary to 

share more widely (see graphics in Appendix 14 and 15). They offer a brief 

overview of a possible future concerning approaches for supporting and 

developing individualsô confidence in schools; and increasing the optimism of 

parents who have suffered negative school experiences. Ultimately, it is 

hoped that this will affect their children; for it is they who are often the focus 

of involvement with Educational Psychologists. The messages of the 

participants in this study may be summarised as: 
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óHelp me to be heard and believed; offer me choices; engage me in learning; 

support my control over decisions and build my trustô.  

To conclude, I repeat the words of the participants themselves, directly 

expressing their hopes about school for their children: 

 I want her to be able to go to school and have the opportunity to feel 

safe and happy. (Lizzy: 932-933) 

Just to enjoy it, to find something they both like about school. (Jo: 114) 

Erm, I hope that he is able to make plenty of friends and erm learn 

good social skills, learn good life skills and you know become 

academic as wellé (Clare: 46) 

That he wants to go to schoolé (Natalie: 1168) 

That heôll enjoy it [yeah] and that heôll do well and if he doesnôt do well 

it doesnôt really matter, cause itôs social skills rather than, than yeahé 

academicé (Amanda: 77-79) 

I want her to have lots of friends as well because it is the friends that 

you keep isnôt it, [hmm] keep them around her (Becky: 715-717). 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1a:  Ethics application form  
UNIVERSITY OF EAST LONDON  

APPLICATION FOR THE APPROVAL OF A RESEARCH PROGRAMME 

INVOLVING HUMAN PARTICIPANTS  

Please read the Notes for Guidance before completing this form.  If necessary, please 

continue your answers on a separate sheet of paper: indicate clearly which question the 

continuation sheet relates to and ensure that it is securely fastened to the report form. 

1. Title of the programme:        Professional Doctorate in Educational and Child 

Psychology 

Title of research project (if different from above):   

Exploring perceptions of school through negative school experience ï what can 
Educational Psychologists learn? 

An interpretative phenomenological study with younger parents of pre-
school children. 

 Name of  researcher (s) (including title): Ms Marie Osborn 

Nature of researcher (delete as appropriate):  (a) staff   (b)

 students   (c)  others 

  If ñothersò please give full details: 

 

Student number: u 0212457 

               Email: marie.osborn@suffolk.gov.uk               

2. Name of person responsible for the programme (Principal Investigator): Dr. 
Sharon Cahill 

 Status: UEL Director of Studies  and supervisor 

             Name of supervisor (if different from above) 2nd supervisor: Dr. Mary Robinson 

             Status: UEL consultant/ supervisor 

3. School:  Psychology  Department/Unit:  Educational Psychology 

4. Level of the programme (delete as Appropriate): 

 (a) undergraduate basic 

 (b) undergraduate project 

(c) Postgraduate (taught) 

(d) Postgraduate (research or Professional Doctorate) 

mailto:marie.osborn@suffolk.gov.uk
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(e)  post-doctoral or staff 

5. Number of: 

 (a) researchers (approximately): 1 

 (b) participants (approximately): 6 for individual interview ; up to 30 for initial 
questionnaire 

6. Nature of participants (general characteristics, e.g. University students, primary 

school children, etc.): 

Parents of pre-school age children who attend a local group for young parents. 

 

7. Probable duration of the research: 

 from (starting date): April 2011 to (finishing date): January 2012 

 

 

8. Aims of the research including any hypothesis to be tested: 

To gain an insight into young parentsô experiences of school, their current 
constructs and exploring ways that their knowledge and experience may be 
helpful to the schooling of their child. 

 

The research is set within the context of educational and psychological research 
which explores parenting and young children's early experiences of school. The 
main objective of this research is to contribute evidence that will inform approaches 
to developing parentôs positive constructs (thinking about) of school and the ways 
in which they may talk with their children about school.    

 

The approach or methodology employed within this study is recognized as primarily 
interpretative, but it is hoped that the focus of this study will add relevance, depth 
and richness to the body of knowledge within the UK and internationally of this 
under-researched area. If common themes emerge in the way that parents express 
their thoughts about school and the ways the think the information might be helpful 
for others to understand (e.g. teachers), this could ultimately inform practice of the 
induction of children and their parents into school. Beyond the initial research, it is 
anticipated that  schools and pre-schools may consider further the information they 
gain from parents and the way they use this to support young childrenôs early 
experiences of school that is based not only on the childôs  time at a nursery/pre-
school but also on their parent's perceptions and experiences of school.  

This research is intended to address the following primary question:- 

o What do parents say about their school experience? 
In addition, the research will seek the address the following subsidiary and specific 
questions:- 
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o What concerns do parents have about their childôs schooling? 
o What common themes or ideas emerge about the participants current 

constructs of school? 
o What óbest hopesô are expressed by parents for their childrenôs school 

experience? 
o What do parents identify from their own experience of school that may be 

relevant and important to share with their child's school? 
Where the term 'parent' is used, for the purpose of this research the participants 
will be drawn from younger parents (those who left school in the past 10 years) 
whose eldest (or only) child will enter school within the forthcoming year. The 
reasons for choosing younger parents are considered to be two fold. Firstly there 
may be a more recent experience of school experience which may more closely 
resemble the current school systems and structures for their own children and 
secondly, the researcher can access specific groups of younger parents that meet 
through local Childrenôs Centres, whereas a wider sample of parents may be more 
difficult to access. It is recognised therefore that the participants are a narrow group 
of parents and it is not intended that conclusions will be drawn nor logically applied 
to all parents of pre-school children. 

9.        Description of the procedures to be used (give sufficient detail for the Committee 

to be clear about what 

           is involved in the research). Please append to the application form copies of any 

instructional leaflets, 

           letters, questionnaires, forms or other documents which will be issued to 

participants: 

¶ Information leaflet about the research shared with groups of young parents 
attending local childrenôs centres (Appendix one). 

¶ Consent form and Initial screening questionnaire completed with parents 
attending a young parents group in a Childrenôs Centre (see Appendix two) 

¶ Questionnaire responses to be analysed to identify potential participants for a 
semi-structured interview ï specifically those who identify mainly negative 
responses to questions about their own experience (recollections of) at 
school. 

¶ Participants (6) will be invited to take part in a tape recorded semi-structured 
interview (outline questions including in Appendix three).  

¶ The transcripts of the interviews will be typed and rigorously analysed using 
principals from interpretative phenomenological analysis detailed in writings 
by Jonathan Smith (2008 and 2009), to identify psychological constructs and 
common themes about school which participants may identify during their 
interview. 

10. Are there potential hazards to the participant(s) in these procedures?  

 YES/NO If yes: (a) what is the nature of the hazard(s)? 

  (b) What precautions will be taken? 

11. Is medical care or after care necessary?     

 YES/NO If yes, what provision has been made for this? 

12. May these procedures cause discomfort or distress?   

 YES/NO If yes, give details including likely duration: 
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13. (a) Will there be administration of drugs (including alcohol)?  

 YES/NO 

  If yes, give details: 

 (b) Where the procedures involve potential hazards and/or discomfort or 

distress, please state what previous experience you have had in 

conducting this type of research: 

14. (a) How will the participants' consent be obtained? 

Participants will give initial consent for the screening questionnaire by agreeing to 
complete the questionnaire either verbally with the researcher or by returning their 
questionnaire; in addition they will be asked to sign a consent form (part of Appendix 
two). Participants agreeing to this initial questionnaire will also be given the 
opportunity to indicate whether or not they are happy to be approached again to 
participate in individual interviews by giving further contact details ï name, telephone 
number/email. 

 (b) What will the participants be told as to the nature of the research? 

This is detailed in the information leaflet (Appendix one). 

They will be informed that this is a study exploring parentsô ideas about school. 

15. (a) Will the participants be paid?         

  YES/NO 

 (b) If yes, please give the amount:      £ 

  (c) If yes, please give full details of the reason for the payment and 

how the amount given in 16 (b) above has been calculated (i.e. what expenses 

and time lost is it intended to cover): 

 

16. Are the services of the University Health Service likely to be required during or

 YES/NO 

 after the research? 

 If yes, give details: 

17. (a) Where will the research take place? 

 Intended to take place at the local Childrenôs Centre where the parents already 
attend a group. 

 (b) What equipment (if any) will be used? 

A tape recorder for the transcription of the interview. 

(c) If equipment is being used is there any risk of accident or injury?        

YES/NO 

 

             If yes, what precautions are being taken to ensure that should any 
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untoward event happen    

             adequate aid can be given: 

18. Are personal data to be obtained from any of the participants?   

 YES/NO 

 If yes, (a) give details: 

In the initial questionnaire, parents will be asked to supply their name and a contact 
number for the purpose of approaching potential participants to take part in semi-
structured interviews.  

Participants will also be asked to state their gender, age, the age(s) of their child (or 
children), race and religion, level of qualifications and current occupation ï the 
purpose of this is to be able to identify the nature of the participant group and to 
provide a fairly homogenous participant group. Individual participants will only be 
identified in the analysis and write-up of the thesis as a pseudonym and this data is 
therefore not considered linked to possible identification of individuals. 

Other questions in the questionnaire and individual interviews may also 
unintentionally illicit some personal information as raised by the participants (e.g. the 
participants saying the name of their child, school or other personal information, 
although this will not be requested). Pseudonyms will therefore be used in the 
analysis and write up. 

state what steps will be taken to protect the confidentiality of the data? 

 

Contact details and questionnaire responses will be coded and stored on a security 
encrypted computer (Suffolk County Council property, but kept with the researcher) 
being óbacked upô onto a secure memory stick, for the duration of the research.  

Paper questionnaires and interview tapes will be stored securely (in a lockable 
cabinet) at the home of the researcher and shredded/deleted once a final 
transcription has been recorded on computer. 

As soon as the tape recorded data has been typed and transferred to a computer file, 
the participants will only be identified by a code number or pseudonym. 

  (c) state what will happen to the data once the research has been 

completed and the results written-up.  If the data is to be 

destroyed how will this be done?  How will you ensure that the 

data will be disposed of in such a way that there is no risk of its 

confidentiality being compromised? If the research is published 

the anonymised published data will be kept securely for a max. 5 

years from publication date and then destroyed. 

Paper questionnaires will be destroyed in line with county council procedures and 
shredded via confidential waste collection bins. Interview tapes will be wiped after 
typing and checked to ensure they are blank. These procedures are in-line with the 
local authority (Suffolk County Council) guidelines for data protection. 

Personal contact details stored on a computer data files will also be deleted following 
the initial contact for the research interviews. 
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19. Will any part of the research take place in premises outside the              

YES/NO 

 University? 

              Will any members of the research team be external to the                                    

YES/NO 

 University? 

 If yes, to either of the questions above please give full details of the extent to 

which the participating institution will indemnify the researchers against the 

consequences of any untoward event: 

The initial contact with participants when completing the questionnaire will take place 
at a local Childrenôs Centre. The individual interviews will also take place in this 
venue as it will be familiar to them. There are no anticipated risks to participants or 
the researcher as this venue is one used by participants on a regular basis.  

 

20. Are there any other matters or details which you consider relevant to 

the consideration of this proposal? If so, please elaborate below: 

Whilst the risks to participants is considered to be minimal, there may be unintended 
emotional distress caused by participants recounting details from their life (in 
particular their school experiences). If this is the case, participants will be offered 
details of confidential counselling or support lines that they can access to address 
any of their concerns further, if they wish. This will be offered through initial de-
briefing for those participants not invited to individual interviews and also to 
participants after semi-structured interviews. 

21.        If your programme involves contact with children or vulnerable adults, 

either direct or indirect (includin g observational), please confirm that 

you have the relevant clearance from the Criminal Records Bureau 

prior to the commencement of the study.                                                  

YES/NO                 CRB disclosure number 001281843951, issued 29 

May 2010. Will be available for participants ( young adults) or 

Childrenôs Centre Staff  to see if requested. 

22. DECLARATION  

 I undertake to abide by accepted ethical principles and appropriate code(s) of 

practice in carrying out this programme. 

 

 Personal data will be treated in the strictest confidence and not passed on to 

others without the written consent of the subject. 

 

 The nature of the investigation and any possible risks will be fully explained to 

intending participants, and they will be informed that: 

 

  (a) they are in no way obliged to volunteer if there is any personal 

reason (which they are under no obligation to divulge) why they 
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should not participate in the programme; and 

 

  (b) they may withdraw from the programme at any time during 

data collection, without disadvantage to themselves and without 

being obliged to give any reason. 

 NAME OF APPLICANT: Signed: (signed copy has already be sent to 

University, this is 

an amended 

version) 

_______________

__________ 

 (Person responsible) 

 MARIE  OSBORN_____________________________ Date:   ___amended and 

sent by email 4.5.2011 

 

 NAME  OF DEAN OF SCHOOL:    Signed:_________________________ 

 _________________________________________ Date:   

_____________________

_____ 

 

ethics.app 

[March  2010] 
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