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Executive Summary

The Story Links programme involved parents and pupils at risk of exclusion in co-creating stories
that addressed the pupils’ behavioural, emotional and social difficulties and were also used to
develop the pupil’s reading skills. The programme was delivered by educational professionals
who had attended a 3-day Story Links training. The evaluation used a case study approach to
provide an in-depth exploration of the impact of the school-based intervention on parents,
pupils and their learning.

The evaluation included a pre and post intervention standardised behavioural screening
qguestionnaire completed by classteachers, a pre and post intervention standardised reading
assessment, the analysis of over one hundred co-created stories and the analysis of over eighty
interviews with parents, teachers, TAs and pupils who participated in the Story Links
intervention.

Key findings

1) Impact on pupils’ emotional and social well-being

A significant improvement in pupils’ overall emotional stress

The pre-intervention interviews with parents and teachers revealed a high incidence of
emotional anxiety in the target group of pupils. This finding was confirmed by the Goodman’s
SDQ for overall stress completed by the classteacher which showed three-quarters of the pupils
as experiencing very high stress levels pre-intervention. Post-intervention, the majority of pupils
showed a significant reduction in overall stress.

The function and impact of the co-created stories

The stories by parents and pupils had a powerful effect in several ways. Firstly, they often served
as a reminder of the nurturing role of the parent.

Secondly, many of the pupils’ stories addressed issues relating to both friendship difficulties and
sibling rivalry. Thirdly, they enabled the children to address their anxiety through the metaphor
in the story. Prominent themes that emerged in the stories were those of lack of friends, fear,
abandonment and lack of nurture. A content analysis of the stories indicated that many of the
story openings given by the Story Links teacher addressed ‘difficult’ emotional issues relating to
the particular child which in their own contribution they projected on to the story character.

This correlation between the story metaphor and pupil’s presenting emotional issues is
particularly evident in the in-depth pupil profiles included in the full report.

Experience of positive attachment

The majority of pupils and parent s enjoyed coming along to the sessions, parents using words
such as ‘fun’, ‘laughter’, ‘enjoy’ and ‘giggle’ to describe their experience of the sessions. This is
an important finding as positive attachment takes place when parent and child are engaged
together in a ‘mutually enjoyable activity’. (Bowlby, 1988).
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What appeared to be particularly important to the pupils was the undivided attention of the
parent without distractions from siblings or household chores.

Contact with Teaching Assistants (TAs) also provided opportunities for the pupils to experience
positive attachment. The TAs attended the main sessions and also provided 2 x 20 min follow-up
reading practice and drawing sessions each week which pupils had enjoyed, often ‘chatting’
about things that were on their mind while illustrating their stories. In fact, it was the TA rather
than the Story Links teacher who seemed to take on the role of the child’s ‘substitute
attachment figure’ providing them with a ‘secure emotional base’ in school (Bomber, 2008).

Significant improvement in peer relationships

There was a significant improvement in peer relationships as indicated by the SDQ, completed
by the classteacher, and observations from the parents and school-based professionals who
noted that several of the pupils were more able to manage conflict situations.

2) Impact on Pupils’ behaviour and rates of exclusion

Significant improvement in pupils’ behaviour in school

By the end of the programme there had been a significant reduction in the SDQ score for
behavioural difficulties in the classroom for the majority of pupils who had initially scored above
average. This improvement was also noted by parents and Story Links teachers.

During the Story Links sessions, some pupils had taken a few weeks to settle in but all the Story
Links teachers reported that pupils’ behaviour had, overall, been remarkably good with only a
few needing to be reminded to listen and not interrupt others. Some teachers and parents
expressed surprise at how well pupils had behaved.

Impact on Exclusion

This was a significant decrease in pupils’ exclusion rates from school, the classroom and the
playground. Six of the twelve pupils had previously been excluded from school, with two of
these exclusions being in the last year, and another pupil regularly self-excluded when anxious.
During the programme no pupils were excluded from school. In the 12 months prior to the
intervention, 11 of the 12 pupils had regularly been removed from the classroom or playground
because of their behaviour. During the Story Links programme the number of removals from the
classroom reduced dramatically and there was also a decrease in the number of removals from
the playground.

3) Engagement of parents with their child’s learning

Parents attended well

Given that many of the parents had not had regular or positive contact with the school before
the Story Links programme, the level of attendance was remarkably good. Apart from two
parents who did not complete the programme, the twelve parent sets included in the evaluation
attended seven out of ten of the sessions, with five parents attending all the sessions. Teachers’
apprehensiveness about parents not turning up, therefore, did not prove to be the case.
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Parental attendance was supported in some schools by teachers providing a pre-intervention
meeting for parents, the SENCO’s support in choosing parents, and regular phone and text
message reminders to some parents from teachers about the times of sessions.

Positive impact on the home-school relationship

All the teachers and a majority of the parents thought that the programme had had a positive
impact on the home-school relationship. For the parents, it was the positive focus on the pupils
learning rather than their poor behaviour that seemed to have made a difference.

7

Teachers commented that many of the parents had either had infrequent contact or a ‘tricky’
relationship with the school in the past, but that the Story Links programme had turned this
around.

Parental engagement with story metaphor

A critical aspect of the intervention was that the parent would engage and reflect on the
metaphor in the co-created stories to address their child’s behavioural and emotional issues.
Most of the Story Links teachers reported that most were able to do this, though some parents
were initially more able to do this than others. A quarter of the parents had also begun making
up stories with their child at home and in two cases, siblings had also been included in this
activity.

Absent dads included in stories

Many of the stories indicated a preoccupation with an absent father. In some stories pupils
highlighted a yearning for more contact with their fathers and in others a sense of
abandonment. In two cases, the Story Links programme led to fathers (both of whom were
separated from the mother) coming into their sons’ schools for the first time. This had followed
on from the pupil showing their stories to the father.

4) Impact on pupils’ reading skills and engagement with learning

Increase in pupils’ reading to parent at home

Before the Story Links programme nearly half of the pupils never read to their parents at home
and only three parents said they heard their child read at least twice a week. Home reading
patterns changed dramatically during the programme with eight parents hearing their child read
at home at least twice a week.

Significant factors in this change cited by the parents were the increase in their own confidence,
and the pupils’ ownership of the stories.

Pupils, professionals and parents indicated that where parents did not manage to hear their
child read the primary reasons were the demands of siblings, parents’ own poor literacy skills or
a lack of time.

Significant reduction in hyperactivity and attentional difficulties in the classroom

There was a significant reduction in hyperactivity and attentional difficulties in the classroom.
This was indicated both by the SDQ and observations of classteachers.



In the Story Links sessions, all pupils engaged well with the story-making aspect and many talked
about the stories between sessions. Quite a few would remember the stories very accurately
indicating that they had paid good attention to what had been said.

Minimal increase in reading ability as measured on the NARA

There was minimal progress in the pupils’ reading ability as measured by the NARA. Eight out of
the twelve pupils were below the 6.01 starting reading age for both accuracy and
comprehension before the intervention. Four showed an increase in reading age for accuracy
and six for comprehension. When the pupils’ ages were factored in the progress was even more
marginal: the standardised scores and percentile ranks for accuracy showed a decrease for two
pupils and an increase for just one; those for comprehension scores showed an increase for
three pupils and a decrease for one pupil.

Overall, only one pupil made significant progress for both accuracy and comprehension, as
recorded by the NARA, and this was the pupil with the highest initial NARA score.

Improved engagement and confidence in reading

While the NARA scores indicated that pupils had made only a small amount of progress with
their reading skills, teachers and parents commented that all pupils showed an increased
interest in the activity of reading. Teachers mentioned how some pupils would now look at
books in quiet reading even though they were still not independent readers. Others were able to
focus more on sounding out words.

The programme also seemed to have an impact on pupils’ low self-esteem, a key issue identified
by parents and teachers in the initial interviews as impeding the learning of the entire target

group. In the post interviews, pupils’ increased confidence as a reader was a prominent theme.

This developing self-confidence was also evident in the Story Links sessions, not only in how
pupils contributed during the sessions, but also in their changed body language.
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Introduction

1.1 Project overview

This report is an evaluation of the impact of the parent-partnership Story Links programme. The
programme involved teachers, parents and pupils, at risk of exclusion and with poor literacy, in
co-creating stories through which they might better understand the pupils’ emotional and
behavioural issues and also support their reading skills.

The overall Story Links Project was co-funded by the Training and Development Agency for
Schools (TDA) and the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation. It had three strands:

e Strand 1: the delivery of a three-day Story Links training to five cohorts of education
professionals supporting pupils at risk of exclusion (55 attended).

e Strand 2: to conduct an evaluation (reported here) of the impact of the 10-week Story
Links Programme, delivered in school by professionals who completed the 3-day
training, on pupils’ emotional and social well-being and academic learning.

e Strand 3: the production of a training manual to support professionals using the
intervention in schools.

The overall project spanned 20 months with the evaluation research strand conducted over an
18 month period.

1.2 What is Story Links?

Story Links is a parent-partnership intervention that uses therapeutic storywriting to support
pupils’ emotional well-being and reading skills. Story Links grew out of the now established
Therapeutic Storywriting Groups (Waters, 2004; Waters 2004a; Waters 2008), developed by the
principal researcher, with the support of the South-East Region Special Educational Needs
Partnership (SERSEN). These have been widely introduced into many schools in England.
Whereas the group model is a wave 2 group intervention® that focuses on developing emotional
literacy and writing skills, Story Links is wave 3 intervention with individual pupils and their
parents, and focuses on developing emotional literacy alongside reading skills.

The Story Links programme, also developed by the principal researcher, involves pupils, parents
and teachers in the co-creation of stories that address the pupils’ behavioural, emotional and
social difficulties (BESDs). It targets pupils aged 6-11 years who have been identified as being at
risk of exclusion and who also have reading skills below those of their peers. For many of these
pupils, emotional difficulties in school can be related to attachment difficulties with their
parents or carers (Geddes, 2006). Story Links is a 10-week intervention that uses joint
storywriting, and the metaphors it generates, to encourage the parent/carer to think about the
emotional and social well-being of their child. It also aims to involve parents in their child’s

' The UK Primary National Strategy (2003) uses a 3 wave model of intervention: Wave 1: Quality education of all
(whole class); Wave 2: Small group; Wave 3: individual work.
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learning by encouraging them to regularly hear their child read the typed-up co-created stories
at home.

1.3 Background and context

The pupils targeted were all on the special educational needs (SEN) register for behavioural,
emotional and social difficulties (BESDs) and poor literacy and are some of the most vulnerable
children in our schools. For many of these pupils, their emotional difficulties can get in the way
of their learning and reading skills are often below those of their peers (Cole et al, 1998).

The National Audit of Support, Provision and Services for Children with Low Incidence Needs
(2006) identified both a lack of support for children at risk of educational exclusion and schools’
limited capacity to support pupils with BESDs (6.32 & 6.37). This audit also highlighted the need
to improve parent-partnership in meeting the needs of these pupils and identified a lack of
support for parents (3.39 & 6.25).

Research by Desforges & Abouchaar (2003) has shown that, up to the age of eleven years,
parental involvement has a greater impact on pupils’ academic achievement than their school.
However, the parents of this group of pupils at risk of exclusion are often the least likely to be
engaged with their child’s learning (Social Exclusion Unit: Reaching Out, 2006).

The Story Links model draws on the concepts of attachment (Bowlby 1988; Geddes, 2006;
Bomber, 2008); emotional containment (Bion, 1984); and creating a ‘potential space’ (Winnicott,
1999) where parent and child can meet in a ‘mutually enjoyable activity’ that supports positive
relationship. The Story Links intervention aims to involve parents and pupils in such a ‘mutually
enjoyable activity’ - of co-created storymaking _which, because of the unpredictability and
creativity of the activity, is often ‘fun’ and gives rise to spontaneous laughter.

Hughes (2004) also proposes that the ‘co-regulation of affect and the co-construction of
meaning’are central to the development of attachment security. Sessions are designed to
facilitate a co-regulation of affect, i.e. emotional attunement between parent and pupil, in that
they provide an opportunity for parent and child to share their feelings with each other and
‘tune’ into each other’s story contributions. In relation to supporting co-construction of
meaning, parents are encouraged to use the adult ability to think in story metaphor with their
child in order that both can gain a better understanding of their child’s emotional anxieties.
Story Links extends the pioneering work of Bettelheim (1991) who considered that re-storying
within the imaginary world was an important way to support emotionally vulnerable children in
their search for meaning i.e. a way to make sense of their emotional experiences. Whereas
Bettelheim worked just with the child, in the Story Links model this search for meaning through
story metaphor is co-constructed by the parent and child with the support of an educational
professional.

According to Piaget (1979), it is only around the time of adolescence that children begin to
develop the capacity for abstract or meta-cognitive thinking. The interpretation of metaphor,
the meaning of which is to transfer something from one level to another, is itself a meta-
cognitive skill. This is why a child will accept a story at face value, operating as s/he does at what
Piaget calls the ‘concrete-operational level’, while adults have the ability to intuitively also read
story metaphor on another level of meaning. Thus the basic activity of thinking consciously
about an issue through metaphor is an adult skill. One of the theoretical principles of the Story
Links intervention is that by encouraging the parent to use this adult skill to think about their
child’s internal emotional world, they are being supported to step into the adult position in
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relation to their child. This is pertinent as many pupils with behavioural difficulties can take on
the role of the parent and present as a ‘parentified’ child (Jurkovic 1997). In this case there is
something of a role reversal with the child alternatively ‘looking after’ but also bullying the
parent and the parent often failing to provide appropriate boundaries for the child. With such a
dynamic the parent and child often become embattled over quite minor issues. By supporting
the parent to use story metaphor to think about their child’s emotional and social needs, the
parent can reclaim the ‘mindful’ adult position, thus helping the child to feel contained and
‘held in mind’ by their parent.

In Story Links sessions the parent and pupil co-create a story which is then typed-up story and
sent home for the pupil to read to the parent and is also used in school as a reading text
between sessions. In this way, the written story becomes a positive attachment object -
reminding both the child and parent of a positive shared educational experience. The
intervention is solution-focused and based on the premise that many parents of children with
challenging behaviour are not keen to talk about their child’s poor behaviour (again!) but just
about all of them are keen that their child should read well. As the recent Steer Report, Learning
Behaviour, states:

There are few parents who do not want the best for their children. Some

may not have the confidence to engage with the school and some may

feel alienated from school as a result of their own educational

experience. Steer 2009:53

Defining exclusion

Much has been written about what is meant by exclusion and its more positive converse
‘inclusion’. However, there is often disagreement and controversy as to how inclusion should be
defined as highlighted by the Report from the Select Committee on SEN (2006) which states that
‘There is considerable confusion over the term inclusion with a wide range of meanings applied
to the term’.

While many schools are making efforts to reduce their formal exclusion rates there are still
many pupils in these schools who are being internally removed on a regular basis either from
the classroom or the playground because of behavioural difficulties. For the purpose of this
evaluation, exclusion from school, removal from the classroom and removal from the
playground as a consequence of pupils’ behaviour are all included in the overarching term ‘at
risk of exclusion’.

1.4 Structure of the Story Links Sessions

The Story Links programme runs over 10 weeks and is led by an educational professional who
has attended the 3-day training course. The facilitating professional can be a special educational
needs coordinator (SENCO), SEN support teacher, educational counsellor, learning mentor or
inclusion manager. For ease of writing the term Story Links teacher will be used to refer to the
facilitating educational professional in the programme. Sessions with the parent and child last
30 minutes with a further 30 minutes required by the Story Links teacher for typing up, printing
and distributing the story. A teaching assistant (TA), ideally one attached to the pupil’s class, also
joins in the sessions and implements 2 x20 minute school-based follow-up sessions using the
written text to develop the child’s reading skills during the week. As the model has an open
systemic structure other professionals such as a learning mentor, home-school liaison officer or
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a social worker engaged in supporting the child can also be invited to attend sessions. There is
an initial session with the parent and pupil to tell them about the programme, deal with any
concerns and ensure commitment to the programme of 10 sessions.

The main sessions begin with the teacher having a few minutes with the parent to review how
things have been at home with their child during the week and in particular to ask how joint
reading activities have gone. They are then joined by the TA and the pupil who will bring some
feedback from his/her teacher on their behaviour during the week in class which is shared with
the parent. There follows a ‘feelings check-in’ during which the teacher uses active listening
skills (empathic verbal reflection) to reflect and contain the feelings expressed by the parent and

pupil.

The child then reads the previous week'’s story to the group with support from the teacher or
the parent. This then leads into the central activity of joint story-making. The teacher gives the
story opening, which will have emerged from the discussion with the parent about the child’s
current emotional issues. For instance, if the parent says the child has had angry outbursts it
might be, “Leslie the lion roared. He was furious.’

Beginning with the child and followed by the parent, each person present then takes a turn to
continue the story, with the teacher making notes. The teacher takes responsibility for
completing each week’s story and then retells the newly created story to the group. The child
leaves the room with the TA and the teacher encourages the parent to reflect on the
metaphor/imagery in the newly created story and to think about what metaphors might be
included in the next week’s story.

Once the parent has left, the teacher types up the story at the appropriate reading level for the
child. This is not done as a verbatim report but the core story line is maintained with an effort
made to include the actual phrases used by the parent and child. A copy then goes home with
the child to be read with the parent at home and a copy goes to the teaching assistant for work
on the two 20 minute reading skills sessions during the week.

See Teachers TV video clip (www.teachers.tv/video/34482) in Appendix 1 to view a sample
session led by the researcher.
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Methodology

2.1 Aims of the Evaluation

This evaluation was conducted following the delivery of the three-day Story Links training to 55 educational
professionals supporting vulnerable pupils and the ten-week programme subsequently introduced by them
into schools. With a sample of those who been trained, the evaluation sought to assess the impact of the
intervention on:

a) pupils’ emotional and social well-being
b) pupils’ behaviour and rates of exclusion (from school, classroom and playground)
c) the engagement of parents with their child’s learning

d) pupils’ reading skills and engagement with learning.

2.2 Evaluation design

The evaluation adopted a case study design, with the Story Links programme being the case.
Case study was a particularly appropriate design because it enabled an in-depth exploration of
the co-construction, by parents and pupils, of stories that relate to the child’s emotional world
and the impact of the written stories in engaging parents in their child’s learning. Case study also
has the flexibility to be responsive, which is important with a hard to access and vulnerable
target group, and also to monitor changes over time. It can utilize a range of methods, including
gualitative and quantitative, and both were used in this case in order to document the
complexity of the intervention and evaluate its effects. The exact methods used were as
follows:

2.2.1 Quantitative methods

1. Goodman’s Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (behavioural and social
skills) completed by classteachers

2. Pre and post assessment of pupils’ reading using the Neale Analysis of Reading
Ability (NARA)(1997)

3. Pre and post exclusion rates from school, classroom and playground
4. Rates of parental attendance at Story Links sessions

5. Likert scaling questionnaires which rated teachers’ and parents’ views on the
impact of the Story Links intervention on:

i. pupils’ engagement with reading

ii. pupils’ awareness of their own feelings and the feelings of others
iii. pupils’ behaviour
iv. the home/school relationship

V. the overall benefit of the Story Links programme.
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6. Likert questionnaire, completed by pupils, rating their enjoyment of the Story
Links sessions

The Goodman’s Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)

The quantitative Goodman’s SDQ behavioural screening questionnaire was used to assess
classteachers’ perceptions of the pupils’ behaviour, emotional and social difficulties pre and post
intervention. Both the Boxall Profile (ref) and the Rutter Child Behaviour Checklist (ref)
behaviour screening tool were also initially investigated but the Goodman’s was chosen as it is
quicker to administer than either of these. The Goodman’s can be administered in about ten
minutes and this was an important factor as it was to be completed by classteachers who often
have difficulty finding time for an extended meeting during the school day. Additionally, the
Goodman’s is a well-established standardised measure that correlates well with the Rutter
behaviour screening tool (Goodman, 1997). An online facility at www.sdgscore.net provided by
Youth in Mind was used to convert the questionnaire data into final scores for each pupil. A
copy of the questionnaire is included in Appendix 2 and the two individual pupil profiles provide
examples of the completed score sheets.

The score for Overall Stress is calculated by summing the scores for Emotional Anxiety +
Behavioural Difficulties + Hyperactivity & Attentional Difficulties + Difficulties Getting Along with
Other Children.

Neale Analysis of Reading Ability (NARA)

The second revised version of the NEALE analysis (1997) was chosen as the tool for measuring
pupils’ pre and post reading skills. This measuring tool has been used for over forty years to
monitor literacy in mainstream schools and in 1997 the standardisation was updated by NFER-
Nelson. It was also chosen because it provides two parallel forms for assessment which allow a
pre and post measure of reading skills of the 10 week intervention.

In analysing the results of the NARA, attention was given to the 68% confidence banding
provided alongside the scores in the NARA manual, 1997. This ‘confidence band’ indicates the
range of scores within which the true score is likely to fall.

2.2.2 Qualitative methods

1. Pre and post semi-structured interviews with individual pupils, parents/carers,
classteachers and Story Links teachers.

2. Post semi-structured interviews with Story Links teacher assistant (TA) and
SENCO (when available).

3. Content analysis of parent/pupil stories.

4. Two in-depth pupil profiles.
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Interviews

Number and length of interviews

There were at least seven interviews for each pupil/parent set, i.e. pre and post interviews with
pupil, parent and teachers or TA, giving a total of over eighty interviews. Parent, teacher and TA
interviews generally lasted at least 20 minutes. Pupil interviews were also about 20 minutes,
though these included administration of the NARA reading assessment.

Formulation of Interview Questions

The questions used in the individual interviews with parents and pupils are listed in Appendix 4.
In framing pupil questions thought was given to using language that would be familiar to the
children. The Likert rating scales were also included in the interview questions and provided four
options for participants to choose from.

Recording and transcription of interviews

Interviews took place in a quiet room. The interviews were all digitally recorded and a back-up
handwritten record was also taken. Transcription of interviews was undertaken by an external
agency and exchange of data was via a password-protected internet electronic storage facility.
The transcriptions of the audio recordings were then checked for accuracy by the principal
researcher.

All interviews were transcribed for the first three pupil sets as this data was used to establish
the main thematic headings for the analysis of the set of interviews. For the remaining
pupil/parent sets, all parent and Story Links teacher interviews were fully transcribed by the
external transcriber, while some of the shorter interviews with pupils and TAs were analysed in
audio form and pertinent sections transcribed by the principal researcher.

2.2.3 Analysis of data

Analysis of interview data

The qualitative interview data was analysed thematically across the cases using NVivo software
and interpretative processing.

The analysis comprised five stages:

e transcriptions from the external agency were checked for accuracy against the audio
recordings;

e audio recordings and transcripts were listened to and read several times to provide total
familiarity with the data;

e initial themes were highlighted from the interviews from the first three pupil/parent
sets (over thirty interviews);

e allinterviews were searched for these themes and any others which seemed pertinent
in individual cases.

e initial themes were refined and those which prevailed were checked for consistency
across the remaining interviews
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Analysis of stories

Between seven and ten stories were generated by each parent/pupil set giving a total of over
one hundred stories. These co-created stories were analysed with respect to whether they
reflected pupils’ behavioural, emotional and social issues as identified by parents and teachers,
and their relationships with siblings, with classmates, and with parent/s. Common themes were
elicited across the stories.

Parents, Story Links teachers, and the pupils themselves were asked to indicate a story that had
particularly engaged the pupil. While all stories were analysed, there was a focus on these
selected stories as they had had a particular emotional resonance for participants and hence
related to the areas of investigation.

Individual pupil profiles

Two individual pupil profiles were written drawing on the whole range of quantitative and
qualitative data gathered for these two pupils. These were the first two pupil/parent sets to
complete the Story Links programme. The analysis and writing of these two in-depth profiles
informed the identification of the initial thematic headings for the cross-case qualitative data
analysis.

2.2.4 Validity
Several approaches to ensuring validity were employed, as outlined below.

Accuracy and consistency and fairness in data-gathering and reporting

First every effort was made to check the accuracy and meaning of participant’s perspectives
and where there was discrepancy this has been noted. Drafts of the individual pupil profiles

were sent to the relevant Story Links teachers and their views sought on the accuracy of the
portrayals.

Fairness in reporting

Secondly, in selecting and representing participants’ perspectives, | tried to be fair, choosing
neither over-dramatic quotations to make a point nor those which would represent participants
experience unfairly.

Triangulation

Thirdly, three strategies of triangulation were used in the analysis of the data to enhance its
validity: method triangulation, source triangulation and researcher triangulation. The results of
the classteachers’ SDQ questionnaires were cross-checked with data gained from the semi-
structured interviews with pupils, parents, TAs and Story Links teachers (method triangulation).
Data from teachers, parents and pupils were compared and contrasted (source triangulation).
The principal researcher’s interview questions and a sample of her interpretations were checked
by an external expert evaluator for undue bias and consistency (researcher triangulation) as
outlined in the following section.

Monitoring subjectivity

Fourthly, particular attention was given to monitoring subjectivity and potential bias. The
principal researcher in this evaluation both developed the Story Links model and trained the
Story Links teachers. Consequently it was a priority in the methodology to have a mechanism
that monitored the influence and subjectivity of the researcher in the data collection and
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analysis. For any qualitative researcher, familiarity with or engagement in the field under
scrutiny has the ability to either enhance the understanding of the topic under investigation
(Simons 2009) or to predispose the researcher to seeking positive results. In conducting this
evaluation, | took the following steps to minimise potential bias relating to my position as the
person who both developed the model and led the training:

i) I have aspired to impartiality in the collection and analysis of the data throughout.

ii) All interviews were audio-digitally recorded and the majority were transcribed by an external
agency.

iii) Data from the interpretation of the qualitative interviews was triangulated with data from
the quantitative SDQ data and the Likert rating scaling of parents and teachers views.

iv) A leading academic in the field of qualitative research and evaluation (Helen Simons,
Southampton University) acted as an external expert evaluator both to oversee the design,
conduct and analysis of the evaluation and to monitor my subjectivity. This, she did in the
following ways:

e listening to the audio recording of sample initial interviews to monitor the impartiality
of the questioning of the principal researcher;

e conducting a thematic analysis of all the data (qualitative data, quantitative data and
stories) for two pupil/parent sets and then comparing interpretative results with those
of the principal researcher;

e reading through the final report to ensure that the written analysis and conclusions
were appropriately drawn from the data.

It is also important to note the positive benefits of having a researcher with extensive
experience of working with vulnerable pupils and also a deep knowledge of the programme
under investigation. In this case my intimate knowledge of Story Links meant that teachers were
keen to discuss what can be quite challenging work with parents and vulnerable pupils. My
experience of working with parents and pupils with BESDs also helped me to formulate
appropriate research questions and to engage empathically with the pupils and parents, some of
whom can easily feel uncomfortable in a formal educational environment.

2.2.5 Ethics

The evaluation was conducted in accordance with the professional ethics of the British
Educational Research Association (BERA). Schools were informed that researchers would adhere
to these codes of ethics and follow the specific principles of procedures noted below in relation
to confidentiality, anonymity, informed consent and publication.

Ethical principles of procedure

The senior management teams at the seven schools participating in the evaluation were sent a
letter with an outline of the Story Links programme; the focus of the evaluation and implications
for schools; and the code of ethics and confidentiality (see Appendix 3).
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Parents’ permission was sought and given for the use of data relating to themselves and their
children at the outset. Parents were informed that they and their children could withdraw from
the evaluation at any time and this decision would be respected. It would not affect the
completion of delivery of the Story Links programme.

Pupils’ permission was sought and given for their stories and comments to be used in an
experiment to see if this programme is useful for you and your parents, and to help us decide
whether it would be useful to set it up for other children.’

Permission was sought and given by all interviewees to record interviews. They were told that
they could request that the recording be stopped at any time and that if they said something
that they later wished to have removed, this data would be deleted.

Transcription of interviews was undertaken by an external professional transcriber who signed a
statement of confidentiality and an agreement to delete all electronic files once the
transcriptions had been delivered. In order to facilitate the exchange of data between the
researchers and the external transcriber, an internet storage facility was set up and this was
password protected.

To offer some protection of privacy names of all persons interviewed in the evaluation have
been changed and schools are not named. In selecting quotations to use in the findings, care
was taken to avoid using statements reported by others that might be stigmatising or offensive.

Parents and school professionals were informed of these procedures and the purpose of the
evaluation before the initial interviews and reminded of them at the end.

2.2.6 Presentation of findings

The findings are reported in a theme-based narrative form. Emphasis has been given to allowing
parents, professionals and pupils to speak for themselves about their experience of the Story
Links intervention. lllustrative quotations from participants are preceded by a summary of the
key issues identified in the interview analysis.

In reporting the findings, sometimes only one or two quotations are given to support a point
although there are more in the database. This method is used for ease of reporting and
readability. In instances when one person said something particularly significant, this has been
included and the uniqueness of the response indicated.

2.3 The target group

Pupils were selected for inclusion in the evaluation on two criteria:
e they were at risk of exclusion due to behavioural, emotional or social difficulties (BESDs)

e and at least one year behind the reading age (for accuracy and/or comprehension) of
their peers.

The first 12 pupil/parents sets to complete the ten-week programme were selected for the
evaluation. These were drawn from seven schools and involved ten Story Links teachers.
Another two parent/pupil sets were initially selected and took part in the pre-evaluation but are
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not included in the final evaluation as one did not complete the intervention in the time frame
due to illness and the other parent was unable to maintain regular attendance.

The 12 sets of parents consisted of 10 mothers, one couple (mother and father) and one female
foster carer. Four of the pupils had at least one biological parent who was illiterate. Of the
parents who attended sessions, two of the parents were illiterate and a further two described
themselves as ‘dyslexic’?.

2.3.1 Gender, age and special needs of the pupils

The pupil group consisted of nine boys and three girls between 7 and 10 years of age and all
were on the SEN register for BESDs and poor literacy. All, except two, had a history of being
excluded from a mainstream school or withdrawn from the classroom because of challenging
behaviour. Of the two pupils who had not been excluded from school or the classroom, one self-
harmed and would self-exclude when she was upset and the other was a Looked After Child for
whom the main concern was his considerable attention difficulties in the classroom. Eight out of
the twelve of the pupils scored below the baseline of 6.01 years on the NARA (Neale Analysis of
Reading Assessment) for both accuracy and comprehension at the start of the intervention.

Two pupils were at a special school having been previously excluded from mainstream. Both had
a dual diagnosis of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Autistic Spectrum
Conditions (ASC) named on their statement of special needs. Consideration was given as to the
appropriateness of including these pupils given their autistic tendencies. However, the
classteacher, who taught both of these pupils, and their parents thought their issues related
more to the ADHD aspect of their diagnosis than their autistic tendencies. It was therefore
decided to include them in the target group.

2.3.2 Family context & ethnic background

Only a third of the pupils lived with both their biological parents; five lived with a single mother,
two pupils had a step-father; and one pupil was in long-term foster care. All pupils in the study

were white apart from one who was of mixed English/African heritage and in foster care with a

white family.

2.3.3 Family literacy and behavioural difficulties

One-third of the pupils’ fathers were illiterate and one of the step-fathers could not read
English. One mother was illiterate and another had very poor literacy. In four of the families the
pupil had older siblings with literacy difficulties. As well as family patterns of literacy there were
some family patterns regarding behavioural difficulties and in discussing their child’s issues
several parents mentioned the behavioural difficulties of siblings.

234 A vulnerable target group with low self-esteem

It is clear from the above that the pupil target group was highly individualistic and represents
some of the most vulnerable pupils in our schools. The majority of the group not only displayed
challenging behaviours and extreme emotional anxiety but were also failing to progress with

1. Dyslexia is referred to in inverted commas as, while it is a word in common use, there is doubt amongst many researchers (Elliot
& Gibbs 2008) in the field of reading development as to whether it is a meaningful term. In this paper the generic terms of ‘poor
literacy’ or ‘reading difficulties’ are used.
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learning in the basic area of literacy. Pupil’s low self-esteem was identified by both parents and
teachers as one of the major factors impeding their learning. The following comments were
typical of the group:,

He’s got really low self-esteem — that’s his biggest problem... he doesn't
even bother trying, he just says the 1 can’ts’. John’s classteacher

‘He still has little confidence... if there’s something that he’s got to try
and do himself... he does struggle quite hard with that.” Pete’s Mum

2.3.5 Pupils’ presenting behavioural, emotional and social difficulties (BESDs)

As mentioned above all the pupils in the programme were on the SEN register for BESDs and all
but two had recently been excluded from the classroom, playground or the school because of
challenging behaviour. Of the two who had not, one would self-exclude when she was upset at
home and the other was a Looked After Child (LAC) whose main difficulty was inattention in the
classroom.

The majority of the pupil group presented ‘acting out’ behaviours although some also presented
concerning ‘acting in” behaviours.

‘Acting out’ behaviours included:
e [Irritating and seeking attention from other children including fiddling, poking and

throwing things at other children.

e Disrupting the learning of peers including constantly calling out, whistling, singing, loud
wailing in the classroom.

e Aggression towards peers including frequent fights in the playground, attacking other
children and needing to be restrained.

e Aggression towards adults including shouting and swearing.
e Temper outbursts sometimes requiring restraint.

e General non-compliance: such as refusing to work in classroom, running out of school,
spoiling printed books.

‘Acting in’ behaviours exhibited by four of the pupils included:
e Self-harming including pulling out own hair resulting in partial baldness (2 pupils),

scratching face/arms (1 pupil), banging head on hard objects and threatening to jump
off high places to kill himself (1 pupil).

e Acute emotional distress including crying, hiding under tables or in cupboards.
e School phobia (1 pupil).

The BESDs of the pupils created particular issues for the teachers and the schools as these
teachers explain:

Just about every teacher that’s taught him has said that for whatever
reason they’ve found him one of the hardest to deal with. Ed’s SENCO
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He’s very disruptive of other people’s learning and takes very little

responsibility for his actions...a complete nightmare [in the playground],

lots of fights, lots of falling out which often leads then to him coming in

really angry off the playground into starting lessons. John’s classteacher

Many of the parents also confessed that they often found their children’s behaviour hard work’:
1do find it very hard. I find him a 24/7 child, yeah, definitely.”(Pete’s Mum); ‘His behaviour is
very collapsing, it’s either collapsing or aggressive’(Mark’s Mum)

(See table in Appendix 6: for details of individual pupils’ presenting issues and family contexts.)

2.3.6 Parental attendance
All parents of the pupil target group attended at least seven of the ten sessions; four attended
all and four only missed one. Medical appointments or bad weather were the reasons given for
most of the missing sessions. Given that many of these parents had not had regular or positive
contact with the school in the past, this level of attendance was remarkably good. (See para
4.4.1 for more details on attendance)



Presentation of Findings: Two Pupil Profiles

3.1 Individual Pupil Profile A: John

3.1.1 Summary

John was a nine year old living with his mother who was disabled and referred to John as her
carer. He was often sent home at lunchtime because of his aggressive behaviour in the
playground and challenging behaviours in the classroom. He was a non-reader and rarely
focused on educational tasks. Contrary to expectation, during the Story Links intervention his
mother began to engage with the school in a positive manner and also started to hear John read
at home.

3.1.2 Background and presenting issues

John attended a mainstream school and was on the SEN register at School Action Plus for both
BESDs and literacy difficulties. His reading age was less than 6.01 years (NARA) at the start of the
Story links intervention and he was identified by the school as being at high risk of exclusion
because of his aggressive behaviour.

His classteacher described him as ‘very disruptive of other people’s learning’in the classroom
and said that he did not have any close friends in the class. When the school was asked to name
a child at risk of exclusion John’s name immediately came up. His main behavioural issues were
in the playground where his classteacher described him as ‘@ complete nightmare’, There were
‘lots of fights, lots of falling out’which often led to him coming in really angry from the
playground at the start of lessons.”In fact John had been sent home at lunch time for the
previous half-term because of his aggressive behaviour in the playground. He had attended a
nurture group four days a week for the eighteen months prior to the intervention as the school
felt that that his behavioural issues had to be addressed ‘before they could tackle his learning
difficulties.”

John's parents were separated and he lived alone with his mother. His father was illiterate and
his mother described herself as ‘dyslexic’. He had a teenage brother and sister neither of whom
lived at home: his sister had been diagnosed with ADHD and lived in sheltered housing and his
older brother had behavioural difficulties. John visited his father at weekends or in the holidays.
Mum spent quite a lot of time looking after her dogs and horses as well as doing charity work.

In her initial interview John’s mother said that John would ‘quite happily trundle off and cook
dinner and do the washing and... anything else that he felt was needed to be done’. However,
she added that he also had ‘a very short temper and he will retaliate...he can go too far and then
it turns into war’but that despite this “no matter what frame of mind he’s in he would always
look after me.” These two aspects of John, the young conscientious carer and the rebellious
‘difficult’ boy were summed up in his mother’s statement: ‘when he’s focused he’s fantastic- he
can do anything- but the minute he’s not, he’s gone off into mischief and whatever John wants
to do in John’s world.’

3.1.3 John’s and his mother’s attitude to school
John said that he didn’t like being at school...



because | like being, spending time with my mum and my dad. When we
come to school they always go out and they don’t come back and | have

to go up the play centre and then | only get to spend time [with them] at
night time.

The only thing he did like about school was when he could play football at lunchtime. He said
that his behaviour in school was 7ot very good’. Literacy was his least favourite thing to do in
school and he thought his reading was ‘not very good... because | haven’t been reading for ages’
either at home or school. He didn’t like to read in school ‘because / don’t know what I'm doing”.

Mum said that she hardly ever came into the school because of her disability, which meant she
had to use a walking frame, and, given that they lived very close to the school, John could walk
home on his own. John’s classteacher said that she had seen Mum 7arely, only 3 or 4 times over
the year’and the Story Links teacher indicated that ‘the school thought Mum would be very
hard to engage’. John himself had worried whether his Mum would be able to make it and had

suggested that his dad might come if she couldn’t, adding that ‘my dad hasn’t ever been to my
school.”

In fact, Mum readily agreed to the intervention and punctually attended every one of the ten
sessions. The Story Links teacher reported that she proved to be ‘very eager, surprisingly eager...
the school is quite shocked that she’s actually turning up religiously and is very committed.’

3.14 The story character as a projection of the child’s behavioural and emotional issues

Here is a story co-created in the third Story Links session that seems to reflect something of
John’s emotional issues related to being a young carer and also his experience of having his
mother come into school to support him:

Bo the Elephant was stroppy and - =
used to cry because he had to find | g !
food on his own. He walked for miles |
and miles, digging at the ground and |
sniffing at the tree... (then) his 1 ( _. !
keeper came in his lorry with | e g N . ‘
a big box. The box was full of sticky — ==+ R
buns which they ate together. So, Bo

knew now that... he didn't have to get stroppy and cry, trying to find food on his
own. His keeper would look after him well.

John himself provided the first line of the story: ‘Bo the Elephant was stroppy and used to cry
because he had to find food on his own’. Like Bo, John could also be stroppy and, as his teacher
reported, he seemed to be continuously on the move in the classroom:



He fiddles, he pokes, he's up and about... he’ll take someone else’s seat
or he will take someone else’s ruler or he’ll say, ‘I need to go and
sharpen my pencil’ via everybody else in the classroom. It’s little stuff
but constant...he's always wanting attention from other people and
unfortunately, by doing that he irritates them.

The Story Links teacher was surprised by John’s wanting to take the lead with the stories as she
had planned to do this, possibly with input from mother as suggested in the training. It seemed
that John was unconsciously taking the adult position here as he often did at home in his role as
a young carer. However, just as Bo is in need of some looking after and is very happy when his
‘keeper’ arrives with a box of sticky buns that they can ‘eat together’, John seemed very happy
that his mother turned up weekly for the sessions —contrary to his negative expectations shared
in the initial interview. Despite his poor attention and behaviour in the classroom, John’s Story
Links teacher reported that in the Story Links sessions he worked ‘perfectly...his behaviour has
been never a problem, he’s really enjoyed it.”Just as Bo the elephant was happy when his
keeper arrived with his favourite food, likewise it seems that John didn’t have to get stroppy’in
the Story Links sessions but could experience being nurtured through the activity of sharing
stories with his mother. It was clear that Mum had also enjoyed sharing the ‘feast’ of story-
making describing it as 7antastic’and ‘nice to look forward to’.

3.15 The use of story to reflect on behaviour patterns

Reflecting on the overall themes in the stories the Story Links teacher pointed out that six out of
the nine stories created involved ‘@ main character and friend”who were ‘good together and
were bad together.”Here is another story to illustrate:

George the Goat

George the Goat had a friend called Harry. They got on well. They ate grass
together, they ran around together and they got into trouble together.

They used to eat things that they shouldn't eat - like washing. Eating washing
made them feel ill. They would get tummy ache. This made them very sad.

They had to go to the vet, but they didn't want to go.

The man came in a lorry to tfake them fo the vet. They put their head down and
their horns out and chased him away. "We will stop eating washing” they said. This
was hard because they had got so used to eating washing. It was hard because
people still put their washing out.

They just couldn't stop themselves eating other people’'s washing. This made them
sad as well. What could they do?

The Story Links teacher thought this story was particular pertinent for John as 7t was evidence
that it was very hard for him to stop doing naughty things because he just couldn’t stop



himself... | think it’s about him just not being able to behave, just always getting into trouble,
always ending up being naughty.’

It was John who completed the story line with They just couldn’t stop themselves eating other
people’s washing’and the Story Links teacher had added 7Ais made them sad as well. What could
they do?’. In this way the teacher was able to reflect the feeling that behaving badly can bring up
feelings of regret while provided a 7esting p/ace’for the story which included the possibility that
there might be another way to do things.

3.16 John’s engagement with the story metaphor and his emotional literacy

According to the Story Links teacher, John’s Mum did not really reflect on the stories or
contribute to the initial ideas but rather it was John who ‘would come in having thought about
it..”

Mum described how John would talk about the stories between sessions and started to include
‘feeling words’ as modelled by the Story Links teacher. She thought that the development of this
new emotional vocabulary had ‘made him more aware that people would have feelings about
everything. So that’s | think what made the difference to him. It was an enlightenment for him
really.’She gave an example of a time when they were out walking their dogs and John had
started to make up a story for the next session:

He came up with this huge story about the dogs and everything. It must
have gone on for about an hour. Most of it did come from him. And then
he was like ‘and X (Story Links teacher) will say...”. That was really funny
because then he was like, ‘Oh feelings’, and suddenly the dogs that he
has he gets really cross with because they bark all the time. He was like
‘Oh they’ve got feelings’, and then it took a whole different light on
things. And he would be, ‘Why are they barking’” rather than, ‘Oh, the
dogs are barking.” And we went to why and how did the dogs feel?
...they were angry, they were frightened. And he went through all these
different feelings that he didn’t really come up with before.

She finished by saying that when he came into the next session the story changed ‘because it
went round all of us’but John appeared to have been fine with that. At home John and Mum
had worked together sticking photos of their dogs to a copy of the story.

3.1.7 A mutually enjoyable activity

It was clear that the sessions had been fun for both parent and pupil. John said that he had
‘really enjoyed’ the sessions and Mum mentioned several times how much she had ‘enjoyed’ the
sessions and that there had often been laughter as they created the stories. She thought this
lightness had also helped John to engage with the reading:

It’s not serious and we all laugh, because X does this, and they say this
and we all laugh. So it’s not serious, ‘you’re in trouble, you can’t read...
[but] ‘we need to help you’, it’s all very light. And that’s made a big
difference to him.



3.1.8 Impact on John’s reading pattern at home

Prior to the intervention, according to Mum, John used to read to her when she was in bed
because of her disability.

Unfortunately I've run out of power at about half past eight or nine
o’clock so I'm always in bed by then anyway. So it means that he’s
allowed to come in my room for 10 minutes and read.

This was slightly at odds with John’s version who said that he didn’t read at all’at home before
the Story Links programme. He said it was difficult as Vum always used to stop reading it
because (of) the dogs - we’ve got two dogs and they always bark and play.’

However in the post interviews both agreed that he had been reading at home every day while
Mum was still up. There had also been a shift in who initiated the reading sessions - from Mum
to John.

We made time to do it. And I said to John ‘Right we’re going to do the
reading now’. But as it got on John would be 1’'m reading no””. So, it
wasn’t necessarily convenient to do the reading.

(Researcher) So, he said when he wanted to read?

Yes, rather than me making time for it and prompting him to say ‘Right
we’re doing it now’, he would be more interested ‘| want to do reading, /
want to do reading now.’- which wasn’t always the right timing. At the
end it was causing a bit of a problem...because he wanted to do things
when there was other things on the go and you can’t stop cooking and
things like that. And he was, especially at breakfast time and dinnertime
he was like I want to read now.’

This had resulted in some conflict at times. Mum said that if she couldn’t stop to hear him read
‘then he’d be cross because he wanted it then.”She then described an argument in which their
last story ot ripped in half because he wanted to read and | was doing breakfast and dogs and
everything else... “John also mentioned this argument but gave a slightly different perspective
saying that it was because she didn’t give him t/ime to work out difficult words’and that ‘every
time | read it and then I just wait, and then she reads it out for me...| want to read it myself.

However, Mum thought that the argument was still ‘very positive anyway because we’d gone
from making time (for reading), to him wanting to do it... “I need to do it, | need to read”....that
was really good.”

Despite the argument John said he would still like to continue reading with his Mum at home
because 7 really like to get used to reading. So | have to get a job. And so if | don’t read, | can’t
read, | can’t get a job.’
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According to his mother what contributed to this change of heart in John’s reading the Story
Links stories at home rather than ones he would choose from the library was ‘the fact that he’s
put the input in - that made a big difference.’

Despite her dyslexia, Mum had clearly made quite an effort to support John during the
intervention. She had bought lots of different coloured highlighters and underlined the words
that John could read. Then when he said he didn’t know the word the next time, she could point
out that he had previously read them... At first this worked as John “eally really looked’at the
words but then she found that 7t wasn’t quite the right system because he felt that, (once), by
the end of the week the lines were putting him off.”

3.19 Impact of work completed at home on school’s expectations of John

Several weeks into the Story Links intervention Mum sent in some work that she had done with
John at home. She had been shocked when she was shown his writing in school and said that it
was ‘terrible compared with what he writes at home’, The handwriting in his home note book,
according to the Story Links teacher, was really good’compared to the handwriting in his school
book which she described as dire, almost illegible’. She said that this

...kind of blew his cover a little bit... because his teacher didn’t really
realise that he was capable of that...I think that was possibly part of the
catalyst for change, that the class teacher realised he could do much
better

It was evident from his class literacy book that the presentation of his work had improved
considerably after bringing in this writing from home. While a lot of the writing in John’s home
booklet was copying, the following story appeared to be written by John himself:

Little Tiger

Little Tiger wouldn't let Mummy Tiger clean his face and wouldn't listen to his
bedtime story. One night Mummy Tiger lost her temper and Little Tiger said 'Don't
want to go to bed".

Mummy Tiger roared, 'Alright you can stay up at night then.

Little Tiger (indecipherable) cook something good, before Mummy Tiger can
change her mind. (indecipherable) before Mummy Tiger changes her mind.

It seems that John had instinctively copied the Story Links model of using story as a container for
difficult feelings in this writing. The story clearly reflects the relational dynamic between John
and his Mum, with the little tiger being difficult, arguing with his Mummy but also doing the
household chores.

3.1.10  Change of Parent-School Relationship on John

John’s Mum described her relationship with the school before the Story Links programme as
‘horrible, all the time’and that ‘previously it was when something went wrong...the only



interaction is “John’s been bad, this has happened”.”However, she felt that the Story Links
programme had turned this around and that the focus on reading rather than on bad behaviour
had made a big difference to her contact with the school:

This has been sort of more positive. Now it’s nice to look forward to
coming in, in the afternoon, we all sit down -we talk about bits and
pieces, and John glows and picks up his reading and is eager to tell us his
story.

3.1.11  Including Dad

John had regular contact with his Dad but as mentioned above Dad had had no contact with the
school at all before the Story Links programme. Mum said that Dad’s poor literacy meant that he
would struggle to read John’s stories. Consequently John did not read to his dad when he visited
him at weekends. Although not directly involved with the programme, John’s Dad was
mentioned by John, both at the start and at the end of the intervention, for his reason for
wanting to be able to read. Initially John said he would like to get better at reading ‘because it
will make me used to reading when my Dad gives me stuff to read.’In the final interview he
referred obliquely to his father’s poor literacy when asked if he thought Story Links would be
good for other pupils:

[ think it is. It’s good because you can make your children, if your dad
can’t read, and you’re going somewhere, you can at least read it for him.
And when you go on holiday you know where you’re going and you can
read the map.

In fact while the Story Links programme was running John’s father did come into school with his
mother for the first time for a discussion about his progress.

3.1.12  Impact on John’s self-esteem

John’s self-esteem, which his mother related to his attitude to reading, really, really improved
through this group. ‘He just seems a lot more confident in himself.”She described the Story Links
sessions as having been ‘fantastic’ but with the reading side being a very small part of it". While
they had ‘achieved a lot with the reading’she thought it was his increased self-esteem from the
encouragement everyone had given him that had mostly been affected. However she added
that his low self-esteem was part and parcel of his reading in the first place.”

Whereas his classteacher had previously referred to his frequent use of 7can’t’in the

classroom, the Story Links teacher said that John had participated fully in the sessions and had
willingly read his story to the group each week. She said that when he came into the sessions %e
would very clearly have the idea... he very much took the responsibility.” She added that he’s
very eager... he always wants to carry on...he obviously loves it, because it’s something he can
achieve | suppose.’She added that because of his engagement with the reading and story-
making ‘he got a lot of encouragement and praise from us.’She had noticed that previously he
had found it hard to accept praise but as the sessions progressed e was able to accept that
more.’



3.1.13  Impact on John’s reading and attitude to learning in school

Prior to the Story Links programme John did not register on the NARA for either accuracy or
comprehension giving him a reading age of less than 6.01 years. When tested 12 weeks later
after the intervention, he registered on the scale for comprehension with a score of 6.01 years
although he continued to score less than 6.01 years for accuracy.

While the NARA indicated only a very minimal increase in his reading skills, all the adults
involved and John himself felt that he had started to engage more positively with the activity of
reading. The Story Links teacher, although she had previously worked with John in play therapy,
had not realised his reading was so poor and had been ‘shocked’ to discover John could just
read two letter words’. She reported that during the sessions John ‘became more interested in
being able to read, he became much more enthusiastic about wanting to read (the story)...and
very pleased that he could read it.”She felt that sometimes there was an issue of ‘stopping Mum
expecting too much from him in terms of reading.’She referred to a kind of alphabet chart with
pictures’created at home and the system of highlighting words, mentioned by Mum above, that
had got rather complicated.

John himself in his initial interview described himself as ‘not very good at reading’ saying that
this was because he hadn’t ‘been reading for ages.”He also said that he felt ‘not very happy’if
he had to read in class ‘because / don’t know what I’m doing.”However, in his final interview
John said that he had ‘really liked’ the sessions and thought that they were making him “really
good (at) reading now’but added that he needed ‘more of the reading. He thought he had
improved because ‘when / go wrong they help me and then | get used to it- then, | know.’He
said that he had called several of his characters by the same name ‘George’ as this was a word
that he could now read.

John's classteacher prior to the intervention said that he would it and flick through a book”but
that he was not actually reading it - he was just sort of dozing’. However, after the intervention
she said that while John was still quite disruptive in maths he had ‘become a lot better in
literacy’. When she worked with his small reading group, she said that he would now say ‘/d /ike
to read.”However, she did add that ‘within three words he cannot cope’and as the task was
usually one relating to comprehension she would then offer to read it out for him .

His classteacher also brought along some samples of unaided writing completed in class by John
during the Story Links intervention, saying he is coming in to work, [muffled] and this [unaided
writing sample] is much, much better’. The samples indicated that he had increased the amount
he was writing and had taken on board teaching points on punctuation.

The TA reported that in the two 20 min sessions during the week where there was time for John
to ‘have a go’at unknown words John had 7oved’reading the stories. She said he had still used a
lot of ‘guesswork’ but that ‘occasionally he self-corrected himself on certain words and he knew
the key words.

3.1.14 Mum’s confidence to support John’s reading skills

Mum was most concerned that Story Links had ended as it seemed to have helped John so
much. She stressed that although she was keen to help John with his reading she was worried
that she didn’t have the proper skills saying that her older children learnt with Letter Land but
that she didn’t understand the phonetic approach used with John. She also said that as ‘he was
having lots of help at school there was never any reason for me to think that he wasn’t getting
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anywhere, “and that she found it really hard to understand that we’ve got to this year in his
schooling, before we've flagged up a huge problem.’She was very concerned that as his literacy
difficulties had now been clearly identified that proper support should be put in place.

Impact on John’s behaviour in school

According to his TA, John’s behaviour in both the main Story Links sessions and in the two
weekly reading sessions was ‘perfect’. She thought one story they had created about a horse
that had to learn to stop kicking younger horses had particularly helped John to think about his
behaviour. This was in significant contrast to his general behaviour in and around school which
was still very poor. He had commented on this in his initial interview saying it was ot very
good’because he ‘messed around’and in the final interview he said it was the same really'...
His TA commented that thought the main benefit of the Story Links programme for John had
been ‘the caring side of it... to have some quality time,; seeing him with his mum that she had to
listen to him maybe.’

Both the classteacher and the TA reported that John continued to be excessively attention-
seeking in class. However, the Goodman’ SDQ completed by his classteacher, shown in figure 1,
indicated a reduction in his hyperactivity and attentional difficulties as well as his difficulties in
getting along with other children over the course of the Story Links programme.

Goodman’s SDQ results Pre-intervention Post-intervention
for John (completed by

classteacher)

Score  Banding Score  Banding

Overall stress 25 Very high 18 High
Emotional distress 4 Slightly raised 2 Close to average
Behavioural difficulties 7 Very high 6 Very high
Hyperactivity and . .
attentional difficulties 10 very high 8 High
Difficulti i I

ITticulties getting along 4 Slightly raised 2 Close to average

with other children

Impact of any difficulties
on the child's learning 3 Very high 3 Very high
environment

Figure1: Goodman's SDQ results for John (pupil profile A)

John had been excluded from the playground about half the time during the 10 week
intervention whereas prior to the Story Links programme he had been sent home every day at
lunchtime. However the SDQ scores also indicate that the impact of John’s difficulties on his
learning environment continued to be a cause for concern.
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Too close to home- the behaviour reward system

The target set for John in the behaviour reward part of the programme, ot to distract others
and for him to make his teacher happy, or to make the adult that he was working with happy.’
did not really work. Expecting John to make the adult ‘happy’ appears to have paralleled the
situation at home where John, as a young carer was required to look after his mother needs a
lot of the time. Unsurprisingly perhaps, the classteacher reported that this behaviour reward
programme didn’t make any difference’. The Story Links teacher thought she may not have
explained too well, but John had not really understood the target set by his classteacher as she
overheard him say: O/ / can get four warnings but | can still make her happy.’The Story Links
teacher said she intended to set the behaviour chart up clearly at the beginning when using
Story Links with other pupils in future.

While the Goodman’s SDQ, in figure 1, showed that John’s Overall Stress level (see 2.2.1 for how
this is calculated) was significantly reduced during the period of the intervention both the SDQ
and the interview data indicated that the reason for this was a reduction in John’s emotional
distress and attentional difficulties rather than a significant improvement in his behaviour.

3.1.16  The TA as a secure attachment figure for John

John had developed a good relationship with the Story Links TA and worked well in the 2 x 20
min sessions with her during the week. The Story Links teacher said the TA had e/t very
responsible and had a very close relationship with this piece of work’. This had clearly been
communicated to John who said that “Aaron’s Mum (TA) probably wants to do more because
she likes my book. The TA had enjoyed the sessions and said that there had never been any
problems in the 1:1 sessions with John; ‘he had always been very happy to come out and read to
her; he had worked very well; and actually ‘loves it’. She thought that it had given him a space
where he was ot under pressure with other people watching’. It seems that John had formed a
positive attachment relationship (Bomber, 2008) with Aaron’s Mum. However, this had
sometimes led to problems when he was in a teaching group led by Aaron’s Mum when he
would often compete for her undivided attention.

3.1.17 Conclusion

From the evidence in this profile of John it seems that the emotional containment provided by
the Story Links sessions had provided a positive learning environment for both John and his
mother who started to hear her son read regularly at home. The stories had clearly engaged and
reflected John’s internal emotional world and he became very keen to read them as the
programme progressed. Overall, John’s mother had found the sessions very beneficial, had
attended well and thought her relationship with the school had dramatically improved.
However, she was concerned about the programme finishing and what future support for her
son’s reading would be put in place.

While John’s father was not actively involved in the Story Links programme, he was a key factor
in motivating John to improve his reading. The Story Links programme appeared to have also
supported the development of a secure attachment relationship between John and his TA.

While both the Goodman’s SDQ and the interview data indicated that there had been a
significant reduction in John’s overall emotional stress levels, there remained serious concerns
from his classteacher about his general behaviour in school.
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While John’s reading score on the NARA showed only a minimal improvement in comprehension
over the 12 weeks and he continued to score well below his peers, his self-esteem and
confidence as a reader showed a marked improvement as did his attitude to learning in literacy
lessons.

3.2 Individual Pupil Profile B: Aaron

Summary

Aaron was a nine-year old boy with a diagnosis of both ADHD and ASC who had recently
transferred to a special school (MLD). He had significant behaviour difficulties and was a non-
reader. During the Story Links programme his reading and behaviour improved significantly and
both his parents became more involved in his learning.

The Story Links programme was delivered by a SEN support teacher who had spent some time
covering Aaron’s class the previous term.

3.21 Background and Presenting Issues

Nine year-old Aaron had recently transferred from mainstream to a special school for pupils
with moderate learning difficulties (MLD) because of his severe behavioural difficulties and his
lack of progress in learning. The Story Links intervention began in the third term of his
placement at the special school. In his initial interview Aaron presented as rather immature for
his age and easily distracted by sounds and objects in the room. His reading age was less than
6.01 years on the NARA prior to the start of the Story Links programme.

After frequent exclusion from his previous mainstream school for behaviour difficulties, Aaron
eventually received a Statement of Special Educational Need when he was seven years old with
both ADHD and ASD named as his categories of need. However, his mother said that 7n practice
it’s more attention deficit’. His classteacher seemed to agree saying, 7t’s his behavioural side of
things... socially he can get on with other children, he’s quite happy to approach other people,
speak to other people, chat to them.’Since being at the special school, his class placement had
alternated between ASD and non-ASD groups. The Story Links teacher agreed with his
classteacher that his main problems were more related to behaviour than typical autistic type
behaviour and it is for this reason that Aaron was included in the cohort for evaluation. There
was some initial discussion as to whether Aaron’s autistic tendencies might affect his ability to
work with story metaphor. However, as will be seen below, this did not prove to be the case.

Family context and home learning prior to Story Links

Aaron’s parents had been separated for about four years and he lived mainly with his mother
and older sister, although he did stay with his dad a couple of nights in the week and alternate
weekends. His Mother mentioned in the course of the programme that the parental separation
may have had an impact on Aaron. His mother was the main point of contact with the school
and it was she who agreed to attend the Story Links sessions. Before the intervention the
classteacher described her relationship with Aaron’s parents as ‘mainly good’ and thought that
they probably supported him with reading at home but said this was primarily based on the
‘home-school’ book as his mother rarely came into school and she had never met his father.
However, the classteacher’s view on how much reading happened at home contrasted with
what Aaron’s mother said - she described herself as ‘a b/t naughty’in that she rarely heard
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Aaron read. ® She said it would be 7ess than once a week — if that’and added that /e /ast thing
you both want to do [when you get home] is just to sit down and do something that he feels is
like school.”Mum didn’t know what Aaron did when he was at his dad’s but Aaron himself said
that he didn’t read to Dad when he stayed there.

Mother was prepared to do ‘anything that I think is going to help’though she thought that there
‘will be times when he [Aaron] will find it quite difficult, I'm sure and it will all get too much.’She
said she would make a ‘more concerted effort’to hear Aaron read and speak to Aaron’s dad and
ask him to also ‘make an effort’.

Exclusion history and behavioural difficulties

From the moment he started, school had been difficult, according to his mother. He had been
excluded from his previous mainstream school more times than she could remember. 7 was
quite frustrating to be honest -it was every day getting phone calls... to say he had done this and
done that and could | come and pick him up.’

Since attending the special school he had not been excluded though on occasions he had had to
be restrained and removed from the classroom to the ‘on-call’* room. In the pre-intervention
meeting with his classteacher she described how if someone hurt him he would ‘hit back
harder’, that he easily got frustrated and would often ‘explode’. His mother, his class teachers
and the Story Links teacher all thought that Aaron’s anger outbursts seemed to relate to a need
to be in control. When he couldn’t control the TV channels at home his mother said e/ storm
upstairs and bang a few doors.’

Many of his behavioural difficulties, according to his mother, were because of his low self-
esteem. He needed help to ‘wnlock whatever it is in his head’that stopped him having a go at
learning tasks. She spoke of him ‘automatically putting this big barrier up, this huge mountain to
climb’and noticed that if he didn’t get things quite right he got very embarrassed:

And then through the embarrassment he gets cross because he thinks
everyone’s laughing and they think he’s stupid. And then he’ll go that
little bit too far and you just can’t quite bring him back again and then
he’ll realise he’s done something wrong but he’s too cross and angry to
bring himself back.

3.2.2 Using the Stories to address emotional, social and behavioural issues

Nine stories were co-created in the sessions and Dino the Dragon was the central character in all
of them. The other characters included a mother dragon, Mr Wing a teacher at dragon school
and some other young dragons. All the stories were powerful and clearly explored issues that
were pertinent for Aaron such as feeling angry, being worried or fed —up and the difficulties of
sharing with others. One story, Fireballs, was written following the mother’s observation that
Aaron had difficulty with turn-taking and sharing with his sister at home. This story was
mentioned by the parent, the TA and the Story Links teacher as particularly significant in
reflecting Aaron’s emotional and behavioural issues. Here is the whole story:

® (The term ‘naughty’ was also used by a couple of other parents in the pilot study to describe themselves in relation to not hearing
their child read).
‘A supervised Internal room to which pupils are removed when they cannot manage in the main classroom



Fireballs
(Story Links teacher) 'Your turn, Dino, said Dino's brother, Peter.

So Dino carefully made a smoke ring and tried fo blow it so it would land on Peter's
tail.

'Yes... no... oh, so close... oh, T just missed!
Peter and Dino laughed happily. Then Peter got ready to make his smoke ring.
‘No hang on, Peter!' said Dino. 'Let me just fry one more time.’

‘No, Dino, it's my turn!’ Peter stood up and gave Dino a shove. Suddenly Dino's fire
box was red hot.

(Aaron) Red hot! Dino blew a big fire ball at Peter. Then Peter blew a big, little
fire ball at Dino. They kept on doing it until they blew the whole house up.

(Mother) Their mother came home from the shops.
‘What on earth has been going on? What have you done to my lovely home?’

(TA) Dino's fire box was not red hot any more. He was worried and upset. He and
Peter looked at their mother and both said, ‘We're really sorry. We had an
argument. A big argument.’

(Story Links teacher) Dino looked at his mother. She still looked angry. He looked
at Peter. He didn't look angry anymore. Dino thought hard. What should he do
next?

(Aaron) Then their mother told Dino to go and do his flying lessons. Then their
mother said to Peter, '‘Go with Dino to flying lessons.’

Story Links 22

Warking with Parents of Pupils ar Risk of Exclusion



(Mother) Their mother hoped they would work together nicely. While they were
away she got in touch with the builders and asked them to fix the house.

(TA) After lessons they said, ‘Let's get a nice present for Mother to show her how
sorry we are.’

So they bought her a lovely big box of chocolates. Then they flew carefully home,
talking all the way.

(Story Links teacher) Dino said, T wish I hadn't blown that fireball at you.’
Peter said, 'And I wish I hadn't blown that fireball at you.’

Then Dino said, 'Let's promise o try not to blow a fireball again, even if we get
really cross.’

So they slapped their wings together and smiled at each other. Then they flew
home together.

In this story the Story Links teacher provided an engaging and pertinent opening to the story
that refers to the issue brought up by Aaron’s mother. By making the other dragon a brother
rather than a sister she avoids presenting a scene too close to Aaron’s actual experience. Her
contribution ‘Dino thought hard. What should he do next?’provides a clear ‘bridge to change’ >
and her final statement that begins “Let’s promise to try not to blow a fireball again... brings the
short story to a suitable resolution or ‘resting place’.

The Story Links teacher made some insightful reflections on the significance of this particular
story for Aaron:

‘It was really interesting that he had the younger sibling also firing a
fireball back and the pair of them blowing the whole house up. | thought
that really expressed what Aaron feels when he loses his temper... that’s
what makes it so destructive because he kind of feels that ‘oh look I've
done it now’... and he can’t then bring himself back because he feels like
he’s blown it at that moment... | was really pleased that he was able to
express that idea of the effect of a temper tantrum...because at the
beginning of, in the first sessions | don’t think he had that understanding
of the consequences of the temper... and then the adults within the
group were able to kind of let him see that actually in real life someone
loses their temper and it might have negative repercussions but actually
life does go on and you can put things right.”

She pointed out that that many of the stories had similar 7nteresting little moments’that
showed that ‘you could put stuff right.”The issue of needing to be in control in the classroom

> A ‘bridge to change’ is discussed in the training as a point in the story where the character has the opportunity to change their
habitual way of doing things
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had been addressed by Mr Wing who was trying -at times with difficulty- to teach Dino to fly in a
couple of the stories. All the stories developed a particular dilemma before some sort of
resolution was reached. She felt that using ‘thinking hard’ as a ‘bridge to change’ had both
encouraged and reflected Aaron’s increasing capacity to think things through.

Aaron had refused to do pictures for his previous stories but for this one he did a graphic
illustration of a fireball using a computer graphics programme. After this week he continued to
produce a computer generated picture for the stories.

3.23 Parent’s reflection on the use of story metaphor to address emotional and behavioural
issues

His mother thought that the stories had helped Aaron to understand some of his emotional
issues and that the use of story characters meant the stories were ‘not obviously directed at
him’. In discussing the stories’ themes she said that a// of it rang true, certain little lessons in
there he understood really, which I think is good.’

The Story Links teacher reported that initially she had taken the lead in relating the story theme
to Aaron’s issues as for the mother 7t was clearly quite a new thing’. However after a few
sessions this appeared to have changed:

There came a point when she suddenly saw what was happening, and...
she told me then one day ‘Oh, it would be really good if the stories were
about...” and she gave me three suggestions of issues at home that she
wanted to address. And...1I felt that she completely understood the idea
that within the story you could have the character having an issue or
doing something that would be unsafe.’

One of these issues was the sibling rivalry addressed in the Fireballs story above.

3.24 Impact on pupil’s learning and engagement in the sessions

Pre the Story Links programme, Aaron had said that he didn’t enjoy reading and that English was
his least favourite subject. However, post Story Links programme he described reading as
something he ‘really enjoyed’ and that he had found the sessions good because...l like doing the
stories.”In his post-intervention interview Aaron appeared more focused than in the initial
interview and used the word ‘good’ six times to describe the Story Links sessions.

The Story Links teacher reported that Aaron’s behaviour had been ‘impeccable’ in the sessions
‘even when he has arrived upset/ angry about something’. Initially he would sit ‘really hunched
down... that thing he does when he’s a bit frightened, and you know, at the risk of expressing
himself or having a go’ and that at first ‘ it took a while for him to say anything at all’. However
this gradually changed until

By the last sessions he was happily engaged and relaxed, and smiling and

laughing about the plans we were making. As soon as it was his turn,

then he was in there with something and each time it was a slightly

bigger bit of the story. Story Links teacher



This increase in confidence was also commented on by his mother: You know initially he was
like “Oh | don’t know”, but then he actually started coming up with his own ideas of how he
wanted the story to go.’

The TA who worked with Aaron during the week reported that he had worked well on his
reading and that he would ‘have a go at every word even if he’s not sure.” This was clearly a shift
from his previous attitude to reading. She said Aaron had enjoyed the stories, had some really
good ideas and Toved the fact that his mother was here.”She thought it had ‘made him feel a bit
special really.”

The Story Links teacher said Aaron had ‘willingly read the story to us each week, virtually
independently, just needing a couple of verbal prompts and reassurance’and that 7t wasn’t
remembering them, he actually read them.’She had initially supported Aaron with his reading in
the sessions but after a few weeks his mother took over after ‘a little encouragement
beforehand.’

3.25 Reading and behaviour at home

Aaron’s mother said she had managed to hear Aaron read the stories twice a week apart from
one week when she only heard him once. She described his improvement as vhenomenal
really, even though | know on your scale it wasn’t particularly high.’Before the intervention, she
said, he would ‘read’ by memorising stories and got very frustrated when asked to sound out
words. However, this had clearly changed:

It’s amazing; he’s really, sounding out quite big words sometimes and

Just really having the confidence to have a go and enjoying the story. He

loves stories, but before he wanted you to read them to him whereas

now he’s quite happy to try to read it to you.’ Mother

She thought the Story Links work had ziven him the confidence to have a go and try rather than
Jjust looking at it and thinking that’s too difficult.”His attitude to home-work had also ‘definitely’
changed ‘because before he didn’t really want to do it and now he’s willing to do spellings - and
you know he’s willing to read a book.’

In relation to his behaviour at home mother said that while ‘e still has his moments’his
behaviour was ‘better than it was’. She thought he was ‘maturing’, seemed ‘calmer generally at
home’and & little bit more content.”

3.2.6 Including Dad

A particularly interesting aspect of the work with Aaron was how a copy of the story began to go
to Aaron’s father. As mentioned above Aaron did not read to his dad prior to the Story Links
programme. However, Aaron had started to take the story to his Dad’s at the weekend so the
Story Links teacher started to send two copies home, one for each of the parents. The Story
Links teacher then received a message ‘via mother’ from Aaron’s dad that e was really pleased
about it and was glad that we were doing it.”In the post-intervention interview mother talked at
some length about how Dad had heard Aaron read the Story Links story twice a week and that it
had given them something to do together apart from playing on the X-box. Mother thought
Aaron’s Dad had ‘guite enjoyed some of the stories that he came up with’and that reading with
Aaron ‘meant that he (Dad) could feel a bit more included.’ The story appeared to have been



something of a link between the two estranged parents. In addition, soon after the Story Links
programme Aaron’s dad came along to the school for the first time to attend a social event.

3.2.7 Reading and behaviour in the classroom

Before the Story Links intervention Aaron’s classteacher said that he would settle at quiet
reading time ‘@t a pinch’but also talked about how easily he would ‘exp/ode’. As the Story Links
intervention went over the summer break, Post intervention, his new classteacher ( there had
been a change of teacher for the last few weeks of the programme) reported that, ‘we never
have any problems with him going to read. He even volunteered in assembly the other day to go
up and read in front of assembly.”

The new classteacher said that Aaron still had definite behavioural issues but thought there had
been an improvement over the last few months: From what | saw of him last year, he was
spending a lot of time sort of outside the class room [in the on-call room], he was struggling
more and to be fair to him he’s spending a lot more time in the classroom [now]".

When Aaron was tested on the Neale Assessment of Reading Analysis (NARA) before the Story
Links intervention, he failed to register on the scale giving him a reading age of less than 6.01
years (1* percentile) for both accuracy and comprehension. However, when he was tested 4
months later after the Story Links intervention, he registered on the scale with a reading age of
6.03 (1" percentile) for accuracy and 6:07 (3™ percentile) for comprehension. This indicates that
he was starting to develop some basic reading skills.

From the Goodman’s SDQ completed by Aaron’s class teacher (see figure 2) before and after the
intervention it is clear that his overall emotional anxiety was significantly lowered over the
period of the Story Links intervention. His concentration had improved and while his behavioural
difficulties still remained high, the measure indicates that these were not having such a negative
impact in the classroom.

Figure 2: Goodman's SDQ results for Aaron (pupil profile B)

Goodman’s SDQ results for | Pre-intervention Post-intervention
Aaron (completed by

classteacher)

Score  Banding Score  Banding
Overall stress 21 Very high 14 Slightly raised
Emotional distress 4 Slghtly raised 0 Close to average
Behavioural difficulties 4 High 4 High
Hyperéctlwty' a‘nd ‘ 7 slightly raised 5 close to average
attentional difficulties
Difficulties getting along 6 Very high 5 high
with other children
Impact of child’s difficulties 6 Very high 2 High

on learning environment
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3.2.8 Parental attendance & engagement in a ‘mutually enjoyable’ learning activity

Although the timing of the Story Links session interfered a little with her work day Aaron’s
mother attended all but one of the Story Links sessions. She sent a message to say that she had
a doctor’s appointment but was keen that the session went ahead as Aaron was ‘enjoying it so
much’and in fact seemed to enjoy it more and more as the weeks passed.

She also said how, despite some initial reservations, she had really enjoyed the sessions:

1 loved it actually, | think we all got a lot of enjoyment out of it... Giving
our little ideas in and writing it all down. So yeah | thoroughly enjoyed
it... initially you feel a little bit self-conscious because you’re new and it’s
not something you’re used to but actually as time goes on it’s really
enjoyable, really good fun, and you’re there... and seeing him actually
get into it, kind of spurs you on | think... And then everyone sort of gets
a kick out of it and you can have a bit of a giggle.”

She appreciated getting to know some of the people working with Aaron and this had made her
‘feel better knowing, putting faces to names.’ Aaron, himself, said that he had really liked having
his mother come in and he had also enjoyed reading at home to both his Mum and Dad.

The Story Links teacher reported, /it was nice to feel it was a positive experience for mother and
Aaron.’

3.29 Pupil’s engagement with story metaphor

The Story Links teacher observed that Aaron had been ‘perfectly capable of imagining a story’
despite his ASC diagnosis and admitted that to start with ‘/t wasn’t necessarily obvious that he
would be capable of it.”She added that while ‘clearly other children might have a bigger
imagination or more vivid kind of imagining’she didn’t ‘have any worries about doing this again
with another child with ASC.”

3.2.10 Concluding remarks
The Story Links intervention had clearly succeeded in engaging Aaron’s parents in his learning.
While separated, they had both started to hear their son read on a regular basis and his father
had come into school for the first time soon after the Story Links programme ended. Aaron’s
attitude to reading in school and his general confidence had also shown a marked improvement
as had his behaviour both at home and school.



Presentation of Findings: A Cross-Case Thematic Analysis of the

Data
4.1 Impact on pupils’ emotional and social well-being
4.11 Impact on emotional anxiety evident in the main classroom

The results of the SDQ completed by classteachers pre and post intervention, shown in Figure 3,
clearly indicate a significant reduction in pupils’ emotional anxiety. Nine of the pupils registered
at above average levels of anxiety pre intervention, with seven of these registering at ‘very high’
levels of emotional anxiety. This correlates with information given by parents and teachers in
pre intervention interviews which revealed a high incidence of emotional anxiety in the group.
However, there was a significant improvement post-intervention with eight of the nine who
were previously above average showing a reduction in emotional anxiety and of the six pupils
who scored ‘very high’ pre intervention, only two remained in this category post intervention.

Figure 3:  SDQ Results for Impact of SLP on Pupils’ Emotional Anxiety
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Specific pupil observations

The pupil, Ed, whose scores indicated most improvement for emotional anxiety had four siblings,
one of whom was severely disabled, and his mother was also busy running a smallholding.
Possibly for this pupil the undivided attention of his mother during the intervention had
particularly provided him with a much needed secure emotional base. Certainly his mother had
been amazed at the progress he had made, saying 7 really, really didn’t expect one hour a day to
have this impact on his life and I've got nothing but praise for it.”

The two pupils who continued to score in the very high bracket post intervention were Fred and
Mark. The parents of these pupils, while they had attended well, were also the only ones not to
say they had positively enjoyed the Story Links sessions. The case of Fred, whose score did not
change and stayed in the ‘very high’ category, is discussed section 4.1.3 below.



The other pupil, Mark, had the highest reading score at the start of the programme and was the
only one of the twelve to say he ‘really enjoyed reading’ in his pre-interview. He was also the
only pupil who was both able and preferred to read on his own at home. This may mean that
shared reading time was not the most appropriate means to support parent/child attachment
for this child. This pupil had a bald patch on his head at the beginning of the Story Links
programme because of pulling out his own hair. While the SDQ indicated only a small reduction
in his emotional anxiety, this self-harming habit had stopped during the intervention with the
Story Links teacher reporting that Mum actually interestingly enough said this week [that] his
hair has grown back now and he’s not pulling it out any more thank goodness.” She also added
that ‘His demeanour and body language generally speaking... show much more confidence but
he does sometimes revert to other behaviour [such as] sucking’.

Pupils’ ease in Story Links sessions

All the pupils said they ‘really enjoyed’ (10/11) or ‘enjoyed’ (1/11) the sessions and no Story
Links teacher or parent reported pupils becoming emotionally distressed in the sessions. One
pupil, Harry, became very tearful when his mother failed to turn up without a reason but was
fine in the actual sessions. This sense of ease in sessions was significant as the target group was
selected because of their emotional and behavioural difficulties.

41.2 Impact on pupils’ emotional awareness

As Figure 3 shows, parents and teachers thought there had been an improvement in the
emotional awareness of all the pupils apart from one. The mother of this pupil thought her
daughter had already been very aware of her feelings and the feelings of others and therefore
there had been no change. Parents’ ratings show more differentiation than the teachers and this
is probably due to parents seeing their children for longer periods and in a range of different
situations.



Figure 4:  Parents’ and Story Links Teachers’ Views on Pupils' Emotional Awareness

12
B Parent
10
m SL Teacher
8
g 6
£
3
=
2
0
4 1) S L
Z 7, &
'?o @ (s Q
&0 0ﬁo %{ 2 /’"-
. 2, f-'e,)
< o) 74
0) /'o 2,
K4 % %,
.
% O
0{ %
00;

Development of an Emotional Vocabulary

A number of parents commented on how their child’s emotional vocabulary had improved. In
one case this was attributed to the Story Links teacher’s frequent use of words to describe
feelings:

...because the feelings part was added by [Story Links teacher] every

time it made him more aware that people would have feelings about

everything. So that’s | think what made the difference to him. It was an

enlightenment for him really. John’s Mum

Following up this observation John’s Mum gave an example of how B himself explored a range
of feelings when taking their dogs out for a walk (see individual profile A)

In a second case the programme facilitated both awareness of an expression of emotions as
Pete’s Mum observed:
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It helped him express himself more. And that’s really made a difference
now because now | can get more things out of him and he’s got more
aware of his emotions as well.

When asked in what ways she had noticed this, she replied:

Just that he didn’t realise how his behaviour does affect other children.
You know he wasn’t that aware really of what he was doing but of
course now-I mean he’s not fantastic but he’s coming more and more
aware of it.

She mentioned how this emerging awareness of feelings had also been evident in Pete’s
contribution to some of the stories, pointing to a section in their co-created Gordon the Gorilla
story. In this story a friend of Gordon’s had told him he was upset about something Gordon had
done. Pete’s Mum had been impressed by what he came out with, what Pete actually said’,
which was:

Gordon said, “l am sorry about that. Why don’t you tell me how you
felt? It is not good to bottle feelings up. It is better to talk about them.’

In some cases, the impact of a growing emotional awareness was more subtle or indirect. For
example Fred’s Mum thought her son had started to talk about his feelings obliquely:

He’d have one day, it was an average school and one day it was a good
school. It would be what he was feeling | think, but he made it out to be
the school but | think it was actually aimed at him. Fred’s mum

Fred’s Story Links teacher also described Fred as Teally thoughtful and reflective’in sessions and
noticed he had started to use feeling words such as ‘angry’, ‘sad’ or ‘upset’.

Pupils’ awareness of their own emotional states

Only two pupils were really able to verbalise their feelings in the post interview. Harry whose
behaviour had improved dramatically (see Harry’s story

was able to talk about how he ‘got scared easily- that’s why | go all panicky'.

And Ross, who was in foster care, appeared the most able to talk about his feelings. He had this
to say about his emotional experience of making up the stories: You make your own story up
and | think it’s quite good and it’s exciting, it’s all happening and upsetting like when Marvin
died and then came to life’. He was also able to describe his nervousness at the start of the
sessions: ‘On the first day | was shy...but on the second Friday after that | was OK.”

This developing emotional awareness was also noted by the adults. For example Ross’s TA
commented on how Ross appeared to open up emotionally as the weeks progressed:



/ felt that all of a sudden, whereas the story was quite light and fun, all
of a sudden it became more dark and | was feeling we were getting
more into Ross and what he was thinking deep down...it was like an
onion, peeling off the layers and the more he got relaxed with us.../
personally felt that he was aiming to start speaking more openly.

41.3 Use of the stories to process emotional anxiety

Analysis of the metaphors contained in the sample of pupils’ stories showed a high degree of
correlation with the pupil’s presenting emotional issues. This correlation is particularly evident
in the two individual pupil profiles in the following chapter as well as in Fred’s story (below) and
other excerpts included throughout this chapter.

Recurring story themes

i) Friendship difficulties featured as a dominant theme in all of the pupils’ stories. The
following extracts are typical of the anxieties expressed around relationships with peers in
many other stories:

[Bob the rabbit] is sad because he has no friends. He felt lonely and cold. He
wanted someone to play with. (Beth’s story)

Gordon the gorilla was feeling angry because one of the other gorillas had pushed
him. (Pete’s story)

Dino's friends were cross. They said that wasn't the way fo play the game.
(Ed’s story)

ii) Overcoming adversity. Overcoming huge obstacles and dealing with peer conflicts were
frequently highlighted by parents and Story Links teachers as main story themes:

All his stories had a huge great challenge or battle or something ghastly

that had to be got over... if not an actual battle there was a huge conflict

of some sort that only could be resolved by monumental forces

unknown to man actually. Mark’s SL teacher

iii) Nourishment or lack of it was another main theme as evident in the following story extracts:

He felt angry because he was hungry. He was hungry because he couldn't go to the
shops. He couldn't go to the shops because he had hurt his foot. (Aaron’s story)

Tea was mashed up crickets. Lily usually ate hers very quickly. Lily was hungry.
Lily's Mum knew that she did not really like mashed up crickets. She liked locusts.
They roasted three locusts in the oven.. Lily put the roasted locusts on the window
sill to cool down. Someone crept up to the cave and nicked them. (Rosie’s story)



Leo needed something to eat but there was nothing.... Leo went off in search of
food. He walked and walked but there was nothing. (Harry’s story)

His brother and sister were in the hut and Alex couldn't get in. He needed a drink
but his brother and sister were in the way. (Beth)

iii) Getting lost or abandoned was also a prominent theme to emerge in the stories

Bess looked in the grass. She hopped to the gate and looked there. She could not
find her home. She felt lost. (Lisa’s story)

Alex the guinea pig was stuck in the park in a storm. Someone picked him up but
they didn't know where he lived. (Beth’s story)

Pupils’ projection of their own feelings onto story characters

Many of the story openings given by the Story Links teacher addressed ‘difficult’ emotional
issues that related to the particular child. The contribution given by the pupil next shows how
they would instinctively project their own experiences onto the story character. Here are a few

examples:
SL teacher: Alex the guinea pig was very angry and fed up.
Beth: He couldn’t go for a swim in the bath but his brother

and sister could.
(Beth competed with six siblings for attention at home)

SL teacher: Dino the dinosaur was very angry. He sat outside his
cave and growled.

Ed: He wanted to be the King but he wasn’t so he killed
the King.

(Ed was often fighting with peers and wanted to be in control)
SL teacher: Ranio the Rhino was very angry

John: because Fred had run off without him after pushing
Ranio into the water hole.

(John had frequent fights and few friends)
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Here is a discussion of one pupil’s story in more detail to illustrate further the way in which the
stories reflected the child’s particular emotional issues:

Fred'’s story

Seven year old Fred had been excluded from his previous school because of challenging
behaviour after which his mother, who had three older children, kept him at home for a term.
He had been at his present school for a few weeks when he began the Story Links programme.
He was one of the pupils who often self-harmed and had even talked of killing himself.

According to the SENCO, behaviour giving rise to concern in school included banging his head on
the desk, punching himself and threatening to kill himself by jumping off the top of the climbing

apparatus and other high places. Despite, or perhaps because of, this behaviour, the SENCO also
said that adults at the school felt very caring towards him and that ‘everybody wants to take him
home’.

Fred did not have any contact with his biological father but had a step-father who was a black
African. His mother mentioned a racist incident at his childminder’s that had really upset Fred:

| had this phone call and | was here on reception answering the phone

and my manager was probably over there and she could hear my son

screaming hysterically “I want to die, | wish | could die, I'd be better off

dead.” And | was sent home from work because... my husband couldn’t

control him and he (Fred) had been told all black people do is kill you,

and my husband’s black, by my so-called friend. Fred’s Mum

Fred’s anxiety about his relationship with father figures and his self-harming are both clearly
reflected in the following Story Links story:

Sammy and his Dad

Sammy the squirrel was in the field feeling very angry because he had lost his dad.
Sammy's dad was looking for Sammy everywhere. He was getting very worried.

Sammy started to hit his head on the tree again and again. Sammy started to cry,
he did not like hitting his head...

He hit his head all day long and wished his dad were there to look after him. His
dad came over the hill and called out fo Sammy.

Sammy looked round and saw his dad. He ran up to him. Sammy was crying because
he was so happy to be with his dad but his head was hurting. Sammy's dad saw a
red mark on Sammy's head. He was worried for Sammy. Sammy was happy. He
knew that his dad cared for him and he was there to keep him safe.

Sammy's head hurt a little bit. He knew that he should stop hitting his head
because people cared for him and they only wanted him to be happy.



This story also illustrates the way in which the Story Links teacher allows the central
dilemma/tension to be explored but also provides a secure emotional ‘resting place’ at the end
of the story.

414 Use of drawing to deepen the metaphor

In many cases the drawings created by the pupils were very powerful and indicated an
emotional engagement with the story characters. For instance, the picture of Gold Fang, below
was drawn by Mark, a pupil who had considerable friendship difficulties. Gold Fang was an eagle
who had been trapped in a dark tower and was lonely. The story text explains how he finds a
way out to the ‘top of the tower and stretched out his wings. Finally he was free!” Mark’s picture
with the strong wings and clear space around the bird and the crumbling, broken-down tower
vividly illustrates the sense of freedom experienced by Gold Fang at escaping from his ‘tower’ of
loneliness and deepens the metaphor introduced in the text.

Several of the TAs mentioned how pupils would often chat about and extend the story while
they were drawing. For instance Mark’s TA commented that he would 7nterpret what he
imagined on to the paper more’and Pete’s TA reported that ‘when he [Pete] was doing the
drawing he would sort of say more about them and think about... there was more in his mind
that went on.”

4.1.5 TAs occasionally ‘jumped in’ to make it ‘alright’

While all the TAs worked very well in the sessions some of the SL teachers mentioned that at
first the TA had a tendency to ‘make everything alright’in the story rather than allowing the
emotional dilemmas within the story to unfold. One commented that, 7t seems like the TA
came in and sorted it out...perhaps prematurely’; and another mentioned how straight away the
TA said something like “So he said he was very sorry”. Another had been concerned that the
TA introduced a number of new characters and that this deflected the story from the theme set
up by the pupil. However, most of the SL teachers had found that TAs were responsive when the
principle of allowing the central dilemma, provided by the pupil, to unfold was explained.



4.2 Impact on significant relationships
4.2.1 Pupil/parent relationship

A mutually enjoyable educational activity for parents and pupils

One of the platforms on which Story Links is based is that positive attachment takes place when
parent and child are engaged together in a ‘mutually enjoyable activity’ (para 1.3above) and
therefore the evaluation examined how much pupils and parents had enjoyed doing the
sessions together. The majority of parents (10/12) and all the pupils said they had found the
sessions ‘enjoyable’.

Parents found the sessions fun’

Parents frequently used words such as’fun’, ‘enjoyed’ giggled’ laughed’when describing the
sessions. Comments included: Brilliant, | really enjoyed the sessions- they used to brighten me
up on a Tuesday... We had laughs and giggled’ (Lisa’s Mum); 7’ve enjoyed it. Sometimes it’s quite
difficult to just take up with the story, so I struggled a little bit with that. But it was fun. (Ross’s
foster Mum).

The majority particularly mentioned the humour triggered by the spontaneous story-making
activity:

Actually it’s been quite good fun actually...One starts, then the next, and
you don’t know what the other person’s gonna say... | think Harry
enjoyed that bit of it. Harry’s Mum

/ come out with a line something about Alfie [cat] was so fat that when

he purred he shook the room and we had to stroke him with a broom.

And [Story Links teacher] couldn’t stop laughing... We had a laugh with

it didn’t we [to wife]? It was really fun. Rosie’s Dad

Several of the parents also mentioned the satisfaction they got from supporting their child with
their learning:

/ enjoyed it...I did and | was glad to be part of it actually ./t made me fee/
like | was actually doing something. Pete’s Mum

/ actually really enjoyed that [story-making] because it was so much fun
watching which way Ed’s brain went because he’s got so much
imagination Ed’s Mum

Only two parents did not use words such as ‘fun’ or enjoy’ to describe their experience: one of
these mentioned several times that her son had enjoyed the sessions and found them ‘fun’ but
that she herself had found the sessions difficult at first though she gradually became more
confident:
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‘Well I've personally found the sessions very difficult... | think | struggle

wondering about how to put a story together, so it’s kind of a mental

block for me. So for me it’s been a great experience because | feel I've

actually gained a bit of confidence myself. Mark’s Mum

The other (Fred’s Mum) just said the sessions were fine’and that making up stories had been
‘easy’ and she also attended all the sessions.

Pupils’ enjoyed sessions — especially seeing their parents

All the pupils said that they had enjoyed the Story Links programme (see para 4.7.1 for details).
In addition to making up stories, which all pupils enjoyed, the overwhelming reason given as to
why they enjoyed the sessions was seeing my mum [ in school]’. One said he didn’t get much
time with Mum at home because of the demands of his sister, another said that he and his Mum
didn’t et time together much’outside the sessions and several said it was good for their
‘reading and writing’.

Well I like making up stories... That’s been great...l just like to see my
mum a bit more...when I’m at home | have my sister around all the time.
And | like seeing her alone, my mum. Mark

! like seeing my Mum and | like making my own stories Lisa

It’s really fun and sometimes | do it at home so it’s better for my reading
and writing. | woke up and | felt right I’'m going to enjoy today
because.../ can go in and see my mum again. Rosie

One pupil confessed to being ‘a bit nervous at first’ about his Mum coming in but added ’just for
the first week then it was OK".

Enjoying storymaking at home together

The fact that the storymaking had been a mutually enjoyable activity was confirmed by the fact
that 25% of the parent sets started making up stories with their child at home. In two cases
siblings had also been included. Rosie’s Dad, who was a non-reader himself, was one of these
parents and talked about how doing this storymaking with Rosie and her younger brother at
home had been ‘great fun, yeah, great fun’. And for John, stories created at home with his
mother had informed the school-based story-making session. (see Pupil profile A).

Parents and teachers reflections on the impact on the parent/pupil relationship

Apart from commenting on how much they had enjoyed the sessions a number of parents spoke
about how the programme had supported their relationship with their child. For instance, when
lan’s Mum was asked ‘What’s it like being lan’s Mum? in the pre interview she didn’t reply at
first but then said:

The silence says it all. It’s challenging, hard work, it’s constant really, yes,
constant attention he needs, that’s it really... He’s emotional, he’s very
quick tempered, frustrated or angry.



However in her post interview she talked about how the sessions in school and the reading at
home had improved their relationship:

 think it’s brought us closer, lan and me... definitely...l think he enjoyed

my company, me coming in to school as part of his club and for us to do

it together at home... And then he said “We haven’t got a Friday Club

any more. Can you and | have another club?” So we’re going to have a

club at home... it’s a trust thing as well, | think. | think lan trusts me now

not to get angry with him [when he reads]. lan’s Mum

For Pete’s Mum, it had been a revelation to see how much her son valued spending time with
her in school:

/ didn’t realise you know how much he wanted, as | say, | think it was the
fact that | was coming into the school as well because even [TA] said he
used to get quite excited and he couldn’t wait for me to come in. Pete’s Mum

She also commented on how she had learnt some new things about her son from doing the
stories such as ‘he likes picnics which | didn’t even realise.”

Many of the professionals, like lan’s Story Links teacher, also commented on how pupils had
been eager to get to the sessions in order to see their parents:

He would often arrive at our sessions a few minutes early, so in other

words he missed the last few minutes of golden time because he was

quite keen to get to the story session and he particularly liked the fact

that mum was there, he was always very pleased to see her. lan’s SL teacher

And Mark’s TA reported that his whole demeanour would change when she reminded him of his
mother coming into school. She said he often looked unhappy and had ‘a /ot of behaviour
problems, he lashes out sometimes’but that

| saw the side with his mum and we saw kind of his more happiness with

mum so the relationship... I'd like see him in the playground and go “Oh

yes, don’t forget we’re doing the Story Links with your mum later” and

he’d like smile and seemed quite excited about it. So it was something

he looked forward to. Mark’s TA

Several Story Links teachers also indicated that pupils felt ‘special’ at having their parent engage
with them in school:

! think it made him feel quite special and | think he really loved his Mum
coming in and she was great, she was very cooperative and very pleased
to do it. So | felt it actually went very well. lan’s SL teacher

inks®®
Story Links® 2



Undivided attention of the parent

For some of the pupils the sessions had provided a space where they could have their parents’
undivided attention without competition from their siblings. One of these was Beth who was
one of seven children. Her Story Links teacher talked about the importance for her of this ‘me
time’ with her mother:

| think it made a huge difference to Beth, that her mum actually came in

for her, you know [ think this idea of something special for the kid, as far

as the parent is concerned, is very important... | think the simple time

spent on her, it’s been an exercise that she has looked upon as personal,

this is ‘me’ time and she’s got new time from Mum. Now she’s in a big

family, it must be difficult for Mum to give her time. So actually what

Mum has done is actually give her twenty minutes undivided attention

and a cuddle at the end of it... | think Beth really likes that [cuddle] Beth’s SL teacher

The story as a positive reminder of the parent

In most of the pupils' stories a nurturing mother figure appears and had often been introduced
by the Story Links teacher or the parent themselves, as illustrated by the following excerpts:

The Dino sat down with his Mum and had a cup of dragon tea and two chocolate
biscuits before he had to go to bed. (Aaron’s story)

He saw a bear and ran off and went home to his Mum. (lan’s story)

In a number of the stories with a domestic animal as the main character, the animal’s ‘owner’
often appeared and seemed to take the role of a parental figure:

Bo the dog used to bark all the time. He barked and barked and barked. His
owners had a clever machine which changed Bo's barks into words. Bo's barks said,
"Go away, go away, go away!” (John’s story)

There was in fact either a parent or ‘owner’ at some point in all of the pupils’ final collection of
stories.

Expressions of affection in reality and in the story metaphor

As physical closeness and warmth is an integral part of a healthy attachment relationship
between parent and child, hugs and kisses are encouraged between the parent and child at the
beginning and end of sessions. Some of the Story Links teachers commented on the physical
expression of affection between some of the pupils and parents. For instance, Fred’s Story Links
teacher had this to say:



At first when he would come in he would want to go up to her and put

his arm round her, she wasn’t that responsive...And then one week she

actually held out her hands...That was towards the end. Yes because

initially we had to say, “Say goodbye to Mum, go and give her a hug,”

and it was all very [pause] but then she started doing it. Fred’s SL teacher

Fred’s Mum had not been able to make time to hear him read at home and said that she had
passed this responsibility onto his older brother. She clearly had an idea that reading together
could support attachment as she added that she thought this would bring the children closer”.

In fact, from what Fred said, this reading and ‘closeness’ with the brother did not actually take
place. It seemed that Fred brought his unmet attachment needs into school as he appeared to
evoke a desire for protection and emotional closeness in the adults supporting him:

/ just want to hug him...that’s what most people feel as well... the adult
response Is you just want to try and help him when he’s really angry. Fred’s SENCO

And Lisa’s Story Links teacher mentioned how when Lisa came into the room for the Story Links
session she was eager to have some affection from her mother but, like Fred, did not receive a
warm response from her mother:

Lisa comes in and kind of flings herself at her mother, and she clings on
to her almost like a kitten might cling on if they were afraid of falling and
her mum will say something like, “Sit in your place Lisa.”

Over two or three sessions the Story Links teacher recalled how Lisa started acting like a
younger child. She started clinging to her mother and peeping out behind- but Mum didn’t want
any of this and would swat her away’. Lisa had then started to refuse to read and said that she
didn’t want to do the Story Links sessions and that her mum ‘needn’t bother to come’. However,
Lisa’s Mum had said ‘Well I’'m coming anyway, so we’ll see how you feel when | get there.”The
Story Links teacher thought Lisa had been “sort of like testing her mum, you know?’and that
‘when her Mum did come she had actually been quite happy.’

Lisa’s Story Links teacher reported that around the same time as this reluctance to engage with
the Story Links sessions she decided to bring ‘@ few bits of cuddling into the stories’. Here is an
example of how this was included in the story metaphor:

He (Max the cat) found his owner, Amy. He wanted to be with her. Max liked Amy.
She picked him up and put him on her lap. She stroked his soft warm fur. Max
purred and purred. He liked Amy fo stroke him. (Lisa’s story)

The Story Links teacher also reported that 7 started giving permission, you know [ started saying,
“Do you want to give your mum a cuddle?” Mum had then started to respond to her daughter
and Lisa, according to the Story Links teacher, then began to be ‘more relaxed’and started to
make some progress with her reading. Towards the end of the sessions she also noticed a
change in Lisa’s mother’s communication with herself:



4.2.2

I/t was quite interesting because today she (Mum) actually smiled at me
and made proper eye contact whereas before she literally just kind of
sits there. Lisa’s SL teacher

In fact in her post interview Lisa’s Mum said, 7've enjoyed coming in...Just coming along and
making the story up with Lisa - and seeing Lisa’She added that the reading at home had been ‘a
cosy thing to do, one to one with Lisa.”

Impact on peer and sibling relationships

The results of the SDQ completed by pupils’ classteachers indicate a significant improvement in
pupils’ peer relationships across the group, as shown in Figure 5 below. Pre intervention just
under two-thirds of the pupils had above average difficulties in getting along with their peers in
school, with five of these falling into the ‘very high’ category. However, the post SDQ showed
that these difficulties had reduced for all 7 of the ‘above average’ pupils and only 2 remained in
the ‘very high’ category.

Figure 5: Goodman's SDQ for Impact on Difficulties Getting Along with Other Children

8 M Pre

llda s

Key: 0-3= Close to average; 4= Slightly raised; 5= High; 6 -10= Very High

Post

e
w

Aaron
John
Mark
Pete
Rosie
Lisa
Beth
Fred
lan
Ross
Harry

Specific pupil observations

The pupil who showed the greatest improvement in peer relationships at school was Ed, who
was one of five children and had a brother, a couple of years younger with severe physical
disabilities. This improvement, according to his mother had been mirrored at home in his
relationship with his younger disabled brother:

At home his behaviour has improved tenfold, he had some quite severe
anger issues...he suffers from an awful lot of frustration-especially
regarding his brother...major, major, major improvement all round...
[with] the anger.
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His mother also commented on how his peer relationships at school had improved:

He started removing himself from potential problems. Whereas in the
past he would just have lashed and fought you know and had fights now,
and all of the teachers have commented to me about how impressed
they are with him because the other children also know which buttons
to press with Ed, so if they’re bored or whatever they’ll sort of start and
he actually walks away... He’s not perfect, he’ll never be perfect... He’s
got the maturity now to walk away.

The pupil with the lowest score for difficulties with peers pre and post intervention, indicating
that he good social relationships throughout, was the child in long term foster care. This was
probably due to his referral being primarily for poor literacy and inattention in the classroom.

Observations by parents on peer relationships

As the primary focus of the Story Links intervention is on individual work with the pupil, the
main data relating to peer relationships in school was gathered from the classteachers as
discussed above. However, the mothers of the two boys whose scores remained in the ‘very
high’ SDQ category for friendship difficulties also talked about their sons’ relationships with
peers. Pete’s Mum talked about how they had used the story metaphor to focus on her son’s
friendship difficulties and that he had gradually become more empathic within his own story
contribution:

He does have a slight conflict when he’s playing so we tried to

emphasise on how, how he would feel especially if he was like Gordon

(the Gorilla), how he would feel. So you know [ think there was one bit in

here that one of them went up and hurt the other one and he came out

with ‘Oh he was really upset’ which before we wouldn’t have got him to

write that. Pete’s Mum

She added that at home Pete was, ‘@ /ot more concerned about his brother now. Whereas
before you know his brother was a nuisance. And now they’re actually getting on quite well.”

Making progress with friendships was also observed by Mark’s mother: He has also in the /ast
few weeks got a new friendship, really got that working’. This view was supported by his Story
Links teacher.

It’s a terrible thing isn’t it with these children, the children who are the

most needly of friendships and wanting to need to socialise are

sometimes the ones that put everybody off them all, and | would think

he was like that... He seems better now... people will engage with him

more... and although his relationships with children are rocky they’re

not impossible. Mark’s SL teacher

Use of stories to address difficulties with siblings

Sibling rivalry can be related to anxious attachment (Bowlby, 1973) and often the relational
pattern towards siblings is transferred to children’s wider friendships. This section presents two
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examples of how the sessions were used to process the pupil’s ambivalent feelings towards
siblings.

Ross’s story

One of nine-year old Ross’s stories particularly addressed the issue of sibling rivalry between
himself and his thirteen-year old old brother, both of whom were in long-term foster placement.
At the time of the Story Links Programme, their foster carer was finding it very difficult to cope
with the older brother’s challenging behaviour. The Story Links teacher reported that about
three weeks into the programme, Ross’s foster carer was 7n tears one week about Ross’s older
brother and we weren’t able to do the session’. The Story Links teacher took her to the staff
room where the foster mother explained that it had been ifficult at home with C [older
brother]’and that Ross would sometimes got into the role of protecting her. According to the
Story Links teacher Ross may be the preferred’ child.

After a couple of weeks of the Story Links programme the message came from home that Ross’s
older brother, C, wanted to also be included in the stories. Ross then put him in as a black
scorpion using his real name C (not recommended in the training). Ross described his main
character Freddie and the scorpion as ‘arch enemies’and according to his foster mother
‘wanted to keep killing him off’. At one point Ross said that the scorpion was going to be run
over but as the story went round the circle the adults changed it to a more minor accident:

Freddie ‘accidentally’ ran over C's, the black scorpion's, toe with a quad bike.
Because of this C popped one of the tyres on the bike.

The story continued,

Freddie said "Sorry" but C was very angry because he had to go back into the
hospital. He already had a broken arm because he had been fighting with a red
lobster and he lost.

Two stories later the scorpion appears again and one the group suggested that Freddie makes
friends with the scorpion. Ross’ contribution was

Freddie thought and thought about it for a long time. Sometimes he had wished C
was dead or not even around. He could not decide what to say.

After some input to the story from the adults, the story brought about a resolution to the
conflict:



As Freddie was thinking he started
remembering how he and C used to get

on and the fun times they had shared
together. He remembered once in the
jungle how they had had a race to climb

a tfree and how C had won. He chuckled to
himself as he remembered trying his best
to scrabble up the tree. He looked at € and
nodded "Yes he said let's try to be friends."

C, the scorpion, held out his unbroken leg and Freddie held out his paw. They shook
on it.

A few sessions later Ross wanted to have a character that also had his own name in the story. At
one point when the scorpion and the character ‘Ross’ are on a sea journey from England to
Africa, a thunderstorm strikes and now ‘Ross’ comes to the rescue of the scorpion who was
‘really very frightened because he could not swim and was feeling sick’. At this point Ross had
the story character ‘Ross’ saying to the scorpion: ‘Get in my pocket, stay there safe and | will
look after you.’

Ross spoke about the above story in his post interview:

/ read it to my brother as well... He wanted to be in it and then | put him
in it and | put him as a black scorpion... He didn’t want to be a black
scorpion (but) it was already in the book... they were arch enemies...
and they made friends.

423 The Teaching Assistant as a school-based attachment figure

It appeared that all the pupils had formed good relationships with the teaching assistant (TA)
who attended the sessions and also provided the 2 x 20 min follow-up reading practice sessions
each week. In fact it was the TA rather than the Story Links teacher who seemed to take on the
role of the child’s ‘substitute attachment figure’ (Bomber, 2008) providing them with a ‘secure
emotional base’ in school.

In some cases it had been arranged that the TA would continue to support the pupil once the
Story Links programme finished in order to capitalise on the trusting relationship that had
developed with the pupil:

He built up this very good relationship with the TA... and now the Story

Links is going to stop and | didn’t want to leave him high and dry, so

what we have gone on to do... as the reading has improved...is that now

he’s going to have to do some writing of his own, so they will do some

talking of a story and then he’ll do some writing so that will be the

extension. Mark’s SL teacher



Bomber (ibid) points out that the presence of a positive attachment figure in school is
particularly important for pupils like Ross who are in care. The Story Links programme appeared
to have facilitated the development of such a relationship between Ross and his TA who talked
about how she had made a 7/nk’with Ross which ‘carries on outside the sessions’. She felt that
she was able to be a reminder for him of what he had achieved in the sessions:

What he learns from story writing he can then take that, I'm that
reminder in school that he knows that those skills that he has to use for
problem-solving aren’t just on a Thursday morning at 9 o’clock

When asked what she thought these problem-solving skills were she replied,

What | picked out was that he was very thoughtful, that he had a good
memory, he could recall when we were going through the story he could
remember how he had resolved a problem before it was thought up in
the story.

Ross’s foster mother, like other parents, had appreciated getting to know the TA:

When Ross goes into Year 5, he’s going to go to her (TA) and have extra
lessons and so it’s nice to meet her and Ross likes her

However, in one case, issues had sometimes arisen when the pupil had formed a strong
attachment with the TA but then had to share her with other pupils:

If he hasn’t got that one-on-one then that’s it, he’ll disrupt the rest of
the group and it’s quite hard work. John’s TA

John's Story Links teacher thought that the reason for this might be that %e’s had specialist
attention from her -he may want more of that’. The experience of John’s TA underlines the
fragility of relationships for these vulnerable pupils.® (See also individual pupil profile A)

4.3 Impact on pupils’ behaviour and rates of exclusion

4.3.1 Impact on behaviour in the classroom
Figure 6 below shows the improvement in behaviour pre and post the intervention as indicated
by the Goodman’s SDQ. Nine of the pupils scored above average for behavioural difficulties
before the Story Links intervention with six of these falling into the ‘very high’ category. By the

® ATA who supported the sessions run by the researcher to pilot the evaluation tools, though not included in this main evaluation,
had a similar experience. She had said how for the first couple of weeks the pupil started following her around the school at any
opportunity. This was a very anxious and angry seven year old boy who often ran out of class and found it difficult to form
relationships with either adults or peers. He started to engage positively with reading with the TA in their sessions —something he
was unable to do in class. However, a couple of weeks into the programme the TA had to reprimand him in the corridor about an
incident and after that he refused to work with her.



end of the intervention there had been a significant reduction in the behavioural difficulties of
seven out of these nine, the scores for the remaining two ‘above average’ pupils stayed
constant.

Figure 6: Goodman's SDQ for Impact on Pupils' Behavioural Difficulties in School
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Key: 0-2 = Close to average; 3 = Slightly raised ; 4=high; 5-10 =Very High;

Specific pupil observations

It might be pertinent, given that the intervention targeted pupils with BESDs, to consider the
three pupils, Ross, Rosie and Fred, who fell in the ‘close to average’ initial score bracket. The
first, Ross, was in long-term foster care and the concerns about him focused on his inattention.
For, Rosie, the second pupil in this bracket, her SENCO said ‘she’s not the sort of child to be
excluded, it’s all internal with her’. However she had self-excluded when upset and there were
serious concerns about her self-harming. The SENCO also had this to say:

In the past she’s pulled hair out and she had to have her hair cut
because it was pulled out so much, and now she’s resorting to sort of
scratching her face...her main problem is emotional, she doesn’t have
really behaviour problems. She’s needing a lot of support for anxiety
type difficulties...She has had quite a turbulent childhood, the family
moved from B from very quite dangerous circumstances and | think that
she worries a lot for the safety of her family, her family do have a fair
amount of disputes with neighb