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Abstract 

Previous research suggests that young people (YP) with Speech, Language 

and Communication Needs (SLCN) are at risk of social, emotional and mental 

health (SEMH) difficulties (Lindsay and Dockrell, 2012). SLCN covers a range 

of different language and communication needs including difficulties with 

social pragmatic communication. Research in this area is limited, but evidence 

suggests that social pragmatic communication difficulties (SPCD) can have 

long-term impact on YPôs social relationships (Whitehouse, Watt, Line and 

Bishop, 2009). 

DSM-5 introduced Social Pragmatic Communication Disorder (SPCD); a new 

diagnostic category defined as ñpersistent difficulties in the social use of verbal 

and nonverbal communicationò in the absence of the rigid, restricted and 

repetitive interests and behaviours that characterise Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD) (DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). However, 

SPCD is a relatively new label that is not widely used. YP with SPCD are at 

risk of falling through gaps between the support available to those with a 

diagnosis of language impairment and those with ASD. 

Friendships provide emotional support and opportunities for learning social 

skills (Durkin and Conti-Ramsden, 2010). There is limited research into 

friendship in YP with SPCD, but research with YP with other communication 

difficulties suggests friendship may support emotional well-being (Conti-

Ramsden & Botting, 2008). Therefore, research is needed to explore the 

potentially protective role of friendship for YP with SPCD. 
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This thesis explored the views and experiences of YP with SPCD, focussing 

on friendship and related aspects of emotional well-being. The study used a 

qualitative approach involving semi-structured interviews with 6 secondary 

school pupils with SPCD. A multiple case study design brought together data 

for each YP triangulated with the accounts of parents and school staff, to 

explore friendship and related aspects of emotional well-being. 

The findings offer potential insights into the role of friendship and supporting 

factors for YP with SPCD. These have potential implications for EP practice, 

including the importance of raising awareness of the needs of this vulnerable 

group, and using YPôs views to inform development of holistic support.  
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Impact Statement 

 

This research has offered potential insights into the views of YP with SPCD, 

triangulated with the comments from their Learning Support Assistants (LSAs) 

and parents, on their friendships and related aspects of their emotional 

wellbeing. The research tentatively suggested several potential protective and 

risk factors at different levels in the environment, which have been 

conceptualised in a proposed model of resilience for YP with SPCD, informed 

by ecological principles. This model may suggest that YP with SPCD benefit 

from the support of friends, but also their parents, and staff who support their 

social interactions and emotional wellbeing. The model offers a potential 

framework for EPs to develop a holistic picture of YP with SPCD, to consider 

the impact of possible risk factors and potential opportunities to support 

protective factors. The research presented here has several potential 

implications for Educational Psychology (EP) practice as well as some general 

implications for schools.   

 

The current findings imply that YP with SPCD may experience difficulties with 

friendship and emotional problems.  At an individual level EPs may offer 

support to YP with SPCD through consultation, applying therapeutic 

approaches, and delivering, monitoring and evaluating social skills 

interventions. EPs may also support YP with SPCD in consultations with 

school staff and parents, through applying psychological theory to reframe 

narratives about the YPôs behavioural presentation, consider the need for a 

secondary attachment figure in school, advocate for the YP, and plan provision 
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that is informed by the YPôs views. At a wider level, EPs can support YP with 

SPCD by supporting home-school communication, and through multi-agency 

collaboration with SALTs. EPs can also work at a systemic level to raise 

awareness of SPCD and SEMH within schools and childrenôs services.  

 

A number of more general implications for how secondary schools might 

support pupils with SPCD arose from the research. These include developing 

an inclusive ethos, providing support for their social and emotional needs, 

providing opportunities to develop a secure relationship with a member of staff, 

and facilitating opportunities to interact with other YP with shared interests.  

 

This thesis also offers suggestions for future research, including exploration of 

the role of other non-friend relationships and relationships outside the school 

context.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
 
1.1 Research problem 

  

This thesis explored the views of young people (YP) with social pragmatic 

communication difficulties (SPCD), focussing on their friendships and related 

aspects of their emotional well-being. There is limited research into the 

experiences of YP with SPCD, yet having this type of communication need 

may have long-term impact on YPôs social relationships (Whitehouse, Watt, 

Line, & Bishop, 2009). YP with Speech, Language and Communication needs 

(SLCN) are at risk of experiencing social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) 

problems in addition to, and potentially as a result of, their language and/or 

communication difficulty (Lindsay & Dockrell, 2012).  

 

In my role as a Trainee Educational Psychologist and in my previous work as 

a teacher in a specialist resource provision for children with SLCN, I have seen 

first-hand the impact that communication difficulties can have on a child/young 

personôs (CYPs) social experiences and emotional well-being. I have 

observed how CYP can often be viewed in terms of their behavioural 

presentation without understanding of their underlying needs. These 

experiences have led to my interest in research aiming to develop 

understanding of the experiences of these CYP. Working with CYP with SLCN 

has inspired my hope to raise awareness of their holistic needs, and to 

promote support for their social and emotional well-being.  
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YP with SLCN are at higher risk of exclusion from education (Ripley & Yuill, 

2005), of entering the youth offending system (Snow & Powell, 2008), and of 

developing mental health problems such as anxiety and depression (Conti-

Ramsden & Botting, 2008). This is of particular concern at the current time, 

given the reported high levels of mental health problems in YP in the UK 

(Mental Health Foundation, 2015) and the responsibilities given to schools to 

support the mental health of their pupils (DfE, 2016). There is a pressing need 

to develop an understanding of the experiences of YP at risk of developing 

SEMH problems such as those with social communication difficulties, and of 

how they may be better supported.  

 

This thesis focussed on YP with SPCD i.e. difficulties with the social aspects 

of verbal and nonverbal communication (see Section 1.2 for explanation of this 

terminology). It was essential to focus the project within the SLCN category 

because it is a broad educational term that covers a wide range of different 

language and communication profiles (Dockrell, Ricketts, & Lindsay, 2012) 

including difficulties with speech, expressive language (saying what they want 

to), receptive language (understanding what is said), or social communication 

(DfE & DoH, 2015).  

 

Studies exploring which aspects of language impairment are associated with 

these problems have highlighted the role of pragmatic language ability in this 

relationship (Botting & Conti-Ramsden, 2000; Farmer & Oliver, 2005). 

Therefore, it is hypothesised that YP with SPCD are at risk of experiencing 

SEMH difficulties. Furthermore, Social Pragmatic Communication Disorder 
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(DSM-5; APA, 2013) is a relatively new diagnosis that is not yet widely used, 

is little researched, and suggests a need to raise awareness of the needs of 

this vulnerable group. 

 

The current research focussed on YP with SPCD and their experiences of 

friendship. Friendships can provide emotional support and opportunities for 

learning social skills (Durkin and Conti-Ramsden, 2010). Therefore, it is 

hypothesised that friendships could act as a protective factor for YP with 

SPCD. However, SPCD may also present challenges to the development of 

friendships because of their impact on social interactions. Therefore, this 

research contributes to the understanding of the role of friendships for YP with 

SPCD, the challenges they may face in building friendships, and the support 

needed to promote this potential protective factor.  

 

I used an explorative, qualitative approach to seek deeper insight into the 

experiences of YP with SPCD from their own perspectives, triangulated with 

the views of parents and school staff. This study aimed to raise awareness of 

SPCD in adolescents, and the impact of these communication difficulties on 

their social and emotional well-being. It is hoped that this will enable a better 

understanding of their needs in order to plan effective holistic support and 

intervention. The research aimed to provide potential insights for EPs for 

supporting YP with SPCD at individual and systemic levels. I will use first 

person throughout this thesis because of the qualitative nature of the study.  
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This chapter explains what is meant by SPCD and summarises the history and 

rationale behind this terminology. The chapter sets out the theoretical 

perspective and the rationale for exploring friendships and related aspects of 

emotional well-being of YP with SPCD, and the importance of seeking their 

views.  

 

 

1.2 What is meant by social pragmatic communication difficulties? 

Social Pragmatic Communication Disorder is a relatively new diagnostic 

category in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth 

edition (DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013) and is defined as 

ñpersistent difficulties in the social use of verbal and nonverbal 

communicationò in the absence of the rigid, restricted and repetitive interests 

and behaviours that characterise Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). According 

to DSM-5, Social Pragmatic Communication Disorder covers various social 

communication problems including difficulties with adapting communication to 

the social context, following the rules of communication, understanding 

nonliteral language and using nonverbal communication.   

 

The possibility that some children may have SPCD distinct from other 

categories of language impairment or ASD has been discussed since the 

1980s. In 1983, Rapin and Allen published a framework for classifying 

subtypes of developmental language disorders which included a category they 

called ñsemantic pragmatic syndromeò (Rapin, 1996). This term referred to a 

subtype of language disorder characterised by difficulties with vocabulary and 
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word-finding, and the social use of language. However, Rapin (1996) later 

used ñsemantic-pragmatic disorderò as a descriptive term that could be applied 

to individuals with deficits in semantic and pragmatic aspects of language 

including those with ASD.  

 

The term ñPragmatic Language Impairmentò (PLI) (Bishop, 1998) was 

introduced in an attempt to describe the needs of those individuals who might 

previously have been diagnosed with semantic-pragmatic disorder but who did 

not have ASD (Botting and Conti-Ramsden, 1999). Evidence of individuals 

with PLI occurring independently of other impairments found in autism 

(Bishop, 2000) indicated the need for this diagnostic label. Individuals with PLI 

have problems with using verbal and nonverbal communication for social 

purposes. This can include difficulties with understanding and expressing 

intentions, awareness of the needs of the listener and appropriate use of 

language in context (Ketelaars, Cuperus, Jansonius, & Verhoeven, 2010). 

 

According to Ketelaars et al. (2009), PLI is usually regarded to be a subtype 

of Specific Language Impairment (SLI), where SLI refers to significant delay 

in language development that is not attributable to another 

neurodevelopmental disorder (Bishop, 2000). However, it is not clear whether 

PLI is a sub-type of SLI or ASD, or possibly a condition overlapping with both 

(Bishop, 2014).  

 

Individuals with PLI show higher-order communication difficulties overlapping 

with those described in individuals with autism (Frith, 2003); they may be 
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capable of producing complex sentences, but lack understanding of social 

aspects of communication including turn-taking, conversational topics and 

social cues (Bakopoulou, 2010). However, individuals with PLI can also have 

grammatical or phonological difficulties resembling those found in SLI (Bishop, 

2014).  

 

The situation is complicated further by evidence of social communication 

difficulties in some children with SLI. Young children with SLI can display poor 

eye contact, preference for routine, and difficulties with peer interactions due 

to the impact of their language impairment, but these difficulties usually 

resolve as language skills develop (Simms, 2017). Furthermore, there is 

evidence to suggest a genetic link between ASD, SLI and PLI from studies 

showing higher rates of language impairment (Bailey, Palferman, Heavey, & 

Le Couteur, 1998) and pragmatic language difficulties (Miller, Young, Hutman, 

Johnson, Schwichtenberg & Ozonoff, 2015)  in family members of children 

with ASD.  

  

Despite these overlaps, there are differences in the profiles of the three groups 

that lend support to the validity of distinct diagnoses. Gibson, Adams, Lockton, 

& Green, (2013) compared children with ASD, SLI and PLI on measures of 

receptive and expressive language, communicative ability, and repetitive and 

restricted behaviours and interests (RRBIs).  

 

Gibson et al. (2013) found that receptive language was stronger than 

expressive language ability in both the SLI and PLI groups, whereas there was 

no significant difference between receptive and expressive language ability for 
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the ASD group. Children with PLI, in comparison, were found to have greater 

difficulty with structural language skills (speech, syntax, semantics, 

coherence), but fewer difficulties with initiation, stereotyped language, 

nonverbal communication and restriction of interests, when compared to the 

group of children with ASD. The PLI and ASD groups had a similar level of 

difficulty with contextual language use/understanding and social difficulties. 

Using regression analysis, the study showed that RRBIs were a significant 

predictor for membership of the ASD group, but not for the PLI or SLI groups, 

demonstrating distinctive patterns of ability and impairments for each group, 

despite the overlap in types of impairment.  

 

In a more recent study conducted since the introduction of the ñSocial 

Pragmatic Communication Disorderò diagnostic category, Mandy, Wang, Lee, 

& Skuse, (2017) found similar group differences on measures of social 

communication and repetitive stereotyped behaviours. Mandy et al., (2017) 

conducted a retrospective analysis of assessment information for 1,081 

Children and Young People (CYP) (aged 4-18 years old) who attended a 

specialist social communication clinic. By applying the new DSM-5 diagnostic 

criteria for ASD and SPCD, they reported that 88 CYP met the criteria for 

SPCD diagnosis, 801 met DSM-5 criteria for ASD, and 192 had neither SPCD 

nor ASD and were used as a clinical comparison group. Comparisons of the 

three groupsô mean scores on the Childrenôs Communication Checklist (CCC; 

Bishop, 1998) indicated that the SPCD group had social difficulties at an 

intermediate level between the ASD group and the comparison group, but had 

restricted interests at a lower level than the ASD group and at a similar level 
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to the comparison group. These findings lend support to the view of SPCD as 

a specific cluster of social communication difficulties in the absence of 

significant restricted and repetitive behaviours and interests.   

 

It is interesting to note that of the 88 CYP who were classified as SPCD in 

Mandy et al.ôs (2017) study, many were previously diagnosed with Pervasive 

Developmental Disorder - Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS) or were given 

an ASD diagnosis according to DSM-4 but would not meet all of the updated 

diagnostic criteria for ASD in DSM-5. This highlights a major challenge to 

conducting research in this area, where many YP who meet the descriptors of 

SPCD may have already been given an alternative diagnosis according to 

outdated criteria. Even more concerning is the implication that some YP will 

have gone without any diagnosis and support, due to not meeting the 

thresholds for ASD diagnosis, lack of any other appropriate label and limited 

awareness of social communication needs outside of ASD.  

 

Therefore, the current literature suggests that there are both distinctions and 

overlap in the profiles of individuals with ASD, SLI and SPCD. This indicates 

a need for three diagnostic categories which overlap, rather than viewing 

SPCD (or PLI) as a sub-type within SLI or ASD. The introduction of the label 

of ñSocial Pragmatic Communication Disorderò (DSM-5) is an attempt to 

resolve this issue (Bishop, 2014). DSM-5 distinguished between Language 

Disorder (receptive and expressive) and Social Pragmatic Communication 

Disorder but positioned both under the umbrella of Communication Disorders. 

The new label is intended to represent the previous term of ñPLIò, and does 



 20 

seem to achieve this, given the matching profiles of those with PLI in Gibson 

et al., (2013) and those with SPCD in Mandy et al. (2017), although SPCD has 

been expanded to include difficulties with nonverbal communication 

(Swineford, Thurm, Baird, Wetherby, & Swedo, 2014).  

 

SLI, SPCD and ASD may be related conditions that vary in terms of the degree 

of impairment in structural language ability, social/pragmatic ability and 

restricted/repetitive behaviours and interests (Taylor & Whitehouse, 2016). 

Bishop (2014) presented an illustration of the overlapping impairments of SLI, 

ASD and SPCD that is useful in conceptualising these diagnostic categories 

(Figure 1).  The diagram shows that impairment of social pragmatic difficulties 

and restricted interests overlap in ASD, and that some individuals with ASD 

will also have language impairment, while individuals with SPCD have social 

pragmatic impairments which overlap with ASD, but without restricted 

interests, and that some individuals with SPCD may also have difficulties with 

structural language characteristic of SLI.  
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This thesis has focussed on YP with impairment of social pragmatic 

communication without ASD. Participants were identified as having SPCD if 

they presented with SPCD in the absence of other markers of autism. This 

was established through consultation with the schoolôs Special Educational 

Needs Coordinator (SENCo) and a Speech and Language Therapist (SALT), 

using Sampling Criteria based on diagnostic criteria from the DSM-5 (APA, 

2013).  

 

The term ñSocial Pragmatic Communication Difficultiesò (SPCD) is used in 

order to reflect the most recent diagnostic terminology (DSM-5; APA, 2013). I 

acknowledge that not all YP with these needs have a clinical diagnosis, and 

therefore refer to ñdifficultiesò rather than ñdisorderò. Discussions with SALT 

employed at a London hospital highlighted the issue that SALTs tend to use 
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the terms ñpragmatic language difficultiesò or ñsocial communication 

difficultiesò as descriptors for SPCD in the absence of other ASD markers, and 

that although ñSocial Communication Disorderò is now a diagnostic term, it is 

not widely used currently. It is important to note that YP who present with 

SPCD may receive different diagnoses or labels, due to the wide range of 

terminology in use (Bishop, 2014). Furthermore, it may be unclear to 

professionals how best to identify the correct term to use, due to the similar 

and overlapping profiles of impairment, so that children may be diagnosed 

differently by different professionals (Botting & Conti-Ramsden, 2000).  

 

Some researchers have raised a concern that the new classification may result 

in a group of children for whom no professional group feels responsible 

(Norbury, 2014). Nevertheless, it is hoped that the SPCD category will lead to 

further research and greater understanding of this group, enabling them to 

access support tailored to their needs (Swineford et al., 2014).  Mandy et al. 

(2017) suggested that SPCD is a diagnosis for people on the ñborderlands of 

the autism spectrumò. Although it is widely accepted that Autism is a spectrum, 

diagnosis of ASD requires a categorical threshold decision. Therefore, 

although the validity of SPCD as a distinct category remains unclear, it could 

be argued that the label is vital for those YP who experience significant social 

communication difficulties in the absence of other ASD markers, or at levels 

that would not meet thresholds for ASD diagnosis.  
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1.3 Resilience theory as a framework for exploring views on friendship 

This thesis used resilience theory (Masten & Powell, 2010) as a theoretical 

lens through which to explore the potential role of friendships in YP with SPCD. 

Resilience has been defined as ñpositive adaptation in the face of risk or 

adversityò (Wright, Masten, & Narayan, 2013). Therefore, to say an individual 

has shown resilience, we infer that they have been at risk of a negative 

outcome, yet they have achieved a more positive outcome. This thesis 

hypothesised that YP with SPCD are at risk of poor outcomes in terms of their 

social and emotional well-being, and that YP who show positive outcomes 

despite their SPCD may show resilience.  

 

Historically, resilience was conceptualised as a personality trait applied to 

individuals who were capable of functioning successfully despite experiencing 

adversity (Antony, 1974; Pines, 1975 in Wright et al., 2013). However, this 

ówithin-personô perspective failed to take account of environmental and 

relational factors that affect an individualôs ability to show positive adaptation. 

Individuals can show resilience in their various interactions with their 

environment, such as relationships with their family, friends, peers, school and 

community (Masten, 2015). This thesis used an ecological perspective on 

resilience (Ungar, Ghazinour, & Richter, 2013), recognising the interactions 

between an individual and their environment. 

 

Resilience can have different meanings for different individuals, groups, 

cultures and contexts. Different cultures have different views on what 

constitutes positive adaptations, for example, individual success and 
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leadership skills may be viewed as less adaptive in a culture that is more 

collectivist (Sesma, Mannes, & Scales, 2005). Therefore, it was necessary to 

take a social constructionist perspective (Burr, 2003), acknowledging that 

resilience is a concept that means different things to different individuals or 

groups at different times and in different contexts.  

 

Environmental factors can represent risks or protective factors. Risks are 

characteristics of an individual, group or situation that relate to a negative 

outcome, whereas protective factors are characteristics which may associate 

with positive outcomes (Wright et al., 2013). In this thesis, I hypothesised that 

SPCD presents a potential risk factor, while friendships may provide a 

protective factor. The mechanism of this process may be additive (adding 

more protective factors can offset greater risk) or protective factors may act as 

moderators (protective factors change the effect of certain risks).  

 

An individualôs ability to show resilience can change over time, throughout their 

development, and in response to their circumstances (Masten, 2015). An 

individual can show behaviours that are adaptive in certain situations but not 

in others, thus behaviours can vary over time and across contexts. Therefore, 

this thesis viewed resilience as a dynamic process rather than a fixed 

personality trait. The implication of this is that anyone may be able to show 

resilience, given the right protective factors.  

 

This has relevance for Educational Psychologists (EPs), part of whose role is 

to work to promote positive outcomes for vulnerable YP (DfE, 2011). 
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Resilience often comes from systems of typical human adaptation (e.g. 

attachment and social support), which Masten (2001) called "ordinary magic". 

It follows that supporting these protective factors can promote resilience. This 

thesis adopted this assumption of the resilience model, with the implication 

that supporting friendships or other potential protective factors may promote 

positive outcomes. 

 

1.4 Why focus on adolescents with SPCD?  

Secondary schools may be less aware of communication needs as teachers 

are focussed on their subject and may have a less holistic view of pupils, as a 

result of the secondary school teaching structure (Ripley & Barrett, 2008), 

which may cause communication needs to go unnoticed. Furthermore, 

communication difficulties tend to be harder to identify in adolescents (Durkin 

& Conti-Ramsden, 2010)., and can be easily misinterpreted as defiant or 

inappropriate behaviour (Cohen et al., 1998). 

 

Support for SLCN is predominantly focussed on early-years and primary 

school settings, and there are fewer professionals and resources available for 

secondary school pupils (Dockrell, Lindsay, Letchford, & Mackie, 2006). There 

is currently an important focus on early intervention, but there is also a need 

to ensure that support is continued into adolescence (Bercow, 2008, 2018). 

Previous research into the social and emotional needs of CYP with SPCD has 

focussed on primary school children, and research into adolescents with 

SPCD is limited.  
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Research in this area has been mostly quantitative and focussed on the level 

of difficulty experienced. Therefore, little is known about how these difficulties 

are experienced or their impact on well-being. Previous research has tended 

not to consider strengths or potential protective factors for this group. This 

research intended to begin to bridge this gap through qualitative exploration of 

the views of YP with SPCD, with a focus on friendships as a potential 

protective factor for promoting well-being. 

 

1.5 Why consider young peopleôs views?  

Articles 12 and 13 of The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child  

(UNICEF, 1989) stated that children have the right to express their views and 

for these views to be taken into account. Current legislation in England 

highlights the need to include childrenôs views when planning their support 

(DfE & DoH, 2015). Involving YP in discussions about their needs increases 

their motivation to engage with support tailored to them (Briesch & Chafouleas, 

2009), and might therefore promote greater chance of successful outcomes.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

This literature review explored existing research into the social and emotional 

impact of SPCD, followed by a review of the potential protective role of 

friendships in adolescence. This required a comprehensive literature search 

to identify a range of relevant literature (see Appendix 1).   

 

For clarity, the term ñsocial pragmatic communication difficultiesò (abbreviated 

to SPCD) is used throughout the literature review to refer to samples whose 

described needs resemble those of SPCD, however more historical terms (see 

section 1.2) may have been used in the original articles.  

 

2.1 The relationship between language and communication difficulties 

and social, emotional and mental health 

A relationship between communication difficulties and SEMH has been well 

documented in the literature (Lindsay & Dockrell, 2012). Four potential 

theoretical explanations have been proposed to explain this relationship 

(Hartas, 2012). The first is that communication difficulties cause frustration and 

withdrawal leading to difficulties with managing emotions, behaviour and 

social relations. Alternatively, problems with managing behaviour and 

emotions might create barriers to learning language and social development. 

The third possibility is that difficulties with language and behaviour may be 

comorbid and influence each other in a cyclical relationship, or a final 

possibility is that there may be another factor which influences multiple 

aspects of development (e.g. socioeconomic status).  
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Evidence for the relationship between language and communication needs 

and SEMH has come from both studies of CYP with SEMH problems (Ripley 

& Yuill, 2005; Snow & Powell, 2008), and from studies of CYP with identified 

language and communication impairments (Botting & Conti-Ramsden, 2000; 

Mok et al., 2014). Lindsay & Dockrell (2012) conducted an analysis of national 

statistics on CYP with SLCN in the UK, and reported that problems with peers, 

emotional difficulties and less developed pro-social behaviour are more 

common in pupils with SLCN compared with typically developing peers of the 

same age.  

The following sections will discuss the role of SPCD in the relationship 

between language and communication needs and SEMH, and the potential 

impact of having SPCD on YPôs social and emotional well-being, followed by 

a discussion of the potential reasons behind this relationship.  

 

2.2 The role of social pragmatic communication ability  

There is evidence to suggest that social pragmatic communication ability plays 

a significant role in the relationship between SLCN and SEMH (Gilmour, Hill, 

Place, & Skuse, 2004). Gilmour et al. (2004) reported high levels of pragmatic 

language difficulties (measured using the CCC; Bishop, 1998) in children 

referred to Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) for 

behavioural problems or at risk of exclusion for disruptive behaviour, which 

indicates a link between pragmatic communication ability and SEMH.  
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However, there was a lack of agreement between parent and teacher reported 

scores on the CCC questions relating to social pragmatic ability, but this may 

be due to differences in how children behave differently between home and 

school contexts. Despite this issue, Gilmour et al.ôs (2004) findings were 

replicated by Mackie & Law (2010), lending external reliability to both studies. 

Mackie & Law (2010) reported that primary school children who presented with 

concerning behavioural problems were significantly more likely to have 

difficulties with social pragmatic language than age- and sex-matched 

controls, and that pragmatic language ability was a significant predictor of 

behaviour.  

 

However, it is not possible to establish a causal link from the correlations found 

by Gilmour et al. (2004) and Mackie & Law (2010). Nevertheless, a longitudinal 

study by Helland et al. (2014) showed that emotional and peer problems at 7-

9 years correlated with pragmatic difficulties at 12-15 years. They concluded 

that peer problems predict later social pragmatic communication difficulties but 

acknowledged that the reverse relationship might be true.  

 

Findings from studies of CYP who have been identified for behavioural 

problems may not generalise to other populations. Nevertheless, the 

relationship between SPCD and SEMH has been replicated in mainstream 

samples (Ketelaars et al., 2010; Law, Rush, & McBean, 2014a). Therefore, 

findings from studies of CYP with SEMH needs indicate that social pragmatic 
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communication ability plays a significant role in the association between 

communication difficulties and SEMH.  

 

2.3 Social, emotional and mental health in children and young people 

with social pragmatic communication difficulties 

 

Further insights into the role of SPCD come from studies of CYP diagnosed 

with communication difficulties. Botting and Conti-Ramsden (2000) argued 

that previous studies into SEMH in CYP with communication difficulties had 

failed to take account of the variety of different needs that make up this 

population. Therefore, they analysed their data by different subgroups of 

impairment to give a more detailed understanding of the different needs of 

CYP with communication difficulties.  

 

Botting and Conti-Ramsden (2000) divided their sample of 242 children (from 

118 Language Units in England) into groups with expressive difficulties (52), 

expressive and receptive difficulties (84), and another group referred to as 

ñcomplex language impairmentò (77). This third group included CYP with 

SPCD (referred to as ñsemantic-pragmaticò at that time) and higher order 

language processing difficulties (e.g. difficulties with syntax). Botting and 

Conti-Ramsden (2000) found both emotional and behavioural problems in the 

group with ñcomplex language impairmentò and reported higher levels of 

behavioural problems in this group when compared to the others.  
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Botting and Conti-Ramsden (2000) also believed that SEMH problems were 

secondary to language difficulties for CYP with SLCN. They used a 

longitudinal design which enabled them to look for changes over time. One 

issue with the longitudinal design used was that different teachers tended to 

provide ratings at time 1 and time 2, as some pupils had moved schools or 

into mainstream classes. The researchers acknowledged that there might 

have been a difference in ratings between teachers in mainstream and 

Language Unit settings, but their findings demonstrated that this was not the 

case i.e. they found no significant differences in ratings between the two types 

of setting. However, it is possible that the data were affected by differences in 

behavioural expectations between teachers teaching Year 2 pupils compared 

to those teaching Year 3 pupils.  

 

The longitudinal design enabled Botting and Conti-Ramsden (2000) to show 

that behavioural problems did not increase over time for the children in the 

group with ñcomplex language impairmentò (including SPCD-like problems), 

whereas the group with expressive and receptive difficulties showed an 

increase in behavioural problems over time, which may reflect their growing 

frustrations with their language difficulties. The authors hypothesised that 

children with a growing awareness of their own difficulties would become more 

frustrated, resulting in increased behavioural problems over time. The 

implication is that children with complex semantic-pragmatic communication 

difficulty might lack awareness of their own difficulties, which might explain the 
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lack of change over time for this group. This thesis intended to capture YP with 

SPCDôs views on their experiences giving insight into their awareness of their 

own needs.  

 

The findings of Botting and Conti-Ramsden (2000) are supported, to an extent, 

by a study by Farmer and Oliver (2005) which replicated an association 

between SPCD and behaviour. This study used the CCC (Bishop, 1998) and 

the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1997) 

completed by teachers. However, Farmer and Oliver (2005) only found a 

significant correlation with hyperactive behaviour and no significant 

relationship with other behavioural or emotional problems. This suggested that 

children with SPCD may be at risk of hyperactivity. However, it is not certain 

that hyperactivity is a consequence of SPCD, rather than a cause or comorbid 

difficulty.  

 

There are some limitations to Farmer and Oliverôs (2005) quantitative study 

which might explain the lack of significant results. The sample was small (38 

in total) meaning that they had only very small groups for their statistical 

analysis. In addition, the wide range of ages in the sample could explain the 

lack of significant differences in behavioural and emotional problems found 

between the groups. Further research is needed to explore emotional and 

behavioural needs using a large sample and CYP who meet the criteria for 

diagnosis of SPCD.  
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In addition to possible emotional and behavioural problems, CYP with SPCD 

may experience difficulties with social interaction and peer relationships. 

Farmer and Oliver (2005) reported that peer relations scores on the SDQ were 

correlated with all of the CCC subscales measuring aspects of social and 

pragmatic communication. Mok et al. (2014) conducted a longitudinal study of 

peer relations of children with communication impairments, from age 7 to age 

16. Peer relations were assessed using the Rutter Children's Behaviour scale 

at ages 7, 8 and 11 and the SDQ at 11, 14 and 16. The researchers created a 

peer problem subscale for the Rutter scale by using regression analysis to find 

which items predicted the peer problem subscale of the SDQ at age 11. They 

reported that the two scores for age 11 were highly correlated lending reliability 

to their subscale and enabling them to make comparisons across time points. 

Pragmatic language ability was assessed initially by teacher report and then 

using the CCC at age 11, alongside measures of receptive and expressive 

language, word reading and reading comprehension. 

 

Mok et al. (2014) found that the best fit model for the data was one with 4 

groups each with a different trajectory of peer relations. The four groups were 

low-level/no peer problems (22.2%), childhood-limited problems (12.3%), 

childhood-onset persistent problems (39.2%), and adolescent-onset problems 

(26.3%). Receptive and expressive language and reading scores were not 

predictors of trajectory group membership. Pragmatic language at 7 was not 

a significant predictor, but the children in the ñpersistent peer problemsò 
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trajectory group were 2.5 times more likely to have pragmatic language 

difficulties than the group with low or no peer problems. Pragmatic language 

at age 11 was a significant predictor of trajectory membership.  

 

The use of teacher assessment of pragmatic language difficulties seemed to 

lack construct validity since 12.6% of children who were not identified later met 

the threshold for pragmatic language difficulties on the CCC, although it is 

possible that this was due to needs changing over time. Despite limitations to 

the teacher assessment measure, the inclusion of the CCC at age 11 enabled 

the researchers to identify SPCD as a predictor of peer relations.  

 

Several of the studies reviewed have used the CCC (Bishop, 1998) and SDQ 

(Goodman, 1997). It could be argued that correlations on these two 

questionnaires would be expected because there is some overlap in the 

behaviours that indicate emotional and behavioural problems on the SDQ and 

those that indicate social communication difficulties on the CCC. For example, 

it is likely that a young person who is rated as one who ñoften fights with other 

children or bullies themò on the SDQ (Goodman, 1997) would also be rated as 

one who ñhurts or upsets other childrenò on the CCC (Bishop, 1998). The 

overlap in certain items may mean that the apparent relationship between 

social communication and behaviour problems might simply reflect similarities 

in the presentations of YP with SEMH and SPCD needs. Nevertheless, the 

CCC measures several social pragmatic aspects that are specific to 
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communication and do not overlap with the SDQ (such as inappropriate 

initiation, stereotyped language, use of context and nonverbal 

communication), which supports the validity of using the CCC as a measure 

of social pragmatic communication ability and the SDQ as a measure of 

behaviour and emotional problems.  

 

There are limitations to using these quantitative questionnaire measures to 

investigate complex relationships; the SDQ and CCC both require ratings on 

specific behaviours, without room for detail or explanation. This can be seen 

to limit the usefulness of these measures in terms of the understanding that is 

gained. As an example, the item ñrather solitary, tends to play aloneò (SDQ; 

Goodman, 1997), could describe a child who prefers to play alone, or a child 

who seeks social play but is excluded by peers, or a child who seeks to play 

with peers but does not have the social skills or understanding required to 

engage appropriately. Therefore, quantitative data gives an indication of the 

level of difficulty but gives no further understanding. This further supports the 

need for more detailed and in-depth qualitative exploration of social and 

emotional well-being in YP with SPCD.   

 

2.4  What are the long-term outcomes for young people with social 

pragmatic communication difficulties? 

There is limited research into the long-term outcomes for YP with SPCD. 

Research into the outcomes of YP with language impairments indicates a high 
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level of poor social and emotional outcomes (Brownlie et al., 2004; Conti-

Ramsden & Botting, 2008). Outcomes for YP with SPCD are less well 

documented, but a study by Whitehouse et al. (2009) suggested an impact on 

social outcomes and friendship beyond adolescence and into adulthood. 

Whitehouse et al. (2009) conducted a follow-up of adults with SLI (19), SPCD 

(referred to as PLI in their research) (7) and ASD (11), who were previously 

recruited as children from specialist schools or units in the UK, in order to 

investigate their social and emotional outcomes in adulthood.  

 

Whitehouse et al. (2009) asked the participants' parents to complete a 

questionnaire and Autism Diagnostic Interview - Revised (ADI-R) regarding 

the participants' behaviour as children and adults and used the Autism 

Diagnostic Observation Scales - Generic (ADOS-G) to observe the 

participants. The researchers found that a large proportion of adults in all three 

groups had no close friendships, in contrast to a "Typical" control group who 

all had at least one close friend. The ASD and SPCD groups had poorer quality 

of friendships compared to the SLI and control groups. All of the typical control 

group had experienced a romantic relationship (lasting more than three 

months), whereas this was the case for only half of the SPCD group. The 

proportion was similar in the SLI group (53.3%), whereas none of the 

participants in the ASD group had experienced a romantic relationship. They 

found that members of the SPCD group tended to work in "skilled" professions, 

whereas members of the SLI and ASD groups tended to work in manual or 
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service professions, and a small proportion of both SLI and ASD groups were 

unemployed.  

  

A strength of Whitehouse et al.ôs (2009) study was the use of separate 

groupings in order to compare outcomes for SPCD, SLI and ASD, and the 

noticeable group differences found lend theoretical reliability to the research. 

However, it should be noted that these group differences in employment show 

that there are contextual differences between groups, which may also affect 

their social relationships, potentially limiting the comparability of the groups.  

 

There are further limitations to Whitehouse et al.ôs (2009) study. SPCD 

participants were chosen on the basis of parent or teacher reports of them 

having pragmatic language difficulties that were disproportionate to their 

structural language difficulties. The researchers stated that this was the only 

measure available at that time, however it could be argued that judgements 

made by SALTs might have been more reliable.  

 

In addition, there may have been a limit to authenticity in Whitehouse et al.ôs 

(2009) follow-up study due to self-selection. This may have limited 

participation to those with less severe impairments who are more able to 

understand recruitment materials, or conversely towards those with greater 

needs who sought an opportunity to report on these difficulties.  
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All of the outcome measures came from parent reports or observations during 

the ADOS-G assessments, except for the data regarding romantic 

relationships. In this case, parent and participant reports were both taken. 

However, in cases where parent and participant reports differed, the 

researchers selected which they felt to be more accurate based on the 

participant's level of "functioning", where the authors defined "high functioning" 

as "with a full array of independent behaviours". In addition, participants aged 

younger than 21 years old were removed from this part of the analysis, which 

left very small groups (only 4 in the SPCD group) making it difficult to draw 

generalizable conclusions from this data. It could be argued that these 

measures position the views of younger adults and those considered ñlow 

functioningò to be less valid when it comes to experiences of romantic 

relationships. Therefore, there is a need for research to further explore the 

social and emotional outcomes of YP with SPCD, and value YPôs own views 

on their experiences.  

 

At this stage, this review of the literature lends support to the view that social 

and emotional problems may arise as a result of the impact of having a 

communication difficulty (Hartas, 2012).  

 

The potential link between SPCD and SEMH is further supported by the 

evidence from longitudinal studies which indicate that SEMH problems are 
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predicted by communication difficulties (Mok et al., 2014). Given the evidence 

reviewed above, Hartasô (2012) explanation can be extended to acknowledge 

that difficulties with the social pragmatic aspects of communication can lead 

to social and emotional problems. Furthermore, it should be noted that not only 

can SPCD be associated with withdrawal and frustration, but that 

communication skills are a key component of social behaviour (James Law, 

Rush, Clegg, Peters, & Roulstone, 2015), and thus have an inevitable impact 

on social interaction. Law et al. (2015) argued that social communication skills 

are essential for interaction with peers, caregivers, and learning environments, 

and therefore CYP with difficulties with these skills are at risk of disengaging 

from interaction in all of these contexts.  

 

2.5  Why are social pragmatic communication skills important for 

friendships and emotional well-being in adolescents?  

In adolescence, conversation is fundamental to friendships, and supports the 

development of intimacy through self-disclosure and sharing of feelings, 

thoughts and experiences (Wadman, Durkin, & Conti-Ramsden, 2011). 

Socialising in adolescence tends to focus less on playing games and more on 

social play at a more abstract level (e.g. teasing, joking and daring) (Baines & 

Blatchford, 2010). Social behaviours are also important; pro-social behaviours 

e.g. sharing and helping are associated with high quality friendships (Berndt, 

1982 in Wadman et al., 2011). 
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The ability to form friendships involves a number of social skills or tasks such 

as the ability to initiate interactions, self-disclose, provide enjoyable 

companionship, offer help and support, initiate get-togethers, and manage 

conflict (Rose & Asher, 2004). It could be argued that many of these social 

requirements for friendship (Rose & Asher, 2004) could present potential 

challenges for YP with SPCD. They may have difficulty using language 

appropriately to initiate interaction, or have difficulty following the rules of 

conversation such as not giving turns or persisting with a topic of their own 

interest which might limit enjoyment for the conversation partner. YP with 

SPCD may benefit from the help of others, but have difficulty giving help if they 

have difficulty with interpreting others' emotions, needs or expectations. 

Managing conflict may be challenging for YP with SPCD, as it requires the 

ability to understand the views and needs of others (Laursen & Pursell, 2009). 

 

SPCD are associated with reduced pro-social behaviour and difficulties with 

peer relations in primary school children (Ketelaars et al., 2010; Law, Rush, 

and McBean, 2014) and in adolescents (Mok et al., 2014). A childôs own 

behaviour strongly affects their social acceptance by peers; children who 

display cooperative and socially appropriate behaviour and can participate in 

a group are more accepted by their peers (Newcomb, Nukowski and Pattee, 

1993 in McKown, Gumbiner, Russo and Lipton, 2009). Conversely, the needs 

of children with SPCD may mean that they are less well accepted by peers.  
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Difficulties with peer relations may affect emotional well-being as well as social 

development. Durkin and Conti-Ramsden (2010) suggested that YP with SLI 

experience feelings of frustration due to having a desire to seek social 

interaction but lacking the skills to participate fully. As YP with SPCD also seek 

interaction (Simms, 2017), it is likely that they may experience these 

frustrations. Peers are an important source of social support for adolescents, 

as they typically spend less time with family and more time with peers 

(Buhrmester, 1996, in Durkin and Conti-Ramsden, 2010). The implication of 

this is that YP with SPCD are at further risk of emotional problems due to 

having limited social support from peers.  

 

Children with SPCD are reported to have poor narrative (storytelling) skills 

(Ketelaars, Jansonius, Cuperus, & Verhoeven, 2016). Narrative skills are 

fundamental to everyday interactions to share experiences, retell events, and 

explain situations. Narrative difficulties may also put YP at risk of getting into 

conflicts if they are not able to explain their own actions (Snow & Powell, 

2008).  

 

There is some evidence to suggest that YP with SPCD also experience 

difficulties with ñtheory of mindò (the ability to make inferences about another 

personôs mental state) (Freed et al., 2015). Impairment in theory of mind has 

been reported in ASD (Happé, 1994) and might be an expected area of 

difficulty in SPCD, given the apparent overlap between SPCD and ASD in the 
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domain of social communication. YP with SPCD have been found to 

demonstrate difficulty making inferences about other peopleôs viewpoints and 

mental states (Freed et al., 2015). This is likely to affect their interactions with 

others and how others perceive them.  

 

Finally, YP with communication difficulties may present with behavioural 

problems (Helland et al, 2014; Mackie & Law, 2010), yet it is often the case 

that their difficulties with using and understanding language can be 

misinterpreted as non-compliant behaviour (Cohen et al., 1998). Snow & 

Powell (2008) gave the behaviours of ñmonosyllabic responses, shoulder 

shrugging and poor eye contactò (p. 24) as examples of behaviours that could 

represent uncooperative behaviour but could also relate to underlying social 

and communication problems. If behaviour is misinterpreted as defiance, it 

may result in the YP being reprimanded for behaviours that are unintentional 

or misunderstood. Experiencing these social and disciplinary consequences, 

without having a clear understanding of the reason, might negatively affect a 

YPôs self-esteem and emotional well-being.  

 

Therefore, it is suggested that YP with SPCD may have difficulties with 

friendships and related aspects of their emotional well-being due to their social 

communication difficulties. The following sections explore the role of friendship 

in adolescence, and the potentially protective role that friendship may play for 

YP with SPCD. 
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2.6 Friendship in adolescence 

Friendship has been defined as ñstrong positive affective bonds that exist 

between two personsò (Bukowski, Motzoi, & Meyer, 2009) and is characterised 

by reciprocal liking, similarity and responsivity. According to Hartup & Stevens 

(1997), friendships in early childhood are characterised by shared activities, 

whereas in adolescence, cognitive and emotional development enables 

sharing of beliefs and interests and increased intimacy. Adolescents become 

more reliant on peers for emotional support, this change may arise as they 

develop independence from their families, as well as developing new interests 

and concerns about issues that are less easily discussed with family (such as 

sexuality and relationships) (Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli, 2000). Friendships 

provide relationships in which peers are expected to be available to offer help, 

companionship and emotional support (Bukowski et al., 2009). Therefore, peer 

friendships may serve an important function in promoting social and emotional 

well-being in adolescents.  

 

 

2.6.1 Peer attachment 

Attachment theory, which originally referred to the attachment relationship 

between an infant and their primary caregiver (Bowlby, 1973), has more 

recently been applied to thinking about relationships between children and 

other significant individuals including peers and close friends (Laible et al., 

2000). This theory assumes that dependence on close others, as it occurs 

during development, is a normative process and is necessary for the 
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development of self-efficacy and independence. Therefore, although 

dependence on others may be viewed as a negative attribute, this perspective 

posits the concept of ñoptimal dependenceò as essential to an individualôs 

development (Feeney, Van Vleet, & Jakubiak, 2015).  

 

According to attachment theory, infants develop an óInternal Working Modelô 

of their expectations and beliefs about their relationship with their caregivers, 

based on their experiences (Bowlby, 1973). For example, an infant with a 

secure attachment to their primary caregiver, who is sensitive and responsive 

to their emotional and physical needs, will develop expectations of significant 

others as responsive and reliable, and beliefs about themselves as competent 

and valued. This influences the individual's future interpretations of their 

experiences in extra-familiar relationships, such as those with friends 

(Shomaker & Furman, 2009).  

 

More recently, attachment theory has been reconceptualised to include other 

significant relationships including those with significant peers (Laible et al., 

2000). Piaget (1965) viewed peer-friendships as unique, suggesting that these 

relationships are more equal than parental relationships which inevitably 

involve an element of obedience and hierarchy. This more equal type of 

relationship (e.g. because of a common age or experience) provides a safe 

context for exploring ideas, and might therefore serve an important role in 

adolescent social development (Piaget, 1965).  
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Laible et al., (2000) investigated the contributions of parent- and peer-

attachments on a construct they referred to as óadolescent adjustmentô 

(operationalized using measures of sympathy, academic efficacy, aggression, 

anxiety, and depression). In this study, 89 male and female adolescents (with 

a mean age of 16 years old) completed various self-report scales designed to 

measure constructs of peer and parent attachment, depression, sympathy 

(perspective-taking and empathic concern), anxiety, aggression as well as 

efficacy in maths and English.  

 

Laible et al., (2000) divided participants into four different groups based on 

their peer- and parent-attachment scores, to examine the impact of both types 

of attachment on their outcome measures of adolescent adjustment. They 

noted that the high parent- and peer-attachment group scored lowest on 

depressing and aggression and highest on sympathy, while the low parent- 

and peer-attachment group had the highest scores on depression and 

aggression, and lowest on sympathy. Interestingly, the two groups with high 

scores for only one attachment (either parents or peers) both had intermediate 

scores on these measures, but the group who showed strong peer- but not 

parent-attachments had slightly lower scores on depression and aggression 

and slightly higher on sympathy. Therefore, Liable et al.ôs (2000) findings 

indicate that secure attachments with both parents and peers contribute to 

positive outcomes in adolescents.  
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The group differences in Laible et al., (2000), suggested that peer-attachments 

may have more significant impact than parent-attachments during 

adolescence. These findings also suggest that peer-attachments may become 

distinct from parent-attachments (at least in adolescence), since it was 

possible to have secure attachment with one but not the other, although it 

seems that both peer- and parent-attachments may serve similar functions. 

Therefore, parent-attachments may influence later development of peer-

attachments (Bowlby, 1973), but secure peer-attachments might also develop 

in adolescents even in the absence of secure parent-attachment. These peer-

attachments might be important for the social and emotional well-being of 

adolescents.  

 

The groups in Liable et al.ôs (2000) study were split according to whether 

scores on peer- and parent-attachment were above or below the group mean. 

This means that an individual described as having a secure peer-attachment 

and insecure parent-attachment might have only scored one point above the 

mean for peer-attachment and one point below the mean for parent-

attachment. It could be argued that this individual might better be described 

as ñaverageò in both peer- and parent-attachments. Therefore, it is possible 

that greater differences might have been found between peer- and parent-

attachments if comparisons were made between individuals with more 

extreme scores for each attachment type.  
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It is important to note that the associations found between self-reported 

attachment and measures of depression, aggression and sympathy were 

correlational. Without suitable controls and a longitudinal study, it is not 

possible to assert that it was attachment that influenced adolescent 

adjustment and not the reverse relationship. It could be argued that 

adolescents who are well-adjusted would be more likely to experience more 

secure attachments, or to report more positively on their relationships.  

 

It could also be argued that this study is limited in its conclusions about 

óadolescent adjustmentô, because significant associations were only found for 

their measures of depression, aggression and sympathy. For example, a well-

adjusted adolescent might also be predicted to report high self-esteem and 

pro-social behaviour, and low levels of anxiety. Therefore, the findings can 

only indicate an association between peer- and parent-attachments and 

certain specific aspects of adolescent adjustment. Nevertheless, there is 

support for the role of peer-attachment in other aspects of adolescent 

adjustment such as reduced likelihood of experiencing low mood (Millings, 

Buck, Montgomery, Spears, & Stallard, 2012) and reduced involvement in 

bullying (Murphy, Laible, & Augustine, 2017).   

 

Much of the research discussed in this section was conducted in the USA. 

Therefore, caution must be taken when generalising the implications to YP in 

the UK. Laible et al., (2000)ôs study was conducted in a Midwestern city in the 
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USA, using a sample described as 53% of European American origin, 38% 

Latino and 9% of other ethnic origins. Differences between USA and UK 

cultures and schooling systems, as well as potential cultural differences 

between different ethnic groups may influence expectations of friendships and 

parenting relationships, as well as experiences of adolescence. Therefore, this 

study can be used to suggest that peer-attachments may be important for 

social and emotional well-being of YP, but this is currently a tentative 

hypothesis in respect of YP in London.  

 

A limitation of much of the previous research on friendships is that it relies on 

self-report data. This may limit the reliability of the findings because they rely 

on individualsô subjective views of themselves and might also be vulnerable to 

the impact of social-desirability. Nevertheless, it could be argued that self-

report measures are most appropriate for understanding the very personal 

constructs and processes involved in friendship. This view is supported by 

Graber et al., (2016) who argued that self-report measures provide 

opportunities to explore ñthe ódeepô personal meanings of close friendships 

rather than the ósurfaceô observable exchanges of a given momentò (p. 353, 

Graber et al., 2016). The extent that such relations are protective or negative 

is addressed next. 

 

2.6.2 Friendships as a protective factor for emotional resilience  

An individualôs social and emotional outcomes are influenced by multiple 

factors at different levels of their environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Certain 
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factors such as poor health, marital conflict, domestic violence and low socio-

economic status (SES) can put individuals at greater risk of poor outcomes, 

whereas certain protective factors such as positive self-concept and strong 

social support networks can act as protective factors that promote more 

positive outcomes (Corcoran & Nichols-Casebolt, 2004). Resilience can be 

seen as something that can change over time in response to risk, rather than 

a fixed personality characteristic (Coleman & Hagell, 2007). Therefore, it is 

hypothesised that resilience might be promoted through supporting 

development of protective factors such as friendships.  

 

Studies of peer-attachment have suggested that adolescentsô peer-

relationships may be important for promoting emotional resilience in 

adolescents (Laible et al., 2000; Murphy et al., 2017). Friendships might serve 

as a protective factor that mediates the impact of risks to an adolescentôs well-

being. Sullivan's (1953, in Bukowski et al., 2009) early theory of friendship 

posited that friendship gives children a sense of well-being and validation, and 

that positive experiences of friendship in adolescence can protect against the 

impact of earlier trauma.   

 

Research suggests that friendships are associated with greater well-being; 

children with friends are reported to be more self-confident, less lonely and 

less depressed than those without friends (Hartup, 1996; Parker & Asher, 

1993). Whereas, children without friendships are at risk of experiencing 



 50 

loneliness and stress (Bagwell et al., 2005; Ladd et al., 1996; Whitehouse et 

al., 2009a in Durkin and Conti-Ramsden, 2010). The positive effects of 

friendship may promote resilience in the face of risks. Lansford, Criss, Pettit, 

Dodge, & Bates (2003) found that unilateral parental decision-making (making 

everyday decisions for the adolescent) reported by parents in interviews, was 

associated with teacher-reported externalising behaviour problems in early 

adolescence, but that pupil self-reported friendship quality and peer-

acceptance moderated the impact of this type of parenting. The implication of 

Lansford et al.ôs (2003) findings is that high quality friendship may act as a 

protective factor against potential risk factors for adolescent well-being.  

 

However, Lansford et al. (2003) did not find the same moderation effect for 

friendship and peer-acceptance for the correlations between externalising 

behaviour and the other aspects of parenting assessed (supervision and 

awareness, and harsh discipline). This weakens the evidence for friendship as 

a protective factor for reducing risk of externalising behaviour. It could be 

hypothesised that more moderating effects would be found for associations 

between risk factors (e.g. harsh discipline) and other aspects of adolescent 

well-being such as anxiety, low mood, and pro-social behaviours.  

 

As with Laibleôs et al.ôs (2000) study, Lansford et al.ôs (2003) research was 

conducted in the USA, and so caution must be taken in generalising the 

conclusions to UK adolescents. Nevertheless, the methodology used in 
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Lansford et al.ôs (2003) study has many strengths which lend validity to the 

findings. The study was longitudinal, with parenting factors assessed in 

interviews approximately two years before the pupil and teacher measures. 

This strengthened the conclusion that parenting impacted on later behaviour, 

rather than vice versa. Teacher-reported data on externalizing behaviour was 

also collected at the earlier time-point so that regression analysis could control 

for earlier externalising behaviour and it was possible to triangulate across 

perspectives.  

 

In addition to exploring the role of friendship quality, Lansford et al.ôs (2003) 

study highlighted the role of peer-group affiliation and found a stronger 

moderating effect for peer-group affiliation than for friendship quality. Having 

a wider network of friends may provide more opportunities for exposure to the 

positive impact of friendship than that provided by just one close friendship. 

An implication of this for the current research was the importance of exploring 

both friendship groups and best friends during interviews with YP. 

 

Lansford et al.ôs (2003) conclusions about the protective role of friendships 

have been further supported by more recent research. Friendship may offer 

protection against bullying, either by increasing social adjustment,  decreasing 

vulnerability or through friends acting as defenders (Kendrick, Jutengren, & 

Stattin, 2012).  A longitudinal UK study conducted in Cambridgeshire by 

Harmelen et al. (2016) found that friendship quality at age 14 mediated the 
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association between experiencing relational peer bullying in primary school 

and later depressive symptoms at age 17.  

 

Harmelan et al. (2016) examined the relationships between measures of self-

reported bullying by peers in primary school, friendship quality at 14 and 17 

years old, and symptoms of depression at 14 and 17 years old using self-

report questionnaires completed by 771 adolescents. Factor analysis of the 

bullying measure revealed two factors representing two type of bullying: 

relational verbal bullying and physical bullying.  Harmelen et al. (2016) 

reported a mediation effect for friendship quality and concluded that 

friendships mediate the relationship between relational bullying and later 

symptoms of depression. 

 

However, Harmelen et al.'s (2016) analysis showed that there was no 

significant moderating effect of friendship on the relationship between bullying 

and symptoms of depression. A moderating effect would mean that friendship 

quality influences the strength of the relationship i.e. a higher friendship quality 

could be predicted to weaken the relationship between previous bullying 

experience and later depression symptoms. Harmelen et al.'s (2016) findings 

suggest that this is not the case, but that friendship has a mediating effect i.e. 

friendship quality can be seen to explain the relationship, so that previous 

experience of bullying negatively affects friendship quality, which in turn has a 

negative impact on well-being.  
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Therefore, it could be argued that it is less clear whether supporting friendships 

for adolescents at risk (due to previous bullying experiences) would have a 

positive impact on their later well-being, than if a moderating effect had been 

found. Nevertheless, the mediational role of friendships was significant and 

explained 35% of the variance in the relationship between relational bullying 

and depressive symptoms. Therefore, it could be hypothesised that providing 

support for friendships could alter this relationship to promote emotional well-

being.  

 

Whilst Lansford et al.ôs (2003) findings are from a USA sample and may be 

less representative of the experiences of YP in the UK, Harmelen et al.'s 

(2016) study was conducted in the UK, giving it greater external reliability when 

considering its findings in relation to YP in the UK. However, it should still be 

noted that the study was conducted in an area of above average SES that may 

be less representative of YP in London.   

 

Although these studies have their limitations, when taken together, they 

suggest that friendship may play an important role in promoting emotional 

resilience for YP at risk of both internalising and externalising problems.  
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Graber, Turner, & Madill (2016) developed the Adolescent Friendship and 

Resilience Model (AFRM) to explain how having a supportive close friendship 

can promote resilience for adolescents. Graber et al., (2016) developed their 

model through a study of the associations between the perceived quality of 

friendship with their closest friend and self-report measures of resilience, in 

409 male and female adolescents (aged 11 - 19). Participants were recruited 

from schools and colleges with high intake of pupils from low SES 

backgrounds, as they expected these pupils to have encountered challenges 

requiring resilience. 

  

The model was developed through a series of regression analyses to find the 

model that best fit the data. The validity of the model was strengthened by 

Graber et al.'s (2016) method of analysis as they tested the fit of their predicted 

model as well as possible alternatives, resulting in a model that included only 

the mediating factors for which regression associations were significant. In this 

model, perceived friendship quality was a significant predictor for promoting 

effort, a supportive friendship network and constructive coping, and these 

mediators were positively associated with resilience, while friendship quality 

was a negative predictor for disengaged and externalising coping, and these 

mediating factors were negatively associated with resilience.  

 

Graber et al., (2016) reported that a direct relationship between supportive 

friendships and resilience was not significant when compared to the indirect 
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model including mediators, this lends support to the significant role of the 

mediators in their model. In addition, the researchers tested a model of the 

reverse relationship in which resilience predicts friendships via the predicted 

mediating factors and found that this reversed model was less predictive of 

friendship quality than the hypothesised model was predictive of resilience, 

lending further support to the AFRM model.  

 

Therefore, Graber et al.ôs (2016) findings support a model which suggests that 

friendship promotes resilience through supporting the development of 

constructive coping strategies, encouraging effort, developing a supportive 

friendship group, and reducing development of disengaged and externalising 

coping strategies. The authors suggested that friendship can provide a 

resource for coping in the support of the close friend, as well as the wider 

friendship network, and promote development of coping strategies by 

providing a behavioural model of effective coping (e.g. through seeking 

support, distraction or positive reinterpretation, rather than less adaptive 

responses to stressors like avoidance or externalising behaviours).   

 

Graber et al. (2016) used a large sample of 409 male and female YP which 

enabled them to report on gender differences in their findings. For example, 

they found that having a supportive close friendship network only acted as a 

mechanism through which perceived close friendship quality facilitated 

resilience in girls.  
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The authors suggested that this effect may not apply to boys due to their 

increased vulnerability to ñantisocial and maladaptive behaviourò within 

groups. There are gender differences in the social processes of friendship 

networks of girls who tend to co-ruminate on problems, and friendship 

networks of boys which tend to reinforce antisocial behaviour (Graber et al., 

2016). However, it could be argued that this may be an over-simplification of 

adolescent friendship, given that many adolescents will engage in mixed 

gender friendship networks, and it does not account for measures of the size 

or quality of interactions of the friendship network.  

 

Graber et al.'s (2016) AFRM model highlighted the potential role of friendships 

as a protective factor and explained how this relationship might operate 

through aspects of friendship. The model suggests that friendship promotes 

constructive coping, effort, and access to a wider friendship group. 

 

An issue with Graber et al.'s (2016) AFRM model is that it was developed using 

a sample of adolescents from low SES backgrounds. Although this sample 

was chosen for theoretical reasons (it was expected to enable measurement 

of resilience), it was not clear whether the model is representative of the 

relationship between friendship and resilience in other samples of 

adolescents, or whether there may be something different about the role of 

friendship in this sample. 
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It could be hypothesised that there are relevant differences between this group 

and the wider population of adolescents; the authors themselves suggested 

that ñshared social, community-based, or developmental risks may be 

particularly responsive to peer supportò. If this is the case, this sample might 

have showed greater impact of friendship quality than might be expected in 

another sample of adolescents. Alternatively, the continued exposure to risks 

associated with low SES for both the adolescent and their friend might limit 

the impact of friendship. Graber et al. (2016) suggested that further research 

is needed to explore the role of friendship in adolescents who are facing other 

types of risk factor.   

 

Graber et al.'s (2016) AFRM model highlighted the potential role of friendships 

as a protective factor and explained how this relationship might operate 

through aspects of friendship. This has implications for the current research; it 

was important to explore whether friendships support resilience for a sample 

of adolescents facing different risk factors (those associated with SPCD).  

 

2.6.3 Is friendship always a protective factor? 

Friendships may be protective but might not always have a protective role. 

Membership of a friendship group can have potentially negative impact on 

well-being through promoting co-rumination about the problem (this tends to 

be seen in girls) or reinforcement of antisocial behaviour (which tends to be 

seen in boys) (Graber et al., 2016). Adolescents might view themselves as 
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having positive friendships, despite these involving disengagement or 

externalizing behaviours (e.g. shared substance abuse) (Graber et al., 2016). 

 

 Lansford et al.'s (2003) study (discussed above) included a measure of 

adolescentsô perception of their friendsô and peer groupsô antisocial behaviour. 

Participants were asked to rate how often their best friend and their peer group 

engaged in the described behaviour, for 5 items describing antisocial 

behaviours such as fighting with other children. They found that perceptions 

of peer groupsô and best friendsô antisocial behaviour was a moderating factor 

for the relationship between harsh parental discipline and externalising 

behaviour, suggesting that friendships can increase the risk of externalising 

behavioural problems if those friends are engaging in anti-social behaviours.  

 

An unexpected finding from Lansford et al. (2003) was that for adolescents 

who experienced high levels of unilateral parental decision-making and low 

supervision and awareness from parents, positive peer relationships with 

peers that they perceived as highly antisocial was found to be a protective 

factor against externalising behaviour. Lansford et al. (2003) suggested that 

these YP might benefit from having a group of friends to share problems with, 

even if they viewed them as ñanti-socialò, and that this might help them to avoid 

engaging in negative behaviours.  
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Therefore, it is important to consider that adolescent friendships are complex, 

and simply having friendships may not be enough to promote resilience and 

well-being. Thus any attempts to promote friendship-building should consider 

how to foster friendships that are supportive and promote effective coping. At 

the same time, it could be argued that the findings suggest the importance of 

including the YPôs views, because the benefits of a friendship for that individual 

YP may not be clear to an outside observer.  

 

In summary, friendships may be protective but might not always have a 

protective role for adolescents. The following section will discuss the potential 

role of friendships for YP with SPCD. 

 

2.7 Could friendships promote resilience in YP with SPCD? 

Friendships may act as a protective factor for YP with SPCD, as they offer 

opportunities to develop social understanding, practise social skills and access 

emotional support (Durkin & Conti-Ramsden, 2010). It is hypothesised that YP 

with SPCD who have received support to develop friendships, within an 

inclusive school that promotes peer-acceptance, will have greater likelihood of 

positive SEMH outcomes.  

 

There is a lack of research into friendship in YP with SPCD, but research in 

YP with other communication difficulties suggests that additional factors, such 
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as social support, can mediate the relationship between language difficulties 

and emotional well-being (Conti-Ramsden & Botting, 2008). Conti-Ramsden 

& Botting (2008) reported higher risk of anxiety and depression in YP with 

Language Impairment but found that language ability at 7 years was not a 

significant predictor for development of anxiety and depression in later life. 

Conti-Ramsden and Botting (2008) concluded that the relationship between 

language difficulties and emotional outcomes may not be a directly causal 

association. Additional factors may mediate the impact of language difficulties 

on emotional outcomes. Durkin & Conti-Ramsden (2010) suggested that other 

variables such as a young personôs level of self-help skills, ability to 

compensate for difficulties, past experiences and social support might mediate 

this relationship. It could be hypothesised that this would also be the case for 

YP with SPCD; risks and protective factors might mediate the relationship 

between social communication difficulties and emotional resilience.  

 

Therefore, friendships may have a potentially protective role for YP with 

SPCD. Research is needed to explore potential protective factors, such as 

friendships, that might feasibly be supported in order to promote the social and 

emotional well-being of YP with SPCD.  

 

2.8 Conclusion 

There is a growing body of evidence showing that YP with SPCD are at greater 

risk of SEMH problems than their peers. It is acknowledged that behavioural 
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problems are likely to stem from underlying SEMH needs, so the association 

between communication difficulties and behaviour indicates an association 

with SEMH. Therefore, there is a need to understand the social and emotional 

experiences of these YP. Furthermore, SPCD is a relatively new category, and 

further research is required to understand the needs of this group.  

 

Risks and protective factors in each individual YPôs environment may influence 

how their needs affect their social and emotional well-being. Research is 

needed to understand the potential risk and protective factors for these YP. 

This thesis explored friendships as one potential protective factor for YP with 

SPCD that might be supported to promote their social and emotional well-

being.  

 

Much of the previous research into SPCD has focussed on primary-school-

aged pupils and has predominantly relied on analysis of quantitative data. 

Therefore, little is known about adolescents with SPCD, and there is a gap in 

qualitative understanding of these YPôs experiences. The current study aimed 

to take a qualitative approach to exploring the views of YP themselves to gain 

greater insight into the nature of their SEMH needs and experiences. This may 

enable EPs to promote more effective holistic intervention and support tailored 

to these YPôs needs. 
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2.9 Research Questions: 

1. What are the views of young people with social pragmatic 

communication difficulties on their friendships and related aspects of 

emotional wellbeing? 

 

2. In what ways do schools support the friendships of young people with 

social pragmatic communication difficulties?  

 

 

3. In what ways do secondary school staff understand social pragmatic 

communication difficulties and how does the school address these 

needs? 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

 

This chapter will explain my epistemological perspective and the rationale for 

the qualitative case study design. It will outline the research design and 

method, how I ensured the trustworthiness of findings, and details of ethical 

considerations.  

 

3.1 Research Design 

This research aimed to understand the friendship experiences of YP with 

SPCD, through exploration of their views on these experiences, 

complemented by the perspectives of their parents and the professionals who 

work with them (Learning Support Assistants and the SENCO). 

The study used a qualitative multiple case study design using semi-structured 

interview data. 

 
 
3.1.1 Rationale for Qualitative Case Study Design   

A qualitative design was used because qualitative methods enable detailed 

exploration (Yardley, 2000) and can give a rich, contextually sensitive and 

meaningful description of the experiences of participants (Henwood, 1996 in 

Richardson, 1996). Although this design does not allow for generalisation 

beyond the sample, it enabled deeper insight into the often unheard views of 

a group of YP with SPCD. Qualitative methods allow for data in the form of 

broad and flexible natural language, rather than the finite descriptive choices 

provided by measures used to collect quantitative data (Hammersley, 1996 in 

Richardson, 1996). Therefore, qualitative data was likely to better represent 
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the complexity of participantôs perspectives in a non-restricted way that invited 

new understanding.  

 

A case study design was chosen because it enabled me to capture a holistic 

understanding of the complex contextual conditions that are important in 

explaining ñreal worldò cases (Yin, 2014), such as of the experiences of YP 

with social communication difficulties.  

 

The aim of this research was to: 

(a)  bring together multiple sources of evidence from the YPôs views, and 

the views of their parents and professionals who know them,  

(b) develop an understanding of the experiences of each YP, 

(c) look at this experience from different perspectives. 

 

The use of multiple case studies enabled comparison of similarities and 

differences across cases, which allowed for development of implications for 

supporting friendships and well-being, based on both common themes and 

consideration of individual differences, as well as contextual differences 

occurring between cases.   

 

A limitation of this design was that it used a small sample and the data will not 

generalise beyond the specific context of the school involved. Nevertheless, 

although small scale research may not yield a complete and fully-

generalisable explanation, it can be used to present different perspectives and 

new ways of understanding (Yardley, 2000). This study aimed to provide an 
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insight into the perspectives of individuals within their social and cultural 

context, and present transferable findings that offer possible starting points for 

EPs, which may be adapted to support YP with social communication 

difficulties beyond the context of this study. Therefore, it hoped to identify 

issues and elements to inform work in the field. 

 

3.1.3 Epistemological Perspective    

This research took a constructivist stance using a qualitative participatory 

methodology. According to a constructivist perspective, knowledge is socially 

constructed, and is time and context dependent (Mertens, 2015). Events and 

concepts mean different things to different individuals or groups at different 

times (Burr, 2003). For example, the concept of ñfriendshipò is a construct that 

is understood differently by different individuals, in different cultures and 

across time periods. Therefore, constructivist research seeks to give a 

balanced representation of individualsô views on reality. This study 

acknowledged that the experiences of the YP involved may differ from what 

has been said or written about them by others, and sought to understand their 

experiences from multiple perspectives, to present a balanced representation 

of the participantsô views.  

 

An issue with this perspective is its vulnerability to challenges to 

trustworthiness and authenticity. The researcher interacts with participants to 

create meanings (Mertens, 2015). Although the aim of constructivist research 

is to develop understanding from the participantôs perspective, it is possible 

that participants do not fully understand their experiences (Mertens, 2015). 



 66 

Constructivism acknowledges different perspectives, but for the researcher to 

form conclusions they must make judgments about which narratives to follow. 

Therefore, the researcher must be clear about their own values and how these 

influence their analysis (Mertens, 2015). I endeavoured to be transparent and 

reflexive about the impact of personal values (see section 3.7 Reflexivity), and 

took steps to ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the research (see 

section 3.6 Ensuring Trustworthiness).  

 

A constructivist view fits with my theoretical perspective which draws on 

resilience theory (Masten & Powell, 2010) as a theoretical lens through which 

to explore the role of friendships in YP with social pragmatic communication 

difficulties. Resilience is seen as a social construct that is understood 

differently by different individuals, groups and cultures. I believe that an 

individualôs experience of a particular risk or protective factor will be influenced 

by their socially constructed view of the value and role of that factor.  

 

One of the challenges to applying resilience theory is that it necessitates a 

value-laden judgement on what constitutes resilience, risk and adversity 

(Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013). I endeavoured to use the participantôs own 

judgments about their experiences, but it must be acknowledged that this was 

reliant on my interpretations of the participantôs accounts.  

 

I took an ecological view (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) of resilience whereby risk 

and protective factors can come from different levels of the systems operating 

in the context. Therefore, I took the position that YPôs experiences of their 
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social communication needs, their friendships, and their social and emotional 

well-being are socially constructed through their interactions with systems in 

their context.  

 

This ecological model does not take account of an individualôs strengths and 

capacity for resilience; it does not explain how an individual may achieve 

positive outcomes despite risk factors in the systems around them 

(Christensen, 2016). This thesis focussed on friendship as a potential 

protective factor in the young personôs microsystem, but it also acknowledged 

their individual strengths in terms of their personality and social skills.  

 

This study sought to understand these experiences by constructing case 

studies that brought together views from each YP and from the home and 

school systems around them. This was achieved through a systematic process 

of triangulation of the views expressed, which enabled the development of a 

rich and comprehensive account of each case. Social constructivism 

acknowledges that different individuals and groups will experience constructs 

differently depending on their interpretations. Therefore, I saw each individual 

YPôs experience as different. This study aimed to both capture individual 

stories through case studies, while also developing broader understandings 

constructed from multiple perspectives to encompass the complex interactions 

involved. 
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3.2 Sample 

The sample came from one mainstream secondary school with a specialist 

provision for pupils with SLCN, in an inner-city London borough. In this London 

borough, 40% of the population were White British or Irish, 15% were from 

other White backgrounds, approximately one third of the population were 

Black African, Caribbean or from other Black backgrounds, and 8.4% were 

from Asian backgrounds (Local Authority X, 2016). The school population in 

the current study is thus more ethnically diverse than the wider population, 

with 14.6% of pupils in schools coming from White British backgrounds (Local 

Authority X, 2016). This school prioritises provision for Special Educational 

Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and the Inclusion department is central to the 

school, which contributes to an inclusive ethos. Therefore, this school provided 

a useful context to explore views on effective provision.  

 

3.2.1 Young people participants  

3.2.1.1 Sampling Criteria 

Purposeful criterion sampling was used to identify information-rich cases 

through consultation with the schoolôs SENCO and SALT. A disadvantage of 

this was that selection was not random and may have been skewed towards 

pupils who stand out more due to their social difficulties. Nevertheless, it 

enabled accurate identification by professionals who both knew the pupils well 

and understood the selection criteria. This arguably enhanced the reliability 

and ecological validity of their judgements. 
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The following selection criteria were developed based on the research 

questions: 

¶ Secondary school pupils  

¶ Referred to the SALT 

¶ On a Special Educational Needs (SEN) Support Plan (the stage before 

an Education, Health and Care Plan in the graduated approach to SEN 

provision).  

¶ With a clinical diagnosis of ñSocial Communication Disorderò, or 

associated descriptive label from a relevant professional e.g. 

ñpragmatic language difficultiesò or ñsocial communication difficultiesò, 

or whose described language and communication need meets the 

DSM-5 diagnostic criteria for ñSocial Communication Disorderò (i.e. 

persistent difficulties with social verbal and non-verbal communication 

in the absence of rigid, restricted and repetitive interests, behaviours 

and activities). Selection criteria were written following discussion with 

a community SALT, to take issues with diagnostic terminology into 

consideration (see section 1.2). 

 

3.2.1.2 Exclusion Criteria 

Pupils who had received a diagnosis other than SPCD that would explain their 

social communication needs (for example ASD, Global Developmental Delay 

or a medical condition) were not included in the sample. This meant that YPôs 

presenting social communication needs were not attributable to another 

known diagnosis.  
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However, pupils with other additional SEN (e.g. Dyslexia) were not excluded 

from the study. This is because I acknowledged that YP with SPCD are at risk 

of other SEN such as literacy difficulties (Freed, Adams, & Lockton, 2011). All 

YP with communication needs are at risk of difficulties related to SEMH and 

education (Bercow, 2018). Therefore, it is acknowledged that YP with SPCD 

may have additional identified needs, and it would be inappropriate to exclude 

their views. 

 

Two participants had English as an Additional Language (EAL) status which 

might contribute to their difficulties with aspects of communication. However, 

exclusion of these YP was deemed unnecessary because both pupils were 

reported to be fluent in English (Level E is the highest level of EAL proficiency 

on the scale from A to E where A is ñnew to Englishò; Department for 

Education). Additionally, there is a high prevalence of EAL in the inner-city 

London school context, therefore it was deemed appropriate to represent EAL 

pupils in the sample.  

  

3.2.1.3 Participant details 

The participants were 6 young people aged between 12 and 14 years old in 

Years 8, 9 and 10 of a secondary school in an inner-city London borough (see 

Table 1).  
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As shown by Table 1, participants were from a range of ethnic and linguistic 

backgrounds, and had various needs in addition to their SPCD.  

 

3.2.2 Parent/carer participants 

Four of the YP participantsô parent/carers gave written consent to take part in 

parent interviews. However, one parent/carer was unable to interview due to 

unforeseen health reasons.  The mothers of three YP took part in interviews. 

 

3.2.3 School staff participants  

For each YP participant, the Learning Support Assistant (LSA) who spends 

most time with the pupil took part in an interview. In addition, the SENCo was 

interviewed to gain additional data on the school context.  
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3.3 Procedure 

 

3.3.1 Participant Recruitment 

The Head Teacher of the chosen secondary school was contacted to invite 

participation in the study. Once consent was gained, I contacted the SENCo, 

who identified pupils who met the criteria for inclusion in the study, in 

consultation with the SALT. The SENCo made contact with the parents of 

identified pupils and sent out parent and YP information sheets and consent 

forms requesting participation (See Appendix 2).  

 

3.3.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Interviews were used because they can yield rich and insightful qualitative 

data; linguistic communication can offer unique perspectives on peopleôs 

viewpoints and actions (Robson, 2011). A semi-structured approach was 

taken to enable flexibility of questioning, which allowed me to adapt questions 

to individual participants and follow up on interesting responses.  

 

Interview schedules were developed for each participant type (see Appendix 

4) with the aim of eliciting their views on the YPôs friendships and related 

experiences, and of support for their needs. Staff interviews also contained 

questions designed to elicit contextual information and understanding of 

SPCD. I used open questions (e.g. Can you tell me about her friendships?), 

because this type of question allows for in-depth answers and broader 

representation of the respondentôs viewpoint, and may lead to unexpected 

insights (Robson, 2011). I also used closed questions to support respondents 
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through prompts, or to summarise or seek clarification. Interview questions 

were refined following piloting (see 3.4.4. Piloting).  

 

 

3.3.3 Activity-oriented interviews 

An inclusive methodology was developed through an activity-oriented 

interview designed to support the YP to engage with the interview and 

communicate their views. Activity-oriented interviewing refers to the use of 

activities and exercises to supplement questioning (Colucci, 2007). An activity-

oriented method was used because this approach has been found to promote 

engagement and facilitate communication for YP with communication needs, 

leading to more insightful findings (Winstone, Huntington, Goldsack, Kyrou, & 

Millward, 2014). 

 

There are limitations to using an activity-oriented approach; it can be more 

difficult to compare and interpret pupilôs responses without a fixed interview 

structure, activity-oriented interviews take more time to conduct than standard 

interviews, and some participants may be more reluctant to take part if they 

find activities difficult or uncomfortable (Colucci, 2007). I sought to overcome 

this by giving participants choices about which activities they completed and 

how they completed them (e.g. writing, drawing, choosing cards or orally), to 

support participation. This approach elicited rich data, and was consistent with 

the use of the case study design which allowed for individual differences to be 

presented.  
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It is the dialogue elicited through participation in the activities, rather than the 

content of the completed activities, which is the main focus of activity-oriented 

interviews (Colucci, 2007). Therefore, the data came from transcription of the 

interview dialogue, encouraged by the activities used which nonetheless were 

noted as they constituted contextual data around the interviews. 

 

I developed a schedule of interview questions and related activities in 

consultation with my supervisors, and through trialling /piloting of a wider 

range of tools designed to elicit the views of YP in EP practice. The interviews 

were semi-structured; a structure was provided by the schedule of activities 

and questions, but was adapted to suit individuals. Additional questions were 

used to follow up individual participantôs responses. This was important in to 

engage the YP and allow them some control over the direction of the 

conversation.  

 

Use of a semi-structured approach enabled me to adapt activities to the 

participantôs preferences, while aiming to ensure sufficient coverage of 

questions related to the research questions. For example, one participant 

(Jason) spoke at length and gave detailed and relevant responses to 

questions asked in the first two activities. It was pertinent to ask follow-up 

questions to gain a deeper understanding of the views he shared, rather than 

rushing to get through the interview schedule.  

 

The interview aimed to elicit the YPôs views and experiences of friendship and 

peer interactions, related aspects of their social and emotional wellbeing, and 
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what supports them. This was achieved through questioning during completion 

of the following participatory activities summarised below: 

 

Strength Cards 1: 

The participant is asked to sort picture cards (Strength Cards - ELSA Support, 

2013) showing different ñStrengthsò used to describe people (e.g. brave, 

playful, helpful) into ñLike Meò and ñNot Like Meò (see Figure 2). They are 

asked questions linked to their responses, for example: ñTell me about when 

you wereé (e.g. brave)ò, ñHow did you get to be brave?ò, ñAre there any that 

you would like to be?ò and ñWhat could help you beé?ò This activity builds 

rapport, and elicits views of self and others, and can lead to discussion of what 

/who helps them and how.  
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Relationship Circles: 

The interviewer draws three concentric circles and explains that the inner 

circle represents the participant, the middle circle is for their closest/most 

important friends, and the outer circle is for friends who are still important but 

less close to them. The circles are divided into ñInside schoolò and ñOutside 

Schoolò (see Figure 3). During this activity, they are asked questions about 

these friends to elicit their views, both positive and negative, on their 

friendships and other peer relationships. Positive and negative views were 

recorded on different coloured sticky notes (see Figure 4). 
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Sentence Completion: 

The participant chooses whether to complete the ñfill in the gapò worksheet 

(see Figure 5), or to complete sentences verbally. Sentence starters have 

been written based on questions in the research literature on friendships, and 

designed to elicit views on friendship, social and emotional wellbeing, and 

support.  
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Blob People: 

Participants look at pictures taken from Blob School (Wilson & Long, 2015) 

and are asked if any of the Blobs are like them or their friends, if there are any 

they would like to be, or any that look like a good friend. They are also asked 

if any make them feel happy, sad or worried, which can lead to discussion of 

when they feel sad or worried, and what or who can help them.  
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Ideal Friend (based on the Ideal Self; Moran, 2001):  

This activity used a script adapted from Drawing the Ideal Self (Moran, 2001). 

Participants draw and write (or instruct the interviewer on what to draw/write) 

their responses to questions about what makes a good friend, and what makes 

a bad friend. The interviewer then draws a scale between the good and bad 

friend drawings/descriptions (see Figure 7) and asks the participant scaling 

questions, for example:  

Where would you rate your friends now? 

What makes your friends an 8?  

What would need to change to move from an 8 to a 10?  

Who or what could help?  

This activity is used to elicit views on the role of friendship, on current 

friendship quality and can lead to discussion of what/who can help with 

friendships.  
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Strength Cards 2 - Good Friend:  

The participant is asked to pick 5 Strength Cards to show the most important 

strengths for a good friend. They are asked follow-up questions about their 

choices e.g. ñWhat is good about having a friend who isé?ò to elicit their views 

on the role of friendship.  

 

 

3.3.4 Piloting  

I piloted the parent interview with the parent of a YP with SPCD who was not 

included in the main study, and piloted the staff interview with a teacher who 

had a YP with these needs in their class. Piloting of the parent interview helped 

me to develop lists of prompts to support parents if they had difficulty 

answering more open questions. For example, the parent said she was not 

sure what she found helpful for supporting her sonôs friendships and wellbeing, 

but was able to describe various factors once I asked if anything at school or 

in the community supported him (e.g. work experience in his community 

helped him develop confidence).  
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Prompts were used in the pilot teacher interview and were found to encourage 

greater detail to her answers. For example, I asked whether the pupil had any 

additional needs apart from their communication needs, and the use of 

prompts ensured that the teacher included detail on her pupilôs SEMH needs 

as well as learning difficulties.  

 

The interview schedule including participatory activities was piloted with two 

YP with SPCD who attend a different secondary school in the same inner-

London borough as the main study. Draft information sheets and consent 

forms were also used and discussed with the YP to ensure understanding. 

Piloting of the YP activity-oriented interview led to some adaptions to further 

support communication, such as the inclusion of visual vocabulary on one 

page so it could be easily referred to (Appendix 5).  

 

3.3.4 Data Collection: Conducting Interviews 

All participants received an Information Sheet prior to the interview, and YP 

were given a ñpupil-friendlyò version (Appendix 2). I explained the purpose of 

the interview, consent, and right to withdraw or leave out any section of the 

interview at the beginning of the interview. Interviews were recorded on a 

Dictaphone, with the participantôs permission. All interviews were conducted 

in a private room, which was familiar to the YP. They were given the option to 

ask for a familiar adult to come with them, although none requested this option. 

Initial rapport building questions were used to make participants comfortable 

before the interview.  
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Parent interviews were conducted at a time of their preference, following an 

initial telephone conversation to confirm understanding of the research and 

consent. Parents were offered a telephone interview to minimise barriers to 

participation, and all three parents chose this option due to work/family 

commitments. Telephone interviews were conducted on speakerphone in a 

private room, and recorded on a Dictaphone.  

 

I used principles of active listening, presenting questions in a simple and non-

threatening way, and showing interest and enjoyment to promote participant 

engagement and sharing (Robson, 2011).  

 

3.4 Ethical Considerations  

This study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee at the Institute of 

Education, University College London (Appendix 3). 

 

3.4.1 Informed consent. 

All participants were informed of the aims and procedure of the interviews and 

their right to withdraw from the process at any time. Written consent was given 

by all participants before taking part. Additional steps were taken to ensure the 

YPôs informed consent (see Section 3.4.2).  

 

Whilst conducting this research, I was also a Trainee EP for the Local 

Authority, which may have influenced participantôs willingness to consent. I 

attempted to reduce the impact of this by conducting the study in a school 

which I was not linked to in my EP role.  
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3.4.2 Vulnerability of young people with social pragmatic communication 

difficulties. 

YP participants were vulnerable both because they are children and because 

of their SPCD. Children are less able than adults to protect their own interests 

(Farrell, 2005 in Merrick, 2011). The communication needs of the YP involved 

meant it was more challenging to ensure understanding of the procedure and 

their right to withdraw. Consent was sought from parents initially, and then 

from the YP themselves. I explained the interview activities, and reassured 

them that they could choose not to participate without consequence. I involved 

parents/carers when gaining consent to facilitate understanding. Even when it 

is not possible to gain fully informed consent from YP, it is ethical to establish 

their ñassentò to participate (Morris, 2003). Therefore, I continued to monitor 

the YPôs willingness to participate throughout the process.  

 

The research was not intended to cause harm and aimed to develop 

understanding and support for the needs of this population. It was intended to 

promote the ethical practice of respect for YPôs own views. Nevertheless, as 

YP in the sample may experience SEMH problems, it was important to ensure 

that they felt comfortable and did not experience emotional harm as a result of 

their participation.  

 

To put participants at ease, I suggested that they may wish to have a familiar 

adult with them during interviews, although none of the YP who participated 
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chose to have this. I sent an information sheet before the interview to be 

shared with the YP to reduce any anxiety that might arise beforehand. I 

monitored the YPôs responses for signs of distress or anxiety, offered breaks, 

and reminded them of their right to withdraw from the study. However, this was 

not found to be necessary as none showed signs of distress.  

 

Two participants indicated that they would like to leave once the current lesson 

was over, so I checked that they were happy to continue until then, and 

checked lesson timings in order to finish at their preferred time. The LSA who 

collected and introduced the YP to me reported that they all seemed to have 

enjoyed participating.  

 

My previous role as a teacher in a Specialist Provision for children with SLCN 

means that I have an awareness and understanding of the needs of this 

population which I applied to support their participation.  

 

It was essential to the research and to ensuring ethical practice, that 

participantsô views have been understood and reported accurately. I took a 

reflexive approach to listening by acknowledging that ñtruly listening to children 

means being prepared to be surprised by themò (Merrick, 2011). The study 

used a participatory approach (Clark, 2001) i.e. YP were invited to check, 
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review and discuss their interview transcripts and guide my interpretations 

during feedback interviews.  

 

3.4.3 Sensitivity of topic. 

It is possible that the YP and their parents may have experienced discomfort 

when discussing peer-relationships. In some cases, YP recalled experiences 

that had caused previous emotional distress (e.g. bullying incidents). I was 

sensitive to this and used consultation skills developed as a Trainee EP to 

show empathy, elicit their problem-solving strategies and signpost them to 

further support if appropriate.  

 

Use of an unstructured interview method allowed for deviations from the 

interview schedule when appropriate to protect the wellbeing of participants. 

Participants were assured that the data collected would be kept anonymously 

and confidentially (unless a safeguarding concern had arisen, in which case 

school safeguarding procedures would have been followed).  

 

Participants may have felt discomfort about being recorded, therefore their 

permission to be recorded was obtained, and they could choose not to be 

recorded if they did not wish to be. Participants were assured that recordings 

would be kept confidentially and used only for this research. Following the 

feedback interview, participants were offered an opportunity for a de-briefing 
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in which to discuss the research and ask questions and were given contact 

details for any follow-up concerns.  

 

3.4.4 Anonymity, confidentiality and data protection.  

Data was encrypted and stored anonymously to maintain confidentiality, and 

remains anonymous in this report. Pseudonyms (chosen by the YP) have been 

used to protect their identities. Names of parents and staff members have not 

been reported. Consent forms were stored separately from the data, and 

names were removed from interview transcripts.  

 

 

3.5 Data analysis  

The interviews were transcribed and then analysed using thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006) to search for themes within the data. The activities 

supplemented the interviews, so they were not analysed separately but rather 

as part of the interview data. Thematic analysis was used because it is a 

flexible approach that can be inductive i.e. the themes are strongly linked to 

the data, or deductive i.e. the themes are driven by the researcherôs theoretical 

or analytical interest (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This flexibility was appropriate 

for the current study because the research questions guided the coding 

process deductively, but it was also important to allow for the identification of 

unexpected themes from the data.  

 

However, thematic analysis has limitations. It requires the researcher to make 

their own judgements about the data, and can allow for a lack of consistency 
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and rigour in the development of the themes (Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 

2017). In the current study, it is acknowledged that I have influenced the 

analysis of findings. Nevertheless, I endeavoured to ensure the credibility 

through peer checking, and consistency by using a consistent theoretical 

perspective (of ecological resilience). 

 

The use of thematic analysis fits with the constructivist perspective of the 

research, as thematic analysis can be used to explore how different narratives 

influence events, meanings and experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It also 

allows for triangulation of different perspectives through analysis of the 

common and different themes found across participant types. 

 

A multiple case study analysis was used, where the unit of analysis was the 

young person (Yin, 2014). Figure 9 illustrates the sequence of analysis. Step 

1 (see Figure 9) involved analysis of each individual case (interview data from 

each young person, parent and TA), followed by drawing the cases together 

through analysis of similarities and differences of themes relevant to each 

case, taking account of their differing contexts. This case study analysis was 

followed by analysis by participant type i.e. thematic analysis of each set of 

transcripts for each group (YP, parents and staff - a triangulation approach), 

as shown in steps 2, 3 and 4 in Figure 9.  
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The order of coding i.e. all YP interviews first, then all staff interviews, and 

finally all parent interviews (steps 2, 3 and 4 in Figure 9) ensured that YPôs 

views were prioritised with reduced influence from other perspectives, and 

permissioned the analysis within and across case studies and across 

participant types. The following is a description of the thematic analysis 

process applied to each transcript. 
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Thematic analysis of the transcribed interview data was conducted following 

the process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). Following transcription, the 

transcripts were read thoroughly until I had developed familiarity with the data. 

The Transcripts were then coded using NVivo software (NVivo qualitative data 

analysis Software, 2012). A complete coding approach was used to ensure 

coverage of all data, and transcripts were coded thoroughly and 

systematically, rather than anecdotally, to ensure authenticity. Coding was 

guided by the research questions so that transcripts were coded for any 

content broadly related to the research questions.  

 

Once all of the interview transcripts had been coded, the individual case 

studies were developed (see the first box in Figure 9 which illustrates the 

development of the 6 case studies). For each case, the codes were collated 

into categories of codes representing similar or related ideas (see Appendix 7: 

Example of coding table). At this stage these categories represented linked 

codes within the individual participantôs transcript (although many of these 

categories formed the basis for themes in the later integrative thematic 

analysis i.e. if the category was common across different participants). The 

case studies were constructed using the categories (and their related codes) 

for each participant relevant to the case (e.g. YP, LSA and parent). This has 

been presented in a narrative style in the Findings chapter, in order to tell the 

story from each perspective. Within each case study, the categories and codes 

for each of the different participants were analysed to search for similarities 
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and differences across perspectives (see Step 1 in Figure 9), and a summary 

of these findings has been presented at the end of each case study. 

 

Following the case study analysis, an integrative thematic analysis was used 

to search for themes across individual participants within each participant type 

(YP, parents and staff). At this stage, I returned to the original coded 

transcripts for each participant type, which ensured inclusion of relevant data 

which was not included in the case study analysis (e.g. staff comments on their 

broader understanding of SPCD not specifically related to the YP discussed 

in the case study). I also included the SENCo interview data in the thematic 

analysis of staff themes.   

 

Codes were collated into initial themes using handwritten mind maps to 

organise the codes into potential themes and sub-themes, which were then 

reviewed again in relation to each transcript and its data set (steps 2, 3 and 4 

in Figure 9). Following this review process, tables of themes were developed 

to represent the themes and sub-themes (see Appendix 8: example table of 

themes). Themes were then refined, named and described according to their 

contents. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that identification of themes should 

not depend on quantity of occurrence but on whether the theme represents an 

important idea in relation to the research questions. Therefore, themes were 

assembled according to patterns identified in relation to the guiding research 

questions. Finally, the resulting themes were analysed to see if there were 

similarities and/or differences in the different themes for each participant type 

(step 5 in Figure 9).  
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3.6 Ensuring Trustworthiness   

Small-scale case study research is open to criticism in terms of the reliability 

and validity of the findings. It is not possible to replicate the identical 

circumstances and context of the study (Robson, 2011). Nevertheless, 

constructivist researchers seek to ensure ñconfirmability rather than 

objectivityò (Lincoln & Guba, 2000, in Mertens, 2015) so that the findings 

represent the participants and their contexts. Furthermore, ñtheoretical 

generalisationò means that findings from this study may be used to inform 

understanding in other comparable contexts (Robson, 2011). 

 

I took several steps to enhance trustworthiness of the findings. This included 

ensuring dependability by maintaining accurate records of the research 

process in a research diary, recording interviews on a Dictaphone and 

checking the accuracy of transcriptions.  

 

The credibility of findings was enhanced through feedback interviews and 

member-checking of the interview transcripts with the YP to ensure 

correspondence between their views and my understanding of them. A 

member-check interview was conducted with each YP. This is an interactive 

approach in which the participant can review their transcript, and confirm or 

modify their views (Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell, & Walter, 2016). I supported 

member-checking by reading the transcripts with the YP, and showing the 

visuals used and activities completed in their original interviews. Member-
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checking fits with the constructivist epistemology when used to enable 

participants to reconstruct their narrative (Birt et al., 2016).  

 

Data and coding were checked by two peers (Trainee EP colleagues) and my 

research supervisor, to establish confirmability of the findings. A transcript for 

each participant type (YP, parent and LSA) was shared with peer-reviewers 

who coded the transcript independently. The codes were then discussed. 

There was an agreement between reviewers and myself (codes used similar 

wording or it was agreed that they conveyed the same meaning). Potential 

themes and sub-themes were also shared with Trainee EP colleagues and 

supervisors which ensured that others agreed with my interpretation and 

analysis of the data.  

 

3.7 Reflexivity  

In line with a constructivist perspective, I acknowledge that my interpretations 

influence the research findings, and that the research process involved 

interactions between myself and the participants (Mertens, 2015). As a 

Trainee EP working within the same London Borough as the school, I had 

preconceptions about the school and its local context. I took steps to enhance 

authenticity, such as conducting the study in a school that I am not linked to in 

the EP role, but acknowledge that my position as a professional working for 

the Local Authority may have influenced participantsô perceptions of me. 

Nevertheless, an understanding of the local context and wider community was 

useful in building rapport with participants and interpreting findings in context.  
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This study used semi-structured interviews, in which the questions used have 

inevitably been influenced by my previous professional experience. 

Nevertheless, the interview questions were developed following a review of 

the literature, and adapted in response to piloting, and were continually 

adapted to the individual conversations that took place throughout the 

interview process. Yardley (2000) has argued that it is impossible for a 

researcher to remain ñneutralò when conducting an interview, and that 

attempting to do so would result in unnatural interactions. I endeavoured to 

help participants feel relaxed and comfortable throughout my interviews, and 

engaged with their stories and emotional reactions to them, as is an inevitable 

consequence of the communicative process. Although the participant-

researcher relationship might limit ñobjectivityò, I found it conducive to 

openness from participants. My relationships with the YP were enhanced by 

repeated engagement through feedback interviews. This was an essential 

aspect of the research process, in order to ensure that I represented their 

views, and was also a rewarding experience because of the appreciation 

showed by the YP when given the opportunity to ensure their views were 

accurately heard.  

 

Similarly, I acknowledge the active role of the researcher in thematic analysis. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) have argued that themes do not ñemergeò passively 

from the data, as the researcher plays an active role. My analysis required 

active identification of themes relevant to the research questions.  
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Chapter 4. Findings 

This chapter will present the findings for each individual case study, including 

data from the young person (YP), their LSA, and their parent (for those cases 

where it was possible to collect parent data). LSA and parent perspectives will 

be used to triangulate the views of the YP. This section will give the 

background to each case, followed by a description of the data found through 

analysis of each interview, and then present a summary of commonalities and 

differences in views from the young person, their parent and their LSA within 

each case. The chapter will then present an overall summary of the six cases, 

followed by an integrative thematic analysis of common themes found for each 

participant type (YP, parent, LSA). The chapter will conclude by triangulating 

these themes, by presenting a summary of the commonalities and differences 

in themes across all three participant types.  

 

Throughout this chapter, quotations will be used to illustrate the issues 

discussed. Quotes from YP are referenced by their chosen pseudonyms. 

Parents and staff are referenced by participant type (LSA, SENCO or P for 

parent) and participant number (i.e. P1 is parent 1). Table 2 shows which 

parent and LSA corresponds with each case.  

 

Although potential gender differences were considered, I did not identify any 

clear themes that linked the two boys and differentiated them from the four 

girls, or vice versa. Therefore I have not presented any analysis regarding 

gender.  
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4.1 Case Studies 

For each case study, the YP interview focussed on their views on friendship 

and related aspects of their emotional well-being. LSA interviews focussed on 

their perspective on the social and emotional presentation of the YP and the 

support needed in school. Where possible, parent views were also sought to 

provide the parental perspective on these issues in the home context.  

 

 

 

Key contextual information about the case studies is presented in Table 2. 

Note that four of the pupils are in Supported Curriculum Classes. These are 

classes for pupils with SEND. They provide an adapted curriculum and a 

reduced class size of approximately 15 pupils (mainstream classes have 
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approximately 30 pupils). These classes have an LSA who provides support 

in all lessons, and have additional LSAs to support in core subjects. 

 

Two of the pupils are reported to be Young Carers. Young Carers are pupils 

identified as providing support to a relative with a disability or health condition.   

Case Study 1: Ellen  

As can be seen in Table 2, Ellen has a diagnosis of Dyslexia in addition to her 

SPCD. She is in a Supported Curriculum class which means that her 

classmates have a range of SEND.  

 

Ellenôs View: 

Ellen described her friendships in terms of having two ñbest friendsò, and a 

wider group of friends within her Supported Curriculum Class. She said she is 

friends with most people in her class, and that they love playing running games 

together at break times. Ellen said she could ñtrust these moreò when 

comparing her best friends to the wider group, and that they often separate 

from the wider group to play as a three:  

ñus three friends we normally go to somewhere elseé  play our own little 

gameò (Ellen).  

 

Ellenôs closeness with her two best friends has developed over time since Year 

7; ñthey so close to me because Iôveé known them foré a bit longò (Ellen), 

and that this means she can trust them.  
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Ellen said that a good friend is honest and trustworthy, because she wants 

friends who tell the truth and keep her secrets. She talked about an old friend 

who betrayed her trust: 

ñUsed to have this friendé she was only my friend cus she couldé find my 

secrets and tell other peopleéò (Ellen)  

Ellen said that a good friend is ñrespectfulò and ñnot always rude to other 

peopleò, because if her friend ñbe rude to other people then it makes me look 

badò and also because she would not like a friend who is ñaggressive or always 

just like taking over thingsò.  

 

Having shared interests with friends is important to Ellen; ñIôm very creative so 

I like my friends to be creative as wellò. Ellen does dance and music with one 

of her friends. 

 

Ellen described her friends in a supporting role; ñif Iôm having a bad day or 

something, theyôre always there to cheer me upò, and views friends as people 

to ñshare feelings withò. She said that a good friend is helpful, caring and kind.  

 

Ellen also said she has fun with her friends, and enjoys playing and talking 

with them. She said that a good friend is funny, because it is important ñto have 

someone to make you laughò.   

 

Ellen said she has better friends in secondary school than she had before, as 

her and her peersô social skills have developed: 
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ñPrimary school was a lot differenté didnôt have the right minds we were just 

still kidsé weôve grown up and we know what weôre sôposed to sayéò (Ellen)  

 

However, she also spoke about negative interactions with opposite-sex peers 

at secondary school: ñboys theyôre just like rude most of the time to the girlsò 

(Ellen).  

Ellen spoke about feeling sad and worried, and said she can worry about what 

she has said to people; ñlike if I said something Iôd be thinking what if I said 

this would it change anything?ò Ellen has some strategies to help herself to 

feel better. She said ñitôs best if Iôm alone so I can just calm downò, and that 

when she feels ñdownò she listens to music, and that she also talks to her Mum 

if she is worried.  

 

Ellen talked about her relationship with her Mum. She said that her Mum ñreally 

likes dancing as well, she inspired me to danceò. She said she would talk to 

her Mum if she is worried, and that ñIôd tell my Mum, and Iôd tell her to be with 

me the whole dayò.  

 

In the feedback interview, Ellen spoke again about her closeness with her best 

friends, and their role in supporting her. However, on this occasion, she spoke 

in more detail about feeling worried: 

ñI have really bad anxiety so I kind of panic a lot and get really worriedò (Ellen)  

She reported having difficulty communicating about these feelings: 

ñI donôt know why words just canôt come out when Iôm sadò (Ellen) 

 



100 

 

Ellen also spoke more about her own personality, describing herself as ña 

really happy personò, who likes to talk to people, and takes courage to do so: 

ñI donôt have courage to do like most stuff but I have courage to talk to peopleò 

(Ellen). 

She said this might be because she is ñin a happy environmentò at school.  

Ellen said that school should help pupils make friends, but that they cannot 

ñforce you to likeò people. She spoke about how clubs help pupils make friends 

as they allow you to meet people who have things in common.  

 

LSAôs View: 

The LSA described his role in supporting Ellen as: 

¶ Supporting understanding of tasks 

¶ Monitoring and supporting social interactions 

¶ Being a consistent adult in all classes 

In her LSAôs view, Ellen has communication strengths as well as difficulties. 

She is able to communicate with her LSA and ñshe does understand things 

like sarcasmò. Her difficulties include tendency to interpret language literally 

and difficulty expressing herself; ñit sounds as if sheôs really trying hard to get 

the words outé sheôs focussing on ité an almost un-normal amountò and her 

conversations are ñnot quite fluidò (LSA1).  

 

According to her LSA, Ellen has some good friendships in her class, is ñwell-

likedò and ñone of the more popular girls in the [Supported Curriculum] classò. 

He suggested that Ellenôs physical appearance may influence her popularity: 
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ñMaybe the boys fancy her, maybe the girlôs kind of want to be with herò ñshe 

looks a bit older, Iôd imagine a lot of the kids are kind of attractedò (LSA1).  

He also spoke about her personality as a factor in her popularity, and 

described her as ñone of the more sassier people in classò.  

 

Ellen was also reported to have social difficulties. She tends to react to other 

pupilôs behaviours, and is vulnerable to negative influences from peers. Her 

LSA needs to monitor her interactions with peers, and thinks she needs to 

have more support to ñbuild the right kind of friendships not to be kind of drawn 

by negative influencesò. He also reported that she tends to get into ñtiffsò with 

boys in her class.  

 

The LSA described the context of Ellenôs Supported Curriculum Class as ña 

small supported curriculum to help the children flourish and progressò. 

Children in the class have various SEND. He described this group as a ñvery 

well behaved class, theyôre not kind of talking to each other all the timeò.  
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Summary of themes for Ellen:

The following common themes were found in Ellen and her LSAs interviews:

ÅBoth indicated that Ellen has close friends as well as a wider group of friends or 

classmates she is popular with in her Supported Curriculum Class.

ÅBoth made references to her personality; she described herself as a ñhappy 

personò and her LSA spoke about her ñsassyò personality. 

ÅBoth mentioned that Ellen has had some negative interactions with opposite-sex 

peers. 

ÅBoth spoke about Ellenôs difficulty expressing herself, and Ellen spoke specifically 

about difficulty communicating about her emotions. 

ÅBoth made references to the school context; the LSA spoke about her Supported 

Curriculum Class, and Ellen described school as a ñhappy environmentò. 

ÅHowever, certain differencesbetween Ellen and her LSAôs perspectives were 

also noted:  

ÅEllen gave insight into her own emotional difficulties such as feeling worried and 

anxious, and highlighted the supportive role her of her friends. 

ÅEllenôs LSA spoke about Ellenôs social and communication difficulties, as seen 

from the perspective of another.



103 

 

Case Study 2: Sacha 

As shown in Table 2, Sacha is in a reduced-size class of 25 pupils and LSA 

support. She is classed as a Young Carer because her mother has ongoing 

health problems.  

 

Sachaôs View: 

Sacha described herself as ñalways happyò and ñalways smilingò. She said she 

likes school and likes making friends. Like Ellen, Sacha made reference to 

finding it easier to make friends in secondary school: 

ñSecondary schoolé youôre getting new friends, youôre adapting moreé 

thereôs a lot people so you can easily make friendsò (Sacha).  

 

Sacha talked about one specific friend, who she described in a supporting role; 

ñsometimes Iôm brave by myself but in school my friend, sheôs always been 

there for me, like she tells me just do it donôt be scaredéò and ñsays you know 

take a few deep breathsò. This friend also provides company and someone to 

walk around with, sit next to, and talk to a break times.  

 

Sacha said a good friend is caring, helpful and trustworthy. It is important to 

her that friends are trustworthy so ñthey wonôt lie to you and you can trust 

themò, and she would not like a friend ñthatôs just mean and talks about you 

behind your backò (Sacha). She would not like a friend who ignores her or 

leaves her.  
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Sacha talked about several incidents of negative interactions with peers, which 

included being teased, laughed at, and talked about behind her back. She 

described one incident in which she went out with a group of classmates: 

ñAll of them ran off and they left me on the busé theyôd been planning 

somethingé they were hiding in this alley wayé they said ñoh weôre just joking 

aroundò I [said] ñit wasnôt a joke you just left meòéò (Sacha).  

 

Sacha talked about feeling ñnervousò about being out on her own, and about 

being teased by peers. Sacha said she deals with these incidents by leaving 

the classroom or telling an LSA, teacher or her Learning Mentor. She talks to 

her Mum and her friend about her feelings. If she feels angry, she listens to 

music ñcus it cools me downò, or goes for a walk to relax:  

ñI could walk all around the school and Iôd be fine when I get back to classé 

to relax so everything that has been happening can get out of my mindò 

(Sacha). 

 

Sacha mentioned seeking support from her Learning Mentor for managing 

social difficulties. She said her Learning Mentor does Restorative Justice 

Sessions with her and peers, and explained that ñif youôre having trouble with 

someone you could sit down and talk about itò.  

 

She spoke about her relationship with her Mum, and said they have fun 

together. Her Mum gives her advice on friendships: ñmy Mumôs always told me 

itôs better to have more than one friendéò. She also alluded to her Mum being 

protective and having control over Sachaôs social life, for example:  
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ñMy Mum doesnôt like me going out anywhereò (Sacha). 

 

Sacha spoke several times about wanting to help others including her friends, 

victims of bullying, younger pupils, and strangers in the community. She 

explained that she wants to help others because ñif I needed help for example, 

I would want someone to help me so, that, I would help someoneò.  

 

In the feedback interview, Sacha spoke again about negative social 

interactions with peers, Restorative Justice Sessions for managing conflict, 

and about her Mumôs influence over social activity: ñMum told me to stay awayò 

(Sacha). 

 

She also spoke about avoiding social interactions by staying inside: 

ñI donôt really like staying outsideé sometimes there would be problems and I 

donôt wana be involvedé just stay in this room, sit quietly and listen [to music] 

andé do homeworkò (Sacha). 

 

She spoke more about the importance of music for her emotional well-being: 

ñWhen youôre listening to the song, youôre just listening to it, youôre not listening 

to anything elseò (Sacha). 

 

She also suggested that schools could help pupils with making friends:  

ñhave a session where we sit together we say our names, what we likeò 

(Sacha). 
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LSAô View: 

The LSAôs described their role in supporting Sacha as: 

¶ Classroom support including help with understanding instructions and 

breaking down tasks 

¶ One-to-one mentoring including debriefing after incidents, explaining 

what went wrong and helping her to see the other personôs 

perspective, and understand her own and othersô emotions.  

According to her LSA, Sachaôs ñgeneral conversation is fineò, but she has 

difficulties communicating appropriately. She communicates inappropriately 

with adults, and sometimes communicates with peers as if they were adults. 

She also has difficulty following instructions. The LSA reported that 

ñsometimes she will shout out something randomò. She has difficulty 

understanding othersô perspectives, and can make inappropriate or insensitive 

comments: 

ñcertain news, she kind of says it very loudly and expressively and it makes 

other people feel uncomfortableò (LSA2).  

 

The LSA spoke about Sachaôs friend: 

ñshe mainly hangs around with one girlé thereôs a big group of them, but sheôs 

predominantly with this one girlò (LSA2). 

 

However, he also talked about her having frequent friendship issues, which 

can take different forms:  

ña lot of friendship issues within her social group and itôs usually her at the 

main forefrontò (LSA2). 
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ñit ended up with a physical altercation between her and the other girlò (LSA2). 

ñSacha just kind of snapped and was like I donôt care about youé said some 

really horrible thingsò (LSA2). 

She can be defensive, and has difficulty managing conflict:  

ñshe points the blame at somebody elseò (LSA2). 

 

Sachaôs LSA reported some behavioural problems and said ñshe does try to 

challenge meò, and that she will argue even when ñitôs just a simple 

instructionò. The LSA suggested that she has problems managing her 

behaviour because ñitôs just hard for her to sit down and kind of really think 

about things before she does themò and she has a tendency of òtaking 

situations further than it needs to goò (LSA2). 

He talked about teasing and reported that ñcertain jokes have been madeò 

about Sacha.  

 

He also spoke about Sachaôs emotional needs, he described occasions when 

Sacha had cried in school, and suggested that she has difficulty ñbalancing 

her emotionsò.  Her social understanding can impact her emotions: 

ñminor things that she ends up taking out of context, she takes very seriouslyò 

(LSA2). 

 

Sachaôs LSA suggested that she needs more mentoring, and would benefit 

from sessions on ñrelationships and friendshipsé how to deal with conflict, 

and when she learns from mentoring, how to adapt it in her actual 

relationshipsò (LSA2). 
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Mumôs View: 

Sachaôs Mum spoke about her having one good friend; ñsheôs got a very good 

friend, one friendò, and said that ñwhen she does find someone, she just gets 

stuck with that friendò. She said that the two girls have several things in 

common: they have similar interests and go to a Saturday Club together, both 

are Young Carers, and they are both very kind. She feels that the girls 

communicate well with each other, and are a positive influence on one 

another:  

ñthey take the bad from each other but they give the good to each otherò (P1).  

 

Sachaôs Mum also spoke about Sachaôs friendship difficulties, and her fear of 

trusting friends:  

ñsheôs quite scared yeah starting new friendshipsé she doesnôt always know 

who to trustò (P1).. 

 

She spoke about Sachaôs SPCD, including difficulties expressing her 

emotions, and her communication difficulties can affect her behaviour:  

ñstruggling communicating with each other, we always end up arguing moreò 

(P1). 

She reported that Sacha ñgets quite frustratedò, but she believes that Sacha 

hides a lot of her feelings.  
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Sachaôs Mum said that Sachaôs Learning Mentor has ñhelped her come out of 

her shellò. She reported that Sacha also receives counselling outside of 

school.  

She suggested that schools could help pupils further by providing counselling 

within the school context: 

ñI think if they had like counselling in schoolé  that would be so much better, 

because Iôve had to get her counselling from outsideé the school is not aware 

of the support she is receiving and obviously the counsellor is not aware of the 

problems she faces in schoolò (P1). 

 

She suggested that schools should have higher expectations for pupils with 

SEND, and give them more responsibilities: 

ñthey should encourage kids who have issuesé  more responsibilityé maybe 

put them at the library or the reception to do some worké more focus and 

goals to achieveò (P1). 

 

She also spoke about the importance of professionals sharing information on 

childrenôs needs when they transition.  
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Summary of themes for Sacha:

The following common themes were found in the interviews with Sacha, 

her Mum and her LSA:

ÅSacha, her Mum and her LSA all spoke about Sacha having one close         

friend.

ÅAll three made references to problems with friendships and peers; Sacha 

and her Mum spoke about difficulty trusting friends while her LSA spoke 

about her social interaction and difficulties managing conflict. 

ÅAll three indicated that Sacha experiences some emotional difficulties.

ÅSacha and her Mum both talked about the support she had received from 

her Learning Mentor, while her LSA suggested she would benefit from 

furthering mentoring to support her with her social difficulties.

ÅHowever, certain differences between Sacha, her Mum and her LSAôs 

perspectives were also noted:

ÅSachaôs Mum and LSA spoke about her social communication difficulties, 

and her LSA mentioned the impact on her behavioural presentation.

ÅSachaôs mum noted a positive increase in confidence, while her LSA 

indicated some concern over challenging authority. 

ÅSacha talked about wanting to be sociable and wanting to help others, but 

the perspectives shared by her Mum and LSA suggest that her social 

communication difficulties make this difficult for her to achieve. 
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Case Study 3: Sarah 

Sarah is in a Year 9 Supported Curriculum Class with LSA support (see Table 

2). Sarah has an SEN Support plan for learning difficulties (literacy and 

numeracy) and emotional needs, in addition to her SPCD. 

 

Sarahôs View: 

Sarah described herself as a loving person:  

ñIôm loving to my Mumé my friends and familyò (Sarah).  

When talking about emotions, Sarahôs responses suggested a limited 

awareness of emotions, or a reluctance to discuss them: 

ñIôm never sadò (Sarah). 

 

Sarahôs responses suggested that she is self-directed, for example she said 

[Iôm happy] ñwhen I get what I wantò, and she may lack awareness of social 

boundaries: 

 ñI tell people what I feelé I say it in front of their faceò (Sarah). 

 

Sarah said she would like a friend who is nice, happy, funny, loving, thoughtful, 

sensitive, sensible, caring, generous and helpful. She said she would not like 

a friend who is bossy, angry, or who would ñmess around in schoolò.  

Sarah spoke about joint activity with friends, such as eating and sitting 

together.  

 

She said that her friends help her: 
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ñIf Iôve got a problem they can help me sort it outé help me get out of the 

problemò (Sarah). 

She also seeks help from teachers: ñIf I have a problem I tell a teacherò 

(Sarah). 

However, some of her responses suggested that she may have limited social 

support, for example: 

ñWhen I feel worried Ié sort it outò and ñI would go toé donôt knowò (Sarah). 

 

Sarah would like access to play equipment at break times: 

[When talking about a Blob People scene character who is playing with a 

skipping rope] ñI would like to be the jumping ladyé I wana skip, thatôs not the 

school how it looks likeò (Sarah). 

 

Sarahôs language-use tended to be like that of a younger child, which may 

affect her interactions with her Year 9 peers, for example: 

ñhappy and happy, jumping and jumping, skipping ropeò (Sarah). 

She said there was no play equipment in secondary school, that the clubs 

available are ñboring clubsò and suggested that the school should provide 

skipping ropes and hula hoops.  

 

In the feedback interview, Sarah said ñno oneò makes her feel happy, 

suggesting again that she may lack, or not be motivated by, social support.  

 

LSAôS View: 

Sarahôs LSA described their role in supporting Sarah as: 
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¶ Simplifying instructions, adapting language and using ñvery 

simpleévery literalò sentences 

¶ Giving her thinking time and prompting her to respond 

¶ One-to-one literacy support 

¶ Emotional support  

¶ Help to reconcile friendships 

The LSA talked about using humour to ñlighten the mood if sheôs getting 

frustratedò, and the importance of being friendly:  

ñAlways be friendly, always with a smile on your faceé non-imposingò (LSA3) 

 

The LSA reported that Sarah is able to respond in conversation, make eye 

contact, and communicate with familiar people. She ñdoes have a good grasp 

of humour and she even makes jokesò, but ñfor a teenager, they might not be 

the most mature jokesò (LSA3). Her SPCD needs include difficulty 

understanding non-literal language, expressing her emotions, and adapting 

language to the person: 

ñYou have to remind her that thatôs not the way you speak to like an adultò 

(LSA3). 

 

The LSA said that Sarah ñisnôt the most talkative person so you donôt really get 

to have many meaningful conversations with herò, she struggles with initiating 

interaction, and takes time to express herself.   
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According to her LSA, Sarah has a ñvery close knit groupò of friends in her 

class, and that ñall four of them go around and do everything togetherò. Her 

friends help her when she is upset, and will seek adult support for her: 

ñItôs usually one of the other girls who will tell me she is upsetò (LSA3). 

 

They spoke about several factors that seem to support Sarahôs friendships, 

such as being in the Supported Curriculum class with pupils with similar needs: 

ñbecause of their specific needs and being in that classé theyôve just formed 

a bond in that group I thinkò  (LSA3). 

They suggested that her familiarity with her classmates helps her: 

ñtheyôre all very familiar with each other, she probably doesnôt feel as sort of 

self-consciousò (LSA3). 

 

They also talked about ways in which school staff support friendships in the 

Supported Curriculum Class, through providing interventions in pairs, 

opportunities to work with peers, creating a social atmosphere and building a 

sense of community in the class, encouraging pupils to join clubs, and offering 

a breakfast club and lunchtime clubs in the Inclusion department. The LSA 

spoke about using Restorative Justice Sessions to support pupils to manage 

conflict, with an emphasis on supporting rather than punishing: 

ñrather than just dishing out punishments, so weôll try and reform the groupò 

(LSA3) 

 

However, in the LSAôs view, Sarah has ñquite volatileò friendships due to her 

difficulties with social interaction: 
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ñBecause of the way the girls are and the way they interact with each other, 

very frequently theyôll have fall outsé pretty much every week thereôs 

somethingéò (LSA3). 

 

Sarah was reported to have emotional needs; she finds upsets overwhelming, 

has difficulty communicating what is wrong, and can become withdrawn: 

ñsheôs quiteé passive so even if sheôs annoyed, she wonôt really act out that 

much, her behaviour well it will be more like withdrawnò (LSA3).  

 

Mumôs View: 

Sarahôs Mum said that Sarah has the words to communicate, but that 

ñsometimes when sheôs talking sheôll have aé special needò.  

She talked about difficulty communicating with Sarah, and said that she does 

not know what Sarah likes or what her current interests are. She suggested 

that their lack of communication is due to Sarahôs age: 

ñsheôs complicated sometimes, but itôs okay, sheôs teenager now, I understand 

thisò (P2).  

This seemed to indicate that she lacked clarity on whether her daughterôs 

needs reflected her SEN or her age, or a combination of the two.  

 

Sarahôs Mum spoke about her daughterôs friendship problems and difficulty 

communicating with her friends: 

ñSometimes they donôt communicate, they have difficult friendshipsò (P2). 
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Sarahôs Mum often described Sarah as being angry and having difficulty 

controlling her anger: ñsheôs angry, sheôs really angryò and ñsheôs not 

controlling her anger, sheôs too much angerò, but that Sarah will apologise later 

after directing her anger towards her mother. 

 

Sarahôs Mum described her daughterôs behaviour as ñvery difficultò and spoke 

about Sarahôs anger at being asked to do things and rudeness towards her, 

sometimes throwing things and behaving ñlike a 5 years [old] childò.  

 

She spoke about Sarahôs need for support with learning and behaviour, from 

school: ñshe needs this small supportiveò [class], and from herself: ñI need to 

support her, sheôs very difficultò (P2). 

 

Sarahôs Mum suggested that school should investigate Sarahôs social 

communication difficulties further so that they can offer more support. She also 

spoke about her reluctance to communicate this to school because of the 

language barrier; ñbecause my English is not goodò.  
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Summary of themes for Sarah:

A common theme in the interviews with Sarah, her Mum and her LSA 

was that Sarah has friends, and her friends help her, but that she also 

has friendship difficulties and may have limited social support. 

However, some differencesbetween Sarah, her Mum and her LSAôs 

perspectives were noted: 

ÅSarah seemed to show a lack of emotional awareness or a reluctance 

to talk about her emotions, whereas both her Mum and LSA talked 

about Sarahôs emotional needs. Their reports suggest that her needs 

may present differently in the home and school contexts; her LSA 

described her as withdrawn in school, while her Mum described her as 

angry at home.

ÅSarahôs Mum and her LSA both made references to her having 

strengths and difficulties with communication, such as her having the 

vocabulary to communicate but struggling to initiate interaction. 

ÅThe LSA talked about factors which support Sarahôs friendships, such 

as the context of the Supported Curriculum Class, opportunities to work 

with peers, and adult support to resolve friendship problems.
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Case Study 4: Spencer 

As shown in Table 2, Spencer is in a Supported Curriculum Class. Like Sacha, 

Spencer is classed as a Young Carer as her mother has ongoing health 

problems. She has an SEN Support plan for learning difficulties (literacy and 

numeracy) in addition to her social communication difficulties.  

 

Spencerôs View: 

Spencer said she has three ñbest friendsò who she feels close to, and spends 

most time with: 

ñThese friends are more close and I hang out with them more, I know more 

things about them, and they know more things about meò (Spencer).  

 

Spencer talked about the support her best friends provide: 

Overview of first three case studies:

The three case studies presented so far show the data from young people and

their LSA, as well as from their Mums in Sacha and Sarahôscases, for each

individual case. Taken together, they begin to develop a picture of the

experiences of these young people with social (pragmatic) communication

difficulties, which suggests that they have friendships but also experience

difficulties with friendships and peer interactions. This chapter will go on to

present a further three case studies, followed by a summary of the six cases.
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ñTheyôre always there for you if you have a problemò and ñif Iôm upset theyôll 

comfort me and be there for meò (Spencer).   

She said that friends should be caring, thoughtful and helpful, and ña friend 

should ask a friend are you okò.  

 

As well as supporting her, Spencerôs friends provide company, and are ñnice 

people to hang out withò. They also provide enjoyment; they do fun things with 

her, tell her jokes, and make her feel happy. 

 

Spencer also spoke about having friendship problems, and finding it difficult to 

communicate to effectively resolve arguments with friends: 

ñWe have to like speak to tell them to like calm downé and try and sort it, itôs 

kinda hardò (Spencer).   

 

Spencer talked about negative social interactions with her peers outside her 

friendship group, including name-calling, teasing and social exclusion: 

ñwhen people say harmful things it hurts your feelingsé I try ignore them but 

sometimes they like to carry on and on and they donôt stopò (Spencer). 

Spencer expressed confusion about why peers behave in this way, for 

example, when talking about a girl who called her friendship group ñannoyingò:  

ñI donôt understand why weôre annoying cus we donôt like we donôt even speakò.  

She shared negative views about her opposite-sex peers: ñboys in our year 

are really weirdò and ñtheyôre just so immature, really immatureò. 
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Spencer mentioned her emotional needs; feelings of frustration, anger and 

upset in response to negative interactions with peers, and said ñIôd like to be 

more strong, cus Iôm kind of a bit sensitiveò. Spencer has developed ways to 

manage her emotional needs using different strategies: 

ñSometimes I would walk away and just like take a moment to breatheò 

(Spencer). 

ñI try to think about things that do make me happyò (Spencer). 

ñI just tried to pretend like it didnôt happenò (Spencer). 

 

Spencer mentioned her family, and their role in supporting her; she said that 

her family make her feel happy, and ñwhen I feel worried I tell my Mum, when 

I feel angry I tell my Mumò. She also spoke about her Mumôs health problems, 

and said ñsometimes when sheôs really illé I try and help her as much as 

possibleò.  

 

Spencer talked about the support she received from school staff, including 

emotional support and guidance from the SENCO: 

ñShe (SENCO) said if youôre upset with someone or something happened the 

easiest way to do is just walk awayò and ñWhen Iôm upset I think (SENCO) kind 

of helps me like she makes me feel betterò (Spencer). 

She said that her LSA and teachers also support her. The Inclusion 

Department helps by providing break-time support:  

ñWeôll come up to Inclusion, Miss will open a room for us, weôll play games like 

in a groupò (Spencer). 

The Head Teacher helps by encouraging pupils to support each other: 
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ñMy head teacheré sometimes she reminds the whole year to help someoneò 

(Spencer). 

 

In the feedback interview, she spoke again about the role of friendship as 

providing company: ñI think itôs the company, so youôre not lonelyò, and for 

support: ñto have someone thatôs on my sideò. She also spoke again about 

support from family and school staff. 

 

She spoke more about her use of social media, and said she used it more at 

the beginning of the year, but is using it less now as she has less time due to 

increased workload.  

 

LSAôs View: 

The LSA said that her role in supporting Spencer mainly involves supporting 

her emotionally. She described herself as Spencerôs ñKey Adultò:  

ñThe Key Adult in the room if they need to speak to someone, if they get a bit 

overwhelmedò (LSA4). 

 

It should be noted that ñKey Adultò is not a specific role in the school, but is a 

self-designated term used by the LSA in reference to the idea that she has 

developed a strong relationship with her. LSA 4 indicated that she has built up 

a relationship with Spencer because she is with her class for all lessons. 

 

According to her LSA, Spencer is ñfairly good at adapting her language 

depending who she speaks toò, but has difficulty with other aspects of social 
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communication. She has difficulty making eye contact, and her communication 

style is ñseen as a bit odd from people around herò. She also has quite limited 

vocabulary.  

 

She reported that Spencer has social difficulties, is ñpretty shyò and can be 

socially withdrawn; ñshe will just close herself, she doesnôt want you to speak 

to her anymore, she just decides that itôs doneéò(LSA4). She seems to avoid 

difficult social interactions: ñshe will get really quiet or she can get snappy or 

maybe rude, just to try and get out of the situationò (LSA4).   

The LSA reported that Spencer does not seem aware of boundaries with 

friends, and with boys she can be ñharassing, but because she doesnôt really 

realise thatôs what sheôs doingò (LSA4).  

 

Spencer has difficulty interpreting otherôs intentions; ñeven if itôs not aimed at 

her, and it can be positive or negative, she kind of interprets it her own way, 

and itôs gonna be about herò (LSA4). She is also concerned about Spencerôs 

social media use: ñsheôs quite a vulnerable student in terms of online safety 

and her relationshipsò (LSA4). 

 

The LSA spoke very positively about Spencerôs attitude to learning. She 

reported that Spencer tries hard and works independently, but knows when to 

ask for help.  

 

She talked about Spencerôs ñlittle group of friendsò, which she described as ña 

really strong friendshipò, but ñreally intenseò as they are together all of the time. 
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She mentioned that the group had formed in Year 7, and that they all have 

SEN and are in the same class. She spoke about the role of support in their 

friendship: 

ñI think itôs probably helping them to copeò (LSA4). 

The LSA has been able to use this support within the friendship group to 

enable her to support Spencer:  

ñI actually use the friendship group that she has, so instead ofé putting her 

on the spoté I just take all the girls with meé share ideas and eventually she 

will start speakingò (LSA4). 

 

However, she also reported that Spencer has friendship problems, and the 

group frequently moves between friendship and conflict:  

ñShe has had friendship issues... sometimes itôs just a bit too muché thatôs 

what happens when youôre all the time with someoneé that just goes with 

waves reallyò (LSA4). 

 

Spencerôs LSA also reported that she has emotional difficulties, including 

anxiety and low self-esteem.  

 

She reported some ways in which the school supports pupils with SPCD such 

as breakfast club, social skills groups run by the EP, and providing a Key Adult 

that pupils can easily access. She emphasised the importance of developing 

a relationship with pupils, and making herself relatable to them: 

 ñI will always try to tell them stories to which they can relate so that they see 

itôs not just them and itôs not all messed upé and it will be betterò (LSA4).  
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She also suggested that school staff should adapt their approach to support 

pupils with SPCD by providing more flexibility to meet individual needs, and 

allowing pupils to make choices about their own learning:  

ñA bit more flexibility in the lesson I thinké I think that giving them a bit of 

choice in the way they want to learnò (LSA4). 

 

She highlighted the importance of recognising YPôs own views:  

ñwe always say that they donôt really know themselves, but actually I think they 

are the ones that know themselves the bestò (LSA4). 
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Summary of themes for Spencer:

The following common themes were found in Spencer and her LSAs 

interviews:

ÅBoth Spencer and her LSA talked about her friendship group and their 

role in supporting her. 

ÅBoth made references to conflict within her friendship group.

ÅBoth indicated that Spencer experiences some emotional difficulties, 

such as feelings of anger and frustration.

ÅBoth mentioned Spencerôs social media use, and her LSA also indicated 

concerns about Spencerôs potential vulnerability in online interactions. 

ÅBoth talked about the role of school staff in supporting Spencerôs social 

and emotional needs. 

ÅSome differences in the perspectives of Spencer and her LSA were 

also found: 

ÅSpencer spoke about the role of her family in supporting her. 

ÅSpencer also talked about being teased and excluded by peers. 

ÅSpencerôs LSA spoke about her social communication difficulties 

including difficulty interpreting otherôs intentions or adapting to the social 

context.

ÅThe LSA also highlighted Spencerôs strengths in her positive approach 

to learning. 
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Case Study 5: Jason 

As shown in Table 2, Jason has no additional needs (aside from his 

communication difficulties). He is in a mainstream class of 30 pupils with some 

LSA support in core lessons such as English.  

 

Jasonôs View: 

Jason talked about his family, and said they make him happy. He said his Mum 

has helped him to be strong and described her as his inspiration. 

Jason said that his friends are very important to him; ñitôs so important these 

people mean so much to meò. His friends have a supportive role; ñthey can 

comfort meò. Friendships also seem to help him feel accepted and give him a 

sense of belonging, in several ways:  

ñthe thing that makes me happy about my friends is that they are similar to you 

but they are not afraid to accept differences you haveò (Jason).  

ñyou donôt always have to speak, you can just be chilling and if they like that 

then thatôs your true friend cus theyôre content with you not having to speakò 

(Jason). 

ñnothing is ever forcedò [with friends] (Jason). 

 

For Jason, friendship also seems to provide enrichment. It is important to him 

that his friends are intelligent and able to have a ñdeep conversationò. He said 

that he ñcanôt have a stupid friendò. This is important to him because ñit 

motivates me, it makes me feel secureé it makes me feel like Iôm not wasting 

my timeò He described his friends as ñvery determined and they have their own 

goalsò.  
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He sees part of their role as giving him guidance and constructive criticism:  

ñwhen they see me messing up they tell meé and same when theyôre messing 

up I tell them itôs like constructive criticismò (Jason). 

 

His friends also provide enjoyment. He described his friends as ñfun they donôt 

have negative energyò, and said that friends ñhave to make me laughò. It is 

also important to him that his friends share his interest in music; ñ[friends] have 

to listen to some music whether its rap whether itôs jazz anythingò (Jason). 

Jason spoke in depth about music. He said he enjoys listening, dancing and 

singing or rapping to music with friends, and views music as important:  

ñMusic can introduce a lot of things like language, music and creativityò 

(Jason). 

 

However, he also mentioned some difficulties with friendship. He said that 

friends can be annoying, like when they are ñjust shouting grabbing youò. He 

talked about social misunderstandings:  

ñThereôs nothing too difficult with being friends but itôs also likeé 

misunderstandingò (Jason). These social difficulties can have a negative 

impact, both on his friendships and on his emotional wellbeing:  

ñI can be too playful sometimes and I hurt peopleò (Jason). 

ñI kind of feel sunken itôs not guilt but itôs like ah I feel like a jerkò (Jason). 

 

Jason is aware of his social difficulties, and described himself as ña very 

awkward personò. He explained that he is ñnot really too sociableò. He also 

spoke about not having ñtoo much friendsò and said ñI donôt really go outò. He 
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expressed a desire to be more sociable, and to be ñmore fluid with my 

conversationsò, and thought this may help him socially and emotionally:  

ñMaybe I can make more friends maybe I can be like lessé you knowé 

worriesò (Jason). 

 

Despite these difficulties, he is able to talk about his strengths: 

ñbeing unsociable thereôs a pro to thaté you donôt have to be everybodyôs 

friendé sometimes you have to stay reservedò (Jason). 

He described himself as ñextremely honestò, brave, helpful towards others, 

and said ñI feel like Iôm a really good person at least I try to beò. 

 

Jason spoke about being bullied in the past, but suggested that having friends 

provides protection from bullying: ñI donôt think it could happen to me nowé 

the people around me cus I didnôt have this many friends beforeò 

 

He also talked about emotional needs including feeling ñstressed about the 

futureò, ñoverthinkingò and having ñtoo many regretsò. 

 

In the feedback interview, Jason spoke more about the importance of music 

and art. He explained that he is influenced by musicians and artists: 

ñI can watch a hour long interview two hours three hours long interview on 

artists like Jean Busquiat er Pablo Picasso all that stuff and er Tupac and er 

just you know Michael Jackson Marvin Gaye Whitney Houston just really 

reflectò (Jason). 

He is influenced by song lyrics: 
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ñwhat they say in their songs thereôs just so many quotablesò (Jason). 

He also spoke about the role of music and musicians in providing guidance: 

 ñitôs like a guide you know and itôs music um a artist job some artist job is to 

guide the youthò (Jason). 

 

He spoke about having negative experiences in primary school: ñprimary 

school it was really roughé it was terribleò.  

 

When reading what he had said about overthinking, he said ñI donôt have any 

regrets anymoreé everything happened for a reasonò.  

 

He also spoke about his hopes to go to university in the future.  He said that 

he would like to keep his friends, but also said ñnew friends are gona come, 

they could be better than the ones I have nowò. 

 

In this second interview, Jason suggested that teachers should support pupils 

by offering more ñone-to-onesò and more emotional support: 

ñI feel like itôs amazing for a kid to see that the teacherôs not there just to point 

at the board and mark their books they that they can confide in their teacher, 

their teacher can be their therapist and thatôs awesomeò (Jason). 

 

LSAôs View: 

LSA5 supports Jason in English lessons, so she was only able to give a 

perspective of how Jason presents in the classroom context. She supports 

Jason by: 
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¶ breaking down tasks 

¶ Repeating information 

¶ Giving ñpositive affirmationò  

She also highlighted the importance of developing a relationship with pupils:  

ñyou have to form a relationshipé for them to know that they can confide in 

you, once youôve done that and they do have a problemé they will come and 

seek you outò (LSA5).  

 

According to the LSA, Jason is good at English and able to express his views 

well in writing. She described him as intelligent and keen to learn. She 

mentioned that he finds it difficult to move on from a task before he has 

finished:  

ñhe tends to get carried away, you give him a ten minute time limit and heôs 

still writing when everybody else has stoppedé he tends to get so engrossed 

in the answersò (LSA5).  

 

She reported that he is able to communicate his needs and ask for help. He is 

able to adapt language to the person for example ñthe language he uses for 

me is yes miss and for the others it will be go awayé heôll do that with peers 

but heôll speak respectfully to the adultsò. However, she was not able to 

comment on his social communication outside the classroom context:  

ñI donôt see him in a friendship situation, I only ever see him in the classroomò 

(LSA5).  
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She reported that Jason ñdoesnôt want to feel different from the restò. She 

supports him with this:  

ñI say Iôm here to support the whole class Iôm not just [supporting] this particular 

child, and they accept thatò (LSA5).  

 

 

Summary of themes for Jason:

Two common themes were found in Jason and his LSAs interviews:

ÅBoth interviews indicated that Jason is keen to learn and dedicated to his 

education. 

ÅBoth also suggested that Jason feels a desire to be accepted by his peer 

group.

ÅHowever, several differences were also found between the two 

perspectives:

ÅJason talked about emotional needs and showed awareness of his own 

social difficulties. His LSA did not comment on these aspects, which was 

in line with her acknowledgement that she only knows Jason in the 

classroom context.

ÅJason gave insight into the importance of his friendships and their role in 

providing support, company, enjoyment, and enrichment. 

ÅJason also talked about support for pupils with emotional needs, and 

suggested that pupils would benefit from more one-to-one time with 

teachers. 
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Case Study 6: Tom 

As with the previous cases, contextual details are provided in Table 2. Tom 

was adopted five years ago (aged seven), and lived with a foster carer for two 

years before he was adopted.  

 

Tom has been assessed by a Paediatrician because his foster carer believed 

he may have ASD, but he did not receive an ASD diagnosis. Tom has an SEN 

Support plan for literacy difficulties in addition to his social communication 

difficulties, and is in a Supported Curriculum Class. 

 

Tomôs View: 

Tom spoke about playing with most of his class, and said ñI get along with lots 

of my classò. When asked if he had any particular friends in his class, he said 

ñnot really itôs just all spread outò, suggesting he has friendly interactions with 

his classmates but may not have any specific friendships. He spoke about 

friendships outside of school with neighbours he plays with, and said his 

friends make him happy and they have ña great timeò together.  

 

Tom talked about negative interactions with peers. He said his peers ñcan 

annoy meò, and he sometimes gets into conflict with them: 

ñWe have arguments about some simple things likeé sometimes people geté 

its complicated sometimesò (Tom). 

He also spoke about being teased by classmates, for example:   

ñThey kind of like to prank me sometimesò (Tom). 
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It was unclear whether this teasing was playful or unkind, but when asked if 

he liked it, he said ñI wouldnôt really but you get used to it after a whileò 

suggesting that he does not like being teased, but tolerates it.  

 

Tomôs descriptions of how he spends his free time suggest that he enjoys a 

range of activities, but has a preference for solitary activities (both in school 

and at home):  

At break time: ñJust in the library just clearing up some things on my emailò 

(Tom) and  

ñI just like climbing trees thatôs allò (Tom). 

At home: ñSitting down and play some games and things like that with my 

technologyò (Tom) and ñI just do some Lego and making stuffò (Tom). 

When asked who he does fun things with, he said ñum I donôt reallyò which 

supports the suggestion that he may have a preference for solitary activity.  

 

Tom responded to most questions about emotions with ñum not sureò 

suggesting he might have a limited awareness of emotions, or a reluctance to 

discuss them. However, he spoke about being angry when he has too much 

homework.  

 

Some of his responses suggested that he may have limited social support, or 

again they may reflect a reluctance or difficulty with talking about his emotions, 

for example: 

When asked if there was anyone or anything that could help him when he felt 

angry, he said ñum not reallyò.  
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When finishing the sentence starter ñIf I have a problem Iò, he said ñI forget 

about itò suggesting that he does not have strategies for solving problems.  

 

Tom mentioned his adoptive Mum several times throughout the interview, 

often in response to questions that did not necessarily relate to her, suggesting 

that their relationship is important to him. For example, when explaining that 

he is helpful he said ñI sometimes help my Mum around the houseò, and when 

explaining that he is helpful he said:  

ñThereôs lots of times when my Mum asks me questions and she asks if I have 

homework and I say yesò (Tom).  

 

Tom said that his experiences were better in secondary school, because 

ñthere wasnôt really much to do in primary schoolé thereôs just more activities 

thereôs just a bit more bigger spaceò (Tom). When talking about arguments 

with peers, he said they happen ñsometimes but it doesnôt happen as much as 

it did in primary schoolò. 

 

In the feedback interview, Tom read through his transcript but said he was 

happy with it, he did not want to change or add to it, or discuss anything further.  

 

LSAôs View: 

Tomôs LSA supports him in class by: 

¶ Helping him to understand tasks using simple literal language 

¶ Supporting his literacy development 

¶ Helping him to develop his confidence and independence.  
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The LSA described Tom as an ñideal studentò because ñhe gets on with his 

work, I mean heôs excellentò and ñnever ever ever gets in troubleò (LSA6).  

 

He spoke about Tomôs literacy difficulties, describing him as one of the 

ñweaker onesò in his literacy class.  

 

The LSA described Tom as having a ñwarm relationshipò with his classmates, 

and positive interactions with them for example: 

ñHe had these fingerless gloves and he shared one of them with a student in 

class, they used to kind of wear one each, it was kind of sweetò (LSA6). 

 

He has some negative interactions with peers, but they seem to be able to 

resolve these:  

ñthe good thing about boys when they fight when theyôre young they forget 

about it ten minutes later so they do seem to have quite a warm relationshipò 

(LSA6). 

 

Tomôs LSA described him as ñdefinitely one of the quieter and shyer onesò and 

said that it can be ñhard to get much out of himò in conversation. He suggested 

that Tom has ñsocial anxiety issuesò. Description of some of his social 

interactions suggest that he has difficulty interacting using verbal 

communication, for example: 

ñplaying a game of hitting each otheré got to the point where he got quite 

upsetò (LSA6). 
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He suggested that Tom has difficulty making friends, possibly due to his 

interests: 

 ñIôm not sure whether there are other students in the class who have the same 

specific interestsò, and that ñthe kids you know wonôt take to him straight awayò 

(LSA6). 

 

Nevertheless, he said that Tom is not excluded by his classmates:   

ñwhenever they have to get into pairsé there are people who want to be in a 

pair with himé heôs not left outò (LSA6). 

 

However, he also mentioned incidents in which Tom had been teased by his 

peers due to difficulty making social inference or misinterpreting non-literal 

language, for example:  

ñStudent laughed at him for getting a question wrongò (LSA6). 

 

According to the LSA, Tom lacks confidence and does not often put his hand 

up to answer in class. He believes Tomôs reading difficulties affect his 

confidence, and hopes that he will gain confidence as he develops reading 

skills: 

ñIf it [literacy intervention] improves his ability to read maybe he will heôll be 

more confident and heôll be able to put his hand up and read things out in class 

and contribute moreò (LSA6). 

 

The LSA talked about the ways in which school staff have tried to support 

Tomôs friendships through encouraging team work in his class, and through 
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timetabled lessons on Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) 

taught by the SENCO. These sessions include teaching social skills through 

team-based games:  

ñThe kids always playé team-based games... like building bonds with each 

otheré Reminding them at the end, itôs just a game, youôre going to shake 

handséò (LSA6). 

 

He also suggested some ways in which he thought Tom might be supported 

further, such as setting up clubs for pupils with similar interests: 

ñMaybe if we set up this club at lunchtime other students who have this 

particular interest will be drawn to it and then a potential friendship can be 

based on thatò (LSA6). 

 

He also suggested Tom might benefit from more Speech and Language 

Therapy and ñmentoring to improve his social communication skillsò.  

 

Mumôs View:  

Tomôs Mum reported that he is able to communicate with his parents and with 

other familiar adults: 

ñHeôs very good when he meets adults with us, weôve got some friends that he 

knows well and heôs always ableé to converse with themò (P3).  

Tomôs ability to communicate with familiar adults may be facilitated by the 

patience of adults who able to mediate the interaction. She also mentioned 

some of Tomôs social communication difficulties including difficulty giving 
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appropriate eye contact, and said ñlistening to his sentences, they donôt always 

make senseò.  

 

She mentioned Tomôs literacy difficulties, but also his progress in reading 

since attending secondary school.  

 

Tomôs Mum said that she thinks he is popular in his class. She said he has 

ñboys at school that he sort of hangs out withò and has friendships with some 

of his neighbours. She reported that he is good at initiating social interactions, 

for example:  

ñIf we go to a beach or something like that he will be the one to go off and find 

a chum to play with if he wants toò (P3).  

 

However, she reported that others have expressed concerns about whether 

he has friends, including school staff and his older sister:  

ñI suppose thereôs a little sort of anxiety I guess from secondary school whether 

he sort of has any friendsò (P3) 

ñWeôve got a daughter there and she seemed to say he was on his own a bitò 

(P3).  

She mentioned that he took time to make friends in primary school, and that 

these friendships broke up when he and his friends started secondary school.  

 

Some of Tomôs Mumôs comments suggested that he may only be able to 

initiate interaction and engage in play when the interaction is focused on his 
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own interests. For example, in the following quotes, both interactions are 

focussed on Lego:  

ñHeôll you know go and get a box of Lego and knock on somebodyôs doorò (P3) 

ñas soon as you know got out the car he just asked them questions about Lego 

and thatôs what set a conversation off" (P3). 

Tomôs Mum mentioned that he spends time alone and plays by himself, and 

said ñheôll just stay on his own and play with some Lego or something like that, 

he can sort of regulate himselfò. 

 

Tomôs Mum said that he has some problems with feelings of anger: ñHeôll kind 

of get very angry about lifeò (P3). In the past, this affected Tomôs behaviour:  

 ñsome violenceé things would have been thrownò (P3). 

However, she also indicated that this has improved: 

ñthat has died down a lot actually since the beginning of the summer holidaysò 

(P3). 

 

According to Tomôs Mum, he has a loving relationship with his family, and 

enjoys spending time with them. She described him as ñvery loving, you know, 

he loves hugsò. He seems to have a close relationship with both of his parents; 

ñparticularly my partner, he absolutely adores herò and ñIôm reading to him you 

know before bed time and stuff again which is nice for meò (P3). 

 

She talked about his adoption and its impact on him, and suggested that Tom 

has shown resilience in coping with this: 
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 ñA lot of adopted children have emotional difficulties and I think heôs sort of 

dealing with his better than some people I know aboutò (P3). 

 

Tomôs Mum spoke about his aspirations for the future:  

ñHe really wants to succeed at school and go on to higher educationò (P3).  

She also added that she thinks Tom is ñquite driven by moneyò.  

 

Tomôs Mum spoke positively about the support he has received in secondary 

school; ñ[school name] has been an excellent school for himéweôre so lucky 

that heôs thereò (P3). 

She said Tom is happy in school. She reported that school staff have been 

very supportive of him and aware of the support he needs. Staff awareness 

has supported his inclusion ñbecause people had known about the 

difficultiesé (Tom) just came in and were able to slot in and get on with life 

even though they were getting some extra supportò (P3). The Supported 

Curriculum Class has also supported Tomôs inclusion: ñbecause the class was 

there, he doesnôt, he feels that there are other people around him he doesnôt 

feel like you know heôs anything differentò (P3). She said he receives 

mentoring support, additional support in English, and small group teaching, 

which she said has ñhelped his learning and Iôm sure itôs helped him sort of 

sociallyò.  

Her comments suggested that Tom benefits from the schoolôs person-centred 

approach; she said ñschool is very flexibleò and are ñable to structure things 

around him and around that group of childrenò.  
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Summary of themes for Tom:

There were some common themes across the three interviews with

Tom, his Mum and his LSA. An overall picture developed of Tom as a

social young person who has warm relationships with his classmates

and some friends outside of school, while also having a lack of specific

identified friends in school.

However, several differences were found between the perspectives of

Tom, his Mum and his LSA. Tom did not name specific friends in school.

His LSA suggested that he has warm relationships with classmates, but

is also very shy and has difficulty making friends, whereas his Mum

described him as sociable and good at initiating social interaction.

However, there were some inconsistencies across the course of the

interview, as she also reported concerns about Tom not having friends,

from his sister and teachers. Analysis of TomôsMumôsdescriptions of

when Tom has shown good social skills suggest that these are when the

focus is on topics/activities that are of interest to Tom (i.e. Lego).
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The six case studies presented, give insight into the views of young people 

with SPCD on their friendships and related aspects of their well-being, 

triangulated by data giving the perspectives of school staff and parents. 

Overall, the case studies seem to indicate that these YP experience emotional 

needs and friendship difficulties related to their social communication 

difficulties, but implied that friendships may have a supportive role for these 

YP. In the following section, a thematic analysis of the themes found for each 

of the three participant types is presented.  

 

4.2 Integrative Thematic Analysis  

This section will present the findings from integrated thematic analysis of the 

data for each of the three participant types, and represents a triangulation of 

perspectives from the various participant groups, starting with themes found 

through analysis of all YP data (a), followed by themes from the school staff 

Overview of case studies 4, 5 and 6:

Spencer, Jason and Tomôscase studies show the data from each of the

young people and their LSA, as well as from their Mum in Tomôscase, for

each individual case. Taken together, these case studies imply that these

YP have experienced emotional needs and friendship difficulties, as well

as bullying from peers. Their cases seem to indicate that they are

supported by their relationships with family, friends (in Spencer and

Jasonôscases) and school staff (in Spencer andTomôscases).
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data (b), and the themes from the parent data (c). Themes are illustrated by 

quotations from interviews, except for where they have previously been 

evidenced in the case studies (participant reference and page number will be 

given). 

 

(a) Young People Themes 

 

 



144 

 

As shown in Figure 10, nine themes were developed through thematic analysis 

of the data from the YP. The following presents an analysis of each theme: 

 

1. Friends-help-and-support: 

All YP referred to the supportive role of friends. All of the YP except 

Tom said their friends help when they have problems and comfort them 

when they are upset. Some YP said they would like a friend with 

qualities relevant to this theme such as kind, caring and helpful (e.g. 

Ellen, p.94).   

 

2. Friends-provide-pleasure-and-company:  

All YP mentioned having fun and laughing with their friends, having 

shared interests and doing activities together (e.g. Spencer, p.115).    

 

3. Emotional-issues:  

Ellen, Sacha, Spencer, Jason and Tom described feelings of anxiety, 

sadness, anger and frustration. Ellen, Sacha and Spencer also 

mentioned how they manage these difficulties feelings e.g. taking time 

out or going for a walk, listening to music, and talking to their friends, 

their Mums or various individual members of staff (e.g. Sacha, p.100).    

 

4. Friendship-problems:  

All YP except for Sarah reported falling out or getting in arguments with 

friends. Jason spoke about unintentionally upsetting his friends due to 
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misunderstandings (e.g. Jason, p.123). Some YP referred to difficulties 

with resolving problems with their friends (e.g. Spencer, p.115).    

 

5. Peer-problems:  

Sacha, Spencer, Jason and Tom mentioned being teased, laughed at, 

talked about or socially excluded by peers. Some described incidents 

of bullying by their current or previous peers (e.g. Sacha, p.100). Ellen 

and Spencer also mentioned negative interactions with opposite-sex 

peers. 

 

6. Family-support: 

All YP mentioned their families e.g. some spoke about loving them, or 

said their family makes them happy.  

6.1. Mum: 

Of their family members, all YP spoke mostly about their Mums. They 

mentioned their mothersô roles in providing support, advice and 

guidance for them. Ellen and Jason also described their mothersô roles 

in inspiring their own interests/attitudes.   

 

7. School-staff-support-with-friendship-and-emotional-issues:  

Ellen, Sacha and Spencer talked about the support they had received 

from school staff. This included help making friends in clubs and 

support with playing games in the Inclusion department at lunch times 

(e.g. Spencer, p.116). They mentioned Restorative Justice for helping 

resolve friendship problems (e.g. Sacha, p.100). They spoke about 
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specific adults in school who they felt able to talk to about problems 

(e.g. LSAs, Learning Mentors, and the SENCO). Spencer also 

mentioned the Head Teacherôs role in encouraging pupils to help each 

other.  

 

8. Secondary-school-is-better-than-primary-school:  

Ellen, Sacha, Jason and Tom expressed a preference for secondary 

school when compared to their primary school experiences. Reasons 

for this included finding it easier to make friends (e.g. Sacha, p.99) and 

having less arguments with peers in secondary school (e.g. Tom, 

p.130).    

 

9. Help-with-making-friends:  

Ellen and Sacha suggested their own ideas for how to help pupils with 

making friends such as joining clubs, having sessions on making 

friends, and playing games that help pupils get to know each other (e.g. 

Sacha, p.101). Sarah said she wanted play equipment in school. 
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(b) Staff Themes: 

 

 

As shown in Figure 11, six themes were developed through thematic analysis 

of the data from the LSAs plus data from an interview with the SENCo. The 

themes presented in this section relate to Research Questions 2 and 3 

pertaining to staff understanding of SPCD and how pupils with these needs 

are supported: 
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1.Staff-understanding-of-Social-(Pragmatic)-Communication-

difficulties: 

This theme and subthemes summarised staff understanding of SPCD. All staff 

expressed agreement with the research definition of SPCD. Staff showed 

understanding of social aspects of communication and recognition that the 

label can cover various needs, for example: ñI think thatôs quite broad isnôt itò 

(LSA4). 

 

1.1 Difficulty-understanding-social-cues: 

Staff said pupils with SPCD have difficulties understanding social cues or other 

peopleôs intentions, and have difficulty adapting their communication to the 

social context in different ways: 

ñeither a bit too much or not enoughé a bit too social and wanting to be around 

everyone all the time and getting really loudò (LSA4) 

ñTheir kind of social cues and understanding of social norms sometimes is a 

bit lacking compared to mostò (LSA1). 

ñHard to understand the meaning of language and other peopleôs intentionsò 

(SENCO) 

 

1.2 Difficulty-expressing-themselves: 

Staff said pupils with SPCD have difficulty expressing themselves in a way 

that is understandable to others: 
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ñMight not make sense when you explain something to somebody else but it, 

but it may make sense in your mindé explaining yourself in a way that makes 

sense to yourself and to other peopleò (LSA2). 

Staff also made reference to pupils with SPCD communicating in an unusual 

or unexpected way:  

ñnot able to communicate their thoughts in the way that people are expecting 

them toé sometimes their own way is not understandable to the rest of usò 

(LSA4).  

 

1.3 Difficulty-understanding-language: 

Staff mentioned that pupils with SPCD may also have difficulties 

understanding certain vocabulary and language.  

 

1.4 Difficulty-with-social-interaction:  

Staff highlighted the difficulties that pupils with SPCD have in their social 

interactions, including difficulties making friends and interacting with peers, 

and becoming ñsocially withdrawnò (LSA4), for example: 

ñBeing able to form friendships and relationshipsé or rather not being able to 

form them as easily as other peopleò (LSA3). 

 

1.5 Emotional-impact:  

Staff acknowledged the emotional impact that SPCD can have on pupils, for 

example: 
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ñécan feel really stucké they start being in some sort of negative loop they 

feel like they can never get out and they can even less put words on their 

feelings or thoughtsé they canôt even think straight anymore I thinkò (LSA4).  

 

2. Whole-school-approach-to-SEND: 

Staff referred to the schoolôs inclusive ethos and whole-school awareness of 

SEND, with particular emphasis on understanding of communication: 

 ñI think it is quite accepted in the school that not everybody communicates in 

the same wayò (SENCO). 

All staff are seen as responsible for pupils with SEND, and the Inclusion 

Department is seen as a central part of the school:   

ñInclusion is actually a place that people want to beé weôre in this new 

building, itôs bright, kids want to be here at lunchtimeé not just Inclusion kidsé 

they know that itôs somewhere that if they need help with somethingé that 

obviously raises the profileò (SENCO).  

Staff spoke about being open about their own difficulties, and creating a sense 

of community and respect for diversity: 

ñItôs important to make them understand that itôs not just themò (LSA4). 

 

3. Support-for-social-communication-and-interaction: 

All staff talked about support for pupils with SPCDôs social communication and 

interactions. This theme was divided into four subthemes:  
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3.1 Supported-curriculum-class:  

Staff mentioned the impact of the Supported Curriculum class system in the 

school. This system means that pupils with SEND can access smaller group 

teaching with high levels of adult support, and ña small supported curriculum 

to help the children flourish and progressò (LSA1).  

Pupils are included within a peer group of other YP with various needs:  

ñThereôs about 16 childrené some that have a specific learning difficulty such 

as ASD and there will be othersé moderate learning difficulties for exampleéò 

(LSA1) 

LSAs reported supporting social interactions between classmates, and 

encouraging team-work and a social atmosphere in Supported Curriculum 

classes, for example: 

 

ñbuilding the sense of community in classé trying to get them in class to 

develop like working togetherò (LSA3). 

 

3.2 Support-during-unstructured-times:  

Staff talked about support available to pupils with SPCD during unstructured 

times, including access to breakfast and lunchtime clubs, adult support with 

playing games, and availability of staff to support and mediate social 

interactions. Staff provide this support in different ways, for example:  

ñ[Pupils] play a game with two adults in the class just to make sure all the 

communicationôs appropriateò (SENCO)  

ñFinding out their interests, seeing if you can maybe create a clubò (LSA1) 
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ñThey [SALTs] pick up a lot of the social communication that goes on at 

lunchtimesò (SENCO). 

The SENCO also highlighted the importance of planning this type of support 

and not just focussing on classroom support: ñlooking creatively at staffing and 

not just thinking about having LSAs in the classroomò.   

 

3.3 Allocated-time-for-learning-social-skills:  

Some staff members mentioned specific interventions or time designated for 

pupils to develop their social skills. Examples of this included SALT social 

communication groups and weekly SEAL lessons. The SENCO explained that 

she adapts this for older pupils by ñinstead of talking about er social skills they 

can actually talk about current affairs and thatôs a bit more Key Stage 4é less 

talking about how to make friendsò. Sachaôs LSA suggested that pupils with 

SPCD might benefit from further support in this area, such as direct teaching 

on ñrelationships and friendshipsò and on ñhow to deal with conflictò (LSA2) as 

well as support to ñadapt it in her actual relationshipsò (LSA2).  

 

3.4 Support-with-resolving-conflicts:  

Most staff members talked about supporting pupils with SPCD to resolve 

conflicts with their friends, peers or other members of staff. Staff referred to 

using Restorative Justice as an approach for resolving conflicts with other 

pupils and members of staff:  

ñthe learning mentor will then try to reengage them, try to bridge that 

relationship [with their teacher] if somethingôs gone wrong in a classroomò 

(SENCO)  



153 

 

ñRestorative justice sessionséif thereôs a problem we bring them all into a 

room and have a conversation about itò (LSA2).  

Staff also offer debriefs to pupils to help them understand otherôs viewpoints 

and feelings, and problem-solve ways to resolve conflict:  

 ñKind of reverse the roles and ask her how she would feeléò and ñHelp her 

understand the other personôs point of viewò (LSA2).   

 

4. Emotional-support: 

Staff spoke about the schoolôs role in providing emotional support to pupils 

with SPCD, including formal support such as mentoring and Cognitive 

Behavioural Therapy (CBT)-based groups run by the EP (adapted to pupilôs 

communication needs). LSAs mentioned the informal emotional support they 

give pupils on a daily basis. The SENCO talked about her availability to speak 

to pupils at lunchtimes, and highlighted the importance of making this informal 

support available:  

ñI think the most important thing isébeing able to have time to spend with 

young peopleé make time for young people, listen to themò (SENCO).  

 

5. Support-with-learning:  

All LSAs made references to supporting pupils with SPCD with their learning 

through helping them to understand tasks and adapting language to meet their 

needs. The SENCO reported that all staff received training on differentiating 

for pupils with SLCN from the SALT, and that staff have access to EP 

consultation to develop strategies and interventions.  



154 

 

Spencerôs LSA highlighted the need for flexible pupil-centred teaching 

approaches to meet the needs of these pupils:  

ñSome of them will not cope when theyôre put under spotlight, but some of 

them will love it. Some of them will need thinking timeé some will need to 

write it downé some of them will need to work in pairs or group, some of them 

will never be able to work in a groupò (LSA4).  

Some LSAs mentioned the importance of supporting emotional needs to 

support learning e.g. LSA1 described part of his role in the classroom as ñjust 

a case of building his confidenceò. The SENCO justified the need for 

emotional support to enable learning:  

ñIf a young person has had an incident at lunchtime thereôs no way that young 

person is going to start learning until thatôs resolvedò (SENCO).  

 

6. Involving-parents: 

Some staff members made reference to contact with parents:  

ñphone call to parents quite often to see if everyone is ok at homeò (LSA4)  

The SENCO reported that staff have good communication with parents, and 

try to work as a team with parents and other professionals to plan support for 

their YP:  

ñThe thing is having good communication with familiesò (SENCO). 
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(c) Parent Themes: 

 

 

As shown in Figure 12, four themes were developed through thematic analysis 

of the data pertaining to Research Question 2 (on how the school supports YP 

with SPCD), from the three parents who participated in interviews: 

 

1. Supportive-staff: 

Sacha and Tomôs Mums spoke about members of staff who supported 

their children, and highlighted the importance of staff being aware of 

the YPôs individual needs. They mentioned that their child was helped 

by mentoring from members of school staff (e.g. P1, p.105).   
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2. Schoolôs-approach-to-SEND: 

Parents talked about the schoolôs approach to supporting pupils with 

SEND, including provision of smaller supported classes, and use of a 

flexible pupil-centred approach: 

ñstructure things around him and around that group of childrenò (P3).   

 

2.1 Supported-Curriculum-class: 

Sarah and Tomôs Mums mentioned the small supportive environment 

provided by the Supported Curriculum class, their child feeling included 

in this class, and the high level of staff attention received by their child 

in this class (e.g. P3, p.136).  

 

3. Shared-interests-with-friends: 

Sacha and Tomôs Mums highlighted the importance of shared interests 

for friends, either by mentioning their childôs shared interests and joint 

activity with friends (e.g. P1, p.104), or by referring to their childôs ability 

to initiate social interaction if it is focussed on their interests (e.g. P3, 

p.134).  

 

4. Further-support:  

Sarah and Sachaôs Mums suggested that their child might need more 

support. Sarahôs Mum wanted further support to understand her needs. 

Sachaôs Mum suggested that counselling within the school environment 

would benefit her child.  
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4.3 Summary of Findings 

 

There were some common or related themes identified across the thematic 

analyses for each participant group. Tables 3, 4 and 5 (below) show where the 

contents of the themes overlap across participant types.  

 

 

 

Table 3 shows an overlap in the YP themes of Emotional-issues, Friendship-

problems and Peer-problems and the staff theme of Staff-understanding-of-

SPCD. The YP made references to School-staff-support-with-friendship-and-
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emotional-issues which is also referred to in Staff and Parent themes (Table 

3).  

 

Table 4 shows an overlap in the Staff theme of Whole-school-approach-to-

SEND and the parent theme of Schoolôs-approach-to-SEND, and that the staff 

themes of Support-for-social-communication-and-interaction and Emotional-

support overlap with YP and Parent themes.  
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Table 5 shows the relationships between the themes of Parents and those of 

YP and Staff, including an overlap between the parent theme of Shared-

interests-with-friends and the YP themes of Friends-provide-pleasure-and-

company and Help-with-making-friends.  

 

The following is a summary of the common or related themes across all three 

participant groups: 

 

¶ The role of school staff in supporting the YP with their social 

interactions and emotional needs was common across the three 

participant groups. 
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¶ The contents of the Staff-understanding-of-SPCD theme were 

reflective of the YP themes of Emotional-issues, Friendship-problems 

and Peer-problems. It should be noted that Staff-understanding-of-

SPCD also included aspects of social interaction difficulties which were 

not reflected in the YP themes, due to the professional perspective 

provided by staff. The correspondence between Staff-understanding-

of-SPCD and the YP themes also linked to the parent theme of 

Supportive-staff, because this theme highlighted the importance of staff 

awareness of YP needs.  

 

¶ The schoolôs approach to SEND was a common theme across the 

staff and parent themes. Although this was not reflected in the YP 

themes, it could be hypothesised that the schoolôs flexible and 

supportive approach may be linked to the positive appraisal of this 

school indicated by the YP theme of Secondary-school-is-better-than-

primary. 

 

There were some differences in themes for the different participant types: 

 

¶ The themes of Friends-help-and-support and Friends-provide-

pleasure-and-company were unique to the YP perspective on the role 

of their friendships, although the parent theme of Shared-interests-

with-friends related to the second of the YP themes.  
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¶ The YP theme of Family-support highlighted the role of their families, 

and in particular their mothers, in supporting them. The role of family 

was not reflected in the staff themes, although the Involving-parents 

theme indicated some recognition of the importance of working with 

families. However, the parent theme of Further-support included 

reference to the idea that one of the mothers would like more support 

to understand her childôs needs. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

This chapter will discuss the findings that emerged from the current study in 

relation to each of the research questions. The themes identified within case 

studies and between different participant types will be used to address each 

research question. This is followed by a discussion of the implications of these 

findings for EP practice. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the 

limitations of this study, followed by suggested directions for future research 

in this area.  

 

YPôs views are referenced by their chosen pseudonyms in italics, and the 

views of adults (staff and parents) are referenced by participant codes 

underlined to indicate when the discussion makes reference to evidence from 

the current study.  

 

5.1 Research Question 1 

What are the views of young people with social pragmatic communication 

difficulties on their friendships and related aspects of emotional wellbeing? 

 

Each of the individual case studies and the integrative analysis of the YPôs 

interviews gave insight into their views on their friendships, and other related 

aspects of their emotional wellbeing. YP viewed friendships as important for 

providing enjoyment, company, help to solve problems, and emotional 

support. The role of friendship for these YP is supported by a resilience model 

of adolescent friendships (e.g. Graber et al., 2016). In this perspective, 

friendship can be a protective factor that supports emotional well-being in YP 
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with social communication difficulties. There is a lack of previous research on 

friendship in YP with SPCD, but research with YP with other types of language 

and communication difficulties has suggested that social support can mediate 

the relationship between language difficulties and emotional well-being (e.g. 

Conti-Ramsden & Botting, 2008). The current findings tentatively imply that 

the same relationship may be identifiable in YP with SPCD.  

 

Graber et al.ôs (2016) model proposed that friendship promotes emotional 

resilience in adolescents through supporting the development of constructive 

coping strategies, encouraging effort, developing a supportive friendship 

group, and reducing potential development of disengaged and externalising 

coping strategies. Some of these factors are evident in the current findings: 

Ellen, Sacha, Sarah and Spencer described sharing problems and seeking 

comfort from friends, Sacha talked about her friend helping her to take deep 

breaths, and LSA3 talked about Sarahós friends helping her to seek adult 

support. All of these could be viewed as constructive coping strategies. Some 

of the LSAs highlighted the development of a supportive friendship group, for 

example one spoke about the benefits of Sarah having a group of close friends 

who are able to recognise when she needs help and tell an adult for her. 

Therefore, the findings arguably evidence that friendship may be considered 

a protective factor for emotional wellbeing in YP with SPCD, and that in this 

view, friendship may work through supporting development of a supportive 

friendship group and constructive coping strategies.  
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In addition to supporting coping strategies, having friends may also provide 

some protection from bullying. Jason said he did not think he would be bullied 

now that he has friends around him, while Sacha and Spencer talked about 

the protective role of friends in terms of defending them or taking their side in 

conflict with peers. This is supported in the existing literature on bullying, e.g. 

increased friendship quality is associated with decreased bullying victimization 

(Kendrick et al., 2012). Kendrick et al. (2012) further suggested that friendship 

might protect adolescents either by increasing social adjustment and 

decreasing their vulnerability, which arguably informs Jasonôs comments, or 

directly through friends acting as defenders, which is in line with the views of 

Sacha and Spencer.   

 

Friendship may also promote wellbeing in another way: by giving YP a greater 

sense of belonging. This may be important for pupils who are aware of their 

differences from peers, which appeared to be the case here. The importance 

of belonging was evidenced by Lansford et al. (2003) who reported that peer 

group acceptance, as well as friendship quality, constituted a protective factor. 

This is evidenced in Jasonôs case: 

ñThe thing that makes me happy about my friends is that they are similar to 

you but they are not afraid to accept differences you haveò (Jason).  

 

The development of supportive friendships may take time for YP with SPCD 

as it may take time for them to access and process social interactions. This is 

supported by the importance of familiarity and closeness as a factor in 
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enabling YPôs friends to support them. For example, Ellen spoke about the 

importance of knowing friends for a long time.  

 

The current findings indicate that YP with SPCD also experience social 

difficulties within their friendships and with their peers as a result of their social 

difficulties. All YP spoke about some form of conflict with their friends, 

arguments with peers as well as teasing or social exclusion by peers. This is 

consistent with the link between ñpersistent peer problemsò and social 

pragmatic communication difficulties, in a longitudinal study of pupils from age 

7 to 16, reported by Mok et al. (2014). The qualitative design of this thesis 

allowed for deeper exploration of how these peer problems are experienced 

emotionally.  

 

The current findings provide indications that all of the YP experienced 

emotional problems. All but Sarah made references to these issues 

themselves, and in Sarahôs case the perspectives provided by her Mum and 

LSA indicated that she also had emotional needs. The emotional needs of the 

YP with SPCD in this sample were in line with previous research which 

suggested a relationship between social pragmatic communication difficulties 

and SEMH problems (Botting & Conti-Ramsden, 2000; Farmer & Oliver, 2005; 

Mok et al., 2014).  

 

The YP in the current sampleôs accounts implied that their social difficulties 

may negatively affect their emotional wellbeing. For example, Ellen spoke 

about anxiety about what she has said, while Jason reported anxiety about his 
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actions towards peers. Ellen, Sacha, Spencer and Jason described feelings of 

anger, frustration, sadness or anxiety as a result of peer-conflict, teasing or 

social exclusion by peers.   

 

The YP in this study indicated a desire to have friendships, which is consistent 

with Simmsôs work (2017) which reported that YP with social pragmatic 

communication difficulties do seek social interaction. Yet there seemed to be 

tension between the desire for friendship and the social difficulties that arose 

for these YP as a result. These tensions are illustrated in the individual cases. 

For example, there is tension between Sachaôs desire to make friends and her 

behaviour of staying inside at break times to avoid problematic social 

interactions. Likewise there is a tension in Jasonôs expressed desire to be 

more sociable and his acceptance that he is ñunsociableò but ñthereôs a pro to 

thatò.  

 

Some of the YPôs experiences suggest that friendships can become a risk 

factor for wellbeing due to conflicts between friends. YP with SPCD may lack 

the conflict resolution skills required to successfully move on from conflicts. 

Conflict resolution requires the ability to see the situation from anotherôs 

perspective, recognise the impact of the conflict, and make accommodations 

for the needs of others (Laursen & Pursell, 2009). These social skills, it is 

asserted, are limited in YP with SPCD (Ketelaars et al., 2016). This is 

supported by the accounts of Sarah, Sacha and Spencerôs LSAs who all made 

reference to their difficulties with resolving conflicts. Conflict among friends is 
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common, but chronic conflicts affect the perceived quality of friendships 

(Laursen & Pursell, 2009).  

 

Therefore, it seems arguable that YP with SPCD may benefit from the 

protective factor of friendship. However, their friendships might also present a 

risk to their well-being, without support to manage friendships and resolve 

conflict.  

 

Despite these social and emotional difficulties, the YPôs accounts 

demonstrated resilience, and many had developed constructive coping 

strategies. This included seeking support from their friends, but also from their 

mothers. This finding may be informed by Liable et al.ôs (2000) research which 

reported that secure attachments with both parents and peers contribute to 

positive social and emotional outcomes in typically-developing adolescents. 

Having a secure attachment is regarded as a protective factor for emotional 

resilience (Masten, 2001), and the current findings imply that this may be the 

case for YP with SPCD.  

 

However, it is important to note that one of the YP in the current study (Tom) 

was adopted five years ago and had been in foster care for two years before 

his adoption. Late-adopted children are at greater risk of developing insecure 

or disorganised attachment internal-working-models as they may have 

experienced the loss of at least one attachment relationship (Pace & Zavattini, 

2011). It is not possible to assess the quality of Tomôs attachment security 

based on the current data. His comments seemed to communicate positive 
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regard towards them, and implied that his relationships with them are 

important to him. This may be understood in light of evidence that late-adopted 

children can develop attachment security over time within a stable adoption 

(Pace & Zavattini, 2011). 

 

Most YP talked about seeking support from school staff. However, Jason said 

he wanted more opportunities to speak one-to-one with teachers. Interestingly, 

Jason is the only pupil in the sample who is in a mainstream class without 

consistent LSA support across subjects. The four YP in Supported Curriculum 

classes have access to a consistent LSA throughout their day, and Sacha has 

LSA support and a Learning Mentor. It is hypothesised that these supportive 

relationships with members of staff may reflect secondary attachment 

relationships (Ainsworth, 1989). The Supported Curriculum class LSAs seem 

to have the potential to represent attachment figures for the YP they work with 

because of their consistent presence and availability for support. However, 

Verschueren & Koomen (2012) have pointed out that typical teacher-child 

relationships lack some of the key features of parental attachment, such as 

durability over time and relative exclusivity. Yet Verschueren and Koomen 

(2012) also suggested that for vulnerable children with limited capacity for self-

regulation, the teacher may represent an attachment figure who can provide 

security and support. This may reflect the relationship with the LSA for some 

YP with SPCD.  

 

An unexpected insight from some of the YP interviews was the importance of 

music. Sacha and Ellen talked about using music as a tool for calming or 
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comforting themselves. Jason talked about music as a way to connect with 

peers, and as a vehicle for guidance from artists and their lyrics. Music may 

play an important role in providing a topic of shared interest for YP to focus 

conversations around (Miranda, 2013) Music may be a common interest for 

YP, independent of their perceived differences. Jason had a tendency to 

discuss a topic of interest at length, so it is likely to help facilitate social 

interaction when the topic is one shared by peers such as music.   

 

Another unexpected finding was the YP in the sampleôs preference for 

secondary school. Previous literature suggests that secondary school may be 

a challenging time for YP with any social or communication difficulty, because 

secondary schools tend to be less aware of language and communication 

needs and to have a less holistic view of pupils, as a result of the secondary 

school teaching structure, and as peer relationships and language use 

becomes more complex in adolescence (Ripley & Barratt, 2008). Yet the YP 

in this sample reported finding it easier to make friends, experiencing less 

arguments with peers and less bullying, and having more space and activities 

in their secondary school. It is important to note that this school has a specialist 

provision for SLCN, a whole-school awareness of communication needs and 

an inclusive ethos, which may more broadly contextualise their experiences. 

In addition, the perspectives provided by LSAs indicated that these pupils 

receive adult support with their social interactions. These factors might 

contribute to the YPôs positive views of their school, and may be viewed as 

protective factors in the systems around the YP. This is in line with the 
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evidence supporting the benefits of a whole-school approach and supportive 

ethos for promoting social and emotional well-being in schools (Weare, 2015). 

 

Overall, the findings imply that these YP with SPCD view friendships as 

important for providing enjoyment, company, help to solve problems, and 

emotional support. However, their views also offer insights into their 

experiences of friendship and peer problems, and the emotional impact of 

these.  

 

5.2 Research Question 2 

In what ways do schools support the friendships of young people with social 

pragmatic communication difficulties?  

 

This section will bring together the relevant findings from YP, staff and parents, 

firstly to explain the context of the difficulties these YP experience in their 

friendships, and then to discuss the ways in which the school supports their 

friendships. 

 

The findings from the YP, LSAs and parents indicate that the YP have social 

difficulties which affect their friendships. This is in line with previous research 

which has suggested that SPCD are associated with reduced pro-social 

behaviour and difficulties with peer relations in primary school children 

(Ketelaars et al., 2010; Law, Rush, and McBean, 2014; Mok et al., 2014). The 

perspectives of LSAs and parents in this study suggest that these difficulties 

included:  
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¶ difficulty initiating and maintaining social interaction, 

¶ miscommunication,  

¶ conflict between friends, 

¶ difficulty resolving conflict. 

 

According to Rose and Asher (2004), the ability to form friendships involves 

various social skills including the ability to initiate interactions, self-disclose 

about oneself, provide enjoyable companionship, offer help and support, seek 

help, and manage conflict. The LSA interviews in the current study suggest 

that YP with SPCD may have difficulties with some aspects of these friendship 

skills. LSAs reported their YP having difficulties understanding social cues or 

other peopleôs views and emotions, which may affect their ability to initiate 

appropriate interactions, know when to offer help and support, and manage 

conflict. LSAs also reported difficulties for their YP in communicating in a way 

that was understandable to others, which may affect their ability to initiate 

interactions or self-disclose about themselves, offer verbal support, and 

manage conflict through conversation. Therefore, the findings suggest that YP 

with SPCD are likely to need support with their friendships.  

 

Parents and staff suggested that friendships were supported by the schoolôs 

inclusive ethos and approach to SEN, through fostering inclusion of pupils with 

SEN, and promoting staff awareness of the social needs of these pupils. Use 

of a whole-school approach is supported by evidence indicating the benefits 

of developing a whole-school ethos of acceptance and inclusion to support 

social development (Weare, 2015). 
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The Supported Curriculum class system supports pupils by providing them 

with a peer group of other YP with a range of needs, and LSA support to 

facilitate and mediate social interactions. Parents indicated that this system 

helped their child feel included in a peer group, and helped their social 

development. This schoolôs Supported Curriculum system could be viewed as 

a form of Nurture provision as it provides a small supportive environment for 

vulnerable pupils. Thus the benefits of such a system are supported by 

indications that nurture groups can promote wellbeing by fostering feelings of 

security and belonging (Weare, 2015). 

 

School staff suggested that friendships were also supported through specific 

interventions which were either intended to teach social skills or to help YP 

resolve conflicts. These include weekly SEAL lessons and SALT Social 

Communication groups. One LSA suggested that pupils with SPCD would 

benefit from more social skills teaching, on friendships, relationships and 

managing conflict, and support to know how to apply taught social skills in real-

life friendships. YP and LSAs suggested that Restorative Justice is often used 

as an approach to help YP resolve conflicts that have already occurred. This 

approach involves providing an opportunity for the pupil who has been harmed 

to explain the impact of the incident on them to the pupil who was responsible 

(Burnett & Thorsborne, 2015). The adult helps the pupil responsible to 

understand the other personôs perspective and emotions, and plan how the 

conflict can be resolved. Sacha and her LSA spoke about using this to resolve 

problems within friendships. The use of Restorative Justice is consistent with 
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research which has indicated that explicit teaching of social and emotional 

skills can promote social development (Weare, 2015).  

 

YP and staff (e.g. Ellen, Spencer, LSA3, LSA6 and SENCo) suggested 

friendships are also supported through clubs and lunch time activities, and 

supervised play in the Inclusion Department. These present opportunities for 

YP to socialise, but with an adult available to support and mediate interactions. 

The provision of activities and clubs may be supportive of friendship 

development through enabling YP to meet others with similar interests. Hartup 

and Stevens (1997) suggested that friendships in early childhood are 

characterised by shared activities, whereas in adolescence, cognitive and 

emotional development enables sharing of beliefs and interests and increased 

intimacy. This may explain the references made by some of the YP to shared 

interests and closeness with their friends.  

 

However, the shared beliefs, interests and intimacy that characterise 

friendships for typically developing adolescents may present challenges for 

some YP with SPCD, due to the abstract and complex nature of this type of 

interaction. Joint activity may promote social relations, as the development of 

communication is underpinned by turn-taking (e.g Bloom, Russell, & 

Wassenberg, 1987). Sarahôs wish to have more play equipment in school 

seemed to indicate that some YP with SPCD may benefit from continued 

access to opportunities for shared activity in adolescence. According to Baines 

& Blatchford (2010) games can provide a way to scaffold social interactions 
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through learning rules, turn-taking and cooperation. Blatchford (1998, in 

Baines and Blatchford, 2010) reported that playing games reduces in 

adolescence and is replaced by socialising and conversation. Adolescent 

socialising tends to focus on social play but at a more abstract level (e.g. 

teasing, joking and daring) (Baines and Blatchford, 2010). These more 

abstract interactions may be challenging for YP with SPCD to access given 

their pragmatic communication difficulties. YP with SPCD may benefit from 

adult support to unpick social communication, and by games and play 

equipment to provide structure and focus for social interactions.  

 

Finally, the importance of obtaining the YPôs views is apparent in the findings 

from the YP in this study. Although there are several common themes, the use 

of case studies showed that each YP had different views on friendship. The 

findings imply that schools may be able to support friendships through 

enabling YP with SPCD to pursue their interests and access joint activity with 

peers who share them.  

 

 

5.3 Research Question 3 

In what ways do secondary school staff understand social pragmatic 

communication difficulties and how does the school address these needs? 

 

Social Pragmatic Communication Disorder is defined as ñpersistent difficulties 

in the social use of verbal and nonverbal communicationò in the absence of 

the rigid, restricted and repetitive interests, behaviours and activities that 
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characterise Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (DSM-5; American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013).  

 

For the purpose of the staff interviews, the term ñSocial (pragmatic) 

communication difficultiesò was used, and explained as: 

ñDifficulties with the ability to communicate effectively with others in different 

social contexts. This might include difficulties with adapting communication to 

the social context, difficulties with following the rules of communication e.g. 

turn-taking, understanding nonliteral language e.g. jokes. Sometimes these 

difficulties are called ñpragmatic language difficultiesò.  Social communication 

also includes nonverbal communication e.g. eye contact.ò (see Appendix 4).  

 

All staff indicated agreement with this definition, although some commented 

on how different aspects would apply to different pupils in particular cases.  

 

Prior to hearing this research definition, staff explained their understanding of 

social pragmatic communication difficulties (SPCD). Staff demonstrated an 

awareness of different aspects of social communication that could be 

impacted by SPCD. Staff spoke about pupils with SPCD having difficulties 

understanding social cues and adapting their communication to the social 

context, difficulty understanding othersô intentions, difficulty communicating in 

a way that others can understand their meaning, difficulties with initiating 

social interactions, and appearing socially withdrawn. Therefore, as a group, 

staff showed knowledge and understanding of the difficulties experienced by 

pupils with SPCD.  
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Some staff also talked about YP with SPCD having difficulties understanding 

certain vocabulary and language. Some referred to difficulties understanding 

non-literal language, but some also mentioned more general language 

comprehension issues. Although receptive language difficulties do not come 

under the SPCD label, previous research has acknowledged that individuals 

with SPCD may also have some structural language difficulties (Bishop, 2014).  

School staff reported supporting pupils with SPCD with any receptive 

language difficulties they may have by adapting language used in the 

classroom, and helping them to understand instructions by using simple literal 

language. 

 

Some staff members also acknowledged the emotional impact that SPCD can 

have on pupils. Emotional needs have not been recognised in the descriptors 

for SPCD, but the staff accounts suggest that social difficulties can affect these 

pupilsô emotional wellbeing. There is evidence for the emotional needs of 

children with SPCD (Botting & Conti-Ramsden, 2000), and the findings from 

this research tentatively imply a potential comorbidity between emotional 

difficulties and SPCD. The school in this study provides support for the 

emotional wellbeing of YP with SPCD through mentoring, Cognitive 

Behavioural Therapy (CBT)-based groups, SEAL lessons, and the availability 

of staff to offer informal support when needed. There is an existing evidence-

base for interventions to support social and emotional development, including 

CBT and SEAL, (Weare, 2015). Further research is needed to develop an 
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evidence-base for interventions to promote emotional wellbeing in YP with 

SPCD.  

 

 

5.4 A hypothetical ecological model of risk and resilience for YP with 

SPCD 

The findings from this study can be understood in terms of different risk and 

protective factors with the potential to affect YP with SPCDôs emotional well-

being. An ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner 1979) was used to integrate 

the factors which impact on YP with SPCD at each level of their environment. 

Ecological Systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) conceptualises an 

individualôs development through their interactions with their environment. An 

ecological model of resilience enables a deeper understanding of the 

processes that influence resilience at each level of the environment (Ungar et 

al., 2013). The proposed hypothetical model (Figure 13) is an attempt to 

conceptualise the related findings from all three Research Questions.  

 

The diagram in Figure 13 shows the proposed conceptual model. Potential 

risk factors are shown on the left side of the diagram and potential protective 

factors are shown on the right side. The concentric circles in the diagram 

represent the different levels of the YPôs environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

In the proposed model, the Individual level refers to within-person factors and 

is represented by the innermost circle in Figure 13. The Microsystem (shown 

by the inner pink circle in Figure 13) refers to factors related to interactions 

with their immediate environment (family, school staff, friends and peers). The 
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Mesosystem (the green circle in Figure 13) refers to connections between 

aspects of the Microsystem (e.g. home-school communication). In 

Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) model, the Exosystem is the indirect environment 

which the individual does not interact with directly, but has an influence on 

them. In this model, the Exosystem (the blue circle in Figure 13) refers to 

whole-school factors (e.g. school ethos) because although these factors affect 

the environment in which the YP interacts with those in their Microsystem, the 

individual YP has no direct influence on these factors. The Macrosystem refers 

to relevant factors in the wider cultural context (represented by the outer pink 

circle in Figure 13). Bronfenbrennerôs model includes a Chronosystem which 

refers to changes over time, but this was not included in the current model 

because the study did not use a longitudinal design. 
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