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ABSTRACT

The study applies ethnographic processes and grounded theory methodology to the
experiences of adolescent students with Social, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD)
beyond the classroom environment. Focusing primarily on these students’ observed enjoyment
of outdoor opportunities and virtual interactions, the study analyses the motivations that lie
behind these interests, as well as the nature and flavour of these experiences, and the perceptions
the adolescents have of their impact. The notion of ‘third space’ is used as a tool in the
exploration of these experiences through ethnographic dialogues. Five categories emerge from
the data through an inductive constant comparison process: (i) the conception of third space as
the opposite of an escape: effort and constructive determination; (ii) anonymous interactions in
these two dimensions vs. school cluster reinforcement; (iii) emergence of a fluid notion of skills
building and skills acquisition; (iv) interactions with significant adults in non-classroom spaces;
(v) emerging notions of wellbeing and functionality. The emerging theory is formulated on the
basis of these five categories. It asserts that students with SEBD identify specific personal
attributes which they claim and see as part of their essential identity. It also claims that they
verbalise preferences with regards to learning that have thus far remained unexplored in
literature. Lastly the emerging theory develops a conceptualization that sees them developing a
degree of self-belief, which is not reflected in the literature, but seems intimately woven in their
personal reflection on wellbeing and functionality. The formulation of the emerging theory is
also the occasion of a reflection on theory building in the field of education.
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION
Overview
Are schools’ and teachers’ approaches to students who fail to blend in, not visibly
ambivalent in today’s world? Might we perhaps be excessively defensive, conservative and
insecure when it comes to teaching students with challenging behaviours? Current literature and
practice preach ‘thinking outside the box’ as a key to creative pedagogy and yet, when it comes
to students who struggle with the school format, most education systems ironically refuse to
abandon established routines and run-of-the mill teaching practices. Pedagogical approaches to
students with Social, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD) can appear oddly
misaligned with the stated ethos of 21st century inclusion. While creativity, flexibility and
student-centeredness are advocated across the field, the flavour and format of interventions and
practices adopted with marginalized students in secondary education can reveal a sorry state of
archaism. Might there be benefits to choosing the ‘road less travelled’ when seeking the
inclusion and retention of these students? It is indeed this study’s philosophical and
methodological assertion that students with SEBD should be met and understood in contexts
where they show interest and passion.
It may appear ironic that, while mainstream education research increasingly investigates
hybrid teaching (Lin, 2009; Parkes, Zaka, & Davis, 2011; Wang & Reeves, 2006; Wright, 2010)
or ventures further and deeper in a pedagogical reflection that extends far beyond the physical
boundaries of the classroom (Nicolas & Ng, 2009; Roblyer & Marshall, 2003; Spires, Lee, &
Turner, 2008), enquiry into the inclusion of students with Social, Emotional and Behavioural
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Difficulties (SEBD), on the other hand, still focuses almost exclusively on reinsertion into and
control within a physical teaching space (Visser, Cole, & Daniels, 2002). This seems striking
and somewhat contradictory: indeed the very students most reluctant to conform or enter a
pedagogical “space”, and most difficult to engage in matters of formal learning and pedagogy,
will often be tackled or approached solely within the most conventional and rigid of classroom
settings (Witt, Van Der Heyden, & Gilberstson, 2004). Traditional learners, on the other hand,
are increasingly being drawn towards – or even beyond - the ever-evolving outer boundaries of
pedagogy, and led towards initiatives craftily situated well outside the physical parameters of the
classroom space (Kolb & Kolb, 2006).
Allowing all learners to exit the classroom, be it temporarily or virtually, and to explore
new pedagogical spaces surely is a necessary venture and objective when it comes to the
millennium learner; it also offers a very necessary link to real life learning (Ausburn & Brown,
2006; Bahr & Pendergast, 2007). The literature on experiential learning has been very successful
in linking motivation and engagement in learners to real world problem solving (Clark, Threeton,
& Ewing, 2010). The notion of exploring learning beyond the school walls is currently
extremely attractive, as a result, and is theoretically viable in all areas of education from
kindergarten to post-secondary (Fenwick, 2001). The relevance of these new spaces to students
with SEBD is particularly important as it is in these forums that positive outcomes and
successful interventions are often reported (Davis & Loveless, 2011; Herrington, Oliver, &
Reeves, 2003; Mihalas, Morse, Allsop, & McHatton, 2009). Yet, though they stand to benefit
the most from such explorations, students with SEBD are rarely the young people involved in
such initiatives and experimentation (Cooper, 2001). Research on students with SEBD has
instead been, in large part, focused on conventional classroom reinsertion (Kostewicz, Ruhl, &
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Kubina, 2008), and has too often failed to consider dimensions that might be more immediately
enticing for these children, such as those situated beyond the classroom or even the school walls,
away from an environment they have come to dissociate themselves with, or even hate
(Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Libby, 2004).
Two particular spaces seem relevant in this respect: outdoor education and virtual
platforms. By “outdoor education” the study will refer any opportunity for discovery beyond the
school walls, be it as part of an educational program having this vocation or, simply and more
informally, with peers having the same school affiliation. The term “virtual platform” will refer
to technology aided communication, whatever its changing face might be. Both terms are
examined and defined in more detail, with reference to existing literature, in Chapter 2.
Although they have, at first glance, little in common, these two new pedagogical dimensions are
in fact innovative environments to which students with SEBD are routinely exposed by choice
and interest (Courtad & Bouck, 2012; Fox & Avramidis, 2003a). It is therefore surprising that
little data has so far been collected in these specific arenas on possible outcomes for students
with SEBD. One hypothesis can be made for the paucity of research findings in these two areas:
usually associated with fun or entertainment pursuits, these spaces are treated with caution by
education researchers, who do not necessarily see a potential link to pedagogical outcomes
(Mattison, Hooper, & Carlson, 2006). The notion of fun seems to lead practitioners and
researchers to the presumption that no learning occurs here. Yet, these experiences in nontraditional spaces are, importantly, more often than not carried out with school peers and are
structured almost exclusively around the school clusters (Rosen, 2007; Young, 2007). They
often also include teachers, educators and significant adults connected to the school environment
(Palfrey & Gasser, 2008; Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). This reflection inevitably leads one
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pressing realisation: we should feel a desire to explore the notions of pedagogical space as it is
perceived by students with SEBD (Merrell & Walker, 2004; Ryan, Reid, & Epstein, 2004).
These experiences seem to be enjoyable and beneficial for these children, wherever they take
place at home, online, on a games field, or even in the wilderness. Beyond the mere physical
location, we begin to make out a temporal and emotional - rather than spatial - forum for
interaction and exchange, one that may very well in the end lead to educational outcomes
(Artiles, 2003; James, 2005). It is within this tentative construct of an extended pedagogical
space that outdoor education and virtual interaction no longer appear as distinct; they instead
take on their full potential and appear as sharing commonalities, inextricably linked within the
relevance they offer to students with SEBD (Davies, 2006; Murray & Greenburg, 2006).
A Gap in Research Literature
When examining “outdoor education”, the study will include all innovative projects and
experiences that make use of outdoor pursuits, sports and adventure (Fox & Avramidis, 2003a).
When investigating the use of online platforms made by students with SEBD, it will examine
various online social networking tools (such as Facebook and Twitter), but also online games
which allow a real time interaction between the players (Willoughby, 2008). Both of these
“spaces” have very different characteristics: one is extremely tangible and pragmatic, the other
virtual and slightly distant from everyday interactions. They nevertheless offer the student with
SEBD very similar features: they are both spaces outside the classroom and the school, in which
these students are offered the opportunity to interact with peers from the school cluster
(Jagendorf & Malekoff, 2005) and some staff members (Murray, 2002), but on a different,
atypical basis (Stichter, Clarke, & Dunlap, 2004). The two spaces hence offer a distinct appeal
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to the students with SEBD and are perceived as more flexible, less restrictive, more creative
(Doering, 2006); they offer these students a sense of competence, an impression of control
(Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005) and an element of choice (Jolivette, Wehby, Canale, & Massey,
2001; Morgan, 2006), amongst other elements commonly reported.
Interestingly, while the notion of “space” had been extensively researched in education,
mostly in terms of format of physical parameters (Bullard, 2010), there has been significantly
less research on the innovative environments which are now frequently visited by students
(Jackson et al., 2007). A move away from the physical characteristics of such experiences of
space is therefore now imperative, and is particularly appealing when dealing with students who
have associated the physical space of the class with failure and disconnection (Assoulines, Foley
Nicpon, & Huber, 2006; Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi, Golledge, & Scabini, 2006). Yet the paucity
of research focusing on the movements and interactions of students with SEBD, beyond the
physical constraints of the four walls (Visser, 2001a) is apparent and disturbing. This study will
therefore to try examine this gap in the literature, but in doing so, it will distance itself from
previous research on “educational space”. One of the spaces being considered is virtual, while
the other – though still physical – is a state of constant permutation. The common denominator
between the two is therefore conceptual, or emotional, rather than sensory and physical. It is not
physical space or location that begs investigation, but rather a lived, fluid notion of the
pedagogical space as a forum for exchange and interaction (Adler & Brown, 2008; Becker &
Henriksen, 2006), where social personae can evolve and metamorphose (Lu, Jia, Gong, & Clark,
2007). These are sometimes referred to by authors as ‘‘Next Generation Learning Spaces’’
(NGLS) (Wilson & Randall, 2012). They are defined as a learning dimension where
relationships are perhaps of a different nature than the immediacy of face-to-face (Rose, 2006),
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and where perceptions of self and others are altered in depth and intensity (Howland & Moore,
2002; Roberts, Foehr, & Rideout, 2005).
While exploring innovative learning spaces, the study will therefore select and examine
dimensions that are not physical or inherent to a location or context (DeCerteau, 2002), but
rather fluid and created by the actors who manoeuvre in them (Leach, 2005; Strange & Banning,
2001). The investigation will need to identify the key features of these new learning spaces (Van
Note Chism, 2006) and explore adequate ways to gauge their impact (Berner, Moeller, & Ball,
2009; Hunley & schaller, 2006). Spaces woven by relationships have already been examined
(Herring, 2004) and interactions are often the essential fabric of their construct (Lomas &
Oblinger, 2006). It is highly likely that the relationships occurring in the two “spaces” selected
for this study might be fundamentally different from those occurring in conventional educational
settings: control (Doering & Veletsianos, 2008), frequency, reciprocity (Black & Leake, 2011),
even initiation (Chambers et al., 2007) and etiquette (Karnonen, Test, Wood, Browder, &
Algozzine, 2004) differ vastly from those encountered by students with SEBD in other contexts.
Most variables identified and analysed in literature so far however have been specific to one or
the other of the environments considered (Kingwell, 2006; Rickinson et al., 2004). By analysing
outdoor education and virtual interaction in parallel, this study sets itself the task of identifying
common denominators (Graetz, 2006; Keppell, Souter, & Riddle, 2012) that are characteristics
of the “third space” (Gutierrez, 2008; Hochman, 2006; Moje, 2004), an environment that is
defined by features that have more bearing on the subject carrying out an experiential journey
than on the environment itself (Cook, 2005; Flessner, 2009; Walker, Brooks, & Baepler, 2011).
The notion of “third space” will be examined in greater detail in Chapter 2 but it is important to
note from the onset that the very fluidity of the concept will make it a pertinent tool for dialogue
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with the participants, rather the focus on an exploration of its theoretical delineation. “Third
space” is a space in name only; it is in fact a lived experience and it is the texture and flavour of
this experience, as described by students with SEBD that will form the core of the exploration of
this study.
This central positioning of the subject in the new construct of extended learning or
experiential space will serve as a critical lens in the review of the literature in the field of SEBD
proposed by the study. The review of published findings in this area will highlight the fact that
the methodological angle and theoretical angle adopted thus far tend to be rigid (Forness, 2005;
Stichter, Lewis, Johnson, & Trussel, 2004; Van Acker, Yell, Bradley, & Drasgow, 2004).
Epistemologically indeed much of the analysis of SEBD still sees maladjustment as a mere
phenomenon (Stichter, Conroy, & Kauffman, 2008; Trout, Nordness, Pierce, & Epstein, 2003b;
Van Lier, Muthen, Van der Sar, & Crijnens, 2004), examining these students` actions and
behaviours externally as quantifiable processes, rather than through the eyes of the students.
This is the case even when the methods used have been qualitative (Eber, Lewis-Palmer, &
Pacchiano, 2002; Greenwood, Carta, & Dawson, 2000; Walker, Cheney, Stage, & Blum, 2005).
It is typically teachers` perceptions and interpretations that constitute the bulk of data collection
(Pierce, Reid, & Epstein, 2004; Poulou, 2005). As such, and beyond the issue of methodological
choices, these studies have generally made theoretical assumptions and proposed pre-established
hypotheses that fit one of the existing theoretical frameworks on inclusive education (Allan,
2004; Francis, 2006; Goodley, 2007). In a field so completely innovative, involving subjects that
possess motivations and behaviour patterns that are clearly rarely understood by educators and
researchers (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005), might it be helpful instead to take a step back and
consider alternate methodological premises (Cefai & Cooper, 2010)? We are considering non-
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conventional students, venturing into new and innovative spaces (Bocconi, Kampylis, & Punie,
2012): might there be a need therefore to adopt a methodology that is ethnographic? If existing
theoretical lenses offer frustratingly unvarying perspectives on these students, does the adoption
of an inductive process not present itself as an unescapable imperative (Spandagou, 2002)? We
have already established that these innovative spaces are defined primarily through the use and
purpose of the actors who navigate them (Lenhart & Madden, 2005), rather than through any
inherent characteristics (Luckin, 2010). It seems therefore essential to focus on the experience
and perceptions students with SEBD develop, rather than on objective features of either
environment. Grounded theory provides us with the flexible methodological tools required
(Bryant & Charmaz, 2007a), as well as the opportunity to charter this new dimension without
preconceived theoretical biases (Thomas & James, 2006), allowing, on the contrary, theory to
emerge from the data collection carried out with a specific sub-group (McGhee, Marland, &
Atkinson, 2007).
Methodological Preoccupations
The study seeks to explore the perspectives of students who have been diagnosed or
labelled as having SEBD, who have experienced these two innovative spaces; it will collect
feedback on the flavour, worth and quality of their experience of these spaces; it will analyse and
explore the relevance of these perceptions in the context of their path through secondary
education (Barbour, 2008; Beaudouin, 2002; Chandra & Fisher, 2009). Though a grounded
theory methodology has not to date been frequently applied in education, social work theorists
have begun, with great success, to examine life narrative when researching marginalized street
youth (Kidd & Davidson, 2007).

Grounded theory describes methods that attempt to approach
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a phenomenon without theoretical preconceptions, when such frameworks have proven
restrictive or ill-adapted, by allowing the data to yield a theoretical lens rather than vice versa.
Life narratives are often central to the grounded theory process as it places itself firmly within a
phenomenological perspective within which individuals express their individual construct of the
reality that surrounds them. Both notions are explored in greater detail in Chapter 2.
The data will be obtained from students having left secondary education, and such a
reflective perspective will be coherent and pertinent since they will be asked to examine their use
of these two spaces within the context of their adolescent trajectory and school years (Gordon,
2000; Habermas & Bluck, 2000; LLoyd, 2003). The motive behind selecting individuals who
are no longer in secondary education, rather than students in the midst of these experiences, is
the hope that these comments might be less raw and subjective than if they had been collected
from students at the time, during or close too potentially unsettling or traumatic experiences of
marginalization or even exclusion (Habermas, 2006; Jeong-Hee, 2005; Sanderson & McKeough,
2005). The researcher would, in the midst of such ongoing crisis, be conceived as part of the
school institution or experience and, in all likelihood, be rejected without being able to collect
relevant data.
There are undeniable concerns when using reflective memories (Hunter, 2010): the
passing of time can be a deceitful lens and the study will be cautious with relation to the
dynamics of memory and biased interpretation (Habermas & Paha, 2001; Rude, Gortner, &
Pennebaker, 2004; Van Vreeswijk & de Wilde, 2004). While not without significant hurdles,
this format of data collection will allow the ethnographic exploration of these students`
experiences, one centered firmly on their perceptions (Rosenthal & Fisher-Rosenthal, 2004).
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This slight time delay in the recording of the experiences will allow for rich ethnographic work,
while avoiding the raw dynamics of ongoing marginalization, exclusion, or ongoing emotional
turmoil (Etherington, 2003; Harvey, Mishler, Koenen, & Harney, 2000).

Ethnography is a

methodological process originally devised and formulated by the field of anthropology in a
desire to avoid cultural centrism in the study of phenomena beyond one’s socio-cultural
environment and inherent blinders (Forsey, 2010). It seeks to ensure the relevance and
authenticity of research concerns and methods to the populations being studied (Whitehead,
2004). In studies on education and youth, ethnography has come to mean a process by which the
researcher focuses on a reality and core issues that are meaningful and pertinent to the age group
discussed (Wacquant, 2004).
Main Axis of Investigation
In view of the methodological choice made, and in line with grounded theory principles
(Heath & Cowley, 2004), the process will be inductive (Cooper, Chenail, & Fleming, 2012).
The main question seeks to explore the use made by students with SEBD of these two innovative
environments: outdoor education and online virtual platforms. Students with SEBD selected
through their affiliation to two specific special needs schools in Canada will be contacted and
interviewed through ethnographic processes (Charmaz, 2001), once they have left secondary
education. They will be interviewed retrospectively on their experiences with these two spaces,
and will be asked to explore the impact these spaces have had on their school years: from an
academic, social or emotional perspective. The study will have access, in particular, to
adolescents who frequented a school of experimental format where abundant outdoor
opportunities were offered, significantly more than is the norm elsewhere; the participants will
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also be asked to describe and explore their use of online platforms (multiplayer games and social
networks). The process being inductive, no predetermined hypothesis will be adopted; a
systematic methodological process of theory construction through the data analysis will be
applied (Morse, 2001).
Ancillary Questions
The main question will serve as an umbrella for two ancillary questions which will also
be investigated through the process of grounded research. They are as follows:
1. What are the constant – if any - characteristics of students with SEBD and their use of both the
outdoor environment and virtual platforms? The question and its exploration will be wide and
open-ended, and encompass factors such as: frequency of use, intensity of use, involvement of
peers, educators and other parties, etiquette, perception of satisfaction and implicit objectives.
There is precedent, within the social work profession, to justify the exploration of such
perceptions, with regards to virtual environments, through a grounded theory methodology
(Gustafsson, Dellve, Edlund, & Hagberg, 2003). “Patterns of usage” have previously been
explored quite successfully in other areas with youth, using grounded theory and these studies
have opened up rich layers of data for analysis (Jones & Hill, 2003).
2. What purpose, if any, do the two spaces offer to students with SEBD? The conceptual
interpretation of term ‘purpose’ will be as wide as possible and not limited to strictly pedagogical
outcomes. The notion of identifying and exporting positive outcomes from a non-pedagogical
space back to the classroom is a controversial concept (Alverman, 2008; Leander, 2001). The
transfer of outcomes to the classroom environment might nonetheless be possible to a degree for
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students with SEBD, even if some have described this gap as fairly insurmountable (Moje,
2004); the exploration of purpose will thus remain as open-ended as possible.
Objectives
The objective of this study is to investigate fully the characteristics and possible purposes
of the third space experiences (Stevenson & Deasy, 2005) in the eyes of students with SEBD. It
is suggested that both the outdoors and the cyber world can indeed be viewed as “third space”
perceptions and testimonies of adolescents. Third space is not normally construed and defined as
a physical space; instead it is often described as an environment which constitutes neither home
life, nor work environment (school in the case of teenagers). As such it can be perceived as a
locum of escape, entertainment, withdrawal from the pressures of social roles (Giesbrecht, 2015).
The second ancillary objective is to address a current challenge within the field of SEBD:
obtaining meaningful data from students often seen as unreachable in research due to their
marginalized status in schools. The study therefore seeks to conceive, devise and implement
pragmatic - yet reliable - means of approaching and interviewing students with SEBD, through
the application of rigorous ethnographic processes and grounded theory (Brown, Stevens,
Troiano, & Schenider, 2002), with a view to collecting data on their perceptions of the change
and transformation which constitute their paths and adolescent trajectory (Onken, Craig,
Ridgway, Ralph, & Cook, 2007). At the risk of appearing slim, the definition of “objectives” for
this study must remain brief. The very methodological choices made here prevent the researcher
from developing more complex goals as these would presuppose theoretical premises or
hypotheses (O'Connel & Irurita, 2000), and go against the very essence of a grounded theory
inductive process. Rather than expand on the conception of “detailed objectives”, the study will
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revisit possible purpose and outcomes for the study, in chapter 6, as emerging theory unfolds
from the data analysis itself (Fernandez & Lehmann, 2005).
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CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature review section of the study, beyond defining working terms and core
notions of SEBD, will seek to establish why the inclusion of students with SEBD is still such an
urgent focus. It will highlight how existing literature sees these students as un-teachable, or
worse un-reachable. It will examine, on the other hand, under what framework - if not the
conventional classroom context-, establishing connection or rapport with them is still seen as
achievable.
Inclusion and SEBD
Save for the occasional opportunistic, political and temporary volte-face with public
opinion (Bawden, 2005; Farrell, 2001), most Western democracies have now firmly accepted the
concept of full inclusion (Chakraborti-Ghosh, Mofield, & Orellana, 2010; Sigurdardottir, 2010).
Theoretical evidence of its benefits is so solid that the long term implementation of inclusion is
beyond debate (Alston & Kilham, 2004; Karoly, Kilburn, & Cannon, 2005; McCarty, 2006).
Considering that inclusion hardly hinders high achievers and boosts the prospects of lower
achievers and students with disabilities, the social cost seems highly acceptable (Carrera &
Guyer, 2009; EU-RA, 2006; Vinson, 2009; Watson, 2009). The human rights arguments are also
overwhelming and equal access to education is recognised as a constitutional right (Polat, 2010;
Thomas & Vaughan, 2004). This is where, however, students with Social, Emotional and
Behaviour Difficulties present separate characteristics and lead to distinct perceptions that
challenge the accepted understanding of inclusion and the traditional parameters of who may or
may not be successfully included.
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Although the evidence in favour of inclusion applies equally to students with SEBD, any
disruption caused by “behaviour” is almost inevitably seen by institutions and public opinion
through the lens of either mental health (Houghton, Cordin, & Hopkins, 2009; Jones, 2003; OngDean, 2009) or criminal justice and public order (Hayden, 2009; Sullivan, 2008). In essence,
schools, parents and most school stakeholders find, in theoretical perceptions of
“maladjustment”, justification to disregard concepts of equal access, universal rights and
effective inclusion (Burke & Sass, 2008; Hanashek, Kain, Markham, & Rivkin, 2003; Loreman,
Forlin, & Sharma, 2007; Zabel, 2008). This is why the inclusion of students with SEBD can and
must be examined as an issue that is still quite distinct from the degree of inclusion achieved by
students with learning difficulties and physical disabilities.
Despite fairly solid and global justification for their adoption, inclusive policies still
cause division and a degree of alarm in the field of SEBD. There is some concern that while
theoretically appealing, it might just be a concept that is incapable of being implemented for this
clientele (Cooper, 2004; Kauffman & Hallahan, 2005). Many teachers indeed remain sceptical
as to the merits of inclusion for students with SEBD, casting in particular some doubt as to how
effective differentiated teaching may be for these specific learners (Shearman, 2003). At best,
many teachers register a lack of confidence in their own ability to implement such policies
adequately with students labelled as SEBD or those manifesting challenging behaviour
(Goodman & Burton, 2010).
The ambivalence is not limited to the classroom and extends to governance and policy.
Years after original introduction of inclusive measures, for example, the Department for
Education and Employment, in the UK, expressed the desire to develop “in site units for children
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whose behaviour is unacceptable”, otherwise known as Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) (Department
for Education and Skills, 2001; Garner, 2000). The inclusion of children with SEBD still
remains a goal rather than a reality for many (Kauffman & Landrum, 2009b; MacLeod, 2006b).
In spite of the ongoing shift toward the full inclusion of all students with disabilities (Carrington
& Keeffe, 2007), students with emotional or behavioural disorders often remain in segregated
placements and experience less successful outcomes in general education than students in other
disability categories (Nickerson & Brosof, 2003).
Working Definition of SEBD
When it comes to defining Social, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties, this study will
accept as a core notion the definition which the British Government gives to the terms, as cited in
Travell (1999), meaning children “who, as a result of hitherto undefined factors, require
additional resources (as defined in the 1996 Education Act) to meet their social, emotional and
behavioural needs” (p.7). It covers a spectrum ranging from unacceptable behaviour to mental
illness, with serious mental illness being excluded from the definition (Department for Education
and Skills, 2005).
The revised Special Educational Needs (SEN) Code of Practice (Department for
Education and Skills, 2001) Section 7:60 provides a far more protracted categorisation to include
the terms withdrawn, isolated, disruptive, disturbing, hyperactive, lacking concentration and
presenting challenging behaviour arising from other complex special needs. It is therefore by no
means a narrow or precise label (Cooper, 2007). The Code also creates new terminology by
naming Behavioural, Emotional and Social Development as one of the four areas of Special
Educational Needs. In 2007, the term Behavioural, Educational and Social Difficulties
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(“BESD”) has been adopted in British legislative provisions, and legally replaced “SEBD” (West
Sussex County Council, 2008). Even more recently the Department of Education and Skills
moved to the terminology “social, mental and emotional health” (Solihull Metropolitan Borough
Council, 2014). This study will however retain SEBD as a key term and definition, as it is seems
more prominent in the literature than its substitute. Cole, Daniels, and Visser (2012) recently
argued for the selection of SEBD over other acronyms within the British context or EBD within
the US legislative and academic frameworks.

Despite the various changes in terminology the

central core notion seems consistent and reliable as a working concept: these are students who
challenge teachers, and school administrations and often find themselves temporarily or
permanently excluded.
For the EBD terminology to be used in its generally accepted form, quite severe recurring
emotional or behavioural problems must occur in home, social or school situations (Cole et al.,
2012). Perhaps the most convenient definition that is applicable to most children with EBD
would be that owing to an emotional difficulty or disturbance they refuse or cannot make full use
of the educational opportunities offered to them and are consequently difficult or challenging to
manage (SEBDA, 2015). The usefulness of this concept is that it removes the emphasis from
individual diagnosis, and focuses instead on the wide array of behaviours and class dynamics
that form common denominators amongst these young adults. The behaviour itself is hence
more easily and generically interpreted in socio-ecological terms as a lack of fit between the
student and the academic setting; interventions globally hence tend to target this lack of fit rather
than explorations of medical model diagnoses and treatment (Cooper & Jacobs, 2011).
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SEBD can be associated, to a degree, with some genetic or biological conditions - such as
Attachment Disorders, Gilles de la Tourette Syndrome, Fragile X, Attention Deficit
(Hyperactivity) Disorder or Asperger's Syndrome - the symptoms and effects of which may
cause frustration and distress to be demonstrated by the child, leading to the development of
SEBD. It must be noted though that it is not the biological factor itself which constitutes an
SEBD assessment in such cases; it is simply a case of biological factors acting as facilitators for
the development of behaviour issues in class.
This may be a good place to establish a distinction between SEBD and mental illness.
Medical model research habitually distinguishes between “life course persistent” and “adolescent
limited” anti-social behaviour (Moffitt, 2006). Results however suggest that the distinction
between the two is far from clean cut and that a teenager may show neuropsychological deficits,
for example, simply as a result of exposure to an adverse environment (Aguilar, Srufe, Egeland,
& Carlson, 2000; Skarohamar, 2009). In short, it may be difficult at times to distinguish between
short term psychiatric issues and SEBD in a classroom context, or in diagnosis generally
(MacLeod, 2006a).
The haziness of this distinction is also highlighted by Hawton and Rodham (2006) in
their large scale investigation of self-harm amongst 2000 adolescents. Even in contexts where
interventions were previously heavily dependent on medical construction and the use of
medication – such as the treatment of ADHD in teens – one is now seeing a progressive
remodelling of the construct of adolescent behaviour dysfunction (Ramsay & Rostain, 2006).
Drug use, which is not infrequent amongst teens with SEBD (Cooper & Cefai, 2013) may
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furthermore confuse the distinction between life-long psychiatric diagnoses and adolescent
behaviour issues (Shamsie, Lawrence, & Hood, 2003).
SEBD is not a concept which is limited to the UK educational legislative framework. A
similar definition is used in US educational legislation, though there is some debate as to its
specific boundaries (Kauffman, 2010; Lane, Wehby, & Cooley, 2005). The No Child Left
Behind Act ("No Child Left Behind (NCLB)," 2001), in its efforts to encourage educators to
steer clear of ideology when defining teaching, has failed to define Emotional Behavioral
Difficulties with precision (EBD) (Bradley, Henderson, & Monfore, 2004; Sasso, 2004).
Canada, a country composed of 10 provinces and three territories with very limited federal
control over the public K-12 education system, possesses not a single definition but a wide range
of educational policies relating to students with emotional and behavioural disorders (Dworet &
Maich, 2007). There is, in fact, a recent trend in Canada towards non-categorization of services
for students with emotional and behavioural disabilities (EBD) for the purposes of inclusion
(Wishart & Jahnukainen, 2010).
In Australia, the concept is used as well, but often within a much looser terminology
which includes references to “at risk population”, “conduct disorders” and “anti-social
behaviour” (Eagar et al., 2005; Hourihan & Hoban, 2004; Spittle et al., 2009). It is a term which
unfortunately, and rather unfairly, is associated with behaviour difficulties observed in
Indigenous schools and communities (Blair, Zubrick, & Cox, 2005; Van Holst Pellekaan &
Clague, 2005). Gulchak and Lopes (2007) stress that the concept of EBD is recognised and used
internationally, but also highlight the paucity of quantitative research determining effectiveness
of EBD interventions currently used in schools worldwide. This said, there has been, of late, a
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small but highly visible scholarship which has adopted and used a definition of EBD/ SEBD that
is very close to the UK use and interpretation of the terms, as described above in this section
(Conway, 2006; Cummings, 2012).
There is obviously an element of subjectivity to some of the definitions examined above
(Mortimer, 2002). SEBD students often have a perception that their behaviour is in fact normal
(Jackson, Whitehead, & Wigford, 2010), and is rather an appropriate response to bad teaching
and uncongenial school conditions (Montague & Rinaldi, 2001; Sacks & Kern, 2008). Teachers
themselves often disagree as to what is acceptable or unacceptable behaviour (Poulou, 2005) and
this occurs, even when DSM-V checklists and diagnostic instruments are used (Mattison,
Gadow, Sprafkin, & Nolan, 2001). There is also a concordance between characteristics reported
by teachers and students (Soles, Bloom, Heath, & Karagiannakis, 2008).
The display of anti-social behaviour is not rare in itself and will not be sufficient to define
a child as being affected by SEBD (Cole et al., 2012). A large number of children and teenagers,
60 to 85%, will take part in difficult behaviour before the age of 20, while 40% of youth will
display long lasting anti-social behaviour (Moffitt, 2006). It is therefore not the behaviour itself
that identifies SEBD students, but the severity of the behaviour and the length of time during
which it manifests itself:
It has often been said that students with emotional and behavioural problems differ from
other students only in the frequency, intensity, and duration of their behaviours (Jones,
Dohrn, & Dunn, 2004, p.71)
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The margin for error is further increased if one considers that teachers tend to retain the first
impression they have of a child and his/her behaviour (Dudley-Marling, 2000): “with the
passage of time, teachers’ perceptions become increasingly stereotyped and children become
hardened caricatures of an initial discriminatory vision” (p.86).
This phenomenon of “attribution” of SEBD characteristics is a worrying concept for two
distinct reasons. First students with SEBD often depend on teachers to receive access to
appropriate interventions or specialised assistance; teachers therefore act as the gate keeper with
respect to the response and its effectiveness (Hepperlen, Clay, Henly, & Barké, 2002; Malacrida,
2004; Poulou, 2005). Secondly the labelling of students will have an impact on development, as
often a student will adopt a behaviour as a response to the labelling itself, in what is often
described as the “Pygmalion” process (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2012). Interventions shape the
child’s behaviour and exacerbate it as a self-realising prophecy (Larivee, 2005).
Good and Brophy (2002) list specific teachers’ behaviours which flow from the affixing
of a “label”, such as giving such students less time to answer questions or providing them with
the answer before they have time to reply. Close scrutiny needs to be given to the perceptions of
teachers and administrators for they themselves are often unaware of the fact that their attitude
towards students with SEBD varies from that displayed to “normal” students (Lane, Wehby, &
Cooley, 2006; Van Acker, 2003). Philpot (2007) remarks that inclusive education policies have
empowered the classroom teacher with the ability to identify authentic needs. However these
policies also place a heavy burden of observation and identification on the teachers. Abundant
literature has identified the various biases that come into play in teachers’ perceptions of students
with ADHD (Hartung, Van Pelt, Armendariz, & Knight, 2006; Thompson, Morgan, & Urquhart,
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2003) and these observations are consistent for most students with SEBD. These are complex
issues to analyse but for the purpose of the study, it suffices to accept that the notion of SEBD is
a very fluid one and one that is always contextual to some degree.
The last important note concerning the working definition of SEBD is that there are some
important and complex gender biases that shape teachers’ perception of behaviour (Soles et al.,
2008). It may be difficult to distinguish what constitutes inherent gender differences in behaviour
and what behaviour is the result of gender biased interpretation. Gender, in many cases,
becomes a lens through which behaviour is construed and analysed (Mcintyre & Tong, 1998).
This is apparent throughout the literature (Baker, Archer, & Curtis, 2008) even though it rarely is
the object of specific focus. Gender bias is not limited to identification of behaviour but
permeates modes of interventions too (Renold, 2006), and it has even been shown to exist in the
implementation of the provisions of Every Child Matters legislation (Daniel, Featherstone,
Hooper, & Scourfield, 2005). It is difficult to unravel these variables and they have an impact on
the field of SEBD. Awareness of these dynamics must remain constant and be reiterated
throughout the study, the data collection and the findings (Liu, 2006).
The Eco-systemic Perspective
Much of the literature on inclusion reflects the inherent adoption of the eco-systemic
conceptual framework. Eco-systemic theorists prefer to explain behaviour as the interaction
between the systems in which the child is present and plays a part: friends, classroom, school,
family, society (Espelage & Swearer, 2004; Rapplayea, 2009; Szapocznik & Robert, 2000).
Children with SEBD are hence not the sole focus and the systems must be considered as a whole
including other non-disruptive children but also adults and institutions. Individuals are perceived
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as “normal” when they and their eco-systems function in unison. When they do not achieve
balance, the individual is usually labelled as “maladjusted” when the systems as a whole, in fact,
are malfunctioning (Laukkanen, Shemeikka, Notkola, Koivumaa-Honkanen, & Nissinen, 2002).
A key concept in the eco-systemic approach is that of “goodness of fit”, the degree to
which an environment is in harmony with a specific individual. When a classroom or a school
loses “goodness of fit”, it may lead to SEBD and the ecological perspective will attempt to
consider what can be done to restore this (Bakar & Jamaluddin, 2010). It becomes clear that if
teachers wish to address disruptive behaviour, they must consider whether it may be a product of
the classroom, the school or the teacher-student relationship itself rather than seek a medical
model “cause” (Hanko, 2002).
Although the child is not at fault, schools often will focus on the incident of bad
behaviour or on the child him/herself and an invariable consequence may be to affix an SEBD
label. The disparity between the child and his various eco-systems, particularly the educational
ones, is in fact likely to lead to even greater disharmony. Cullinan (2002) sets out the ecological
definition of SEBD:
(1) Some characteristic of a child (usually behaviour) agitates the educational eco-system.
(2) The ecosystem responds in ways that lead a child to react, thereby creating further
agitation.
(3) Reciprocally distorted interactions are set in motion. (p.14)
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Instead of targeting the symptom, the eco-systemic approach will require the teacher to consider
all options and view objectively in what ways if any the learning environment itself may be at
fault.
The validity of the eco-systemic hypothesis in the SEBD context has been evaluated in
several studies (Ialongo et al., 1999) and the theoretical model itself has been implemented in
practice and put to the test in the area of challenging behavior with the adoption of the
Birmingham Framework by 200 Birmingham area schools (Ali et al., 1997). With its reliance on
a three level staged intervention (SI) and the principle of Accept, Respect and Change (ARC),
the Framework seeks reciprocity in interventions with students, and recommends awareness that
teachers can in fact at times themselves be the “stressor”. Longitudinal studies seem to suggest
that an eco-systemic construction of “behaviour” is in fact having an impact on praxis, in the
form of decrease in school exclusions (Cole, 2000). Results have also been convincing in a
sample study in the Scottish education system, in East Ayrshire (Davidson, 2005; Fallon &
Williams, 2005).
It is not just the relationships with teachers that will shape a teenager’s behaviour:
relationship with peers (Bagwell, Schmidt, Newcomb, & Bukowski, 2001), parents (Willms,
2002) and other adults (Smith & Tett, 2002) may be just as formative. Webb et al. (2005) have
shown for instance that, even in the case of gifted children, power struggles between parent and
child will often lead to extreme behaviour dysfunction with the label of “gifted” itself often
acting as a stressor (Cross, Gust-Brey, & Ball, 2002). The impact of the various “systems” in
teenage development, interpreted within the ecological theoretical model (Swick & Williams,
2006) may be helpful to a caregiver or teacher.
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Through the eco-systemic lens, the notion of inclusion becomes less and less clustered
around the classroom itself and more dependent on a wider notion of child wellbeing, that is, a
degree of successful adaptation of the child within all his systems. Literature successfully
identifies and highlights features of the social and cultural context which surrounds services to
children (Cooper & Cefai, 2009). Such a notion of wellbeing reaches far beyond mere school
performance and may be particularly helpful in construing behaviour (Western Australian
Department of Education, 2001).
Such a wide sweeping concept of wellbeing has been integrated by educational
legislation in many countries. In the UK for instance, Every Child Matters (ECM) (Government,
2004), was published following the outcomes of Lord Laming's report into the death of Victoria
Climbié. It introduces a series of reforms seeking to improve children's care, most importantly
inter-agency collaboration, the sharing of information, the setting up of a common framework for
assessment and multi-agency interventions. The Green Paper was implemented by the 2004
Children Act ("The Children Act," 2004), which lays down five areas which must be investigated
each time when considering the welfare and education of a child. They include, “Be healthy,
Stay safe, Enjoy and achieve, Make a positive contribution, Achieve economic well-being”
(Barker, 2009).
One concern is how teachers and administrator might practically find the tools to
gauge effective inclusion considering the fact that its ramifications are so wide and the forums
where it is played out are so diverse, and this will be a particularly pertinent question when
considering students with SEBD. The measurement of inclusion is as crucial as it is complex,
because so many of the variables to be observed borderline the intangible (Affairs, 2010;
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Carrington & Robinson, 2006). There is, it can be said, a lack of global and precise instruments
to measure these outcomes (Bates & Hacking, 2008). Where instruments have been devised to
assess teachers’ perception of the level of inclusion of students in their class, these grids have
relied on socio-metric techniques, systematic observation, questionnaires, and student drawings
(Balboni, de Falco, & Venuti, 2005) and can be cumbersome for the average educator.
Literature assessing these instruments is quick to point out, in any event, that this is an
excessively multidimensional phenomenon which must be evaluated from various different
dimensions: social acceptance, social interactions, support, teachers’ and parents’ attitudes
toward inclusion, and students’ mental representations of the peer with disabilities. Other
instruments focus on the students’ self-perception and aim to assess first-hand the ‘quality of
life’ in students with disabilities (Arthur-Kelly, Foreman, Bennett, & Pascoe, 2008) but such
literature quickly highlights the essential difficulty of identifying ways of understanding the
complex experiences of this population. Peer relationships have also been extensively
scrutinized in an effort to gauge effective inclusion (Vignes, Coley, Grandjean, Godeau, &
Arnaud, 2008).
The Index for Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2002) is the traditional document circulated
in schools to both implement inclusive policies and evaluate their results (Vaughan, 2002). It
uses a number of indicators of good practice (44 in total) and over 500 associated questions
(Carrington, Bourke, & Dharan, 2012). The interaction between the workings of the Inclusion
Index and school evaluation itself is a complex one and scrutiny of this interaction may throw
some doubt as to the overall objectivity of the Index itself. It indeed makes assumptions
regarding the capacity of schools for self-review (Heung, 2006). Many researchers note that
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there is a discrepancy between the self-reviews, which schools are expected to undertake, and
what actually happens in the field (Nes, 2009). The usefulness of the Index may therefore have
practical limitations. It also takes into account variables that are readily quantifiable at school,
when observations made in other contexts may be just as crucial as indicators (Slope, Beresforf,
& Rabiee, 2009).
Summary of Main Concerns
Examining inclusion or inclusive outcomes for students with SEBD from the basis of
tangible, quantifiable, phenomenological measurements may be extremely tricky, as we have
shown. An alternative is for studies on the inclusion of students with SEBD to adopt an axis of
research that is a rights-based perspective (Hall, 2010). Students with SEBD require inclusion,
just like all students with disabilities, as a matter of law. It should therefore be essential to
investigate when they feel they attain this inclusion. Even a rights based lens will require that
outcomes for the subjects be evidenced and established, and presumably the best evidence of this
would be the students’ own discourse on the subject, much as it has been the case with minorities
in the “Nothing about us without us” movement (Chou, 2013). The imperative will therefore be
to centre the research on students with SEBD themselves, in order to collect relevant data.
This may be more complex than appears and the process may require a complete rethink
with regards to the methodological approach traditionally used when observing or describing this
sub-group. Indeed as we have seen students with SEBD have thus far been either excluded from
the inclusion discourse altogether, or treated as mere study “subjects”, judged incapable of
verbalising a rationale for their behaviour, by the very fact that it is judged “challenging”
(Smythe, 2006). Such an innovative lens in any study on the inclusion of students with SEBD
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will therefore not only need to focus on the content of the student voices but, as a result, it will
need to also evaluate the hypothesis that students with SEBD may actually have a rational and
structured perception, a discourse and positioning vis-à-vis the “dysfunctional” relationship they
entertain with school as an institution (Lagana-Riordan et al., 2011; Sellman, 2009). There has
been promising exploratory research in this direction and a paradigm shift does seem in progress.
Several researchers have suggested for example that student engagement may be the key
factor in successful inclusive interventions with students with SEBD (Bland, Carrington, &
Brady, 2009; Kauffman & Landrum, 2009a; Klem & Connell, 2004; Kreshewski, 2008).
Specific approaches have been resoundingly successful in achieving the re-engagement of
students with SEBD, notably outdoor education, adventure-based counselling (Fletcher &
Hinkle, 2002), real world learning (Muscott & Melloy, 2001), exercise (Azrin, Ehle, &
Beaumont, 2006), flexible approaches to scheduling – “block-scheduling” in particular- (Dexter,
Maltese, Tai, & Sadler, 2007; Nichols, 2005; Stirling, 2001) and classroom format, use of
personalised relationships with instructors, as well as strategies involving use of technology
(Evans, 2002; Mautone, 2005; Whirley, Lorch, Lemberger, & Milich, 2003) and electronic
networking (Cummings, Lee, & Kraut, 2006; Mazer, Murphy, & Simonds, 2007).
This study will focus on two of these features, and build on some exploratory work
(Fovet, 2007, 2011), on the basis that (i) these areas create the most vivid reactions from students
with SEBD during interviews; and (ii) because these two approaches, together, trigger feelings
and perceptions that overlap in students with SEBD (Neel, Cessna, J., & Bechard, 2003). These
dimensions are outdoor education/ opportunities and the use of technological networking. These
two areas of interaction for students with SEBD appear as rich subjects of discussion and
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dialogue, and this is a key appeal in any study wishing to explore the enthusiastic participation
demonstrated and explore motivations and insights.
Outdoor Education
The first important distinction to make concerning outdoor opportunities/ outdoor
education for students with SEBD is that many programs and independent schools that offer and
market such initiatives in fact operate as behaviour rectification programmes, rather than
conventional schools (Abramovitz & Bloom, 2003; Cook, 2006). Their recent proliferation
indicates that SEBD issues are not limited to publicly funded schools and take all shapes and
forms (Epstein, 2007; Wells, 1991) but in many such instances, the pedagogical approaches
favoured by these programs, often in response to parental demand, is heavily or even solely
behavioural – not to say punitive (West & Crompton, 1999). Although many of these programs
in fact involve a dimension of outdoor based interventions, these cannot genuinely be construed
as outdoor education programs, and certainly do not correspond to the sort of student centred
experiences this study wishes to explore. Outdoor programs for students with SEBD will require
voluntary participation and interest from the participant, the absence of coercive measures
(Howell, 2006; Lipsey, 2009; McGuire, 2010), specific pedagogical objectives (Brookes, 2002;
Garst & Bruce, 2003) and a theoretical foundation (Rickinson et al., 2004) in order to be
considered by research as likely to have student-centered and student-validated outcomes. The
central perspective of this study is, once again, ethnographic in intention.
There is a variety of outdoor education programs and not all are targeted at students with
SEBD. These initiatives however have proven to be both very effective and popular with
students with SEBD (Price, 2015). Some are long term and structured as classes outside the
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regular class while others simply offer an occasional outing and escape from the school
environment. To be described as an outdoor education program, an initiative of this type must
include structured supervision offered by educational or classroom staff (Rea, 2009). The basis
of the outdoor education exploration will usually involve a degree of adventure and fun, a return
to an experiential approach within which the students will be encouraged to discover hands on
solutions to the problems they are facing (Becker & Schirp, 2008), some group bonding and
leadership development exercises and, sometimes, an opportunity to redefine traditional roles of
learner and teacher.
There exist widely varying hypotheses as to what precisely it is in outdoor education
programs that might lead to improved behaviour and learning outcomes in students with SEBD.
The development of leadership abilities is one possible causal element. The theoretical
framework for such an interpretation is founded on the work of Hahn (Outward Bound Australia,
2002). However the concept of “character building” has since been criticised as over-simplified
(Brookes, 2003b). There is no doubt that cognitive behavioural therapy may de facto play a role
in the outings and their impact on short term problem resolution, due to the format of the
interactions which occur on outdoor trips (Gillen, 2003). Venturing further however in this
hypothesis is so far unsupported by evidence and data. The notion that outdoor challenges
provide students the opportunity to develop resilience is one variable put forward by literature
(Ungar, Dumont, & MacDonald, 2005), but it is ferociously resisted by others (Brookes, 2003a).
The constructivist interpretation, which relates the changes in behaviour observed to
tangible changes in the power dynamics between students and instructors or teachers outside the
class, also makes a powerful and convincing case (Mygind, 2009). Finally social capital seems
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to be significantly improved through outdoor education and positive outcomes may be linked to
improvement in peer relationship and social inclusion (Beames & Atencio, 2008). This latter
feature would be specifically beneficial to students with SEBD (White & Dinos, 2010).
One of the issues faced by researchers exploring outdoor pursuits and their benefits for
students with SEBD is the difficulty that exists in collecting data and identifying variables, as
they are so numerous and diverse (Hattie, Marsh, Neill, & Richards, 1997). Furthermore, it is
not always clearly established whether positive outcomes achieved in the outdoor context can
necessarily be successfully brought back to the pedagogical environment and integrated in
classroom development (Beames & Ross, 2010; White, 2012). The literature on the specific
impact of outdoor education on students with SEBD hence is limited; there has been some
investigation into outcomes for teens with intellectual disabilities (Brodin, 2009) but the
variables are widely differing and it is not clear whether any of the conclusions would be
relevant in the case of ‘at risk’ adolescent learners with challenging behaviour.
Online Interactions
Chapter 1 explained how, beyond outdoor experiences, the study intended to explore
third space experiences which the participants described as having had in online interactions.
The terms “online interactions” will include all communications carried out with the use of
technology, whether synchronous or not and whether with known acquaintances or strangers
(Woods & Baker, 2004). The definition needs to acknowledge the ever changing nature of these
technical tools and support and it is therefore difficult to restrict or limit this concept (Woods &
Ebersole, 2003). Participants interviewed will have varied level of technological competence
and ease. They will have their own preferences, perceptions and understanding of what online
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interaction means. The ethnographic intentions of the study presumes a willingness to explore
and adopt the participants’ own parameters around the themes explored (Beneito-Montagut,
2011; Sade-Beck, 2004). Adjectives such as “virtual”, “digital”, “cyber” and ‘online’ will all
indicate the specific nature of interactions and exchanges carried out through technological
means rather than face to face (Mann & Stewart, 2000). Technological means may include typed
language, spoken words, use of music, video segments or images for the purpose of
communication, but also collaborative actions such as gaming, communal project completion,
etc. (Dreyfus, 2001). It is important to note that the virtual nature of exchanges does not
presuppose a physical remoteness (Bengtsson, 2014). It is not rare for students to use virtual
means of communication even when physically side by side. It is therefore an intention that is
reflected in the use of online or virtual means for communication rather than a necessity (Terp
Høybye, 2015).
Technological Networking
Clearly what is interesting when examining online interactions is not just the use of
technology per se, but more importantly the way this is used for purposes of online social
networking. The terms “online networking tools” go slightly beyond the simple notion of digital
interaction. The core concept here is not simply communication, it is the construction of
networks. Social capital theory in particular asserts that beyond simple communication, content
manipulation or even skill acquisition, digital environments offer individuals the capacity to
build communities and create networks, thereby acquiring a level of social functionality and ‘fit’
they would not otherwise have access to (Williams & Durrance, 2008). Digital environments
hence offer a dimension of connectedness never previously available (Valenzuela, Park & Kee,
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2009). Social networking tools will include all media and software that allows the building of
such social capital (Livingstone, 2008).
Within social networking perspectives on online interaction, the notion of online persona
is fairly central. The concept of online persona referrers to a body of literature which suggests
that individuals have distinct personalities in real world context and in virtual spaces. The
distinction is more subtle than just asserting that people take on different identities in virtual
worlds (Bengtsson, 2014). This is not about play acting or hiding one’s true identity (Hogan,
2010). Users of virtual worlds retain, it seems, their general identity traits; they however seem to
operate subconsciously slight alterations to some of their personality traits (Zhao, Grasmuck &
Martin, 2008). In this way an introvert may suddenly be much more conspicuous; extraverted
person similarly may become noticeably more discreet. Traditionalists may become relative risk
takers, etc. The notion is interesting as it does away with the myth of the digital world being a
simple extension of our daily reality. It acknowledges that passage from one of these
environments to the other represents a significant transition and that this doorway in itself
requires exploration for the purposes of social sciences (Bengtsson, 2014).
The notion of online persona is a powerful concept for the purposes of this study;
literature on the subject indeed opens the possibility that the online persona may in some cases
have remedial capacities vis-à-vis the difficulties at times experienced by the daily social
persona. This may be particularly interesting to explore in the case of adolescents with SEBD, as
their interactions online could thus possibly be different than the relationships they entertain face
to face in the classroom for example. There is a substantial body of literature focusing on the
creation of an online persona in chat rooms but this has mostly focused to date on gender
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(Huffaker & Calvert, 2005) or ethnic differences (Korgan, Odell, & Schumacher, 2001), rather
than emotional well-being. The more recent phenomena of Facebook (Boyd & Ellison, 2007)
has also been investigated with respect to persona development, originally within the context of
Higher Education (Hewit & Forte, 2006) where it is more readily tolerated and explored, but this
studies focused mostly on the student-instructor relationship, rather than social contact between
peers – even though the software application advertises itself primarily as a social networking
tool. The idea of analysing online exchanges between students is particularly appealing due to
the casual nature of the exchanges that occur in such a forum (Calvert, 2002; Huffaker &
Calvert, 2005). The fact that the application contains individual “wall” which support
publication of individual content has the added appeal of recording and archiving social
exchanges (Kleinberg, 2008), and documenting interests, moods and self-representation.
Research has shown, interestingly, that Facebook use is closely clustered around school
affiliation for teenagers (Golder, Wilkinson, & Huberman, 2007; Jones, 2002). The impact of
such an application, together with that of the plethora of similar application which have emerged
on the market in recent years and contain equivalent capacities, on the schooling and inclusion of
users therefore begs to be investigated; the effect of social networks use at home on professional
development has already been documented in the past amongst adults, and yielded rich and
unforeseen data (DiMicco, Millen, Geyer, & Dugan, 2008), but little research is generated in this
field with adolescents, particularly those with SEBD, in terms of emotional well-being, despite
the monumental use these teens make of the tools.
The creation and development of an online persona has also been the focus of a body of
literature. This has mostly involved the online learner and, more specifically, the graduate
student (Annetta, Murray, Laird, Bohr, & Park, 2008; Fovet, 2008). The lesson drawn from this
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research has been mostly that some face to face engagement remains indispensable within a
hybrid format for an online persona to successfully appear (Boyle, 2008). Short of this, the
sporadic use of online chat rooms and bulletin boards discussions alone fails to offer a truly
conducive environment for the creation of a fully-fledged online learner persona (Gunawardena,
Plass, & Salisbury, 2001), although this format has proved tangibly successful in the field of
acquisition of languages (deHaan, 2005; Negretti, 1999).
There is an emergent body of literature focusing on the relationship between the social
and emotional wellbeing of teenagers and their use of online networking tools (Cummings et al.,
2006; Haase & Wellman, 2004). Some studies have looked more specifically at selfrepresentation within social networking sites. There seems to be evidence to support the idea
that the personality created online on these platforms differs from their social image in the daily
context (Acquisti & Gross, 2006; Stutzman, 2006). If one accepts the notion that the online
persona differs from the everyday social persona, this dichotomy in the case of students with
SEBD leads us to consider whether the online might be experiencing less difficulties than their
school self. If the online persona is more functional in its interactions, might it in fact have
remedial capacity on the more tense face to face interactions these students experience with peers
and staff during the school day?
Research indeed seems to imply that the availability of a different platform for selfrepresentation may be therapeutic for some (Boyd, 2008; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Lo,
Wang, & Fang, 2005). Mazer et al. (2007) have explored further the potential benefits for at risk
students and studied the impact of teacher self-disclosure on Facebook on student motivation,
learning, and classroom climate. They believe that the use of Facebook in the educational context
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can have a positive effect on the student-teacher relationship, which can in turn lead to positive
student outcomes. Teachers using Facebook are indeed perceived by students as attempting to
develop positive relationships. Use of Facebook as part of the student-teacher relationship was
seen, in the Mazer study, as creating a higher level of motivation and a more comfortable
classroom climate. The use of Facebook or other social networks by teacher with students, in the
K-12 field, is however heavily curtailed, mostly because of liability concerns. It is yet a mostly
unexplored – and hence barely investigated and analyzed – domain of intervention.
The Outdoor and the Virtual: Possible commonalities for Students with SEBD
Prima facie these two observations bear little in common and could easily be discarded as
separate idiosyncrasies unrelated to academic performance and school life. Closer analysis
however quickly reveals common features in these two modes of interactions that are particularly
popular with students with SEBD (Leander & Lovvorn, 2006). First both these contexts
represent innovative use of ‘spaces’ by SEBD learners (Kurti, Spikol, & Milrad, 2008), in the
sense that they open dimensions, that are connected to the school experience and clustered
around the institutional affiliation, but that offer less constraining modes of interactions to
students with challenging behaviours (Hampton & Hess-Rice, 2003). Although one is situated in
cyber space and the other is very much anchored in physicality, the two dimensions undeniably
share certain features when it comes to the appeal they have for students with SEBD (Reeves,
2009).
The first assumption, drawn from the literature, is that both contexts incorporate the
possibility of quick and fluid change (Fox & Avramidis, 2003b; Mautone, 2005; Medcal,
Marshall, & Rhoden, 2006; Whirley et al., 2003), in contrast to the physical constraints of time
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and space usually encountered in the classroom setting (Barros, Silver, & Stein, 2009; Cain,
2004; Nagelhout & Rutz, 2004; Taras, 2005). Many students with SEBD are affected by
impulsivity or hyperactivity or more general issues surrounding language and movement control
(Azrin et al., 2006; Farrace di Zunno et al., 2001) and self-veto (Bouzaouach, Bellaaj, JamoussiDammak, & Bouaziz, 2007). Being outdoors for a school activity (Mahar et al., 2006) or being
in the virtual “third” space (Krause, 2007; Oldenburg, 1999) means that the physical constraints
of the classroom possibly fade away to a degree. Impulsivity is more easily incorporated into
outdoor activities (Chilvers & Cole, 2006; Kiluk, Weden, & Culotta, 2009) and may even be
prioritized under the umbrella of leadership development (Kavale, Forness, & Mostert, 2005).
Students also feel less constrained and are physically able to release some of the energy, emotion
and frustration that can be built up during academic tasks (Farmer, 2000).
Similarly, using virtual platforms offers students with SEBD a great level of manoeuvre,
autonomy and initiative (Arthur, 2009). The format lends itself to fast transitions and easy and
quick changes when boredom sets in (Whirley et al., 2003). Add to this the fact that students are
often more competent on IT platforms than teachers (Arafah, Levin, & Lenhart, 2002) and that
most pedagogical use of technology rewards result and is not necessarily a disciplined process
through specific hurdles (Becker, 2000). One can easily conceive the relief students with SEBD
feel when they are allowed on to a virtual platform.
Students with SEBD are also highly sensitive and receptive to flexibility and to the
capacity of environments to adapt less rigidly to their needs (Bouzaouach et al., 2007). Research
centered on the impact of schedule modification (Antrop, Roeyers, & De Baecke, 2005) and
adaptation (Brachet & Testu, 2007) for example seems to suggest that students with SEBD will
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thrive when offered the opportunity to modify conventional scheduling and to mould class
requirements to their idiosyncrasies and individual requirements (Gunter, Denny, & Venn,
2000). Literature indicates that flexibility has similar productive impact in other dimensions, and
is not solely limited to the issue of scheduling. For example, breaks from the classroom presence
(Burnett, 2010), ability to move (Mulcahy & Krezmien, 2009), technological interaction during
class time (Fovet, 2007), and the creative use of various media (Mastropieri et al., 2010), all
seem to lead to an increase in performance and enjoyment for students with SEBD. It is
interesting to note that all the initiatives reviewed include an element of flexibility and choice
(Jolivette, Stichter, & McCormick, 2002).
These observations could, naturally, also be interpreted in terms of “control” (Conroy,
Alter, & Scott, 2009) and dynamics of power (Farmer, Farmer, Estell, & Hutchins, 2007). It
would be hasty though to interpret such demands simply in terms of opposition and
assertiveness. Such receptiveness could simply be read as genuine appreciation of the students’
own autonomy or freedom to schedule, initiate and end interactions with others (Robinson &
Hullinger, 2008; Sellman, 2009). Some research on students with SEBD points specifically to
issues of attention, impulsivity and hyperactivity to explain these observations (Gureasko-Moore,
Dupaul, & White, 2006). Such an over-focus on what are described as ADHD idiosyncrasies
may be misleading as remarks relating to this need for autonomy in all school matters may be
true generally of most students with SEBD, even those who are not affected by or diagnosed
with ADHD (Dietz & Montague, 2006).
Both cyber networking and outdoor education offer the student a release from the
physicality of the classroom but, and perhaps more importantly, these spaces provide the student
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with SEBD with a renegotiation of classroom relationships (Sawka, McCurdy, & Mannella,
2002). In a virtual dimension, relations with classroom peers - and staff when they exist - are
different and richer than they may be in the physical dimension (Murphy & Coffing, 2003;
Murphy, Rodriguez-Manzanares, & Barbour, 2010; Northrup, 2002). Similarly, in outdoor
education initiatives, students with SEBD often comment to researchers that they feel that the
nature of relationships with teachers is renegotiated, or even transformed altogether, because the
students’ abilities in the field may actually be more developed than the teachers’ (Wikeley,
Bullock, Muschamp, & Ridge, 2006). Survival techniques, physical strength, orientation
abilities, leadership capacity all come into action and allow the student with SEBD to forge new
bonds. In a recent study (White, 2012), 100% of participants who had experienced
marginalization reported that they developed a deeper level of trust for the other group members
when they were involved in an outdoor mediated education program.
Teacher-student relationships are also noticeably altered when they occurred online.
Mazer et al. (2007) for example explored the potential benefits for at risk students and studied
the impact of teacher self-disclosure on Facebook on student motivation, learning, and classroom
climate. They believed that the use of Facebook in the educational context had a positive effect
on the student-teacher relationships and this in turn led to positive student outcomes. Teachers
using Facebook are indeed perceived by students as attempting to develop positive relationships.
Use of Facebook as part of the student-teacher relationship was seen as creating a higher level of
motivation and a more comfortable classroom climate.
Another assumption might be that the student with SEBD finds in these two spaces a
sense of renewed competency (Vandeventer & White, 2002): he or she is freed from the patterns
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of conventional relationships that too often contribute to perceptions of low self-esteem or poor
competency (Thibaut & Riecken, 2006). A regained sense of confidence and skill in these
alternate arenas may then empower the student with SEBD to renegotiate interactions – with
both staff and peers - on a new, more productive, basis (Blascovich et al., 2002).
It might be misleading to over-simplify the impact of these two spaces on the
relationships students with SEBD entertain with teachers as there is often undeniably a desire on
the part of the students with SEBD to steer clear of teacher interactions. Even in more appealing
contexts such as the outdoors or virtual reality, relationships with staff are arduously and
painstakingly established (Murray, 2002). Obviously any positive outcome in this respect will
be subjective and may remain barely noticeable. Visser (2001b) reminds us that students with
SEBD will always however put their relationships with adults to the test: it’s an “eternal verity”.
Changes in these interactions may be subtle and nuanced, as well as very progressive (Krause,
2007) and this means it is even harder to interpret or gauge in a context far removed from a
formal classroom environment. Similar observations may be relevant when observing peer
relationships in these dimensions (Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006).
Interestingly indeed the peer relationships entertained and developed by students with
SEBD in outdoor education or on social networking platforms such as social networking sites
(Stutzman, 2006) or Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games (MMOs or MMORPGs)
(Taylor, 2003) are usually more complex, more varied and wide spread and more developed than
those observed in class (O'Reilly & Newton, 2002). Classroom relationships may be
metamorphosed in these two contexts and to some extent nurtured and improved along with
relationships with teachers as well. Research is growing in depth and detail in this area.
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Relationships maintained online can become more meaningful and important than live ones or
might possibly shift face to face interactions to a new level (Mehra, Merkel, & Bishop, 2004);
similarly, the bonds shaped in outdoor education outings might be more immediately relevant to
some than every day classroom relationships (Quay, Dickinson, & Nettleton, 2003). Once again,
as was described above, the possibility of personas developed outside the class having remedial
impact on interactions within the class appears as a promising terrain of exploration with
students with SEBD.
Research indeed seems to imply that the availability of a different platform for selfrepresentation may be therapeutic for some (Boyd, 2008; Ellison et al., 2007). Williard (2007) in
particular suggests that adolescent users construct meanings through their explorations on the
web and that they may be experimenting with different personalities as they do so (Steinkuehler,
2006). It is clear from the literature that students increase and deepen their networks and
relationships while using online tools. Boneva, Quinn, Kraut, Keilser, and Shklovski (2006)
have for example examined instant messaging routines amongst teenagers and concluded that
most adolescents have two motivations when using messenger type tools: they maintain personal
relationships and friendships and create and develop group identity. This is what leads many
researchers to conclude that the use of online IT tools can often allow students to reaffirm their
sense of belonging to a school cluster (Lenhart & Madden, 2007). Lee and Finger (2010)
suggest that online exchanges are popular with adolescents as it allows interaction while freeing
the user from rules usually associated with conventional regulated social exchange.
Such observations trigger puzzling questions: is it possible that paradoxically what is
perceived as frequently observed dissociation from the classroom by students with SEBD is in
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fact a subtle, complex and counter intuitive search for deeper, more meaningful connections
(Pelowski, Frissell, Cabral, & Yu, 2005)? Visser (2001b) has repeatedly stated that in terms of
affect, students with SEBD often offer adults an impression which is often the radical opposite of
their genuine desires and needs. Virtual exchanges, certainly, because they are seen as “unreal”,
are perhaps addressed with less reserve and caution (Burbules, 2004). This is what Mason
(2008) calls the “disinhibition effect”. Up to now such disinhibition phenomena have been
examined critically, mostly in terms of cyberbullying prevention (Siegle, 2010), but this study
will want to explore possible beneficial outcomes of such a process on the way students with
SEBD learn. This would sit well with research on the issue of trust mentioned by other authors
in relation to the motivations of students with SEBD (Verden & Hickman, 2009). Is it
conceivable that the appeal of both outdoor education and cyber platforms might be, for students
with SEBD, that rejecting and leaving the school or classroom space allows a safe distancing,
while also offering the means, opportunity and power to later remodel and reframe their
interactions in a way that uniquely suits them? Might this symbolic rejection of school be less of
a dissociation than at first appears?
Third Space
Much of what links outdoor experiences and virtual interactions has to do with an
experience rather than the idiosyncrasies of a physical space. In both cases the student appear to
enjoy the environment because it offers withdrawal from conventional everyday social roles, and
new freeing opportunities. Such experiences seem to align themselves to what is sometimes
described in the literature as “third space” (Oldenburg, 1999). Third space is an interesting
notion for the purposes of this study because it delineates experiences that are enjoyed outside
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routine social roles. It would be tempting at this stage to dive right in and explore the depth of
literature on third space but this would be counter-productive in this study. Indeed its formal
conceptual definition is heavily tainted by theoretical presumptions, notably post-modern
readings of culture. The study does not intend to draw in depth from these sociological theories
as it wishes to set aside rigid theoretical preconceptions as part of the grounded theory process.
A full literature review of the term as used in academia will therefore not be presented. It is
interesting to consider third space as a tool to trigger dialogue with students with SEBD about
their experiences and perceptions. Methodologically and ethnographically, exploratory research
shows that young adults are receptive to the term (Jobe, 2016; Matthews, Taylor, Percy-Smith, &
Limb, 2000). It is perhaps a good working metaphor.
Since the term will be used not scientifically but conversationally and ethnographically in
the study it its use by youth and young adults that will be pertinent to delineate and explore. A
rapid survey of its common usage in literature, popular culture and media will be useful as the
study approaches data collection and participant interviews. It is hoped that it will serve as a
seamless connector for the participant when discussing their experiences in both environments.
The term will be used for ethnographic purposes as a tool to trigger dialogues with the
participants and it is perhaps less crucial here to explore fully its academic definition and use,
than to simply give the reader an overview of its origin and various contemporary interpretations,
while leaving the responsibility of delineating its parameters fully to the participants themselves.
This popular contemporary usage differs from its traditional postmodern sociological
construction (Bhabba, 2004) or the slightly divergent – and narrower - meaning that literacy
theory has attributed to it (Pane, 2009). In essence the notion in the eyes of adolescents seems
simple – hence its potential appeal in the ethnographic conversations that will take place with
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these young adults: “third place” commonly describes environments that are neither “first
space” (home), nor “second space” (work or school). It is seen and depicted as a space where
one retreats to step away momentarily from our conventional daily social roles and
responsibilities (Soukup, 2006). The concept has now established itself in this informal but
useful amalgam in the fields of communication studies, cultural ethnography and even political
science (Wright, 2012). The contemporary explosion in the use of computer-mediated
communication has brought the notion to the forefront of modern sociology as the Web appear
de facto as a third space for many (Soukup, 2006).
Phenomenological research has begun using to term to explore the nature of the
relationships established within such third spaces, particularly when they are digital and virtual
(Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006). According to Yee (2006), occurrences where online
relationships are different from real life connections are frequent and SEBD students are no
different than the majority of online players: 25% of online gamers for example engage in games
with a romantic partner and 19% with a family member without acknowledging within the game
the real life relationships that links them. Yee's interviews also reveal that individuals who game
with romantic partners or family members find that such joint engagement in the "other world"
of online games allows them to redefine the nature and boundaries of their offline relationships,
often in more equitable terms than what may be possible in day-to-day offline life.
Another common characteristic of what some researchers call the “third place”
(Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006) is that an individual's rank and status in the home, workplace,
or society are of no importance (Oldenburg, 1999). This is not to claim that no social
stratifications exist within virtual worlds. Such stratifications do exist, the most common
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observed being a disparity in the field of online gaming for example, between expert "power
gamers" and those who play casually (Jakobson & Taylor, 2003; Taylor, 2003). In general
though, one can see how the “third place” available to students with SEBD, through electronic
media for example, may enable them to redefine their relationships and renegotiate social
ranking with peers and adults (Delwiche, 2006). In this respect, the observation and theorization
would apply equally to outdoor education as it can be argued that the wilderness also serves as a
“third place” for the renegotiation of relationships (Payne & Wattchow, 2009).
It is important to note that while reviewing literature on spaces beyond the classroom, the
study has operated a progressive shift from a cognitive construct of SEBD, to a more practical
angle of “engagement” with such students. The focus is on ‘relationship’, quality of exchange
and innovative dimensions of interaction, rather than pedagogical content (Haythornthwaite,
2002). Social capital is prominent in the questioning practitioners and researchers tackle vis-àvis youth with SEBD (Trainor, 2008). Outdoor education and virtual platforms both seem
particularly pertinent in the development of social capital by these students (Haase & Wellman,
2004; Lenhart, 2015b; Stoddart, 2004), and this is the reason why this study has decided to focus
on these two dimensions. Spaces of interaction and learning are possibly hence redefined and
construed as emotional landscapes, and such emotional landscapes are ripe for the exploration of
the researcher. They may yield a crucial understanding of the perceptions students with SEBD
have of school, learning and themselves.
Innovative Learning Spaces
This study does not purport to investigate the physical characteristics of innovative
spaces, or of the third space themselves. It would appear indeed that these innovative
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dimensions within which to engage students with SEBD are characterized more by individual
usage than by inherent physical qualities (Strauss, 2002). Since it is the assertion of this
literature review that the physicality of the learning space is not the central concern when dealing
with students with SEBD (Anastopoulou, 2004), a rapid insight of the topic in contemporary
literature in order to justify why this framework is not adopted here with regards to outdoors and
online environments. Learning has changed significantly in the 20th century and therefore so
has the notion of learning space. Notions of rigid attendance and constant physical presence are
being re-examined as researchers and educators search for perhaps more relevant indicators of
engagement (Bissel, 2004). The concept of pedagogical space is evolving towards a notion
defined by wilful choice (Bridgland & Blanchard, 2001) and motivational engagement (Bickford
& Wright, 2005; British Council for School Environments, 2007). Time itself is no longer even
necessarily a dimension of this notion of learning space, now that asynchronous access
increasingly becomes a dimension of its use (Chan, Hue, Chou, & Tzeng, 2001; DeNeui &
Dodge, 2006).
The innovative learning spaces take on an increasingly subjective nature and tell us more
about their users than about any specific inherent characteristics they may possess (Dagkas &
Stathi, 2007; Strauss, 2002). This observation is extremely important as marginalized students
may display an unconventional use of these spaces (Lomas & Oblinger, 2005) and hence model
them to their specific needs and situations (Clark, 2005b). Vice versa, exploring these students’
use of innovative pedagogical space may hence not require a specific focus on the nature of the
space where they interact, but rather on the characteristics of their idiosyncratic interactions.
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This study will not therefore examine innovative pedagogical spaces for their own merit
or as specific focus. A quick examination of the literature on new learning spaces reveals that
such work focuses on physicality and such a dimension will be of little assistance when the study
has concluded both environments being explored share few physical idiosyncrasies. The
theoretical framework of such studies is also firmly Positivist, focusing on a universal, rather
than phenomenological, notion of reality as it is experienced by the learner. Cause and effect
mechanisms between environment and learning outcomes remain a broad focus. This is a
context which will not suit our study which seeks on the contrary to wipe the slate clean and
approach students with SEBD with no theoretical preconception. Even when the theoretical
framework of such explorations is not Positivist, other theoretical currents appear in these studies
and none of them seems particularly suitable for this study – as was discussed in Chapter 1 in the
discussion on grounded theory as the research method selected for this work. Innovative
pedagogical spaces research has indeed at times been anchored in participatory action research
(Flutter, 2006), or in critical theory (McGregor, 2004); it will often focus on wealth and privilege
(Fisher, 2002; Fried, 2000; Leander, Phillips, & Taylor, 2010); at other times it is the lens of
Post-modernist thought which has framed the discourse on learning spaces (Foucault &
Miskowiec, 1986; Jacklin, 2004). All in all, these frameworks offer the study insufficient
freedom to approach the phenomenon in a fresh and creative way. As lenses they have
previously failed to fully explain how students with SEBD may interpret their learning spaces.
The most visible of these trends has been the application of critical theory to space and
the creation of a critical pedagogy of space (Morgan, 2000). In the most contemporary
application of this theoretical framework, the characteristics of the physical space itself take on
direct relations to pedagogical outcomes (Roberts, 2009): such as light (Winterbottom &
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Wilkins, 2009), noise (Shelton, Elliot, Lynn, & Exner, 2009), seating arrangement (Wang &
Boubekri, 2010) and architectural design (Scott-Webber, 2004; Tanner, 2009). This study, on
the contrary, is refusing to adhere to a spatial notion of learning and such parameters are
therefore limiting and restrictive for the purpose of this study.
The research trend focusing on space and identity is more interesting for this study. One
cannot entirely eliminate the notion of “space” when examining a rejection of the classroom
experience by students with SEBD, but in many ways it is space as a metaphor that this study
would like to focus on, rather than a three dimensional setting with inherent attributes (Oblinger,
2005; Paechter, 2004; Thornburg, 2007). There is an inherent tension in this positioning when
examining outdoor and virtual interactions as the literature on outdoors education indeed hones
in on the physical characteristics of the setting (Rudd, 2008). To some extent even virtual
environments are still – surprisingly - being investigated through this traditional lens as well
(Wilson & Randall, 2012).
A New Angle on Innovative Spaces?
For the purpose of this study, this rapid overview of the literature generated by a new
field surrounding innovative pedagogical space is that such findings are perhaps overly focused
on the intention of finding the key characteristics of a space, when none really exists, a goal
which is not the one adopted by the researcher. The study has purposefully refrained from
defining and narrowing the notion of “third space” when it described it as a pole of attraction for
the SEBD clientele. While this notion incorporates the term “space”, there is little indication in
the literature review of the everyday use of the term, or its potential interpretation by
participants, that this notion is inherently seen or perceived as a three dimensional locus
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(Edirisinghe, Cheok, Nakatsu, & Widodo, 2011). The interest expressed by students with SEBD,
which we see recorded in the emerging research, is heavily embedded with references to interest,
relationships, interactions and definition of self (Fullan & St. Germain, 2006). The study wishes
to be scrupulous in its ethnographic approach to students’ perceptions and it is essential to the
process chosen to refrain from adopting a ready-made conceptual framework. It is therefore
purposeful that the notion of “third space” has not been overly explored in the literature review.
It will be sufficient for the objectives of the study and for the unfolding of its methodological
aims to say that the term and notion are used by the students with SEBD (Nakamura, 2002) and
must therefore be at the core of this exploration into students’ perceptions. The very
ethnographic intention of the study means that it would be contradictory for it to seek to
delineate fully a definition of ‘third space’. It will be sufficient to state that literature in the field
of third space bears very few references to the traditional notion of space as physicality.
Increasingly, ‘third place’ is actually at times described by authors as a “non place” (Augé, 2009;
Edirisinghe et al., 2011); such phrasing immediately evokes a multitude of reasons why such a
concept might be so attractive to students at grips with a relative unease in traditional learning
environments (Soja, 1996; Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006). When examining this specific
population, the term necessarily involves definitional elements of interaction (Kolb & Kolb,
2005), sharing (Razavi & Iverson, 2006), encounters (Attwell, 2008; English, 2002) as well as
representation of self and others (Paechter, Edwards, Harrisson, & Twining, 2001). Third space
will therefore represent a convenient and rich exploratory tool for this study because it both does
not constrain the researcher to the notion of a physical learning space and simultaneously holds a
degree of interest for the youths in question.
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Narrowness of Existing Methodological and Theoretical Approaches
The last element recorded in the literature review will be the relative narrowness of the
spectrum of theoretical frameworks used in studies exploring the SEBD field. While researchers
often refer to the “voice” of these students (Fielding, 2009; Nogera, 2007; Rubin & Silva, 2003),
rare are the steps taken in methodological terms to allow and guarantee an authentic recoding
these voices (Fielding, 2007; Kaba, 2000; Wilson & Corbett, 2001). Research processes that
value this positioning towards students are limited and usually fail to include students with
SEBD (Cook-Sather, 2002; Shultz & Cook-Sather, 2001).
The underlying perception remains that two factors render the stakeholders incapable of
throwing light on their paths, actions or motivations: their age and the emotional turmoil which
– it is assumed – are hindering a lucid interpretation of their behaviour (Davis & Watson, 2002;
James, 2007b; Lewis, Hudson, Richter, & Johnson, 2004). The residual implications from the
medical model approach still influence the SEBD field and this has had a considerable impact on
our historical perceptions of SEBD. The parallels with the issues of self-advocacy in the field of
mental health are striking (Couser, 2005; Hohmann & Shear, 2002). Too often still the data
collected in studies on students with SEBD are collected from teachers or peers, not from the
students with SEBD themselves. In many more cases the data gathered simply amounts to
performance records and psychometric assessments (Plotts, 2012).
An ethnographic recording of students` voices would imply research questions centered
on these students` preoccupations (Blackman, 2008). It would also require interview techniques
and data collection methods designed or selected specifically so as not to be further
marginalizing or off-putting (Keeffe & Andrews, 2015). The power dynamics of the dialogue
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would have to be analyzed and scrutinized (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005; Mitra, 2003;
Robinson & Kellet, 2004). There is a danger too that the students might see interviewers as the
symbolic representatives of school as the institution they reject, a phenomenon which would
make them reticent participants (Cothran, Kulinna, & Garragy, 2003; Trout, Nordness, Pierce, &
Epstein, 2003a). Another significant risk involves researchers being perceived, through their
questions, as mental health professionals seeking diagnostic conclusions (Forness & Kavale,
2001; Quinn, Rutherford, Leone, Osher, & Poirier, 2005). The field of social work has given
these methodological concerns much thought as part of research initiatives which have targeted
marginalized youth and as a result interesting interview protocols have been produced with
homeless street youth, HIV sufferers, offenders and drug users (Nolan, 2003; Pavis &
Cunningham-Burley, 1999).
Ethnography has in fact been used previously to explore digital reality and the
third space in relation to youth (Wilson, 2006), but not from an educational perspective.
Ethnography is characteristically absent from adolescent educational research, whilst marketing
companies and business experts routinely adopt such protocols and methods when examining
youth trends (Maira & Soep, 2005). Quick and radical changes have occurred in the field of
SEBD since the adoption of an ecological perspective, yet much remains to be accomplished
methodologically to bring data collection processes in line with the notions that are central to
ecological theories (Demaray & Malecki, 2002). How can interpretation be subject-centred if
the subject has no voice? Data collection indeed still relies on other parties rather than on the
students with SEBD themselves (Cook, Landrum, Tankersly, & Kauffman, 2003; Kauffman &
Landrum, 2009b).
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It is not just methodological originality that is lacking in the sphere of SEBD research.
Worrying patterns transpire from the literature review and suggest that the research in this field
closely adheres to two main theoretical frameworks as interpretive lens (Danforth, 1995). The
first is positivist and constrains SEBD research to a traditional diagnostic or medical model lens
(Farrell, 2001). Another popular theoretical approach is critical theory which focuses strongly on
power dynamics and marginalisation. In such research, the emancipation of so called “Special
Needs” students becomes a political goal in social and pedagogical action (Arnot & Reay, 2007;
Fisher, 2002). The third most prominent theoretical lens is a post-modern interpretation which
hones in on the deconstruction of concepts and cultural or sociological representations, and
focuses on unscrambling the narrative – or even creating a narrative about the narrative (Merrell
& Walker, 2004; Westcott & Littleton, 2005). It is from this theoretical framework that
Disability Studies have historically been instrumental in contributing to the SEBD forum. The
concern in this status quo is that research questions on SEBD are being framed within a limited
number of repetitive and somewhat limiting theoretical lenses, and that the hypotheses developed
as a result therefore shed a specific light on the interpretation of the data collected. This
limitation – particularly striking considering the diverse and relatively un-contoured nature of the
concept itself, has been eloquently discussed by MacLeod and Munn (2004).
It may be claimed that innovative exploration, free of theoretical pre-conception, has not
recently occurred in the field of SEBD. As both the clientele is admittedly misunderstood and
the spaces selected for study are innovative and unchartered, an argument must be made for a
fresh and open-minded quest for a new theoretical frame. The idea of letting theory emerge from
the data collection, rather than forcing pre-established models onto the data collection is
extremely appealing in this context (Smith-Sebasto & Walker, 2005), and a grounded theory
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process will therefore be pertinent and appealing. A grounded theory approach to data collection
will release the researcher from the constraints of existing theoretical frameworks and allow the
development of an emerging theory which may be more suited to approach and explore the
perceptions of students with SEBD. This is not to say that the emerging theory may not be
connected in some ways to an existing framework. It will however be liberating not to predetermine hypotheses or project theory in this innovative field onto the methodology and data
collection. The study will therefore seek to frame emerging theory on the basis of categories
emerging from the data itself. It is hoped however that the study will go further in its
conceptualization effort and succeed in formulating emerging theory that will offer an innovative
insight into the perceptions and motivations of students with SEBD.
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CHAPTER 3 - METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK
Introduction
Having established the appropriateness of grounded theory to the context of the study,
now comes the time to examine with precision how the process prescribed by grounded theory
will take shape in this specific context, with students with SEBD. The very originality of the
methodology is appealing in terms of novelty and for its potential for offering new perspectives;
it also represents certain challenges (Thomas & James, 2006).
Jones and Alony (2011) concisely stress its appeal in innovative fields of intervention:
Other methods may have the effect of forcing preconceptions through the transfer of
inaccurate theoretical assumptions upon the emerging phenomena. Grounded theory can
overcome those problems by providing a lens that does not bias emergence with a priori
assumptions and does not thrust forward a selection of preconceived theories from which
the researcher must explain the socio-technical phenomena (p. 97).
This will be particularly appealing when collecting data from the respondents first because
virtual spaces and outdoor education are still new fields within which to record student
perceptions, but also secondly because participant-focused data collection in the SEBD field is
rare (Erwin, 2004). Participant-focused data, or participant-driven data, represents data that
yields concerns, priorities and themes that pertinent and congenial to the interviewee rather than
reflect the researcher’s own focus, vision or preferences (Benavides-Vaello & Brown, 2010;
Jorgenson & Sullivan, 2010). This central feature of the grounded theory process is particularly
interesting is we acknowledge that the concerns of marginalized sub-groups such as students
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with SEBD are in essence divergent from those traditional majority groups or institutional
perspectives.
While the appeal of the grounded theory process is undeniable for these reasons, it is fair
to note that its rigour has at times received stringent criticism. The most common criticism
pertains to the interpretation the researcher might make of grounded theory literature. A
significant dichotomy exists between the early Glaserian interpretation (Glaser, 2004), and the
“Straussian” view – also known more recently as the constructivist remodel (Charmaz, 2000;
Morse, 2009). The Straussian view of grounded theory is profoundly phenomenological in
perspective and rejects the notion of an external and universal reality; reality is constructed by
the individual and all the grounded theorist can do is explore this subjective construct of the
world while acknowledging his or her own part in framing this vision for an audience. The
Glaserian perspective on the other hand remains firmly anchored in Positivism, even if it
acknowledges initially the need to disregard existing theory when approaching a new
phenomenon of human experience; the emerging theory will be fresh and pertinent but it will
have a universal validity nevertheless and seek to steer away from subjectivity; it is therefore
described as a result a blending of deductive and inductive methods (van Niekerk & Roode,
2009). This study, while adopting many of the guidelines offered by early grounded theorists,
will use a constructivist interpretation of the methodological process.
Beyond this fundamental dichotomy in practical application, the majority of the criticisms
aimed at grounded theory targets studies that purport to use grounded theory for data collection,
but actually veer off course and do not adhere to its essential principles (Elliott & Lazenbatt,
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2005; Weed, 2009). Little resistance is expressed towards the methodology itself even though
many adversaries highlight the paucity of adequate applications.
Despite these caveats, it is now applied with growing frequency in fields as diverse as the
paramedical professions (Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005) and leadership and management (Goulding,
2002), where it has demonstrated its relevance and consistency. The potential for this
methodology to identify sound theory is intimately linked to its adherence to rigorous processes
(Chiovetti & Piran, 2003). A large body of research now clarifies what constitutes the main
cornerstones of rigorous grounded theory and this study will draw on this scholarship.
An additional challenge present here is the relative lack of precedent in the application of
this methodological framework to the specific context of SEBD research. Few studies have
attempted grounded theory with students with SEBD and none have framed such data collection
specifically within education research, preferring to situate their exploration in social work
(Barnett, 2012). When grounded theory has been applied to the field of SEBD, it has focused on
teacher motivation and perceptions, not on the experiences and perspective of the students
themselves (Barnett, 2012; Péchard, 2014).
Grounded Theory & Data Collection
Olson (2008) offers us a concise and handy definition of the grounded theory process
which will be useful in its application to this study (p.3):
Grounded Theory is a primarily inductive, systematic, and empirical research
methodology. The purpose of the methodology is to generate theories directly from data
to explain social behavior. The theory that emerges from analysis of the data accounts for
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how participants in an action context continually resolve their relevant issues and
problems, providing a reliable source of comparative analysis.
Glaser (2004, p. 7) conceptualizes this process further and explains that “classic grounded theory
is simply a set of integrated conceptual hypotheses systematically generated to produce inductive
theory about a substantive area”.
The process is inductive therefore, but not in any way left to intuition or chance. A
hypothesis is not identified at the start as it is in deductive methods, and theory is not examined
and selected ahead of the data collection; yet the methodological process remains just as rigorous
and structured. If Glaser (2004) agrees that grounded theory offers a flexible approach to
innovative fields of human experience, he makes no allowances when it comes to structure and
scrutiny of process: “Classic grounded theory is highly structured but eminently flexible
methodology.” (p. 7)
Data collection and theory production are simultaneous processes, and the various
methodological steps keep the researcher firmly immersed in the data as he/she explores themes
and concepts that will crystalize into emerging theory. Bryant and Charmaz (2007b) state: “Data
collection and analysis proceed simultaneously and each informs and streamlines the other” (p.
1). It is important to return for a moment to the existence of two divergent schools of grounded
theory. Many original grounded theorists were actually positivists and post-positivists
(O'Connor, Netting, & Thomas, 2008); their process, though inductive, clung to the notion of a
reality that exists independently of the subjects (Gould, 2002). Interpretive grounded theory, on
the contrary, sees reality primarily as the product of human consciousness (Clark, 2005a).
Reality hence must be experienced to be understood. This places the participant squarely at the
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centre, not just of data collection, but of theory building itself (Cutcliffe, 2000). Research must
document the ways in which individuals create and interpret reality (Charmaz, 2006). It is
interpretive grounded theory which will be used throughout this study.
Two challenges must be addressed in this chapter before it progresses to the practical
application of methods in the study’s specific context: (i) how might we best adapt the grounded
theory process to education, and more specifically the SEDB field? What lessons from other
fields ought to be taken into consideration when applying this methodology to human
experience; and (ii) how will I establish rigour by structuring and detailing my process ahead of
data collection? What risks and concerns must I flag?
Applying Grounded Theory to the Data Collection with Students with SEBD
Adaptation of grounded theory to research in SEBD, and the transfer of processes that
have made their proofs in other fields, will bring up specific concerns and issues, three of which
require our scrutiny before the process begins.
The use of ethnographic techniques is congenial in many sectors where grounded theory
has been used, such as social work (Karabanow, 2008; LaRossa, 2005); this is not the case in
education. Ethnographic techniques will be data collection methods which focus on the
participant interests, values, context and concerns, rather than on those of the researcher
(Knoblauch, 2005). Ethnographic techniques are not participant focused solely on matters of
content, but they also imply a desire to adapt interview style, location, and timing, as well as
flavour of the dialogue, firmly within the participant’s preferences (Owton & Allen-Collinson,
2014). This will inherently involve establishing a degree of reciprocity and ease with the
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participant and this is not necessarily a conventional process in education. Interaction between
education researchers and marginalized students is an innovative field for grounded theory.
Grounded theory in education has so far been used mostly from an HR perspective to investigate
and explore teachers` motivations, particularly pre-service teachers entering the field (Kirchoff &
Lawrenz, 2011). A certain amount of caution is therefore required in stretching this
methodological model to the student-teacher relationship or to classroom interactions.
The power dynamics are still very apparent in educational contexts between educators or
practitioners and students, while they have been eroded or at least proactively addressed – from
both the theoretical and practice angles – in the fields that commonly use grounded theory
(Dodson & Schmalzbauer, 2005). Such power dynamics may represent specific practical hurdles
in the application of grounded theory methodology.
Educational research purports to bring back its findings to the field and to have an impact
on our view of the education process. Similarly grounded theory is not a process seeking to
establish theory for the sake of theorizing; it purports to have an impact on the human
experienced explored (Glaser, 2004). Just how receptive however is the educational field to
theory that might emerge from a grounded process? Will it have a readership? This must be
seriously considered, as establishing grounded theory with no intention of informing change in
the field, would contradict its own premise (Krushner & Morrow, 2003).
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Addressing Concerns about the Applicability of Grounded Theory to the Field of SEBD
Exploring ethnography in an educational context
The aim of grounded theory is to produce new theory that is grounded in data collected
directly from participants in relation to their life story and individual narrative (Fassinger, 2005).
One can see immediately both the appeal of this approach in the field of SEBD, and its
immediate challenges (Barnett, 2012). Skeat and Peary (2008) add:
Grounded Theory is considered to be an appropriate choice for a research study when a
phenomenon has not been adequately described, or when there are few theories to explain
it. (p. 97)
Ethnography has not been a popular method of data collection in educational research,
particularly in the field of SEBD. The challenge here consists mostly in assessing the
researcher`s own abilities for the tasks required. A fit must exist between the skills required in
this sort of breaking edge ethnographic work and the profile of the researcher. These are not
necessarily skills that can be acquired with ease and it must be conceded that not all researchers
will be comfortable or resourceful in ethnography work carried out with adolescents with SEBD.
This requires an exercise in personal reflection and self-awareness which I have begun. Many of
the skills that will render ethnography useful as a method are attractive to me as a researcher:
ability to work in reciprocity with these particular participants, willingness to meet them on their
terms and on their terrain; ease in dialogue with the adolescents, willingness to work within the
format of unstructured interviews, ability to accept that pre-existing theory may not be
empowering in this context, ability to work in relative initial theoretical confusion (Fernandez &
Leahman, 2005).
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Kelle (2007) talks of “theoretical sensitivity” as an essential part of the grounded
researcher tool kit: this expresses the fact that, though the grounded theorist seeks to approach
the phenomena with a clean slate, he/she does typically have a degree of familiarity, both
theoretical and practice based, with the field being investigated - a certain personal propensity to
want to explore these concepts and areas of meaning. My decade long involvement in the SEBD
field predisposes me to “theoretical sensitivity”. This reflective exercise, and the
acknowledgement of the researcher`s central position in the methodological process, is also an
essential part of grounded theory method (Charmaz, 2008).
Power dynamics and grounded theory
Charmaz (2009) has stressed that “grounded theory in its constructivist version is a
profoundly interactive process” (p. 137). Mills, Bonner, and Francis (2006) similarly pointed out
that constructivist grounded theory is characterized by “the nature of the relationship between
researcher and participant” (p. 2). How might this interactive dimension be achieved in an
educational situation where mistrust and lack of communication exist, almost generically,
between adults and teens with SEBD?
There are two parts to this question: first one must examine the positioning of the
researcher. I have been able to achieve reciprocal working relationships with adolescents with
SEBD in my professional capacity in the past. Being able to develop and nurture a holistic,
reciprocal and balanced atmosphere or climate during an interview with an adolescent,
irrespective of his or her profile, is a feasible task in light of my professional experience in this
field; such goals, after all, are entirely aligned with current ecological research and field
guidelines which have been central to my practice (Anderson, 2010).
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The other part of the question refers to students` ability to share with ease and to be
comfortable when relating to me as a researcher, despite the fact that I have been in the position
of educator with them in the past and have therefore symbolized institutional power and control.
These are, as we will see later, young adults I have been in professional contact with in the past
while they attended alternative schooling. Again, grounded theory encourages us to place our
experience and life trajectory prominently in the methodological process and to acknowledge the
impact of both on the depth and richness of the data collected. I believe that my having
remained in contact with these individuals who were at various times my students is a testimony
of the degree of reciprocity we were able to achieve in our relationship. One could argue that
they have had many opportunities to “cut the ties” since I have encountered them in my
professional life. If they have not done so, the bases seem to be soundly in place for an open and
rich discussion, free of the symbolic of power and control.
Receptiveness of the educational field to grounded theory
The aim of grounded theory is to have an impact on practice. Charmaz (2008) describes
the critical stance inherent to postmodern constructivist grounded theory as seeking to contribute
to social change and social policy “by anchoring agendas for future action, practice and policy”
(p.210). This concern may have to remain a moot point as gauging the field`s readiness for
innovative and emerging theory would constitute a grounded study in itself. It will be this
study`s assertion however that there is growing frustration in the field of SEBD, that the
demographics of the phenomenon are exploding, that traditional perspectives on intervention are
not yielding the results sought and that the students themselves very much remain the “outsider”
in the search for alternative educative solutions (Fovet, 2013; Visser, 2004).
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Global Methodological Process and Intention
This section will outline the methodological process proposed in broad terms, drawing on
best current practices in grounded theory, before the design is then examined with more scrutiny
and in more detail. The intention is to adopt a grounded theory methodological process to
interview a small group of individuals in their early 20s, who have been profiled as students with
SEBD during their late high school trajectory. They will have all finished secondary education
but received, during their two final years, specific support and interventions targeting students
with SEBD. This may mean that they have been assigned to specific classes or teachers; and
often that these teachers will have received training or guidelines on best practices with students
with SEBD. In one of the two schools targeted, the class format and delivery has been
substantially altered to attempt to address some of the SEBD: smaller classes, longer lessons,
integration of holistic and ecological tools seeking to develop rich one-on-one relationships,
integration of art subjects into the curriculum, etc.
The researcher will explore with these respondents their use of virtual environments and
outdoor education opportunities; they will be asked to describe their perceptions of these
experiences and the impact or relevance they have had on their lives as they went through the
final years of secondary school. The relation of these experiences to the “educational” context
will be left as wide for them to interpret as possible. The researcher will be willing to explore
with the participants virtual and outdoor interactions which occurred not just during school hours
but outside the conventional schooling context as well.
The respondents will be asked to share their recollections, in the form of life stories and
personal narratives, and will be encouraged to express their perceptions of their use of virtual
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platforms (such as social media or online gaming) or outdoor settings. This represents an
established form of qualitative research sometimes described as ‘life narrative methods’ (Lemley
& Mitchell, 2011; Yardley, 2008) or narrative enquiry (Trahar, 2009). While this outline may
appear excessively brief, it is essential to the process of grounded theory to avoid delineating
exploratory questions too narrowly before data collection has begun. This represents the initial
data collection and identification of emerging concepts during open coding; this phase will then
offer more specific directions in the phrasing of interview questions and exploratory axes (Star,
2007).
Concerns Relating to Memory and Recollection
One of the criticisms life narratives methods have received in general – not just with
regards to grounded processes, but in all qualitative use – points out that recollection can be
highly biased or selective. The passing of time leads to an internalization of feelings and
experiences, and one could argue that the process of recording recollections is, in itself, warped
by time, rather than objectively and accurately recorded in the moment. In this study,
participants will be relying on their recollection of their schooling as all of them will have
finished secondary education at the time of the interviews. Some caveats must therefore be
expressed as these concerns are reviewed and assessed in the context of the study.
Despite the issues of subjective bias and alteration of memories through time, memory
recall is used in qualitative research as a reliable investigation of relations (Ventricea, Valachb,
Reische, & Michel, 2010). Some studies have used triggers to ensure effective recall occurred
during interviews (Larsen, Flesaker, & Stege, 2008). I intend to use specific questions, allusions
to specific scenarios and situations, and other similar triggers to ensure the participants access
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the full spectrum of their recollections. Efforts will be deployed in subtle ways and with
conversational acumen to ensure the participants recall real life experiences and not just a vague
perceptions of that period of their life (Webster & Mertova, 2007). It is possible that photos of
outdoor trips may be used as prop, and in the case of the virtual environments, some historical
research will be done to ensure I have at hand the names of games and social media apps which
were popular during the years in question. There is precedent for the use of such tools in
qualitative interviewing (Roulston, 2008).
Triangulation in data collection involves contrasting data with data obtained from other
sources (Denzin, 2006; Thurmond, 2011). In this study we can talk not just of data triangulation
but also of “environmental” triangulation as student perception will span outdoor opportunities
and use of online platforms (Golafshani, 2003); participants can therefore be asked to make
comparisons, to consider experiences in either of the two fora. It is hoped that covering two such
diverse sets of experiences with the participants will lead to rich answers, live reflections and
original brainstorming. This type of triangulation is also in tune with the principles of “audit
trails” advocated by many ethnographers (Wolf, 2003).
Finally “participant checking” will also occur (Carlson, 2010) and will consist in bringing
up with participants certain elements of the original interviews and initial coding in subsequent
interviews, in order to verify the relevance and perception the participants themselves have about
the coding themes being identified by the researcher. Charmaz (1999) describes participant
checking as an integral part of the grounded theory process and it will be adopted by the study:
“Our subjects tell a tale and piece together puzzles from their past. They may need to review and
re-stitch events to weave a seamless tale.” (p. 375).
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Researchers may, in any event, have to go further in their assessment of data collected
through life narratives than just defining “validity” as the accurate, or precise, recollection of
events and perceptions. The study is firmly seated in interpretive grounded theory. There is
therefore an implicit constructivist lens on the very nature of data being implicitly accepted in
the adoption of the process. Recollection and personal interpretation, rather than feared, will be
fused into the central goals of the methodological process. As Charmaz (1999) points out:
Subjective tales have meaning. They place the experiencing person in the center of the
story. (…) By piecing the past together, a storyteller makes sense of the present and
future (p. 371).
It is very specifically the relationship between the perception of interactions and the
development of self-image that is interesting as a phenomenon in this study; it yields rich
information about the participants. Life narrative analysis is a constructivist journey into
subjectivity, not a search for some positivist notion of the environment as an objective entity that
exists independently. The participant must therefore be encouraged to acknowledge and accept
this inherent subjectivity of self-narratives; rather than scrutinize the subjectivity of memories,
he or she will be led to explore their subjective richness as revealing the authenticity of an
experience. This is why Charmaz (1999) encourages the study of this relationship:
Images of self arising in interaction may or may not coincide with how we see ourselves.
The stability of the self-concept provides a frame of reference for evaluating these
images. We may agree with these images; we may reject them. We may slowly adopt
them; we may gradually dismiss them. But whatever we think, feel and do about these
images is intertwined with our self-concepts. (p. 367)
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Selection of Participants
The participants are young adults now in their early twenties. They have attended one of
two schools catering for the needs of students with SEBD in which the researcher has held a
position. Both are located in Canada: one was a residential school with an international cohort;
the other a public day school. The participants will be contacted as a result of their attendance at
either of these schools. The researcher has retained contact through social media or face to face
meetings with a pool of approximately 50 students after their graduation; this will constitute the
maximal pool from which to obtain participants.
A dozen of these young adults will be contacted as potential participants – though the
principles of theoretical sampling, detailed below, imply that the specific number of respondent
should not be predetermined but rather emerge, itself, from the observations made during the
open coding. The number will intentionally be kept low as the focus of the methodology is not
to gather quantitative threads but rather rich, detailed data focused on the respondents’
perceptions. The interview planning will focus on the continuous comparative process rather
than on enlarging the scale of the data collection. Depth rather than scope is what will in all
likelihood lead to the emergence of themes and categories in the data (Morse, 2000).
Chiovetti and Piran (2003) state, as one of their eight guidelines for rigour in grounded
theory, that researchers should always “specify how and why participants in the study were
selected” (p. 427). This is an important part of the data collection process and it needs to be
adequately scrutinized. Such contact methods do not constitute conventional research sampling
and are more akin to “snowball sampling” (Baltar & Brunet, 2012). However grounded theory,
because of its focus on emergent fields, embraces progressive contact with potential participants;
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it also sees value in exploring personal connections with possible participants because it assumes
the researcher will seek the most knowledgeable respondents on the phenomena explored
(Thomson, 2011). Considering that the target pool studied is a marginalized sub-group, it
appears acceptable and logical to proceed in this non-random fashion and to seek adolescents
who have been labelled SEBD, who have definitely had some experiences with both dimensions,
and who might be considered experts on the phenomenon selected for the study (Sadler, Lee,
Lim, & Fullerton, 2010).
What I have just described is what Morse (2007) qualifies as “convenience sampling”. It
is the first stage of “sampling” from a grounded theory perspective, though it is important to
understand that “sampling” here is a process which has very little in common with the traditional
notion of quantitative sampling as it is commonly used. The term will therefore be used, from
hereon in the study, solely with reference to its grounded theory connotation in order to avoid
confusion. This stage has also been coined as “convenience sampling” by Richards and Morse
(2007) because it presents the researcher with the opportunity to locate individuals who are
available and are familiar with the phenomenon explored.
This is quickly followed by “purposeful sampling” (Morse, 2001) and this is what
distinguishes the process for conventional notions of sampling. Here the researcher begins to
select participants through the initial analysis of the data. The initial participants themselves
begin to partition the emerging data and it is on this basis that the researcher may wish to focus
on individual respondents (Morse, 2007). It is possible therefore that participants themselves
may suggest further individuals for me to interview, either explicitly – or by indicating that I
need to explore a specific angle in more detail.
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Initial contact with the participants will be established through email and use of social
media and other virtual platforms. The text soliciting the initial contact which has been approved
for use through the ethics application. The study acknowledges the inherent limitations and
dangers of such communication methods with participants (James & Busher, 2007). It is
however argued that these methods of communication will represent few risks here as they will
solely amount to initial “contact”; all data collection will in fact take place face to face. It is also
suggested that digitally contacting the participants to request an interview is ethnographically
and culturally appropriate and common place amongst young adults (Lenhart, 2015a).
Ethical Considerations
This section will consider the broad ethical considerations which need to be addressed
when considering the design of the study. There are three broad issues to tackle: (i) risks to
participants due to their SEBD profile; (ii) existing connection to the participants; and (iii)
specific nature and context of the participation.
Any study purporting to carry out exploratory research with students with SEBD will
have to address concerns as to the psychological stability of the participants. Will participation
lead to painful insights and place an unnecessary emotional burden on the individuals? Routine
safeguards will be explicitly offered to the respondents of this study, such as the availability of
psychological support and counselling, the opportunity to end participation in the research
process at any point, and a guarantee from the researcher that the length of the multiple interview
process will be kept to an absolute minimum; these details will be presented to the participants
ahead of the interview in the form of a “Pre-interview study details” document; the details are
also repeated in the “Informed consent form” they will sign on the day.
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One of the central safeguards of the study is specifically the researcher’s knowledge of
these young adults. I will assess, before even considering contacting them, whether their affect,
discourse and self-representation indicate that they may wish to participate and whether they
project, socially, a degree of functionality that makes such an involvement possible or feasible.
The study has highlighted elements of the literature that distinguish SEBD from life-long mental
health issues; there are no explicit concerns here that issues experienced in adolescence will
continue longitudinally into adulthood outside the school context. Nevertheless, participants will
be offered a “Withdrawal of consent” form during each interview and its use will be explained to
them. I have also highlighted in the ethics application a series of topics which are of a personal
nature and which I have committed to avoid, even if the interviews are unstructured.
It is important to note that the respondents selected, though identified as students with
SEBD in high school, will all have finished secondary education for at least two years prior to
the start of the study. They are also self-identifying as experiencing few, if any, emotional or
behavioural difficulties at the time of the study. Many report a fair degree of functionality,
though clearly the researcher is relying on self-reporting and cannot accurately assess the
veracity of such assessments.
The existing connection to the researcher gives rise to two types of concerns: issues of
bias and issues of undue influence. The issue of bias will be considered separately below in the
section entitled “Positioning of the researcher”. The issue of influence can be addressed by
clarifying that the researcher has been professionally involved in the field of SEBD for over a
decade, and that he therefore has access to a large pool of past students who fit the research
profile and with whom he has shared a professional relationship in the past. The nature of the
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invitation to participate will therefore carry very little pressure. An introductory approach will
be made by email and no follow-up will be carried out if the potential participant fails to show
initial interest. The text also specifically includes an added safety mechanism to avoid any
feeling of pressure with regards to participation: it indicates to them that many participants have
been contacted, that they should indicate to my supervisor by email if they are interested, and
that she will decide who I do and do not contact. It therefore opens the possibility that a
participant might reply and not be selected and that the researcher will be none the wiser for it.
It is thought as the study is launched that many of the students have begun their own
independent introspective processes about the difficulties they have experienced in high school;
they have – sometimes strong - positions regarding pedagogy and the classroom setting. It is
hoped that they will be attracted by the idea of participatory research that is present in grounded
theory, because it offers an opportunity to share very unique and personal perspectives on what
school is like for students with SEBD.
Finally, as far as the nature of the participation is concerned, it is important to stress that
it is solely voluntary. No incentive will be provided to the respondents beyond the satisfaction of
sharing their story. There is no possible personal or financial gain to be achieved through
participation; nor is there any foreseen detriment to the respondents, beyond their time
commitment.
Interview Process
There will be several waves of interviews organized with the participants, with hopefully
the possibility of a dozen taking place in total. It is assumed the first such wave will yield,
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through open coding, a sufficient number of themes to serve as a lens in the following rounds of
interviews (Kelle, 2007). That will be the main goal of the initial interviews. The meetings will
be taped and transcribed. Several researchers identify taping as an obstacle in the establishment
of a free flowing and organic relationship with the participant, particularly in relation to
adolescents (McCracken, 2006). The commitment to rigour in the constant comparison process
however leaves very little choice in the matter (Gasson, 2004). Care will be taken to create
optimal conditions, in ethnographic terms, for the participants to feel at ease despite the taping.
This will form part of a continuous reflective process on the part of the researcher, one that also
addresses some of the fears expressed in the section on ethics above, notably concerning the
students’ reticence to talk to educators generally.
Extensive notes will also be taken following the unfolding of each interview. Detailed
notes will be created recording elements related to observation and interactions which may be
just as relevant as language to the data collection, such as body language (Jones & Alony, 2011).
These observations will be blended into the memoing. In many ways, it is argued in this study
that an over-focus on transcription would be detrimental to the quality of the data collection, as it
would focus solely on language use and ignore other sources (Polkinghorne, 2005). The
proposed method is differentiated and varied (transcripts, notes, memos, pictorial representations
and drawings, recording of body language, tone, use of silences and pauses, etc.).
The concerns regarding possible reticence on the part of the students will lead to
proactive efforts to make them feel at ease. Interviews will be carried out where it is convenient
for them and in the setting they desire. Beyond simple convenience, the interviews will be
carried out in social settings that are perceived by the participants as being appropriate and
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congenial. It can be the only process to guarantee a degree of ethnographic authenticity in the
enquiry, even if those choices are not the ones an academic researcher would normally make,
preferring formal institutional settings. Again ethnographic research that has taken place with
teens in the field of social work provides precious practical guidance in this respect (Lester,
2011).
There may be a need to re-interview certain participants as this forms an important part of
not only qualitative triangulation but more specifically theoretical sampling in grounded theory
literature (Breckenridge & Jones, 2009). The participants will be made aware of this in the
initial emailed solicitation and in the “Pre-interview study details”.
Coding
Charmaz (1999) explains coding in a plain and concise manner:
Our subjects tell a tale and piece together puzzles from their past. (…) The meaning of
the tale may be invisible, incomplete, or even incomprehensible. Then we have to piece
their tales together to discover what they mean from our vantage point. Finding analytic
meaning requires that we listen for cues, look for clues, and then pursue them. It entails
being willing to go back to people – sometimes again and again. The more we delve into
implicit meaning, the more we may need to wonder and watch. (p. 376)
Coding is a central feature of the grounded theory process as it allows for conceptualisation,
rather than description (Glaser, 2001): this is what allows theory to emanate progressively from
the data itself.
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Open Coding
The transcripts of the interviews will be broken into distinct segments and, within these
segments, codes will be attributed to themes emerging from the data. The codes are refined and
redefined constantly through a constant comparison process (Holton, 2007). Holton sees both
coding and constant comparison as the two pillars of the rigorous grounded process:
The purpose of constant comparison is to see if the data supports and continues to support
emerging categories. At the same time, the process further builds and substantiates the
emerging categories by defining their properties and dimensions. (p. 227)
But first perhaps: what is a “code”? It is a semantic thread that connects elements of the
data; but beyond that it is an original connection to the data itself (Star, 2007): “What is a code?
A code sets up a relationship with your data, and with your respondents” (p. 80).
The next phase of the analysis reorganizes the codes into conceptual nodes, through the
process of categorization (Dey, 2007). This is where the researcher explores connections
between concepts and sub-categories within a single concept. The conceptual nodes emerging
from the coding might therefore evolve at this stage, and be reshaped into more complex
“categories” of meaning (Kelle, 2007). Constant comparison applied to the coding process
ensures the generation of categories from the data itself; this process normally occurs during
memoing work. These will then serve to further organize data collection.
From a practical point of view, it is likely that interviews will happen in waves and that
there will at times be gaps between groups of interviews. This is when the transcription, open
coding and memoing will take place. This means that categories may emerge chronologically at
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various points of the data collection process. It will be important, to maintain rigorous processes
(Gasson, 2004), to: (i) continue the open coding that has begun until the very end of the schedule
of interviews, using the original or modified themes; this will be important for consistency; and
(ii) reverse the chronological process once new categories emerge on the timeline in order to reexamine early interview transcripts in the light of the new categories (Boeije, 2002). In essence,
these are not consecutive processes or stages. Because they are a structured descent into the
depth, richness and authenticity of the data, they must be each applied to all the data, and form
methodological layers of interpretation.
Axial Coding
Axial coding is the next step of the grounded theory process and it occurs when the
categories are analyzed for properties and characteristics that may highlight connections between
them not before identified (Kirchoff & Lawrenz, 2011). This is when the researcher is able to
move away significantly from the descriptive nature of the data towards conceptual analysis.
This is when the theory begins to emerge through the identification of what is sometimes
referred to by grounded theorists as super-categories (Burden & Roodt, 2007; Service, 2009).
It is hoped that axial coding can begin after two or three interviews, depending on their
length and detail. It will be carried out in the forms of memoing. For the purpose of this study,
it is quite apparent that the memoing will be a long, densely crafted, yet organic set of notes
(Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008). It will be convenient to gather this writing in the form of a
memoing diary. The memoing diary will, in all likelihood be too voluminous to include in the
study itself, even as an appendix, but a detailed summary of its content will be presented in
Chapter 4.
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Axial coding, beyond the mere technique of refining coding, is an essential step in the
researcher’s reflection on the theoretical and conceptual biases he is applying to the data or even
to the identification of initial themes. It is important therefore to embark on this stage of the
grounded theory method, not just by rote but reflectively: identifying suitable thematic rubrics to
classify the data, but immediately applying scrutiny and even suspicion towards these initial
ideas (Tan, 2010). This dynamic, reflective and organically generated process of thought
distances itself from other qualitative coding methods by its constantly evolving nature (Cho &
Lee, 2014).
This does not mean that initial themes will be outright rejected. As discussed, the axial
coding themes must be applied until the end of the interview process, for consistency, but as
soon as possible the researcher will query their authenticity for the participant, their subjective
closeness to the researcher’s own concepts and their interconnection with other themes (Harry,
Sturges, & Klinger, 2005). Each theme will be used until the end of the axial coding unless it is
removed or merged through constant comparison; this constitutes the first layer of this process.
Simultaneously, though the researcher will examine how to distance him or herself from it in
order to generate new categories for selective coding. Reflection on the part of the researcher,
and a willingness to be both meticulous and forward thinking, is the keystone to the process
(Buckley & Warning, 2009).
Memoing
As explained earlier, abundant notes will be taken to complement the transcription
process. The use of notes is formalized in grounded theory and constitutes a key element in the
process. It plays a key role in allowing the theory to emerge from the data collection. Memos
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are written to explore ideas about the data, the codes or the categories (Charmaz, 1983). As
Eaves (2001) explains:
Throughout the process of data analysis, memos were written to: (a) interpret in-vivo
material, (b) articulate metaphors, (c) examine the relationships between code categories,
(d) explain major code categories, (e) explore methodological issues and (f) generate
theory. (p. 659).
Charmaz (1999, p. 376) offers an even more detailed list of outcomes targeted by
memoing. These descriptions will be used in the study as guidance and systematic reminder.
This process is crucial to theory development; its detailed unfolding will be too lengthy to annex
to this study, but a synthetic account of the dynamics it gave rise to will appear in the Findings
chapter. While, in deductive processes, a “Results” section may suffice to present outcomes, in
grounded theory, on the other hand, memoing creates structure and links between categories and
leads to the emergence of the theory. This narrative process will therefore need to be featured in
detail.
Stern (2007) suggests:
Making memos is a process the analyst uses to keep track of what they think about the
data: what coded data seems to cluster together (…). Making memos goes on throughout
the study. Once categories have been developed, clustered and expanded, the analyst
needs to sort them according to categories and properties. (p. 120)
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Integrative Mapping
Integrative mapping, or integrative diagrams, is also an important phase of the data
collection process in grounded theory as it offers the researcher an interval during which to
create representation of the emerging theory (Walker & Myrick, 2006). This is a process that
would occur as a result of the axial coding. Charmaz (2000) describes these at times as mere
plain drawings. They can also take the form of brain maps. There is no set format within the
literature; the only guideline is that the representation should compel the researcher to
summarize the various perceptions which have emerged during the memoing process and the
theory that emanates from the data analysis (Harry et al., 2005).
This, in turn, leads to further data collection and will format the ongoing comparative
process (McCallin, 2003). The integrative mapping in this study will be recorded in the
memoing diary if and when it occurs and transferred to the Findings chapter if it is essential to
evidence the methodological process or support the findings.
Constant Comparative Method
The constant comparative process is a central feature of grounded theory methodology
and we have seen its significance already in much of the description above on the anticipated
process. It consists of the systematic review of the data by the researcher as the data collection
progresses.

It is a simultaneous and progressive process of coding and analysis (Partington,

2000). Jones and Alony (2011) describe this stage of the research in detail:
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As categories start to accumulate and gain depth, constant comparison compels

the

researcher to begin to reflect on the data and to commence conceptualization, usually
using memos to record the researcher’s reflections and annotations of the data. (p. 105)
This will undoubtedly be a difficult process to apply and monitor (Hallberg, 2006). It
seems counter-productive to formalize its scheduling further than to state it needs to happen
regularly - and perhaps intensely in the lull between interviews. It is clearly linked to the
researcher’s wider commitment to self-reflection. This self-reflection will give rise to specific
instances where constant comparison is felt as an urge, a necessary interruption, a de facto
necessity.
Theoretical Sampling
This process is described by some grounded theorists and consists in modifying interview
questions to explore further emerging themes, once the theory begins to come together through
the axial coding. The study therefore will revise the interview questions at various stages of the
constant comparison process in order to dive deeper into the inductive process of data collection.
Taber (2000) explains:
theoretical sampling provides the flexibility of following clues in the data; but a
flexibility that is channeled by being grounded in the data already collected and
analyzed. (p. 483)
This is a very important process as it secures the originality of the data collection process
and of the inductive analysis. Original interview questions are bound, despite all efforts, to be
tainted by theoretical preconceptions, empirical observations made by the researcher, and by

102
findings of existing literature. The theoretical sampling allows for a further distancing from subconscious original preconceptions and secures the process by which the data itself yields clues
towards the emerging theory, not vice versa (Holton, 2007). Peters (2014) states: “(Grounded
Theory) demands high levels of reflexivity, transparency and openness from the qualitative
scholar. (…) The requirements concern not only the sampling and data collection but also the
researcher’s previous assumptions.” It is the scrutiny of these assumptions that is being
guaranteed by the theoretical sampling.
The process being planned here is ethnographic in nature and there will be no structured
directive or semi-directive questions crafted or used; this will be a context of unstructured
interviews (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). “Unstructured interviews” refers to a qualitative
interview process which leaves the participant in charge of the dialogue and uses no pre-set
questions as a skeleton for the interview. The participant is free to take the conversation where
he or she pleases and the researcher commits to nurture this process without interfering.
Theoretical sampling will therefore be the norm and the researcher will be forced to carry out
this rethink on each occasion, using the memoing as basis to hone in on this or that topic, issue or
experience.
It is not just the interview questions which evolve through theoretical sampling; the very
number of participants can evolve depending on emergent themes in the data collection. The
selection of further participants, and the criteria of their selection, can be the result of theoretical
sampling itself. In extreme cases, the selection of participants – or the re-interviewing of
respondents – may be entirely dependent on theoretical sampling. Sarankatos (2005) for
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example writes: “Theoretical sampling works by selecting subsequent participants based on the
information which emerges from the data already coded” (p. 166).
In this study the pool of potential participants is pre-determined and cannot expand since
their connection to the researcher is pre-existent and their SEBD experience behind them.
However, the researcher may be guided towards certain participants, versus others, on the basis
for example of their use of virtual platforms as opposed to outdoor education opportunity, or vice
versa. It might also be that a specific emerging theme, related to the respondent’s use of either
“space”, guides the researcher back to them for further exploration.
Jones and Alony (2011) describe their own interpretation of the process of theoretical
sampling in a way that advances their method more rapidly:
In the first step, the researcher targets participants who share minimal differences with
regards to the subject under examination. After data from this step have passed the
scrutiny of constant comparison, the sampling moves to the second step. In this step, an
enlargement of the sample commences until differences between participants are
maximized. By initially minimizing differences, the researcher is able to quickly develop
categories and determine their properties. By maximizing differences, the researcher can
ensure categories have been fully developed and that data saturation is occurring. (p. 106)
Recording Emerging Theory
Checking the emerging theory against the participants` meaning of the phenomena is an
important part in the recording of the emerging theory (Chiovetti & Piran, 2003). It confers
credibility to the study and can be achieved through participant triangulation when categories are
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established or relationships between categories are recorded through the axial coding.
Respondent triangulation, which amounts to theoretical sampling, becomes a continuous part of
the recording of theory emergence.
A literature review in the topic area will logically need to occur once the theory begins to
emerge. Regardless of its originality indeed, emerging theory will make references to existing
theory and writing. No theory exists in a vacuum. The process therefore is a little at odds with
traditional writing processes, as Stern (2007) points out. Conventional submission requires a
literature review to precede the methodological framework. A sound grounded theory thesis
however will require a further look at literature once the theory emerges:
Ideally the search of literature comes after the construction of theoretical framework,
but because (…) all (…) demand a thorough literature review prior to starting data
gathering, you may be stuck with a lot of information that lies outside of your analysis of
gathered data. (p.125)
Although a general literature review was presented in chapter 2, it is therefore necessary to plan
a further literature review focusing specifically on the emerging theory, as a chapter 5 of this
study.
The recording of the emerging theory also requires a writing process that is much more
elaborate than in deductive processes. Several grounded theorists have warned of the specific
expectations to which this process gives rise in terms of writing quality (Stern, 2007). Grounded
theory is specifically not a quantitative process collecting large data objectively with quantifiable
results; caveats abound from grounded theorists on this point and systematic reviews of
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grounded theory research have highlighted the specific danger of presenting emerging theory in
the mere form of diagrams and mapping (Dey, 2007).
Recording emerging theory requires an elaborate writing effort through which all of the
processes in which the researcher has been involved come together in a flowing presentation of
the theory. Charmaz (2006) declares that resonance is one of the criteria by which grounded
theory quality can be assessed and there can be little doubt that it is for the great part in the
writing process that this resonance is achieved. Grounded theory is not a deductive process, and
an inductive process requires the formulation and crafting of a thorough and flowing synthesis of
all elements uncovered to be palatable to readers and transferable to other contexts.
Addressing Methodological Concerns Raised in Literature
Becker (1993) identifies 5 pitfalls in the grounded theory research he examines. One of
the concerns he raises is that the problematic situation should emerge from the data, not the
reverse. Wilson and Hutchinson (1996), similarly identify six methodological mistakes
frequently occurring in grounded theory research work and one of them is “importing concepts”;
this clearly points to the same issue – projecting theory onto the data rather than allowing the
data collection process to yield the core categories that will guide the enquiry.
This study will avoid this danger by adopting a “clean slate” approach to theory as it
pertains to students with SEBD. The concept of the “third space” has been described by several
theorists but the study will adopt, from the literature, its widest interpretation as simply a place
other than the classroom where interactions occur. Any further conceptual boundaries in the
notion of “third space” will emanate from the coding itself and the ongoing process of constant
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comparative method. The need to be scrupulous in the application of this process is also one of
Becker`s five recommendations.
I think that, again, this fundamental concern that goes to the heart of the grounded theory
process is best addressed by examining, stressing and highlighting the reflective position that
must be adopted by the researcher. Rather than use grids, checklist and other formal tools, I
must open myself to the process of being self-critical. This involves making an accurate and
detailed record of my initial thoughts, positions, and perceptions in the memoing diary in order
to be immediately cautious of my thought process, be it intellectual or emotional. What I believe
must be recorded will essentially and almost inevitably be what I need not record.
Data Saturation
Wilson and Hutchinson (1996) warn against “premature closure” and identify this error as
one of the six most current pitfalls of grounded theory. This amounts to practices such as underanalyzing textual or narrative data, which in itself prevents the researcher from reaching higher
levels of analysis and interpretation. The mechanisms in place in this study to avoid premature
closure will target some of the processes seen in social work: once the theory emerging from the
data can be presented to participants in a coherent and cohesive way, I will do so, to the extent
that time allows and participants are receptive and available. It is hoped this will trigger a degree
of awareness as to whether the participants themselves are satisfied with the emerging theory of
whether they feel the analysis and interviews have to go further. Once such a degree of
satisfaction towards the lens being provided by the emerging theory is recorded from several
participants, the process will be drawing to its close and be meeting its target.
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The study also acknowledges however that the data collection process of grounded theory
never really ends and that the constant comparison process endlessly produces new paths and
threads to guide data collection. There comes a point however when the constant comparison
process leads to data saturation. How will I determine when data collection can come to an end?
Data saturation in practice occurs when interviews begin yielding little new data or allow the
identification of no new categories (Hood, 2007; Schutt, 2004).
Positioning of the Researcher
Beyond simple issues of ethics and anonymity, I acknowledge and disclose my
professional experience in the field of education and teaching; I am no longer in the teaching
profession, but have occupied such a position for 15 years and still evolve professionally in an
educational context. This has some bearing on the methodological framing of the research and
my position as researcher must be given some consideration and scrutiny. The risk of not taking
into account the researcher’s own views and insights about the phenomenon explored is one of
the dangers explicitly mentioned by Chiovetti and Piran (2003) when examining the in-terrain
application of grounded theory principles.
The objectivity of grounded theory research intentions must be examined and questioned
(Zeni, 2001), as researcher bias may preclude the emergence of truly original theory. While
most researchers seek detachment from the phenomenon they are observing and avoid
relationships with their subject (Zeni, 2001), a grounded enquiry does not allow this detachment
and hence gives rise to specific and complex issues (Delamont, 2001). Explaining the
researcher`s own construction of the phenomena observed and acknowledging his positioning in
the process is an essential part of guaranteeing credibility (Chiovetti & Piran, 2003).
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Walsham (2006) also makes an important point in highlighting the importance of the fit
between method and researcher. He explains that by choosing a method he enjoys and feels
particularly comfortable with, the researcher finds greater ease in justifying his methodological
process to others and establishing its validity. The grounded theory certainly resonates with
some my views on the needs of the field. It offers characteristics, such as innovation,
ethnographic methods and a reciprocal positioning of researcher and respondent, which appeal to
my own values.
Fernandez and Leahman (2005) identify seven principles which are likely to assist the
researcher when developing grounded theory. It can be argued that these seven principles are
less tools for support than actual characteristics that likely to resonate or not with the researcher.
I have identified a definite fit between these seven characteristics and my individual traits,
personality and predispositions.
Rigour and Criteria for Assessment of Process
It is not because the process is inductive that there are no available criteria to gauge the
effectiveness of the methodology. The project can be audited for trustworthiness, consistency
and neutrality (Patton, 2002). Charmaz (2006) offers credibility, originality, resonance and
usefulness as criteria to replace the traditional “validity” objective. Beyond the specificity of
these suggested criteria, it is crucial to note that the inductive process described above and
selected for this study cannot and should not be gauged in terms of “validity” as this would be,
quite wrongly, importing standards and values that are specific to the field of deductive
processes and positivist methodologies. Grounded theory has established that it can yield
emerging theory when rigor is adhered to. The key elements of rigour for grounded theory have
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been extracted from the literature and appear above. It is therefore these standards that will serve
as evaluation tools with regards to the satisfaction of the goals of the process as I scrutinize
outcomes within the study.
Rethinking the Place and Shape of Theoretical Review in a Grounded Theory Study
Grounded theory is supposed to free the researcher to forge emerging theory through an
inductive process. The conventional approach to theory in graduate research therefore seems
inappropriate: how can one review theory at the outset of a study without tainting the process and
projecting onto the methodology the lens that has been previously rejected? Grounded theorists,
as Charmaz (2000) points out, cannot “shop their disciplinary stores for preconceived concepts
and dress their data in them” (p. 511). The danger here is one of contamination and Glaser
(1992) warns against the “derailment provided by the literature in the form of unconscious or
unrecognised assumptions of what ought to be in the data” (p. 31). One specific issue
encountered in literature is the hasty attribution of grounded theory to symbolic interactionist
philosophy (Wu & Volker, 2009) and it is striking how many grounded theorists purporting to
establish emerging theory contradict their epistemological process by assigning theory without
any further thought.
Morse (2001) advises against the danger of entering data collection without a theoretical
framework and states that the researchers will “find themselves rapidly mired in data” (p. 9). He
therefore suggest that “literature should not be ignored but rather ‘bracketed’ and used in
comparison with emerging categories” (p.9). This makes for a very messy process and if the
theory is to be emerging, it will be difficult to argue that any a priori theoretical review or
selection of framework shall not taint the data collection to the extent of making it impossible for
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original theory to emerge. In fact there can be no traditional theory chapter at the start of a
grounded study. There has been fairly extensive scholarly debate on this issue (Dunne, 2011)
but any attempt to move away from this statement contradicts the essential logic of the process.
What can be ascertained though, at this early stage of the research process, is the
positioning the study will later adopt towards existing theory once the emerging theory takes
shape. This is a reflection I want to formalize here. Should theory review be eliminated
altogether from a grounded research study? There has been fierce scholarly debate on this issue
too (Dunne, 2011; McGhee et al., 2007). Though grounded theory seeks to free the researcher
and to allow him to take a ‘clean slate’ approach to theory, it would be perhaps naïve to assume
that any emerging theory might be entirely free of connections to existing frameworks or that it
may not be able to position itself in relation to these existing frameworks once it takes shapes
and begins to be written.
Glaser (1998) explains that “the grounded theorist will generate a theory that transcends
the literature, synthesizes it at the same time” (p. 120). It produces a theory that is relevant and
fit for context but which undoubtedly echoes certain questions already apparent in theoretical
literature. It is therefore argued that the best time to revisit theoretical literature, without fearing
to lose originality or to become tinted in existing theoretical concepts, is not as a conventional
chapter 3 - of the Theoretical Framework nature - the one the reader will expect to see feature
after this exposé on methodology. It is entirely more consistent for it to appear instead as chapter
6, Emerging Theory, once the theory is apparent and being formulated. The review of theoretical
literature will take place simultaneously as the emerging theory unfolds, and allow me to
contextualize within a landscape. Elliott and Higgins (2012) state:
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The theoretical discussion which characterizes a doctoral thesis can be achieved

after

the grounded theory has been developed, when the new theory is critically discussed with
the relevant existent literature. (p. 7)
This is the intention of this study and it aims to be innovative in format but authentic in its
adherence to the grounded theory process.
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CHAPTER 4 – FINDINGS
I have decided to open this chapter with a powerful participant quote to which I will
return, in a book end fashion, in the last part of the chapter as we approach the formulation of an
emerging theory:
It’s where I step out to be me... and it can be alone or it can be with friends… but it is in a
space that is really… you brought up a really good point about people being vulnerable
and open and intimate typically when they are around a camp fire, and stuff… when I am
out in the woods, I have to be – if I am insecure and scared and stuff, that creates its own
fear and that becomes a sort of complete… my third space, my escape is the outdoors
environment, because what is real is real right then and there. What happens is
uncontrollable… you can’t control it. And you know, it will either be good or bad, but
one way or the other you will hopefully learn from it… and not make the same, not
make… And it allows me to like once I have had that space…sometimes for me,
isolation, just … it can be just a two hour hike, of just walking and just clearing my
mind... it’s really putting your physical body and your physical mind in a space that is not
controlled and not guided, and not ‘this is what you have to do’. It’s allowing that
release… it’s allowing that ‘OK, here I can think. What do I need to get to? What is my
next hurdle?’ (P8, Part 1, 678-688)
It is an interview extract where all the relevant concerns of the study are mentioned, and
themes are tightly packed, perhaps so much so that they are difficult to disentangle in a purely
conceptual way. It is an emotional segment that gives the observer a full appreciation of the
wide and complex impact the phenomenon identified has on youths with SEBD. The aim the
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chapter is to carry out a processes of analysis that identifies, highlights and formulates categories
that will allow me to interpret such experiences. I will return to the quote as a conclusion to the
chapter, to assess whether the emerging categories of our data analysis and the emerging theory
allows me to throw further light on this young adult’s experience.
Introduction
The data collection took place between May and November 2014. Interviews took place
in a variety of locations, including Canada, the UK and the US depending on the participants’
availability and preferences. Fourteen participants were eventually interviewed, and the
selection and search for participants progressed along the lines of “theoretical sampling”,
described and prescribed by grounded theorists (Thomson, 2011): participants were sought out as
“experts” on the various themes as these became apparent. Three participants were reinterviewed on a second occasion to gain further depth into their understanding and perceptions.
It became quickly obvious that participant 3 did not find face to face ethnographic interviewing
congenial, though she had much to contribute. She was therefore contacted by email, following
the interview, and she provided more comments in writing rather than in interview form. This
slight deviation in methodological process appears justified on the basis of the core objectives of
ethnographic exploration: making participants at ease was a primary consideration (Star, 2007).
Participants Reached
Sixteen participants came to be contacted and two preferred not to be interviewed
because they were experiencing personal issues which, according to them, would have made it
difficult for them to focus on the interview.
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Recollection
The fourteen participants interviewed coped well with the task of reminiscing about their
time in secondary school; their answers were forthcoming, their recollections seemed fresh and
spontaneous; they described many of their feelings and perceptions vividly. The study has
identified the risks and inherent dangers of relying on recollections: embellishment, emotional
filtering, etc. The comments collected from the participants in fact amount to fairly consistent,
self-triggered and successful efforts to reflect and understand their years in high school and their
educational trajectory. It is undeniable that participants will have filtered recollections; yet being
able to collect in the moment the outcomes of their reflection – a reflection which appears in
many cases to have been spontaneous and in-depth – provides exactly the insight the study was
seeking.
A further concern might have been that participants could have contested the SEBD label
they had been associated with in high school, or seek to focus the conversation on the
subjectivity of this institutional categorisation. Instead the participants worked their way,
smoothly and calmly, through the introductory exchanges and the initial use of the SEBD
terminology. They globally readily depicted their situation as being simply one of complete
breakdown in relationship between traditional schooling and their positioning as adolescents.
Their own description of their trajectory, far from being controversial or lengthy, summarized
the situation with humour and concision.
Overall their remarks actually mirrored fairly accurately the eco-systemic literature’s
current view and depiction of SEBD as simply a lack of fit between the student and the school as
an institution. Participant 1 summarizes his view of his experience as follows: “Stubbornness…
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absolute stubbornness… I think stubbornness is almost a defence factor out there… defence
mechanism… I’ll be stubborn and that will work out for me” (Participant 1, 278-279).
Participant 3’s description is also characteristic for the purpose of this study: it “was more the
rebellious stage of ‘I don’t want to be here’ (…) ‘I don’t like you. I don’t like anyone.’ You
know, the kind of pissy teenager” (Participant 3, 189-192). Participant 2 simply states: “I think I
still at that point had a need to rebel” (P2, 110). Participant 5 is equally lucid about the situation
he was in vis-à-vis the conventional school setting:
Ultimately, you can act like a shit and feel like you don`t want to be there at the time… I
am somebody that would do something and then very very quickly reflect on it and think
‘I wish I had not done that’… I’d feel really terrible…So if I acted like a horse`s ass, in
the classroom, (…) I would suddenly realize that that was a total waste of time on my
behalf and that I should not have done that…very quickly…and very regretful of it. (P5,
443-447)
Participant 8 puts it equally concisely: “Traditional schooling was a challenge. Sticking me in a
classroom from 9 to 5pm didn’t work, it really didn’t work” (P8, Part 1, 61-62). There was
therefore no entanglement, during the interviews, in terminology or issues of diagnostic
labelling.
Success of Ethnographic Objectives
Another concern had originally been that the reliance on non-directive ethnographic data
collection might leave the participants hesitating, or lead to possible shyness, or reticence. This
was not at all what was observed through the interviews. All but one of the participants were
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talkative, enthusiastic, had obviously given the topics much thought and seemed interested –
eloquent even - in sharing their insight. The one participant who did not share these
characteristics did not seem reluctant to share but just less at ease in one-on-one interviews; she
eventually preferred to answer in writing, on two separate subsequent occasions. The interviews
were lengthier than originally anticipated, surprisingly so considering the possible reticence one
might associate with students with SEBD; the average interview duration time per participant
was 68 minutes.
A further concern in the preparation of the study had been the positioning of the
researcher and data collector: would participants see him as a representative of an educational
world they felt disconnected from? Would the interviewer succeed in developing and using the
ethnographic skills required to make these young participants truly experience a flavour of
reciprocal free-flowing conversation, within which their own concerns could emerge? Also, as
this study is breaking ground in applying ethnographic methods to the interview of students who
have been marginalized by school systems, the initial question was a pragmatic one: what form
would these interviews take in practice? Where would they be carried out and what would be the
interview format and tone that would strike a chord and be more likely to bring to the surface the
life narratives that are sought and are so crucial to the grounded theory process?
A fair degree of creativity was deployed by the researcher, and certain approaches to
interviewing, adopted here and favoured by the participants, would undoubtedly appear
unorthodox in other contexts. There is no doubt that, as the field of educational research
ventures into grounded theory - particularly when it comes to students with SEBD -, some rich
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reflection will need to take place as to what informal interview settings represent. What efforts
and care are required to place participants with this specific profile at ease in a discussion?
The researcher had to accept that the interview context would need to be varied and
entirely participant focused. The geographical location needed to be suitable to the participant,
not the researcher, and it has meant use of a wide spectrum of locations in three countries. More
importantly, the nature of the setting was fluidly chosen by the participants and ranged from a
shared dinner, meeting at the participant`s workplace, a camping stay, attendance at a gay pride
parade, a tattooing session, etc. It undeniably feels as if the participants were putting the
researcher to the test. What did informal mean? How participant-focused could the meeting be?
How much fun could the experience purport to be? Even when the locations were unorthodox,
however, the researcher observed committed and engaged participation and active involvement
from all participants. Again, traditional perceptions of students with SEBD might lead us to
expect issues with attention in such an exercise, but attention was high and all participants were
highly focused on the discussions. Some of these locations may have been slightly theatrical in
nature; the ethnographic gesture however required that these choices and requests be accepted as
valid and conducive to a truly reciprocal and authentic dialogue. This endeavour was successful.
The researcher recorded his own feelings and perceptions as to the choice and use of these nontraditional settings in the memoing diary, and feels that he was particularly at ease through this
process.
Coherence of Themes for Interviewees
All participants were interviewed about both virtual interactions and outdoor pursuits.
Some had a preference vis-à-vis one topic rather than the other, but all participants appeared to
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conceptually be able to relate some of their remarks to the other environment, even if it was not
their medium of predilection. The links and parallels between the two were more easily
construed and described by some of the subjects. Four participants described entirely similar
perceptions and habits in both environments.
Three of the fourteen participants were female; this proportion respects the prediction
made during the ethics application and the general incidence of SEBD reported in the gender
specific demographics within the literature. The literature indeed reports less prevalence of
SEBD in girls than boys and it was always expected there would be fewer available female
participants than males. The number of interviews with female participants did not, in any way,
reveal habits or inclinations towards social media or outdoors opportunities that differed
significantly from the narratives of the male participants.
Data Saturation
Data saturation occurred progressively in late September after the analysis of transcripts
11 and 12. Themes began re-emerging from interview 12; however it seemed important to
continue with interviews 13 and 14 since an opportunity arose to interview female participants
and to check whether similar concerns, themes and categories were applicable in the case of
female students reflecting on the outdoors and virtual interactions. In the end, Interview 13 did
bring up new perspectives on the categories, so it contributed further to their refinement.
Interview 14 however failed, as expected and foreseen, to bring any new elements to the crafting
of the final categories. Data collection was ended in early November 2014 when repetitiveness
became apparent; the constant comparison process was, by then, yielding strong categories that
seemed to be self-standing and have relevance to all the young adults with SEBD interviewed.
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Ethical Reflection
There were no recorded issues or concerns of an ethical nature during the interview
process and the data collection. As mentioned above, two participants preferred not to be
interviewed and explained they were going through emotionally charged periods in their lives.
The interview process was vibrantly expressive at times for some of the participants, but this did
not require intervention or management beyond the offering of empathy; it simply resulted in
some of the interview time being taken up by concerns and emotions that were part of
participants’ focus and life experience, more than the topic of the study itself. This is an
accepted facet of successful empathic ethnographic interviewing.
The fact the students were known to me in my past teaching capacity had been disclosed
in the ethics application and I feel it contributed to the richness of the interviews rather than
having any detrimental impact. The tone and affect of all interviewees towards me was friendly,
cooperative, jovial, and outright witty and entertaining in some instances. I was not, as a
researcher, negatively associated with school as an institution. What I was perhaps less prepared
for, on the other hand, was the degree of hostility, sadness and recrimination occasionally still
felt and expressed by these young adults about their pedagogical experiences, even after the
facts; they clearly needed to share and, at times, were seeking empathy. If the intensity of the
reminiscence was unforeseen at all it was by me as a researcher, not by the participants
themselves. I feel they were satisfied with the process of the interviews and were unanimously
pleased to have taken part. If anything, they expressed being pleased to have been able to revisit
and voice, but had no emotional qualms about having been brought back to that point in their
life. I carried out some personal reflection, immediately after interview 1 and 2, on the role and
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expectations the participants had of me with regards to empathy and I feel I was able to nurture a
climate of understanding and support on each occasion.
What was both fascinating from the ethnographic perspective but saddening from a
personal perspective was the fact that – often after the recording ended – the participants
reflected on several occasions how this represented the first time ever anyone had asked them
about their pedagogical experience, or sought out their voice with respect to their relationship
with school. Several remarked that no adult from their school past had contacted them – even
informally – since they had left K-12 to enquire as to how they were doing.
Open Coding
Interviews occurred in consecutive waves from May to November 2014, with several
sometimes taking place within a matter of days or on the same day, because that happened to be
convenient to the participants. The lull between pockets of interviews was therefore a pertinent
time for the memoing and the analysis. Open coding began in early May after the first two
interviews. The initial themes were extracted from the first two transcripts because of their
perceived relevance to the participants and the frequency at which they were mentioned.
Grounded theory, as an inductive methodological positioning, is a process of constant
reflection with regards to possible theoretical preconceptions on the part of the researcher. The
purpose is to abandon existing lenses to determine whether a new theoretical framework of
interpretation emerges from the data. Extreme caution and scrutiny must therefore be applied to
any determination by the researcher of relevance of topics to the participant – and this is a
reflection that needs to occur throughout the data analysis. Open coding is in essence a
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contradictory process for the grounded theorist since early on, before the data has time to speak,
comes the time to establish first rudimentary themes as working tools.
It is important therefore to demystify this early stage and to simply acknowledge its
subjectivity. The initial open coding themes necessarily represent to some degree – and despite
all efforts – a reading of the raw data that is tainted by the researcher’s experience, theoretical
background and professional vision. It is not an unsettling observation if it is accepted as a fact
and treated with care. The process of data analysis must begin somewhere and these themes are
subjective – and thus unauthentic – “windows” on the initial data, nothing more, but they will
allow the study to begin unwrapping the richness of the data and experiences. The 11 initial
themes appear below.
Table 1
Initial Selection of Open Coding Themes
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Outdoors as escape
Outdoors as beneficial for school performance
Outdoors as opportunity for bonding and social capital
Outdoors as opportunity for leadership
Outdoors as opportunity for stimulation, experiential learning and competence
building
6. Outdoors as opportunity for reciprocity with adults
7. Third space as a locus to satisfy needs and preferences
8. Third space as experience that can be individual and does not require interaction
9. Virtual space as beneficial on school interaction and performance
10. Virtual space as forum for the development of social capital
11. Virtual space as opportunity for experiential learning and synchronous feedback
Unlike traditional qualitative methods, grounded theory allows for the modification of the codes
to continue through the data collection process. This is the heart of the constant comparison
process and the mechanism was applied at different stages of the data analysis process to refine,
eliminate or add themes.
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Themes were refined and merged as the participants’ contributions at times forced a
rethink. For example during some of early memoing, the themes “Third space as an individual
experience that does not require bonding or interaction” and “Third space as a locus to satisfy
need and preferences” were combined and blended into a new theme “Third space as a
dimension of freedom and decision making”. This heading seemed to be more adequate to
categorize a multitude of experiences being described, which could be both individual or
communal in nature. Though I was originally interested in the notion of connection or isolation,
it was clear from the remarks of the participants that that was not a prime concern for them in
this respect. The commonality was the experience of choice and freedom as a dominating
flavour.
When it comes to the addition of a theme, an illustration will also best convey the nature
of the process. In June 2014 for example, after review of the first five interviews, the theme of
“Third space as a transformative experience” was added because participants discussed
experiences that were neither home based, nor school based that had a fundamental impact on
them. Similarly participant 12 spoke so eloquently about the notion of “Virtual space as
conducive to well-being” that it was impossible not to add it into the open coding even if the
process was well advanced by then.
Finally when themes were deleted it is because, though originally appealing as a
classification tool, a theme ended up showing little pertinence in classifying or recording the
participants’ comments. A good example of this is the removal of the theme “Outdoors as
beneficial for school performance”. It was appealing to me as a researcher but also reveals my
own theoretical or conceptual biases: it shed little light on the participants’ experiences and was
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removed during memoing after the first five interviews. This is not to say that as a concern it
was not present in the discussions, but the participants did not articulate it in this way: they
referred more subtly to social capital, experiential gain or specific skills.
The relevance of these three operations is considerable; the merging, addition or
withdrawal of themes from the open coding process highlights two important features of the
inductive methodology. First, it highlights the continuity of a process that stands radically aside
from conventional qualitative deductive coding. It is essential in deductive approaches that
coding – once set - be rigorously adhered to, for reasons of validity. Inductive methodology does
not have a validity imperative. It has a regard for authenticity and this is achieved through an
organic, reflective process of scrutiny of the coding tools themselves. That is where the rigour is
sought: in the constant re-examination of the process itself (Gasson, 2004). Second, the three
operations carried out on the original list of themes, as illustrated above, also highlight the basic
premise of grounded theory: any themes or codes selected by the researcher will be tainted by his
own subjectivity and reflect his or her perceptions and concepts, not those of the participant. A
critical awareness of this is the ideal working tool. It is this scrutiny that is at play in this
mechanism.
By August 8th, the list of emerging themes had metamorphosed quite significantly, and it
appears below. An 8th and final theme was added after the interview with Participant 12 in
September 2015. The open coding was carried out right through to the end of the data collection
process. This may seem counter-intuitive as by then, as we will see, the themes had been set
aside for a new set of categories, formulated through the axial coding. Even if by then a separate
analysis of the data was at play - or even a third coding effort, once selective coding began – it
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was essential nonetheless to complete the process for rigour. An inductive process accepts the
fact that themes may emerge as the data collection continues. Even if the themes of the open
coding do not in themselves serve as tools of analysis for the final reading of the data, they
represent the building blocks that lead to the identification of categories. The process must
therefore be entirely completed. Table 2 presents the final version of the list of open coding
themes at the end of the 14 interviews.
Table 2
Final Working List of Open Coding Themes

1. Outdoors as beneficial to development of social capital
2. Outdoors as allowing the development of leadership
3. Outdoors as offering experiential learning, stimulation and the development of a
feeling of competence
4. Outdoors as locus to establish reciprocal relationships with adults
5. Third space as dimension where freedom and decision making
6. Third space as transformative experience
7. Virtual platforms as beneficial to the development of social capital
8. Virtual platforms as experiential activity
9. Third space as conducive to well-being
I will describe below in detail the initial data analysis carried out on the basis of the final
themes selected in the open coding process, appearing in Table 2. The reflection and analysis
that accompanies each theme is presented, for epistemological purposes, not as data analysis, but
rather as evidence of the initial work of reflection on the data – forming the first step of the
ongoing constant comparison process; it is an initial step in the methodological path that leads
the grounded theory researcher to abandon his lens to identify that of the subject. It will be
relevant to the reader but mostly as evidence of the slow process of getting deeper into the data
and its richness. As each theme is unpacked and described, it must be approached as a
metaphorical step taking us closer to the participant’s true concerns, expressed in terms of their
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essential categories. The presentation style for each theme will consist of a summary of the
concerns gathered under that heading, accompanied – as is essential in ethnographic methods –
by illustrative quotes and statements from the participants to document the discourse.
Outdoors Experience as Beneficial to Developing Social Capital
This is a topic which recurred frequently in the participants’ feedback right from the very
first interviews. The notions of bonding, getting to know others, or getting to know others better,
were central to the discourses of the adolescents interviewed.
Forming bonds in the midst of adversity was a prominent way some participants
described this theme, and this comment from Participant 1 is characteristic of patterns observed
through the data collection:
Actually one of my fondest memories…I guess you could say it all comes together…we
were on the first cross country ski trip… I had this massive blister on my foot, basically
half my school had worn off…. It was on the last day and I was so dehydrated, so messed
up at that point. You`ve got no food left, you`ve got nothing – you don`t even know why
you`re carrying your bag; there`s nothing in there that is any use to you anymore. I
remember on the Friday, I was really out of shape at that point, really out of shape.
And…actually that was the point when I had …. XXX and [Participant 9], they stuck
with me on the last bit, you know. We did quite good time, you know; they were like
‘we`re going to stay by you and we`re got going to make it’. I remember that, I always
remember that on my mind: without them I would have been hours behind (laugh),
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literally hours behind. So I always remember that point quite fondly. That`s when I
thought…. That was alright. (P1, 437-446).
There is something akin to “grit” about the experience (Shechtman, DeBarger, Dornsife, Rosier,
& Yarnall, 2013), but a shared communal sense of grit that creates or cements friendships:
You think ‘yeah we’re going white water rafting, maybe down some gentle rapids….’ So
to go down what we went down was pretty terrifying at the time, and we were all thrust
in at the deep end so to speak. I think we had to get on and work together to get through
it. And as it was everyone first time doing it, I think we all bonded to our experience with
who fell out, what our thoughts were on the washing machine effect of getting pulled
under when you fell out, who got the bruises etc. (P4 Part 2, 55-59)
It is not necessarily solely the physical perils that are seen as the cement of the
relationship, and the isolation and remoteness seem equally important in the eyes of the
participants in the cathartic process:
You are more likely to make your friendships there, than through study. Because, I
mean, you`re literally in the middle of nowhere, half the time… you`re going to have to
make friends to a point (loud laughter)… it sounds terrible, but it is true (laugh) (P4, 166169).
Participant 11 is very evocative in his recollections on the topic, around the idea of the campfire:
I think that campfires are really special places… you are in this tiny little bubble of light,
and it’s dark around. You feel isolated, you feel automatically closer and less defensive.
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You’ve also usually have hiked for the day and canoed for day and you’re tired, and you
all been through it together and got there… And there is that sort of camaraderie … that
is sort of amplified by the camp fire. I think you’ve also got that lack of… for the XXX
kids especially, for most of the XXX kids it was a first time doing that, and there is just
like no formal or societal restraints at all… there is just you and these other people in this
tiny bit of illuminated beach, or in the forest, or wherever you are… And you forget
about the wider world and consequences, and suspicions or whatever, you’re just there
with those people that you have just spent the day with… I don’t know… I don’t want to
make it sound like overly romantic… the camp fire (laugh) (P11, 1171-1180)
It is not solely in terms of pain and adversity however that this potential for peer bonding
and relationship building is expressed, and perhaps there is not as much of a gap as first appears
between these observations and Brookes (2003a)’ rejection of the potential of outdoor education
for character building. Very quickly, when encouraged to reflect further, participants identify
unique opportunities in the outdoor in finding comradeship with individuals who share traits and
perhaps interests:
Yeah, find a balance, be real, be yourself… it’s also because once you are in this
environment, you find people who are similar to you, so within that you don’t feel as
isolated or ‘special’, or ‘labelled’ so to speak, you’re with people who actually relate to
you and understand it and get it and more importantly, need it just as much as you. You
build friendships, you grow… you grow… (P8, Part 1, 134-138)
In this sense, the outdoors are now pictured within these discussions not a locus passively lived
and endured but as an opportunity, actively sought out for future constructive network
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development; it is associated with a process of growth: “It builds up the friendships for life; it
sets up your friendships for life…” (P4, 184-185). There is an element of empowerment.
Outdoors as Allowing the Development of Leadership
The first notion discussed by the participants within this notion of leadership is close to
that of resilience and endurance. It is an individual, autonomous quality acquired, according to
them, in adverse and unknown environments; they describe it as being able to take their own
decisions and to grow from that process of independent action and thought:
But if you suddenly give them a responsibility where they feel: oh, wait, I have control!
This is within reason of course – i.e. giving them the idea that they have responsibilities,
for themselves, and it is up to them to make that choice or decision, allows them the exact
same opportunity that I had being a residential. So a great example is really giving
them…saying: hey…what’s next? You know, you’re up on a hike, and you come up to a
Y junction, and it’s left or right, and one of them is 2 miles, one of them is 6 miles, and
it’s giving them the chance to make that decision, letting them make that decision,
carrying on with it and then asking them: well, how do you feel about it now, what are
you thinking, what are your thoughts, what does this feel like. Yeah, instead of being
told… yeah that comes from them… it makes them feel… it actually goes back to one
really fundamental point: it gives them purpose; it gives them a job, it gives them a duty.
And I think purpose leads to growth… (P8, 269-279)
That decision making more specifically is framed by these adolescents as an opportunity that is
not given to them in a conventional classroom space:
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And can you do that in a classroom environment? How? Because you go into a
classroom environment and for one, who is the leader in the classroom, typically? It is
the teacher! So if you’re a student, you’re listening to the teacher. If you do not listen to
the teacher, you’re either kicked out or whatever… (P8, 215-219)
This vision of leadership has an explicit subtext, which echoes dynamics of classroom power and
control sometimes described in the literature (Buffington, 2014).
Quickly however a second dimension to this notion unfolds in the interviews and once
again it is eventually framed as relational, which is highly interesting – and perhaps surprising in the context of SEBD. Leadership is not, for them, so much independent thought and decision
making as the process of being relied on by others. “I thought it was quite nice, playing that role
with someone else…it’s more like helping people ease into it, you know…,” says Participant 1
(450-451), adding later: “… almost like a friend role, yeah… because they were experiencing all
the mad shit I went through in the first year” (235-236). It is even seen by some, not just as the
power to assist others, but to motivate them – a potent statement when one considers students
with SEBD are traditionally described in literature as facing monumental hurdles in interpersonal
relationships with peers (Lane, Menzies, Bruhn, & Crnobori, 2011). In their words, outdoor
experiences seem to remediate these relationships beyond mere acceptance, to the fairly
sophisticated perception of giving an opportunity to motivate others:
You`re competent to lead… (…) Yeah, but it`s almost, more enthusiasm… the
enthusiasm and the drive… well even if you don`t really even want to do, getting other
people to want to do it, and getting it going… Yeah, I suppose that is leadership… Well,
yes, I suppose I did, in that way because… And I still have it now, which I reckon is
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probably passed on from there, which is when we`re doing something and I am doing
with a bunch of friends where nobody want to do it, but I just get really enthusiastic and
everyone is like ‘Oh shit, let’s do it, let`s go!’ I’m like: Good. Done! And everybody is
up and going for it, even though nobody probably wants to do it. Maybe if it didn`t work,
people would be like ‘Why did we listen to you?’ (P10, 171-179)
Outdoors as Offering Real World Experiential Opportunities, Stimulation and a Feeling of
Competence
This is a recurrent theme which led to the identification, highlight and analysis of many
parts of the various interviews. It is obviously a theme that these adolescents have reflected on
in the past, and they were able to verbalise clear and nuanced thoughts on the subject very
spontaneously. The feedback can be sub-divided into four distinct strands: (i) experiential
opportunities that are the radical opposite of these students’ emotional experiences of the school,
(ii) the notion of practical learning versus classroom teaching, (iii) the description of a feeling of
competence being developed, and (iv) learning objectives more in line with their own ethos and
vision of life.
Experiential Opportunities that are the Radical Opposite of these Students’ Emotional
Experiences of the School
Many of the participants describe vivid and emotional feelings they experienced in the
outdoors that they depict as the radical opposite of their lived experiences of the class. Here they
are not so much describing what they learn as simply discussing their ability to be moving, doing
things, experiencing things first hand. It is obviously a dimension of the outdoor environment
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that is of great appeal to the majority of the participants. This first sub-theme is much more
emotional for them than conceptual:
But there was something so organic and raw about it, that was like…this is me, this is
what I have to do, and I can do it. And I could see… all out in front of me. Whereas in
the classroom, I could not… it did not connect with me at all. (P5, 259-263)
In this sense, the appeal of the outdoors can be framed as a form of escape at this level,
an emotional relief at tasting the very opposite of the daily experiences of school:
Partly you`re not sat in a classroom; you are not writing anything; there is not going to be
a test on you know how to do anything. It`s not kind of preparing for an exam…you
know ‘you`ve need to learn this because it`s going to be on an exam’…with all the
tedium that comes with you know…exams…no, it was much more… you`re in the
moment. It`s like when you`re skiing, you don`t think of it as you know…you don’t
think of it, for example, you don`t think of it as exercising. You don’t think ‘I’m doing a
good work out’, it`s ‘I’m skiing’. (P3, 169-174)
It would be wrong however to see in the descriptions solely an idealized notion of escape from
social and academic pressures. Many of the comments are lucid; even when the experiences in
the outdoors are negative, they outweigh the school tasks by their practical immediacy:
Experience with every activity, and overall confidence of having just done a lot of
different stuff… sometimes having done it well, sometimes having done it appallingly….
Sometimes had a great time, sometimes had a miserable time… But either way they had
done it, and it was more than they had done before. (P11, 337-340)
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Notion of Practical Learning and Skills versus Classroom Teaching
The understanding that the participants’ learning profile does not match the expectations
or format of the class is omnipresent in most interviews. It echoes, in this respect, the notions of
multiple intelligences encountered in the literature (Tomlinson, 2014). One young man
summarizes this reflection simply:
Yeah, I definitely thought you know obviously learning for me was always one of my
difficult….medias in life, and I was always dyslexic so that was… you know…and when
I was doing sports, I suppose didn`t have to think about all of those things (…). Just not
being able to sit and learn something…because I prefer to learn… not… how I prefer to
learn is practical, I suppose. And learning something how to rock climb, for example, is
a natural instinct for me to sit down and watch it and learn, whereas in school, every
detail about my life at school, I was always worried (…) Yeah, definitely, it`s a practical
way. I have always said I learn much better in a practical way, so sports, definitely…
(P5, 225-231)
Another participant goes further and frames this experience in terms of “fit” between individual
profile and the environment’s expectations in very much the terms used by ecological theorists
(Pena, 2009):
The setting made me tap into skills, certain skills, and act a certain way that were I think
appropriate for the settings…that otherwise were unnecessary or inappropriate for
classroom settings, or for school…. (P5, 164-166)
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Description of a Feeling of Competence Being Developed
Outdoors offers these learners a better fit and they describe being able to develop a
feeling of competence because of it. The description and analyses here are fairly advanced, as
well as nuanced. These adolescents have clearly examined the experience, no longer from the
perspective of an escape from a world they abhor, but from the perspective of skill acquisition,
preparedness for a real world context and personal development. Participant 1 offers us an
insight into an outdoors experience that is construed in terms of challenge, personal growth and
achievement:
In a world of underachiever, that you were actually achieving something is quite nice,
you know? It was very nice to have that. It wasn`t so much the fact of me getting a
qualification, because I have never used that qualification… but I was quite a good skier,
so I did not need the qualification, but it was nice to have the test, carry out a test that you
can achieve…you take someone that has skied once or twice on a family holiday and you
realize how far behind they actually are from Level II skiers…the leap is phenomenal
isn`t it? And so mastering an art that you never thought you`d master… It was quite
good, knowing that you can start off not knowing it at all, and you just put in the work
and you will get it at the end… so that opens your eyes on what I could achieve…. It
doesn’t matter if you don`t. You haven`t tried, you just do it! I think that left a mark on
me as well…now you say it, sort of not being afraid of things unknown … (387-396)
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Learning Objectives More in Line with their Vision of Life.
In the lengthy discussions that focused on experiential opportunities in the outdoors,
characteristically most of the adolescents interviewed start by expressing their relief at being
given an opportunity not to be in the classroom, but they move on quickly to a description of
their aspirations in term of skills acquisition. In some of the interviews, the discourse goes even
beyond and can be said to develop a personal ethos concerning learning:
Yeah, for sure… they’re sitting down, they’re writing and they’re listening, whereas
when you are outside, you are walking around, you’re talking to people, you’re smelling
things, you’re looking at trees or whatever… so it is definitely more of a full-bodied
experience than just tunnel vision in the classroom… (P13, 244-247)
With the expression of that personal ethos on learning, some participants develop what can be
seen as a personal vision on life objectives and personal development. Two in particular stand
out for the width and strength they give their statements in this regard:
I think it’s the sense that you are accomplishing something that feels natural but in
correlation to what you want to do, i.e. being active and physical. But it is also the idea
of exploring new places and seeing things, and learning in an environment that really is
constantly changing … it’s not the same thing… Anything can happen at any time, so it
like adds… adrenalin adds a sense of adventure to it… that is real… it’s like right there.
You’re with your friends, you’re with your buddies; you’re out and about. You’re not
necessarily talking about what you learnt in Maths (laugh), but you’re growing, you’re
growing character… (…) You’re out of the box… (P8, Part 1, 153-160)
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But when we were around the camp fire, or when we were out riding horses, or doing
something, it was just that…. You take the reins of the situation, because you can see it
all out in front of you. And the values were that it was … there was very little fluff to
it… I knew exactly where I stood and what I had to do. (P5, 280-283)
Outdoors as a Locus to Establish Reciprocal Relationships with Adults
This is a theme I treat, as a researcher, with a degree of caution. I think that as educators
we wish to see these dynamics unfold and dream almost mythically about an environment where
we can be ourselves; it embodies the essential premises of ecological theory and is dear to the
heart of many practitioners working in SEBD. Some comments from participants supported the
vision that, as educators step into outdoor environments, they are more able and willing to form
reciprocal bonds. It seems authentic to the students’ voice therefore to retain it as a theme
despite my own reflective suspicion that it is researcher-centric as a topic.
A few students do discuss this explicitly so the theme has a justification for remaining
even if it is not mentioned in all cases. Several participants however argued that adults did not
change persona when they moved to the outdoor environment and they did not see this as
contributing to the experience. For those who did mention this dimension, the observation is one
that again echoes some of the literature on power dynamics in the classroom, in the sense that the
participants explicitly describe these individuals relinquishing power, so to speak, and shifting to
more egalitarian roles:
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I did not see XXX as a teacher. (…) He was like a colleague in a way… you just accepted
them, you know… getting a ski lesson…cool… the person is teaching you, but it’s not
like you’re in school?... you know… (…) You’re working for a combined objective. (P1,
256-259)
At one end of the spectrum some of the interviewees describe this in purely disciplinarian
terms; as individuals switch to a different environment, the rules of engagement change and both
adult and student are forced to renegotiate:
You know…when you`re with your sleeves rolled up and you`re essentially one of the
boys on the river, and we can laugh and joke, and kind of take the piss to a certain extent.
And like I said, when the canoe goes over, you`re just as wet as anyone else, and it`s a
big joke and things like that. But then when you`re back in the classroom, yeah, no you`re back in the classroom. There was a noticeable change. (P3, 334-338)
Others go beyond mere matters of authority and discipline and essentially describe the studentadult relationship itself changing, because of a conscious effort by the adult to switch to a
different mode of interaction or “teaching”. Some of the comments recorded actually come
surprisingly close to the academic and theoretical description of least restrictive environment as a
pedagogical concept (Brigham & Crockett, 2013):
The beauty is finding that balance, it is finding the equilibrium between the two… of
being the boss and not being the boss, and actually learning from not being the boss.
Because everyone is entitled to their own opinion, they have come from different
experiences, they have come from different backgrounds, they have different ways of
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thinking, they have different ideas of understanding what is and what isn’t. So being in a
mutual position where you are the authority, or you are the leader, or you are the person
in charge so to speak, as opposed to being the student or being the one who’s like ‘Right,
it’s your turn. Tell me what comes next?’ Allows… it’s like a complete circle. (P8 Part
1, 372-380)
Such a notion is easier to reconcile to the statements of the other participants who are
adamant adults do not change persona when they enter an outdoor environment. Their peers are
describing a conscious act, not a subconscious shift in persona; they describe self-aware adults
accompanying these adolescents outside the school and intentionally operating a move to more
creative, interactive, less restrictive methods of engagement that lead to a degree of
empowerment.
Third Space as a Dimension where Freedom and Decision Making Exist
I was interested, as detailed in my research question, in seeing students make parallels
between the outdoor and the virtual world, but I was also intent on offering them as much space
and freedom as necessary in the interviews to let them determine if some associations - if any –
could be made between the two environments. This theme was the first to appear that was
related to neither specifically but rather to both globally.
In the remarks I have been able to classify in this category, the students essentially
discuss a perception of increased freedom as they leave the classroom, and the comments often
apply indiscriminately to either spaces in their descriptions and reflections:
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Yeah, because when you are in class you are asked not to have a persona… you’re asked
to be quiet and learn the books and not distract anybody. So you are asked not to be
yourself; you are asked to be a robot, and listen, you know? When you are outside the
classroom, it’s different and you have the space to break from those boundaries that are in
the classroom, regardless of whatever rules there are outside. You are outside… You are
free, I don’t want to listen to anybody, I just want to be myself and talk about things…
(P13, 401-406)
The notion discussed however goes beyond discipline, school rules, authority, etc. The
participants talk about a much farther reaching concept of self-determination in matters that are
dear to them and in their life trajectory:
Basically. You’re in your own creation… you’re in your own mind now… (…) you can
be whatever you want. You have the freedom. (P6, 577-580)
Again, these are not naïve or simplistic notions of absolute freedom. The comments are
almost all nuanced and show an appreciation of freedom as being the navigation of negotiated
free choice within rules, parameters, and unavoidable challenges that appear fair and not
arbitrary:
I think it all boils down to being in an environment that depends on leadership and
decision making and stuff that is like… there are rules but they are not rules… you are
independent to make your own choices (…), learning physical and practical skills within
your own mindset and environment… (P8, Part 1, 163-168)
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Interestingly the participants when describing this freedom and this decision making
power outside the class, do not necessarily dissociate the experience from learning. Some even
explicitly attribute pedagogical significance to these moments in third space:
It’s definitely that real world experience. I mean we live in a constantly changing world,
everything is constantly changing around us, why are we sitting studying something that
is… in relation to years and years of what we believe is right… Yeah, being in an
environment, being saturated, or surrounded or experiencing an environment that is
constantly changing, which does involved decision making, which does involved
leadership… really is just a whole other way to schooling… (P8, Part 1, 180-186)
Third Space as Transformative Experience
This is where the third space literature is helpful in approaching these participant
comments. What they are talking about is essentially experiences that are profoundly
transformative but do not occur in their home life or their school environment. It is a dimension
outside their normal daily spheres that offers a remodelling of the self: “So it is an opportunity
to be who you are, for you to find yourself, for you to understand how you actually are when
nobody knows you. You know, that kind of thing…” (P7, 427-428)
Again there is an element of free choice being expressed here within this transformative
experience: “I can be who I want, I have the choice, to be who I want….” (P7, 413-414).
However the remarks go far beyond mundane daily choices and the negotiation of rules.
Several comments offer a rather matured notion of identity and the mechanisms that lead to its
creation and development:

140
I think the third space is an environment that allows you to rethink, rethink what you
believe to know, and be in an environment that is not something that is standardized, is
not something that is expected, but is infrequent and can change any minute. (P8, 313315)
The comments from the student echo the major characteristics identified in third space
literature: the individual steps away from conventional roles and the established social persona,
and enters an environment where he can be anyone he wishes to be. While he or she removes
himself/ herself into this temporary hiatus, the opportunity arises to rethink identity and to
transform the self:
Yeah, you`re miles from where… you`re completely out of your comfort zone. You’re in
a place where you have never been. Or even if you have been there, it is completely
unfamiliar territory. So you leave the role that you normally have. (P3, 278-280)
The vital part of the process is not so much, it seems, the third space itself, for it is inevitably left
after the temporary lull. The reflection on the self though is long lasting and carried back to the
other environments:
It was huge… with time to think… being in your head differently than you are
normally… I don’t know how to describe it… (…) It was a chance for me to have
conversations with myself that I would never have had a chance to have, that would never
have come into my head, that I would never have had looked at in the same way in a
different environment, doing something different… (P11, 678-682)
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Virtual Platforms as Beneficial to Developing Social Capital
Essentially, comments made by participants that were incorporated under this category
very much mirror the section above entitled Outdoors experience as beneficial to developing
social capital. From my perspective as a researcher, the remarks offered appeared of a very
similar nature to those offered by participants when discussing the Outdoors. It will therefore be
repetitive to some degree, but since the participants themselves were still distinguishing between
the environments, it was essential for the purpose of authenticity to retain the sections as
separate.
There are different ways the participants discussed the virtual world in terms of social
capital. The first dimension is the most straight forward one: the notion that the web is now a
great connector and that therefore presence in virtual space increases opportunities to encounter
people, make friends or deepen existing friendships:
Video games have changed… in my dad’s time, video games were just… a bunch of
people saying: they are nerds, they are geeks; or they have no life because they play
video games and don’t go in the outside world… outside world… they don’t socialize or
whatever… but now video games and social media… video games have turned the tables,
have done a complete 180: they bring people together… but also the fact that… (P6, 145149)
Such observations echo the literature’s latest findings (Lenhart, 2015a). Here the participants
describe in a detailed way encountering their existing peers in the virtual world, as well as at
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times making other acquaintances. We will return to the detailed analysis of the distinction – if
there is any – at a later stage of the data analysis:
It was not a like difficult game, but just the interaction with people you know… like, it
just made it like a family away from home: brothers and sisters… I guess I have a sister,
but I don’t know…brothers I never had, and it just was like a fun experience to talk
outside of school and just have fun. (P131-135)
The second layer of comments is a little more nuanced and targets the fact that virtual
interaction offers many different modes of engagement and relationships. It therefore allows
these adolescents the possibility of creating an array of relationships that vary greatly in nature,
use, etiquette, etc. This is a flexibility that might be of great importance when it is considered in
light of some of the literature on SEBD and adult or peer relations (Mihalas, Morse, Allsopp, &
McHatton, 2008). These are interactions that are less difficult to manage than face to face
presence:
So positively, I think it showed me that it`s possible to have another sense of family
besides your own. I mean your family is your family no matter what. But you can have
other groups of family: like your work environment, your high school, out of high school,
people… you just…like you go and get your coffee, let`s say. (P7, 178-181)
Thirdly virtual space seems to offer the possibility of remodelling the self and of adopting
an online persona that is separate from their daily social persona, a feature that seems to hold
great appeal for the students interviewed: “Some people were like, you know, the one place
where you could be deathly honest” (P7, 92), says one. The rethink seems deep for another:
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“Maybe that is actually communication. Maybe that actual game and making those actual
choices and connecting with friends in a non-actual environment” (P8, Part 2, 796-797). With
this new persona and these interactions in another dimension, a virtual dimension, comes the
possibility of exchange in the form of remedial interactions that seem to have therapeutic
potential. We will develop this topic further under another coding category below:
No, you talk about other stuff too. Maybe if you have problems, if something is bothering
you at school you could also vent. It’s also that kind of… it’s fun, it’s a release but it also
helps you out… if you have social problems or something you need to deal with …. If
you want to talk let’s say…. You don’t want to offend your family, or you want to find
that certain person, I might be that person in a game, in a private chat. There is no reason
why that wouldn’t come up - and most of the time it did. (P12, 187-191)
Virtual Platforms as Experiential Activity
The participant, male and female alike it is important to stress, find a variety of positive
cognitive values to their virtual space interaction: dexterity, creativity, speed, problem solving,
and strategy are all mentioned. The following two quotes are chosen as illustration and are
characteristic of all the comments made in this respect:
And it’s problem solving too.

You find out situations, without doing a diagram or

having a brain storming bubble or things like that… you create it virtually… you
recreate situations and do like pros and cons… (P12, 192-194)
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In my upbringing, video games really inspired me to be more creative, if anything… like
they helped me with… like some of the games require strategy and you actually have to
use your brain… (P6, 228-231)
Again the participants do not just discuss the numerable ways they feel the virtual world offers
them cognitive avenues of development; they do not hesitate to contrast it to the environment of
the class which fails, according to them, to offer a similar potential:
But I think what video games do, especially Mindcraft, it gives you a kind of creativity
that…that a lot of people don’t have anymore, because you are told from a very young
age: sit down, be quiet in class and I guess videogames gives you an opportunity. Yes,
you’re sitting down but you’re interacting, you’re talking and especially with Mindcraft
you’re building things, you’re using your imagination to build whatever you want. (P12,
140-143)
One feature is repeatedly brought up and, again, there are direct parallels to be made with
the comments collected with regards to the outdoors: the participants’ enthusiasm is fueled by
the fact that this environment – much like the other – offers immediacy in feedback; it
systematically provides gauging mechanisms that indicate achievement. “One thing that really
was cool is that in a game, you see progress. Whereas in going to school every day is just
repetitive” (P7, 102-103). The students all contrast this with school.
Third Space as Conducive to Well-being
The sort of wellbeing being discussed is very close, once again, to some of the
mechanism and perceptions at times discussed by third space theorists. The participants explain
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that positive outcomes are generated because communication through virtual media makes
expressing feelings and getting support much easier for them. The following quote is rather long
but I feel it really explores all aspects of the topic without gaining from any paraphrasing:
Of course, because once you get into a problem in life at home or in anything, you kind
of shut out the works and because you find a release through gaming or Facebook or
whatever, you express yourself through those things. So because Wolfgang, for example,
was going through problems at home, he didn’t want to express to people because you do
not want to remind yourself. It’s psychological. You kind of want to… you put yourself
in a position where you want to forget it but it’s always eating at the back of your mind.
And it gives you that opportunity to release, and it feels comfortable because there is no
one in front of you. It can be a good thing or a bad thing a times, but in this case it was a
good very thing because he was able to express his feelings and able to vent and able to
notify if everything was OK to his friends, you know…
F: And you think this is easier because nobody is in front of you?
For sure, you say things… not without thinking… but you feel more comfortable because
there is no one eyeing you. (P12, 200-210)
Theoretical Sampling and Memoing
Theoretical sampling memos are the write-up of ideas about codes and their relationships
as they strike the analyst while coding. Theoretical sampling memos
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reflect emerging ideas concerning relationship between data categories, new categories
and properties of these categories, cross-category insights into the process, mention of
relevant examples from the literature and many other reflections. They provide a way to
capture those insights that we want to explore further and should be treated as a resource,
triggering further constant comparison. (Gasson, 2004, p. 84)
The theoretical sampling has had a crucial function towards the end of the open coding in
allowing me to distance myself, through the process of constant comparison, from the original
themes used for the data gathering and analysis. It is essential to realize and appreciate
methodologically to what extent open coding still represents the application of lenses, or
empirical and conceptual categories, that are the researcher`s own. Grounded theory requires the
researcher to push data collection beyond existing interpretative tools, and to identify through
constant comparison coding categories that are formulated by the subjects themselves. Though
the 9 themes appearing in the open coding are rich and successfully weave the data, it is the
process of going beyond this initial analysis that yielded true insight into the subjects’
perceptions, rather than simply the researcher`s concerns and, by extension, the existing
literature`s views on the phenomenon.
Axial Coding and Categories
Axial coding is the stage of the data analysis that allowed this refinement in the
exploration of the data. Axial coding represents the search and identification of relationships
between the coded elements. The product of axial coding is often referred to as “categories” by
grounded theorists, and the process of identifying categories is described by Gasson (2004) as a
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method of “explicitly reflect(ing) on how these insights are bounding the research problem
through selecting some categories and not others”.
The categories which emerged through the constant comparison process and the
reflection that constitutes axial coding appear in the table below.

Table 3
Axial Coding Categories
1. Distinction and similarities between the online experiences and the outdoor experiences.
Common denominators. Possible correlation with notion of third space
2. Third space as the non-classroom experience. Expectations not met in classroom space
3. Expectations and needs in these two dimensions
4. Opportunities and risks in both the spaces; relationships and roles of significant adults
5. Entering and leaving these spaces in the ‘company’: school cluster peers, new connections
and educators

Most of the axial coding occurred through an ongoing reflection and the constant
comparison process which took place after completion of the eighth interview. However the
process is one repeated throughout; interviews 1 to 8 were first subjected retrospectively to the
axial coding in early August. The axial coding process continued to be applied and recorded
right to the end of the data collection process, for the purpose of rigour, although by then a
separate process of selective coding was also going on in parallel since September 10th. The
final results of the axial coding appear as Table 3. The themes below present the data which was
gathered around these categories, the ways in which these axial codes emerged, as well as some
of the substance of the comments categorized within each.
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Distinction and Similarities between the Online Experiences and the Outdoor Experiences.
Common Denominators. Possible Correlation with Notion of Third Space.
The adoption of this category allowed the immediate highlighting of data that reveals the
students’ appreciation of the commonalities and parallels that exist between both experiences:
It`s mostly about getting out and getting physical… when we are separate from school, it
will be physical or virtual, depending on who has access to what after.
F: So it could be just that people have access to one or the other, or people prefer one
from the other But in essence, it`s about getting out of the classroom?
P14: Yeah… getting out of the four walls… of not being there. (P14, 484-488)
It’s clear that the open coding themes were constraining and researcher-centered in the
sense that they forced a distinction between both types of experiences when these adolescent did
not necessarily experience this distinction:
I think a large part of it was not setting specific at all. I think the breaking the routine,
new stimulus, new experiences… the challenges of it as well, which I didn’t really
mention is another part of it... (…) I mentioned there would be indifference, followed by
realisation of a challenge, followed by the sort of rising to it. I think that is a huge factor.
But most of these things you can have in pretty much any setting. (P11, 113-117)
In essence, they identify needs that are similar, as well as a shift to a space that may offer
satisfaction of these needs, regardless of the forum itself:
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I think that that is because from a very early age school teaches you not to be intuitive.
Stop, sit down, be quiet, listen, learn! People don’t learn like that anymore. That is why
so many people escape to video games and sports. (P12, 542-544)
Third Space as the Non-classroom Experience. Expectations not met in Classroom Space.
As one could expect, by focusing a category on the non-classroom experience, it is in fact
a critical examination of the classroom that is being picked up in the data categorization:
Yeah for sure… because I guess that if you are a visual person and you are trapped in a
room, it affects your psychology or how you feel and how you think… but outside the
space is bigger, so it’s almost like a med… you have room to expand, so you have more
room to express yourself… (P13, 207-209)
The critical examination the student apply to their experiences of the traditional classroom
focuses on rules and dynamics of power:
Yeah, because when you are in class you are asked not to have a persona… you’re asked
to be quiet and learn the books and not distract anybody. So you are asked not to be
yourself; you are asked to be a robot, and listen, you know? When you are outside the
classroom, it’s different and you have the space to break from those boundaries that are in
the classroom, regardless of whatever rules there are outside. You are outside… You are
free, I don’t want to listen to anybody, I just want to be myself and talk about things…
(P13, 401-406)
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It is a complex examination of school as an institution that occurs in this dialogue, one
that goes well beyond the physicality of the learning space, much as had been suggested in the
literature review:
I think there are so many layers of restrictive environment in a school building that don’t
relate to structure… It’s not just a matter of having everyone in the gym and being told:
OK, you guys can do anything you want, just don’t hurt each other… That’s not the least
restrictive environment… There are already like five times the amount of social
restrictions on you already… You talk to them, you don’t talk to them, you do this, etc…
You’ve got that and you’ve got the fact that while you are on school grounds you can’t
just… just saying ‘You can do’ what you want is not going to release that… not feeling
the pressure but… just saying you have the right to do something is not going to give you
the feeling that you have the right to do something… (P11, 727-734)
The comments are not merely negative or generated by frustration. They quickly turn to more
proactive suggestions regarding reform, rethink and revaluation:
I think a person’s state of mind and their experiences is connected… if a person does not
feel the space to be himself, or learn or question what he is learning – and he is in a
classroom… he is going to put those two things together and close himself. But if a
teacher is giving him the freedom to open a dialogue and the teacher is aware of how the
student learns best… visually, or through engagement… they feel like they are in an ever
expanding experience rather than trapped… I think that the whole thing of engaging
personally with the student, and letting them engage together with each other is really
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really important because when we are talking about knowledge and learning things, it’s
really in the mind – rather than in the external environment… (P13, 729-736)
Expectations and Needs in these Two Dimensions
The reflection of these students on education and learning is detailed, mature and
nuanced:
And feel: I’m actually learning something?!....Something I’m interested in. Like I said
there is a difference being told what to learn and acquiring it by yourself by experiencing
it … wanting to learn and getting it by yourself… you retain it better because you had the
intention to learn… It is an important dynamic to inspire to want to question what they
are learning and to dig deeper. I guess it is very important to see the student’s individual
needs and to see how they really do best learn but it’s not very practical because schools
are huge places, there are so many… it’s not a personal experience; it’s very mechanical
– you go in there you take information and you leave, so… it really depends on what the
set up is… (P13, 663-670)
They even show a global understanding of political and societal stakes:
But that would interfere with the whole agenda… what we are learning in school: it is
fitting a curriculum that gets minds ready to fit into the system. So asking for changes
like this would be very difficult because it would interfere with the government’s agenda.
They don’t want people to ask questions, they don’t want people to be discerning with the
information they receive; they don’t want to think outside of the box… so it’s…. it would
take a huge process to make a change like that… (P13, 495-499)
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All in all, the data collected in this section would make a worthy agenda for educational
reform – of a professional caliber. It is an observation that is bewildering and stunning, when one
considers that the students who participated in the study would all be classified or labelled as
marginalized. Our educational and administrative norms categorize these youngsters as nonlearners, and yet they are able to verbalise a thought of this caliber on what learning is:
I don’t know if it’s power, but the freedom… to learn it in the way…at our own pace and
in the way that it resonates with us, you know… not just forced to understand it because
it’s going to be in the test… (P13, 452-454)
Opportunities and Risks in Both Spaces; Relationships and Roles of Significant Adults
The best way to synthetize the data that appears under this category is to contrast the
three following statements as evidence of the ambiguity of the feelings and perceptions
developed vis-à-vis teachers by these youths. This dichotomy characterized all the data that is
clustered under this category: they represent a significant part of the equation, even when
discussing third space experiences, but expectations are often frustrated. They are not naïve
about the complexity of the role either, and offer in-depth ecological explanations of why they
may have experienced frustration in the past:
Because I see people through elementary, high school and even college… the ones I liked
the most, my favourite teachers through my schooling have been the most intuitive
ones… I don’t even remember the names of some of them because they were there just to
make you pass the class. They don’t create an impact in your life… you are there to pass
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the class… That should not be what school is about… At least not anymore. I t used to
be like that, but it’s a new era… (P12, 628-633)
It’s very difficult choosing just the one… I think the relationship aspect of it…. was
really important for me. Different relationships with my teachers outside the classroom
and inside the classroom… it wasn’t always a good thing… relationship with XXX was
better in the classroom when she was busy talking about Biology than outside when she
was busy telling me off, you know what I mean … So the relationship thing would be
key, and then the experiencing… (P11, 1113-1117)
It’s because of perceived roles and perceived positions… like you can say… I don’t
know… Just call me Bob, I’m you friend – type teacher. But as long as it is in a context
where you expect to have teacher-master position and subordinate student position… no
matter how you try to play that down, just the moment when it is within that suggestive
formal setting, it is impossible really to completely… (P11, 1131-1134)
Entering and Leaving these Spaces in ‘Company’: School Cluster Peers, New Connections
and Educators
What is interesting to record under this new category of axial coding is the perceptions
the students have of any tension that might exist in their relationships with others as they shift
into third space experiences or back into real world contexts.
The movement to these spaces, in company, is not always without tension or concerns:
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So you`ve got the kids looking for that third space environment, they are in the school
environment – for one reason or another, they are either connecting or not connecting
with the kids that they are with physically at school, in the first space. So they are on the
third space on computer at home in that virtual space but they are networking with their
friends. So let`s say they have a confrontation physically in their first space at the school,
and then they go what they feel is their third space. Is that confrontation going to get
sorted out in that third space? Could be… But is that going to backfire and …and…
what`s the right word I am looking for? Could that backfire and then come back onto the
kid when he comes back into his first space, i.e. back at the school? (P8, Part 2, 10221029)
Experiences of transfer back and forth into third space environments, despite the conceptual fears
even the students themselves express, seem to mostly occur congenially and organically, and
they navigate these vast environmental switches with ease:
I actually met XXX. Well he didn’t realize that I was a fan… I didn’t put it in that
respect, you know…towards video games. And you know I hang out with them. I was
with a friend and that friend wanted to hang out with them… I was like: sure, I’ll tag
along and hang out with them or whatever! I hung out and I got to know them a little
better and he talked like he talked on the channel. He was just himself…’ (P6, 182-186)
It is important to note that these third space experiences appear to happen equally as solitary or
communal experiences. They are not always carried out in company:
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For me it was just a chance to have a chat with myself, unless it was a sort of social
trip…sometimes it was; sometimes you just went on your own, sometimes you were with
other people. And then maybe the same thing again, I guess: you think of things
differently because you are… (P11, 688-690)
Further Theoretical Sampling & Memoing
A considerable amount of memoing and theoretical sampling led to the clarification of
the selective coding categories. Once again, the theoretical sampling has had a crucial function
in allowing me to distance myself, through the process of constant comparison, from the initial
axial coding categories and to refine them even further. I will explain under each of the selective
coding categories the reflection and memoing that led them to be, but offering an illustration in
this section to evidence the process generically is useful.
Having chosen Third Space as a non-classroom experience had been a positive and
productive outcome of the initial selective sampling. It had enabled my analysis of the data to
move forward in two unique ways. First it enabled experiences that are described in similar
terms by the students to be regrouped, regardless of the environment in which they occurred.
This categorization of the data revealed that in fact the participants had been focused on their
feelings and had little regard for the nature of the environment in which they described the
experience. It made me realize that their perception was a continuum across both spaces, in
contrast to mine which was clinging to categories offered to me by the literature.
The second way in which this theoretical sampling process was useful in my reflection
was that it allowed me to seize a dichotomy which was much more potent for these young adults
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than a distinction between virtual world and outdoor context: the dichotomy between classroom
space and non-classroom experience. It was a rich re-focalisation which yielded a much more
in-depth understanding of these students’ lived experiences.
Then came the time to continue this constant comparison process and to continue the
mechanism of theoretical sapling. The axial coding category was then abandoned, or rather reworked. I have substituted instead the category titled “Conception of third space as the opposite
of escape” and we will see that it allowed me to move even further from the lens I applied as a
researcher to the one which is applied by the young adults themselves: a perspective where,
though it is a departure from the classroom, there is no element of escape in this shift, but rather
the contemplation of an effort with a worthy goal. This reflection is characteristic of the one that
has yielded the five new categories of selective coding and is presented here as an illustration of
process.
Selective Coding
"Selective coding is the process of integrating and refining categories” (Strauss & Corbin,
1998), so that "categories are related to the core category, ultimately becoming the basis for the
grounded theory" (Babchuk, 1996). The selective coding takes us closer to the emerging
categories.
The selective coding categories emerged from a memoing process, as well as the more
formal mechanism of theoretical sampling described above. This process yielded the final
categories on September 10th following the completion of interviews 9 and 10. Selective coding,
just like axial coding, is an ongoing reflection applied to the data. The categories were therefore
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used, in a constant comparison fashion, to categorize and interpret the data from Interview 12
onwards. Constant comparison also required, for the sake of rigour that Interviews 1 to 8 be
examined again. The final categories emerging from selective coding appear as Table 4. The
sections below the table contain the data which was gathered around these themes as the
categories were applied to the data, as well as some of the substance of the comments
categorized within each.
The main conclusions appearing through the selective coding were the following trends
which were repeatedly reaffirmed through the constant comparison process.

Table 4
Selective Coding Categories

1. Conception of third space as the opposite of an escape: effort and constructive
determination
2. Anonymous interaction in these two dimensions vs. school cluster reinforcement
3. Emergence of a fluid ethnographic notion of skills building and skills acquisition
4. Interaction with significant adults in non-classroom spaces
5. Emerging notion of wellbeing and functionality

Conception of Third Space as the Opposite of an Escape: Effort and Constructive
Determination
The axial coding themes had fragmented the data obtained in the interview into several
sub-themes relating to the possible motivations of the students with SEBD: experiential
stimulation, bonding and social capital, decision making etc. The memoing has led me to reflect
that such a fragmentation was indicative of my concerns more than of those of the adolescents
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talking. After some reflection, it became clear that while my position as researcher was
approaching the topic from the perspective of escape - an escape from the classroom, an escape
from academic requirements, an escape from tense relationships – the students were not applying
a similar lens. Stepping back, it was rapidly obvious that these third spaces experiences were not
construed negatively but entirely positively, almost with pride. The analysis of several segments
of transcripts revealed a repetitive use of terms such as “achievement”, “effort”, “hard work”,
etc. Participant 6, for example, uses the word ‘achievement 4 times in as many lines while
discussing gaming (364-367).
It was therefore time to revisit the data, regrouping it under the new category of “Effort
and determination”; soon came the realization that the amount of data that could thus be matched
to this category was very large indeed. There are emphatic expressions of this yearning for
results, validation and achievement: “I used to love it. That`s one thing I love: is getting to the
grit of things. And really getting into it” (P10, 79-80). Participant 5’s assessment is revealing
and characteristic of the position of all of the interviewees:
I kind of worked really hard at it with Luc, and with the other ski instructors, and I
wanted to be perfect, you know, and good and overcome the fear and stuff like that…and
when I got the ski instructor qualification and was the only one to get Level II, I think
that did a hell of a lot for me… I mean… it was everything…it was every…I felt. I felt
exactly like …like I was doing exactly what I wanted to do and was where I wanted to be
all the time… (P5, 127-134)
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These young people are setting targets that are their own, embracing these goals as
worthy, and applying resources may schools would deny they possessed in reaching these
objectives. He adds a little later:
It made me feel…I could see a level of progress… You know, every time I got on my
skis I could do a certain steep hill…or a certain … fluid motion…but it`s getting praise
for it as well; I seek praise…and I think that in performing well, I could see that; I
enjoyed that; I enjoyed working hard at it to get praise…rather than a grade or
something…and… it was… (P5, 169-172)
Anonymous Interaction in these Two Dimensions vs. School Cluster Reinforcement.
Here again the data analysis was getting close to honing in when the axial coding
examined “Leaving and entering in company”. The category needed to be remodelled however
to be even more closely focused on the participant’s true discourse. For the students, it was
taken for granted that their interactions in third space were understood and obvious to adults, and
the category had to be further refined, focusing intently on their perceptions in order to yield as
much information about the phenomenon as possible. By specifically adopting, as a category,
the dichotomy between school cluster and anonymous encounters it became immediately
apparent that these adolescents’ patterns of interaction were distinct from those revealed of the
general population by the literature. Third space is typically an environment that invites the
encounter of new acquaintances, as its use represents a dissociation from one’s usual networks
and roles. Being exposed to new people is therefore the logical outcomes of the experience. The
mainstream individual in fact uses the third space specifically for that: to widen his or her circles
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and networks. This is the mechanism by which people traditionally join sports teams, clubs,
game with leagues or visit unknown destinations (Nemanja et al., 2013).
By far and large students with SEBD are not describing such a use of third space and
when the lens of “Anonymity versus school cluster” is applied as a category it is immediately
tangible that these youngsters choose to enter third space with people they know. It would be
unrealistic to conceive adolescents with SEBD as a group so homogenous in its composition that
no one ever diverted from this observed pattern of behaviour. Two participants did describe
venturing into experiences with anonymous encounters. The rest of the participants however
actually did comment in certain instances on how uncharacteristic this was. The majority
showed a strong adherence to a pattern of third space experiences with school cluster peers
already known to them:
Friends, yeah peers … 100% peers (P7, 365).
I don’t know if it did feel that different. Because to me it was still the same space
because it was with the same people (…) but the third space for me when it was still…
yeah, as being part of the school…. (P2, 133-139)
Some of the participants in fact discussed their longitudinal habits and explained how this
particularity had stopped later in life and how they had shifted to a more traditional use of third
space experiences:
… but there was obviously some sort of tipping point at or immediately after XXX or
perhaps just after XXX, where I was just not afraid of any sort of social interaction. I
think I was a lot more sure of who I was, so it was much more like…you know… like it,
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not that fussed if you don’t like it. But right, for a long time before that, before XXX and
XXX… you talk about people saying ‘Oh I could not have done that’. Before those
periods, there was not much I would have done…’ (P11, 138-1243)
Later this young man described his more conventional use of third space in life:
Yeah, I wanted to meet people (…). That’s it but the rugby yes, it was definitely a
conscious thing… to create a social network through a common bonding through
sports…I guess it sounds quite cold, but… (P11, 1259-1264)
Emergence of a Fluid Notion of Competence Building and Skill Acquisition
Here again I have abandoned the initial open coding themes which were researchercentered rather than participant-centered. The participants did not fragment their notion of skills
into 5 sub-categories. In fact the more I asked them to classify these needs into my conceptual
categories the more I recorded a feeling of frustration.
What emerged is simply a fluid notion of skill acquisition and competence building, one
that is so fluid in fact that it is applied by them across boundaries in a virtual context as well as in
the physical parameters of the outdoor setting:
I think it’s the sense that you are accomplishing something that feels natural but in
correlation to what you want to do, i.e. being active and physical. But it is also the idea
of exploring new places and seeing things, and learning in an environment that really is
constantly changing … it’s not the same thing… (P8, Part 1, 153-157)
Another added, with significant self-awareness:
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And so mastering an art that you never thought you`d master… It was quite good,
knowing that you can start off not knowing it at all, and you just put in the work and you
will get it at the end. (P1, 393-396)
These are not the intangible and vague ramblings of discontented adolescents, as might
traditionally be portrayed in the literature. They represent the identification and pursuit of real
world, tangible skills they identify as vital:
So yeah, 9 months passed and I said that was it, and what I did was take the rest of my
money and created my own curriculum for what would have been the next three years in
college, but independently three years doing my own thing. I became a back-country ski
guide back in Alaska which was 6 weeks of training. It had always been a big dream of
mine and got my qualifications for my AVI 1 to 3, and my first aid, and could assist on
trips with the company I went with. And from there I went to … skiing was always a big
part, because I was an active skier and really enjoyed the outdoors, and so I went to
Colorado and really just picked up wherever I went… started from scratch, didn’t really
know anyone, networked, got to know the people, followed my passion, followed my
heart…and one thing led to another. (P8, 87-95)
The expectations are not just material quests and desires; they - in the majority of cases - reveal
a profound degree of reflection as to their life goals and the means required to achieve them:
Being independent, making my own choices, making my own decisions. And that comes
from being self-resilient, being self-reliant, being mature enough to make that… I do not
want to - the nature of me, in general – I do not want to be in a position where I am under
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someone else… I want to work or myself, I want to do my own things, because I see
things differently… (P8, 658-663)
Interaction with Significant Adults in Non-classroom Spaces
Here the revelation that the adoption of the category allows us is the recording that these
young adults express clear, unambiguous demands of adults and educators. They do not flee into
third space. They very much transfer their expectations into that sphere and voice the need for
adults to provide them with specific parameters of support in that locus.
Such expectations will not be easy to meet, particularly in third space, and the
participants are well aware of the hurdles this represents; they have given the matter ample
reflection:
Do you know what the biggest obstacle is though: I think it actually comes from the
teacher, him or herself. I’ll tell you why: putting yourself in those spaces, creates
vulnerability. If you think of what a teacher is or what a teacher does, there is a
substantial amount of ego… obviously…given the nature… they have dedicated their
lives to obtaining as much knowledge to teach that very subject, whatever it might be…
If you`re telling them to go and basically be in a space, where first they might not be
trained in, but also two: may not have a really good idea about, they`re being vulnerable.
So suddenly for a student to be looking up to a teacher, who`s supposed to know it all –
because teachers are role models; we`re looking up to them. So if the teacher suddenly is
in a space where he or she is vulnerable and the student sees that, it can be a sign of
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weakness. And it certainly is a consideration for that teacher or that professor… In
virtual reality… and this has happened… (P8, Part 2, 1202-1211)
It is not an emasculated role they expect from these significant presences; they aspire to
obtain some guidance and parameters that are negotiable and un-hindering: “I just very much
wanted to do my own thing, but also within the realm of the boundaries that you guys set” (P5,
136-137). Participant 8 provides a more detailed description of the expectations vis-à-vis adults:
It’s almost like being the driver of the van, so to speak. If you know there is a group
leader, and he is with you, but he is part of you, he is one of you… but if you step out of
line, he is going to become a problem… or not become a problem – that is not the right
word, but he is going to become more assertive towards your general experience…
because he has to, because there is safety and it is a group of other people… yeah, so with
that said… yeah… the leader has to always maintain some form of … because then it
always comes down to just the safety (P8, Part 1, 450-456)
In fact the demands and expectations vis-à-vis teachers are so lucid, explicit and
reflective that some participant frame them in the widest way and suggest they apply not just to
third space experiences but should also form the basis for the pedagogic rethink of the class
itself:
I think that being outside the classroom and being inside the classroom it’s a state of
mind of whether you feel like there is space to expand on the subject or whether you feel
like you have to conform. So it really depends on the dynamics with the teacher and the
subject in the class. If everything has to be one way, and that’s it, and you have to learn
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it this way, and the test is coming and that is the right answer: then yeah, you feel like
you have to conform to something. But if it is open and you have space to breath and
space to make your own conclusions, or whatever, it definitely creates a feeling that you
have more space… you are not just in a classroom… it’s like… mentally expanding…
and consciousness is not physical and learning is happening through our consciousness
and our awareness and that is etheric… it’s not physical. (P13, 554-563)
Emerging Notion of Wellbeing and Functionality
Suffice it to say that these students who are categorized and labelled through the medical
model as essentially dysfunctional, oppositional or generally unhappy have unexpected clarity
when describing their aspirations in matters of happiness and balance. Participant 5 is rather
eloquent about his views on this wellbeing as he envisages:
It is always, always in an outdoors setting that I envisage myself. Outdoors, alone or
with people – but with some kind of role, that I must do, that I must fulfil and be good at,
but be completely at ease, and just relaxed. And enjoying…enjoying what I do is the
most important thing. Sitting in an office or classroom, doing something that I think is
bullshit is really important that I don`t do that… (P5, 409-414).
He goes on to say about his outdoor experiences:
When I reflect on it I was in a safe and comfortable environment where I was basically
free to learn and experience so many things, so many great things, that I can actually look
at my character now and the way I deal with things now – it may have taken time to grow
– but that now I am so thankful for. (P5, 432-435).
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He adds:
… it did not just focus on mind numbing generic crap that seems everybody has to go
through…. This took it to a very personal, elevated level… and it is so important to me.
It just, it gave life a meaning at such an important age… (…) I think that teenagers, kids,
teenagers need more focus, more attention. If they`re failing they need to be spotted and
nurtured a bit…but with the outdoors, and a place that allows them to grow spiritually,
individually and personally and to face challenges… everybody has a different challenge
you know… somebody can do a Maths equation but I could paddle a canoe 90 miles or
something like that… you do that, and I do that… (P5, 453-461)
Findings
Framing the findings requires us to distance ourselves a little from our original themes in
order to begin conceptualizing the main articulations of a paradigm which has begun to take
shape through the selective coding. The categories established during the process of selective
coding will serve as strong pillars for the elaboration and formulation of each of the articulations
of the conceptualized findings.
The conceptualized findings rest firmly on the five categories that have emerged through
the selective coding. The most concise way to shape and articulate these findings from the data
is through the following several statements.
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Third Space Experiences that are Not Escapes
Students with SEBD have a perception of their experiences of outdoors and virtual
interactions that do not fall within conventional views of leisure. The discourse these youngsters
have about their experiences reveals that they see them much less like a form of escape or
entertainment, and much more as a constructive, effort-based exercise which leads to
achievement. This first principle of the findings emerges from the analysis of the data regrouped
and analyzed under the category entitled “Conception of third space as the opposite of an
escape”. The data regrouped under this emerging category offers strong indication that the third
space experiences described by the participants are not a forum of escape. The narrative
associated with these experiences is one of structured and reflective effort. This is significant as
the pattern differs widely from the use of third space described in literature. Mainstream use of
third space is a release from social roles and obligation; it is an escape and almost a temporary
oblivion (Rosenbaum, 2015).
Lack of Expectations of Anonymity in Third Space Experiences
Student with SEBD generally enter these third space experiences with none of the
conventional desires of mainstream peers – which is to widen and extend their networks and
connect with new people that are unknown to them in roles so far unexplored in their social
routine (Jacke, 2009). The participants, instead, seek to enter these experiences primarily with
members of their immediate cluster. The category entitled “Anonymous interaction versus
school cluster” serves as a foundation for the wording of this part of the findings. It is on the
basis of the data regrouped and analysed under this emerging category that this statement is
possible. The data which comes together under this category is potent, affects almost all the
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participants and is described without hesitation: the students with SEBD seek out people they
know in third space experiences. More significantly, these individuals are almost entirely all
school peers. These patterns change and, as they enter adult world, the employment field, etc.
and become more functional and adapted, the participants then describe this pattern reverting to
something much more conventional. At a later stage in life, they adopt a mainstream use of third
space, one where they are happy to remain anonymous or make entirely new encounters.
Skill Acquisition within Third Space Experiences
Students with SEBD do seek out very specific skill acquisition within these third space
experiences. The emerging category entitled “Emergence of a fluid notion of skill acquisition
and competence building” regroups the data that shapes these perceptions. This emerging
category itself has regrouped much of the data that had previously been separated into themes of
leadership, decision making, experiential learning and bonding in the axial coding phase. We
have seen that the initial selection and division of open coding themes was more representative
of an adult researcher’s categories of interpretation than of these young people’s perceptions or
of their categorization of their life experiences. Again third space literature focuses on the
potential of this environment for escape, release, and the abandonment of social pressures, roles
and tasks (Cattell, Dines, Gesler, & Curtis, 2008). For a brief moment the individual becomes
someone else and forgets all about effort and responsibilities. This is not the experience that
transpires from the narratives regrouped here. Theirs is an experience of construction, control
and planning. Students with SEBD relate reflective experiences within which they choose goals,
develop competencies and assess their development. In many ways the experiences described
under this emerging category align themselves with learning experiences, albeit learning
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achieved elsewhere than a classroom or school. Working with the conceptualization of these
findings will require an openness to adopt another lens that we formulate as skill acquisition.
Third Space Experiences Seen as Conducive to Growth and Well-being
These youngsters invest these experiences with meaning and construe them as
opportunities for growth and personal development. They articulate fairly elaborate fluid,
innovative and student-centered definitions of personal achievement, social functionality and
happiness which they see as the objective of these experiences outside the classroom or the
school. It appears these complex notions do not necessarily correspond exactly to the concepts
traditionally encountered in literature, particularly as students with SEBD are seen as
dysfunctional, in crisis, and unable to achieve stability and functionality (Niesyn, 2009). The
category that serves as basis for this articulation of the findings is “Fluid notion of wellbeing and
functionality”. The narratives registered under this emerging category are a reflection on
balance, happiness, and ultimately well-being and functionality. Some participants even make
very powerful statements as to the spirituality of some of their experiences and goals. There is a
degree of reflection, insight and self-knowledge recorded in the data, which is regrouped under
this emerging category, that is astounding; it contradicts much of what we attribute to students
with SEBD (Council for Exceptional Children, 2010).
Desire to Interact with Significant Adults within Third Space
Lastly the young adults in this study express fairly clear, concise and structured
statements of the expectations they have of significant adults in these innovative spaces. They
have clear unambiguous demands as to the roles educators must play in the experiences, roles
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that are not at this point usually acknowledged or fulfilled. The emerging category from the
selective coding that has served as a funnel for the framing of this principle within the findings is
“Interactions with significant adults”. What is striking here is not necessarily the expectations
the students express per se; these are narratives that would be fairly matter of fact in a
mainstream environment. However the very definition of SEBD is structured around a
dysfunctional relationship with teachers and educators (Baker, Grant, & Morlock, 2008). In
chapter 2 we saw them described as children that are difficult to teach and who, because of their
behaviour, fail to access services that might address their needs. Far from a rejection of the
student-teacher relationship, what we are observing under this emerging category are
expectations that are far more explicit, lucid, detailed and elaborate than one might ever think of
encountering in high school students, particularly those described by literature as not being
successfully reached by teachers or significant adults (Murray & Malmgren, 2005). The other
striking feature of the data that appears under this emerging category is that it is a narrative that
is student-focused. Characteristically, the SEBD literature makes the teacher the central subject
of the intervention (Davis, 2003). The adult does not have central stage in the SEBD narrative
recorded here; it is agenda based – and almost has the power of a manifesto - and the agenda is
that of the adolescent.
The five mechanisms described constitute the final, conceptualized findings. It is the
merging of these five features which describes a process of human behaviour that can be
associated specifically with students with SEBD. The conceptualized process which we identify
here is one by which these youths, instead of following mainstream patterns, enter third space
experiences most often with school peers. They do not enter these spaces for the purpose of
entertainment but for constructive skill and competency building. When examining the five
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facets of this process, it would appear that these adolescents transfer their classroom experiences
to non-formal environments as a sort of remedial extension of their school experience.
The spaces themselves and their characteristics seem only partially relevant to the
experiences described. They are rather defined globally as non-classroom experiences. In this
sense it would in all likelihood be inconsequential to examine the dimensions of the two spaces
themselves, as some of the literature has sought to do. The participants see them more as
opportunities for personal transformation than as anything inherently laden with transformative
potential. One participant phrases this observation rather eloquently:
The setting made me tap into skills, certain skills, and act a certain way that were I think
appropriate for the settings…that otherwise were unnecessary or inappropriate for
classroom settings, or for school…. (P5, 164-166).
In fact there is every indication, from some of the participants, that the type of third space
experience we have examined and analysed in this study can be observed in other forums, such
as the production of music and other forms of art production. The process would be equally true
of the shift to a variety of alternate experiential “spaces” offering a similar alignment of features
to the youth with SEBD. We will consider this in the Outcomes chapter.
Formulating the Initial Theoretical Claims
This section serves as an introduction to Chapter 5 which will develop in full a
formulation of the emerging theory, as well as examine its applicability and transferability
beyond the two environments considered in the study. Chapter 5 will also consider in which

172
ways the emerging theory is original and in what fashion it positions itself with respect to
existing theoretical frameworks.
An interpretation could be made at this stage of the study, within the grounded theory
methodological model, presenting these findings as “substantive theory”. Substantive theory
indeed is defined a theory emerging from the categories, that is contextually specific and linked
to an individual phenomenon (Glaser, 2002). The study however did not assign itself contextual
goals or field specific aims. It therefore feels as though I would be limiting its scope if I assigned
it the status of substantive theory at this early stage of conceptualization, thereby constraining its
momentum to a strictly pragmatic use (Glaser, 2002). Instead I will simply refer to this analysis
as “findings”, or even ‘conceptualized findings’, and use them as a base for further
conceptualization in the next chapter, which will hopefully lead to the formulation of the
emerging theory proper.
The initial theoretical claim is one that asserts the existence of very specific – and yet
under-researched - dimensions in the self-perception and self-representation of students with
SEBD. This self-perception and self-representation can be articulated around three main axes:
(i) these young adults describe personal attributes which differ strikingly from the way they are
described in literature; (ii) they voice and express preferences with regards to learning that clash
with the way they are generically labelled and described in both the field and in theory - much
focuses indeed on the notion that they have no desire to learn and that this is what sets them
aside from other students; (iii) these students go beyond expressing learning preferences; they
frame and conceptualize notions of self-belief.
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All three elements of these initial theoretical claims ask us to entirely rethink the way we
construe, describe and approach adolescents with SEBD. There is something significantly
innovative here in the way the emerging theory turns upside down the existing stereotypes
surrounding these challenging students. There have been hints and trends in the literature which
serve as clues that perhaps the empirical observations we make of these teens are unfounded
because our theoretical biases are misplaced from the start.
Ungar (2015) in particular, has challenged traditional views on the emotional resilience
of students with SEBD. He talks about “make believe” states of crisis and of these youngsters
often being much more solidly grounded than they appear through their behaviour. This echoes
literature on “spontaneous remission” (Werner, 2005), and the findings of many of the
longitudinal studies on youngsters with SEBD into the adult age. Despite our perceptions as
teachers and educators, these challenging students may not in fact be heading towards a life of
crisis and maladjustment. This idea of “smoke and mirrors effect” is one many writers and
researchers have been intuitively attracted to; the possibility that frameworks and empirical
perceptions might be entirely ill-founded is a potent one in a field where the majority of
interventions are framed as reactions to perceived behavioural challenges. Visser (2001b)
pointed to this when he explained how these students appear to push educators away precisely
when they are busy seeking a working intimacy and closeness.
What we see appear here goes even further in the sense that it is not just a notion of later
remission that is emerging. Even when still at school, even when still adolescent, even when
clashing with their school surrounding and seemingly refusing the premises of learning, these
students are simultaneously forming a discourse, developing a degree of self-representation and
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framing believes that clash entirely with our adult constructions of them. They identify specific
personal attributes that characterize them as learners. As a result of these personal attributes,
they develop and word preferences in relation to learning that are complex, detailed and
structured. Finally these students develop shared and distinct elements of self-belief which
appears to empower them and guide them in their actions and decision making.
The impact of the initial theoretical claims in our understanding of students with SEBD is
akin to the metamorphosis which has occurred in the field of social work once emergent
understanding of street youth began revolutionizing approaches to such young adults (Nichols,
2014). Street youth too have been identified through ethnographic means as having a distinct
self-perception and self-representation, shared by the majority of youth going through the
experiences of homelessness. This is not to say that there is anything in common between the
self-representation of street youth and that of students with SEBD; the inner facets of these
identities are entirely divergent (Aptekar & Stoechlin, 2014). The features of each identity and
narrative is distinct but the parallel is interesting in three respects. First it allows for the
conceptualisation of both these groups as having a distinct identity, a shared self-image and
distinctive set of beliefs and preferences. Second it has put an end to our societal perception of
homeless street youth as mere accidental victims of ecological situations. The same will perhaps
be true of students with SEBD in light of the theoretical claims made in this study. These are
young adults who share characteristics, self-perceptions and preferences, and as a result of this
find themselves in antagonistic situations with schools as institutions, not the reverse. Lastly,
just as an ethnographic understanding of street youth has opened a new insight for social workers
into the dynamics of street exit, the emerging theory may help teachers and educators understand
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what is necessary for their re-engagement and a workable ‘fit’ to occur between these young
adults and formalized learning.
As a result, students with SEBD may in fact have very specific and sometimes rather
ambitious expectations as learners, within their self-construction and identity building, even
when we construe their behaviour as meaning that they have no investment in learning
whatsoever. Relying on these initial theoretical claims, we would need to consider what their
aspirations and self-attributes really are as learners, instead of construing these students’
rejection of the classroom space as a rejection of the learning experience itself. An added
difficulty is that these self-attributes, preferences and believes are not, as we have seen
previously, framed by these youngsters under the categories that we are accustomed to encounter
in pedagogical literature and this may lead to further misinterpretation by adults. A fluid and
complex matrix of elements is described by them within their enunciation of well-being and
psycho-social functionality. Recording this self-perception was an important part of the
ethnographic process undertaken in this study. The emerging theoretical claims may assist us in
deconstructing our view of these teens and seeking new innovative ways of engaging and
including them. The full conceptualization of the theoretical leads presented in this chapter will
be carried out in Chapter 5. The implications of the fully formulated emerging theory will then
be discussed in Chapter 6.
The chapter opened with a direct quote of a young man describing his experiences and I
expressed the intention of returning to this quote, in book-end fashion, in order to determine
whether the theoretical claims enabled us to interpret this young man’s experience and
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perceptions in a way that appeared authentic, practical and insightful. The elements of the initial
theoretical claims presented thus far all seem to come into play in his description:
- He shifts towards another environment that has the features of third space: “It’s where I step
out to be me...” (P8, 678)
- He transfers to this environment specific learning expectations:
What is real is real right then and there’. What happens is uncontrollable… you can’t
control it. And you know, it will either be good or bad, but one way or the other you will
hopefully learn from it. (P8, 681-684)
- He construes the success of the outcomes of these learning goals according to notions of
wellbeing and functionality that are his own: “It’s allowing that release… it’s allowing that ‘OK,
here I can think. What do I need to get to? What is my next hurdle?’” (P8, 688-689)
As a conclusion, I wish to focus on another statement from the same participant. It is
rather long, but I would like it to feature at the end of this chapter as an ethnographic illustration
of the findings that have been identified and discussed. It is an emotional, vibrant burst of selfreflection and is perhaps not as concise as the stated theoretical claims made above. It
nonetheless draws us back to the ethnographic authenticity of these preoccupations and brings
the chapter to an end far better than a researcher’s interpretation. The reader will recognize in it
all the elements targeted in this chapter, albeit in a narrative form:
They go to third space, they go to outdoors space… to find… that space….without
seeking for that space… from experience, those who are in traditional schooling, who
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have learning difficulties or are academically challenged with whatever condition –
however you want to diagnose that as – feel isolation. When you are in a school, which
is a system, and your needs are not being catered you then flip that role and it goes from
being a student to survivor seeking a purpose… So either it creates this destructive path
when you basically become trouble…because you`re frustrated, you`re agitated, you`re
not getting what you need to progress and learn and you`re being isolated: you`re being
targeted by the teacher, you`re getting bad grades, you`re not being motivated, your
friends are calling you dumb. You`re not getting that understanding and acceptance in
other words. So go back a step: say within the virtual world, if that student is given the
time and the space to seek and fulfil his purpose or believes what his purpose is… i.e.
he`s given professors who can actually physically dedicate the time to help them with
their academics, that third space would come naturally, and whether its virtual or
outdoors, I don`t think would matter at that point. I think that you could argue that the
reason why people like me (emphasized) so desperately seek the outdoors is that the
frustration of the indoors doesn`t work. It`s like, I know anything behind this concrete
wall is just not working. So I am going outside of it and I am going to figure it out on my
own. So you could relate that and say that really being out in the woods has nothing to
do with nature, it`s just really a space that is an environment that I am adapting to, and I
have very little control over but I am finding my purpose. Same within that virtual space.
Does that make sense? (P8, 1127-1145)
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CHAPTER 5 – EMERGING THEORY
Intentions & Objectives
This chapter has a function that is a little more complex than that of a conventional
Findings chapter within a traditional deductive study. First it is not simply an analysis of results
it is presenting, but something far more complex and ambitious: this is now the stage, in a
grounded theory study, where a fully-fledged formulation of the emerging theory is attempted.
Such formulation is no easy task, as literature reviewed in Chapter 3 has let us expect (Stern,
2007). Second, we have discussed in Chapter 3 how carrying out an extensive review of the
theoretical literature was counter-intuitive within the grounded theory process, as the researcher
at the stage of data collection wishes to keep a clean slate approach in relation to existing
theoretical lenses. This is why it was suggested in chapter 3 that, though it is not traditional in a
Ph.D. thesis, the literature review ought to occur only once the emerging theory had come to
light (Elliott & Higgins, 2012). The review of theoretical literature will therefore take place
now, simultaneously, while the emerging theory is being unfolded and examined. Thirdly we
have seen that grounded theory is not assessed on the basis of validity, since this criteria would
make no sense within an inductive process; instead it must be evaluated against notions of
originality, pertinence and resonance. This chapter will therefore also endeavour to explore
resonance of the emerging theory with the researcher and the participants –wider resonance and
pertinence for the field will be examined in the final Outcomes chapter.
Initial Theoretical Claims
Some emerging theoretical claims were briefly enunciated in the Findings chapter. What
becomes apparent in the conceptualization of the findings is a process whereby students with
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SEBD transfer their learning expectations to informal environments. This process, however,
constitutes merely the foundations of the emerging theory proper. Emerging theory requires one
more level of theorization and conceptualization, as the researcher elaborates further on the
emerging categories, before it reaches the stature of fully-fledged emerging theory per se. This
process of thorough conceptualization and formulation is a lengthy path, which requires
numerous and sometimes repetitive stages of conceptualization, comparison with existing theory,
and further transcends the constant comparison process carried out thus far (Glaser, 2002); this is
why an entire chapter is dedicated to this reflection.
A Mediated Representation
This chapter must address, early on, dilemmas concerning its ambitions. While
ethnographic methods and grounded theory processes have guaranteed, in this study, findings
that adhered closely to the perceptions and discourse of these young adults themselves, the
formulation of the formal theory for a readership that is not adolescent and constitutes a
professional audience, must inherently break slightly with these endeavours and that positioning.
In order to formulate the emerging theory for practitioners and theorists who have not themselves
experienced the emotions and trajectories narrated here, the researcher must distance himself
ever so slightly from this initial proximity with the participants’ voice and experience. There is
an inherent danger in being a mediating voice that is particularly striking in ethnographic work
with children (James, 2007a). Ellis and Bochner (2000) similarly warn that grounded theory
analysis requires the researcher to “write in an authoritative voice” (p.758) about the patterns that
she or he discovers, which can ironically detract from the narrative being presented.
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The issue here is one of authenticity: while the application of constant comparison
methods to the data has been able to guarantee a high degree of authenticity, the wording of an
emerging theory implicitly targets a readership, and that readership is not constituted of the
participants themselves. Triangulation has been an explicit part of some of the interviews and reinterviews, and the emerging theory seems to echo with the participants’ experiences and to be
accepted as such. The writing of theory, however, is a process which now diverges from this
constant verification with data; it sets itself the task of formulating conceptual theory and as such
of creating a new voice, that of the researcher. Charmaz (2000) addresses this concern by
empathizing the constructivist nature of her interpretation of the grounded theory process.
Because the inductive process is constructivist, it is explicitly accepted that individuals create
their own reality to structure the world and give it meaning, as they experience it, and that
includes the researcher. “Grounded theory researchers can only claim to have interpreted a
reality, dependent on their own experience and the study participants” states Pace (2012),
illustrating this in context. Battling with this process, researchers quickly realise that “no analyst
is a tabula rasa” (Furniss, Blandford, & Curzon, 2011, p. 8). The notion of an objective
discourse is itself set aside by constructivist grounded theory, and it is argued that the story it
tells of a social phenomenon is precisely that: a story, with a subjective author, its own context
and an intended audience.
The issues faced here in terms of authenticity are more related to discourse, than to
content: once an academic language and format are adopted to verbalise the emerging theory, it
is only transparent for the researcher to state that a slight dissociation is occurring with regards to
the narrated experiences reported. The researcher, by adapting to his readership, becomes the
transfer agent between a voice that has not been previously heard and a readership of adults
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having never shared the experiences. This intended readership is perhaps not predisposed to
integrating these conclusions without their being formatted in a model that is congenial and
palatable to it and its professional concerns. It must be kept in mind therefore, as one unfolds the
emerging theory, that at best – and because of the very nature of the processes chosen here – it
remains a mediated experience, with the researcher acting as de facto translator for the voices
and narratives that have unfolded before him.
Articulating the Initial Conceptualization of the Theory
The findings position themselves, through chapter 4, in contrast - if not clash - with
traditional perceptions and empirical observations of students with SEBD from the perspectives
of adults and educators. We conceive the children and young adults who manifest challenging
behaviour, and are always prepared to break the mold, as unteachable or as non-learners. Even
ecological theory sees them at such odds with their environment that often conventional
academic objectives are simply set aside as not representing a feasible objective per se
(Kourkoutas, Plexousakis, & Georgiadi, 2010). Interventions instead focus on reducing the
challenging behaviours, and even the most passionate and ardent educators often demonstrate
reduced expectations with regards to their cognitive performance and development within a
curriculum. What if these non-learners were in fact dedicated learners, but so averse to
conventional teaching that they transferred their expectations elsewhere? The findings ask us to
envisage that students with SEBD might in fact have fully fledged learning desires and the
motivation to fulfill them. They present us with a process by which these discontented learners
shift their momentum for learning to other fora in order to pursue and fulfill - rather than
abandon - their expectations.
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The findings offered one central principle: the notion that students with SEBD will
transfer their learning aspirations beyond the class, simply because their entire experience of
school has been perceived as a life-long disconnection and lack of fit. It presumes that, though
these students are perceived socially and institutionally as demotivated learners, their desire to
achieve valued skills, to acquire know-how and to develop formal knowledge is equal if not
greater than that of their mainstream peers. There exists an ancillary premise to this central
principle: as these students transfer their expectations to other fora, environments and
dimensions, they are perceived by the adult observer, through his or her lens of interpretation, as
students unable to comply and to adhere to the objectives of classroom teaching, and therefore as
youngsters who are disengaged, disruptive, beyond connecting. In fact this may not be the case
at all and the findings encourage us to consider the behaviour manifested by these youth in light
of their overall experience of school. They propose that these youths simply reject the formal
school environment as an inoperable or unviable option for the realisation of their very specific
learning objectives and ambitions.
Theoretical Claims
Taking a final distance from the methodological process of constant comparison, the
study now reaches the stage where it needs to attempt to identify emerging theory, and to achieve
a fully-fledged formulation of this emerging theory as a self-standing conceptual framework.
The findings, as articulated above, enable us to interpret, explain and dissect the phenomenon the
study had chosen to target: these marginalized students’ enthusiastic focus on the outdoors and
the virtual. The emerging theory must now conceptualize further and determine whether the data
analysis and the emerging categories might in fact be able to provide us with a conceptual and

183
theoretical lens that offers even deeper and wider understanding of students with SEBD, beyond
the third space observations. The emerging theory will therefore be of wide scope and go far
beyond the initial conceptual elements presented in the Findings chapter. In many respects third
space is now inconsequential. Space itself is a concept that has little impact on the theory at this
stage of its final conceptualization. We had seen, in the literature review, that the study was
unlikely to focus on any specific characteristics of spatiality, but our final overview of the
emerging data goes beyond that and can abandon the concept entirely. The formulation of the
initial claims of the emerging theory uses the five emerging categories as foundation, but looks
this time beyond third space use, at more general features that have become apparent about
students with SEBD within the context of the data collection.
The emerging theoretical claims are articulated around the notions of unique selfrepresentations and self-perceptions developed by adolescents with SEBD. It can be
summarized through three separate facets: (i) students with SEBD identify specific personal
attributes which they claim and see as part of their essential identity; (ii) they verbalise
preferences with regards to learning that have thus far remained unexplored in literature; and (iii)
they develop a degree of self-belief, which is not reflected in the literature, but seems intimately
woven in their personal reflection on wellbeing and functionality. Once again it is difficult when
formulating the principles contained in these initial theoretical claims, to avoid choosing
terminology which is not already laden with theoretical connotations, and we experience the
inherent tension of the “tabula rasa”. We will see below that in fact any formulation of the
emerging theory will remain a constructivist exercise, a narrative of a narrative. This does not
mean that, with all appropriate caveats, it does not have richness, relevance, resonance or
significant potential use within the context.
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Personal attributes and self-perception
We have seen that students with SEBD describe very specific personal attributes which,
in their eyes, characterize them. They describe not merely their lack of fit with the classroom
environment, but quickly evolve to describe what makes them unique. This pattern is repeated
over and over again through the spectrum of interviews. “The system did not work for me”,
states Participant 13 (657), but almost immediately the discourse shift from first person and
becomes much more generic in its wording – generic of all students she feels have similar
experiences: “I guess it is very important to see the student’s individual needs and to see how
they really do best learn” (666-667). Participant 8 similarly starts off with a quick description in
the first person: “Traditional schooling was a challenge. Sticking me in a classroom from 9 to
5pm didn’t work, it really didn’t work” (61-62), but almost immediately settles in, for a
contribution that lasted over 90 minutes, with comments of a much wider nature and scope:
When it is classroom after classroom after classroom, it just becomes mundane, tedious,
and really just does not benefit those who are actively minded and are just… staring
outside the window, thinking: I want to be out there, I want to be in the sun, why am I
shoved in this dark classroom listening to things I don’t want to listen to. (123-126)
For the most part the discourse collected from the participants owes little to personal
uniqueness, however extraordinary their own trajectory and experiences might well be; the
narratives in fact weave into each other and identify features which act as a common
denominator for these strong and diverse voices. Items which we have seen identified in these
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young people’s narratives include: creativity, flexibility, adaptability, originality, love of risk,
spontaneity, humour, ability and desire to seek out unusual depth in relationships, and trust in
their own potential. These are not researcher attributions; the participants themselves explicitly
offer, in their discourse, descriptive facets of what makes them unique as a group, as individuals
sharing an identity that makes them feel alienated in conventional classrooms:
You find people who are similar to you, so within that you don’t feel as isolated or
‘special’, or ‘labelled’ so to speak, you’re with people who actually relate to you and
understand it and get it and more importantly, need it just as much as you. (P8, 134-137)
The notion of distinct self-perception is therefore very strong and sets these adolescents
apart, much as similar discourses surrounding self-perception have previously been recorded
through ethnographic means and work to create distinct identities, such as in the case of
homeless and street youth (Washington, 2011), or of young urban immigrant learners
(Altinyelken, 2009). What is astounding and unique in this case is that these adolescents are able
to develop and maintain this unique self-perception, and to identify so clearly these attributes,
when class and school contexts simultaneously attribute a multitude of clashing - and often
negative - characteristics to them:
We are talking about a specific context here, we’re talking about a specific group of
people here… and that is those who are labelled by society as being academically
challenged, and those challenges can be from ADD, to ADHD, dyspraxia, dyslexia,
bipolar…whatever… whatever thing is obstructing or slowing down the traditional
process of learning or general academics for that person. That leads them into a different
context than other people… and those are the people. Those are the people, those … in
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my experience, in my opinion, it is those people those ones that had the academic
challenges, in order for them to grow it is imperative, in my opinion, for them to
experience that outdoor curriculum, that balance of responsibilities, that balance of
understanding another way of learning… (P8, 479-487)
They do not in fact appear to internalize these varying labels or to be concerned by the
discrepancy that exist between self-identified attributes and characteristics affixed by the school
environment. The ability to trust their personal attributes – rather than doubt them – is therefore
also inherently one of the characteristics that ties them together, and acts as common
denominator or identity bond. Upon reflection, these features of their self-perception are
actually what made the use of ethnographic methods possible. Had these youngsters internalized
failure or alienation, it might have been impossible or difficult to engage them in a discussion on
their trajectory. They instead demonstrated faith in their potential, humour with regards to
failures, mature perspective with regards to personal goals, and mostly a dynamic investment in
their future. They recognize challenges but also see their self-attributes as tools for the
realization of their objectives, as these two extracts illustrate:
I was just shoved into a classroom and felt what I was learning was what I had learnt
back in high school, when really all I wanted to do was to pursue a sort of active
photography career because I am a visually learner…and be outdoors and … be active.
(P8, 84-87)
Well, to be honest, I feel that most of the stuff I learnt in school was not exactly like
useful to me and I feel like the subjects that sparked most of my interest was to do with
art and music… even science. Science was interesting at some points but I felt like it was
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watered down science… it was just like, you know… it wasn’t deep enough for me… so
I definitely put all my attention in the arts and music because that is what I am good at
and what I resonate with… (P13, 87-91)
Verbalised preferences with regards to learning
The transition to the second articulation of the emerging theoretical claims can be
smoothly carried out relying on the participant comments featured just above. By describing,
analysing and voicing their unique attributes, within a group identity, these adolescents are also
simultaneously pointing out the multiple ways in which conventional classrooms have failed to
recognize their needs:
And the list goes on, I carried on…to pursue what interests me, what intrigues me, how I
learn. And I learn by meeting people, by taking to people, by meeting them eye to eye, in
person…experiences… not shoved in a classroom, like I said before – 9 to 5pm, and told
this is what I need to do because this meets the criteria, and this meets the standards, and
this gets you the piece of paper, and with this piece of paper you get this job and with this
job, you get a career, etc… (P8, 97-102)
The conclusions they reach are not simply a criticism of the status quo; they very quickly
and dynamically progress to a stage where they identify and verbalize the specific features they
would ideally have wished to see in their educational setting:
You’ve got to make the kids want to be there; you’ve got to change their heart, you
know; you’ve got to want to make them learn. I think that is a big part where the
schooling system is…I guess… at fault for that…. (P12, 90-92)
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This is also a feature which delineates these adolescents’ uniqueness: the eloquence with which
they state and formulate their preferences with regards to learning. These are specific, detailed,
critical and complex discourses on what is required for them to feel fulfilled in a learning
experience. “A lot of adults don’t see that. They are used to this passiveness… (…) you just
memorize; it’s a different era you know, very different…”, declares Participant 12 (697-698).
The preferences expressed with regards to learning are so vocal that they almost weave together
an educational manifesto. The reflection on teaching and learning that transpires in the data is
of wide scope, and identifies both their particularities as learners and the absence of proactive
receptiveness from the classroom environment:
The intuitive part, the part where you are active is so much more important than how well
you did in school. They don’t see you as a motivator, helping people. They just see how
well you do in a test, how well you do being passive. (P12, 686-688)
These verbalised preferences are of course diverse and at times divergent, but if we look
at commonalities, there are clear and readily apparent themes these young adults all bring up
within their stated preferences. Certainly flexibility and negotiated freedom, a focus on
individuality, an acknowledgement of personal learning styles, a rejection of content based
instruction, the validation of critical contestation, reciprocity in dialogues with teachers, and
experiential opportunities are all prominent themes in the collective voice of the participants, and
are tightly interwoven in their narratives. Here are, in the respective order of the themes
mentioned above, some participants’ comments, as illustration of the broader stroke, the shared
views, the - almost - collective statements they offer in the interviews with regards to learning:
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Right, right, so really the decision making and free choice is what I wanted to go back
to… so decision making and free choice, it is catered to the individual…so what do I
believe is right? And with guidance, that does need guidance, because at that agency
stage, I’m still maturing, I still don’t quite know what I want and what is good for me…
but to be put in an environment where I have to make my own decisions – under certain
jurisdiction, under certain guidelines – has expedited my growth, in general and I look
back at that – if I remember what I enjoyed the most about my academic career if you
will, was outdoors moment where there was decision making, that sort of independent –
you are you and it’s up to you to make those decisions… (P8, 188-195)
I think I have spent – and still do – an awful lot of time feeling I can’t be myself… (…)
But when we were around the camp fire, or when we were out riding horses, or doing
something, it was just that…. You take the reins of the situation, because you can see it
all out in front of you. And the values were that it was … there was very little fluff to
it… I knew exactly where I stood and what I had to do. (P5, 276-284)
I think a person’s state of mind and their experiences is connected… if a person does not
feel the space to be himself, or learn or question what he is learning – and he is in a
classroom… he is going to put those two things together and close himself. But if a
teacher is giving him the freedom to open a dialogue and the teacher is aware of how the
student learns best… visually, or through engagement… they feel like they are in an ever
expanding experience rather than trapped… I think that the whole thing of engaging
personally with the student, and letting them engage together with each other is really
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really important because when we are talking about knowledge and learning things, it’s
really in the mind – rather than in the external environment… (P13, 729-737)
Yeah, so I think the curriculum should change and when that happens the rest will happen
naturally. There is just too much, you know: when you learn something when the class is
done, a test comes and there is a right or wrong answer. It’s all about memorizing what
you learnt; it’s not about actually experiencing it, and questioning it or nothing. It’s just
about taking what you learned and then: right or wrong answer. It’s weird. A better
learning experience is when subjects come up. (P13, 684-688)
Like I said, I think that there has to be not only this teacher authoritarian thing: this is
what you are learning and you are learning it this way! And if you don’t agree with it,
you fail the class. It should be a teacher-student dynamic with both parties involved in it.
It should be shifting. Because if you are a ‘virgin’ learner and you are learning
something, you can discover a different perspective in relation to which the teacher has a
blind spot; there is may be an inconsistency in what they are learning. (P13, 509-513)
So a great example is really giving them…saying: hey…what’s next? You know, you’re
up on a hike, and you come up to a Y junction, and it’s left or right, and one of them is 2
miles, one of them is 6 miles, and it’s giving them the chance to make that decision,
letting them make that decision, carrying on with it and then asking them: well, how do
you feel about it now, what are you thinking, what are your thoughts, what does this feel
like? Yeah, instead of being told… yeah that comes from them… it makes them feel… it
actually goes back to one really fundamental point: it gives them purpose; it gives them a
job, it gives them a duty. And I think purpose leads to growth… yeah… so that would be
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an example of setting parameters but allowing for decision making, from a natural
standpoint, from a standpoint that is like: you are not telling them, they are making the
decision. (P8, 272-281)
I think that that is because from a very early age school teaches you not to be intuitive.
Stop, sit down, be quiet, listen, learn! People don’t learn like that anymore. That is why
so many people escape to video games and sports. Because they are intuitive, they make
you do things, they make you learn the controls. (P12, 542-546)
It is beyond the objective of the study to analyze in details the preferences these students
express with regards to learning; let us not forget that in fact they were originally engaged by the
researcher in the ethnographic discussions primarily on experiences that occurred beyond the
classroom. It is all the more striking therefore that a discourse about non formal experiences and
environments should yield such clear and potent statements on learning. As a synthesis, it can
succinctly be said that the emerging theoretical claims therefore propose the principle that
students with SEBD have, despite all empirical appearances and observations, stated preferences
with regards to learning.
Further research may now hopefully be able to use the emerging theoretical claims as an
umbrella to carry out deductive investigations, from this point on, as to the detailed nature of
these preferences. The emerging theoretical assertions of the study also propose that the very
fact that these adolescents voice these preferences offers them yet another element of shared
identity and collective self-perception. They are certainly conscious of sharing many of these
preferences. The ethnographic grounded theory process positions these young participants as
“experts” on the phenomenon selected by the study, and it is significant that all participants felt
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at ease, despite their young age and the difficulties they experienced in formal educational
settings, with this status of “expert” when it was expressly voiced and discussed. They have
stature as they discuss learning and are aware of sharing this stature as a common trait.
Self-belief and the development of specific notions of well-being and functionality
Although literature depicts these students as disenfranchised, alienated and slightly lost in
the school context (Trout et al., 2003a), the voice of the participants on the contrary has
presented them as secure about who they are, how they function and what they are working
towards. This statement by Participant 8 is particularly pertinent as an illustration:
So right now, for me moving forward, I have based… all the jobs I have searched have
had that balance of outdoor environment (…), that way of thinking, that way of being.
It’s one that is familiar with me and it’s one that resonates with me. So for me to be
productive, and go forward, it is imperative for me to have that third space that you
describe of outdoor or just being in recreation, physical recreation, physical activity and
outdoor environment. (P8, 689-696)
They, as a group, can be seen as developing and nurturing self-belief. They have demonstrated
three distinct behaviours in this area.
First, they appear to possess a self-confidence that the literature has yet to acknowledge,
based on a vision of the world that surrounds them and on a set of personal values that guide
their action: namely courage, self-reliance, autonomy and faith in their capacity to integrate the
world as they picture it evolving.
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Currently, as of today? Being independent, making my own choices, making my own
decisions. And that comes from being self-resilient, being self-reliant, being mature
enough to make that… I do not want to - the nature of me, in general – I do not want to
be in a position where I am under someone else… I want to work or myself, I want to do
my own things, because I see things differently… and I don’t fit into that normal
categorization of systematic educational…career… you know…arguably…I don’t want
to use the word, but corporate world…(P8, 658-663)
You know the classroom never appealed to me…whether it was a class of thirty or a class
of one… I wanted to get out of there…and I felt that being out in the world, where things
mattered, really… I think just being outdoors and doing practical activities, and the fresh
air… it just …it made so much more sense to me…as something that I could really hold
and think about. And it changed me as a person, it gave me an experience. (P5, 156-160)
There is even an element of vision inherently present here: they purport to identify what will
become important societal values and competencies more accurately than the educational system
and the schools themselves do:
Feel I’m actually learning something?!....Something I’m interested in? Like I said there
is a difference being told what to learn and acquiring it by yourself by experiencing it …
wanting to learn and getting it by yourself… you retain it better because you had the
intention to learn… It is an important dynamic to inspire to want to question what they
are learning and to dig deeper. I guess it is very important to see the student’s individual
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needs and to see how they really do best learn but it’s not very practical because schools
are huge places, there are so many… it’s not a personal experience; it’s very mechanical
– you go in there you take information and you leave, so… (P13, 663-670)
I think that the educational space should be: the questions are brought up, the content is
brought up, the homework is brought up… but it’s up to you to take it wherever you want
to take it. You know, not just that there is a right answer… Everyone develops their
opinions about what they read and learn and it is important not to judge them with a right
or wrong answer at the end of the semester. Everyone draws out their own….
conclusions, I guess about what they are learning… I think that the whole curriculum
should change basically…. (P13, 677-682)
At the end of the day… you know… it reminds me of…what is his name, on TED
talks….? Ken Robinson… Do schools kill creativity? And his whole approach, just
focusing on the individual… Just fascinating points being made in how, really we are
creating environment for what we want rather than what they want… and ‘we’ being
society, teachers, structures… I think they are those who are going to be lawyers,
bankers, and they know that from a really young age, or they are going to be academics
and they will stay within the norms. But it is important that we create space for those that
don`t want to do that, don’t want to be that. And that basically means creating an
environment in which they can explore what they want to do, what feels right … (P8,
1325-1333)
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The second distinct characteristic of the adolescents interviewed is their ability to
recognize in each other this self-belief and to bond over this common interpretation of their
context:
So you’ve got this troubled student – clearly what is set up is not working: traditional
schooling, classroom time. Yet, you`re not willing to adjust it to that student, but you
want him to change. Suddenly, like here: there`s magic pill and you`re going to be a
good boy now. Sit down and listen to my lesson. There has to be that incentive for the
student, that environment, that space, that third space, that comfort that … I want to say
what the right word is… that initiates …initiates that space to learn, to want to learn.
And whether it is in that virtual space, is up for debate but I think for many people that
could work just as effectively as having a balance of the outdoors. What is stopping a
biology lesson from being in the outdoors? (P8, 1315-1324)
The following extract further illustrates some participants’ identification of their experience as
being generic for many others. They also simultaneously describe hurdles and barriers, but also
the qualities, strategies and attributes that allow them to move forward and seek self-realisation,
even if these can appear as negative to others; this is again perceived and expressed as a
collective self-perception:
From experience, those who are in traditional schooling, who have learning difficulties or
are academically challenged with whatever condition – however you want to diagnose
that as – feel isolation. When you are in a school, which is a system, and your needs are
not being catered you then flip that role and it goes from being a student to survivor
seeking a purpose… So either it creates this destructive path when you basically become
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trouble…because you`re frustrated, you`re agitated, you`re not getting what you need to
progress and learn and you`re being isolated: you`re being targeted by the teacher, you`re
getting bad grades, you`re not being motivated, your friends are calling you dumb.
You`re not getting that understanding and acceptance in other words. So go back a step:
say within the virtual world, if that student is given the time and the space to seek and
fulfil his purpose or believes what his purpose is… i.e. he`s given professors who can
actually physically dedicate the time to help them with their academics, that third space
would come naturally, and whether its virtual or outdoors, I don`t think would matter at
that point. I think that you could argue that the reason why people like me (emphasized)
so desperately seek the outdoors is that the frustration of the indoors doesn`t work. It`s
like, I know anything behind this concrete wall is just not working. So I am going
outside of it and I am going to figure it out on my own. So you could relate that and say
that really being out in the woods has nothing to do with nature, it`s just really a space
that is an environment that I am adapting to, and I have very little control over but I am
finding my purpose. Same within that virtual space. Does that make sense? (P8, 11281145)
The synchronicity of the narratives recorded in the study is indeed striking considering the wide
diversity of the paths, backgrounds and personal contexts of the participants.
The third distinctive characteristic these students with SEBD display in terms of selfbelief is the way they draw meaning out of their experience – however dysfunctional this school
experience might have been – and frame this meaning within a much wider context of growth
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and development – under terms that bear their characteristic stamp. Several participants
discussed spirituality:
I didn`t feel that challenges posed by the classroom, that overcoming those would do
anything for me… I never really had any personal connections with that kind of… that
side of growth…or so that as valuable. It didn`t appeal to me spiritually at all. (P5, 8991).
By this I doubt they referred to notions of religious belief. When using the term “spirituality”
they appear to refer to the meaning they attribute to their experience and the way they frame
these within a broader progress towards wider self-elected and reflective goals.
Implementing that kind of outdoors life, you know (…) allowed me to grow you know
spiritually, which is really, really important to me… it did not just focus on mind
numbing generic crap that seems everybody has to go through…. This took it to a very
personal, elevated level… and it is so important to me. It just, it gave life a meaning at
such an important age… (P5, 452-455)
In effect, they construct meaning in the world that surrounds them and structure their experiences
of marginalization by attributing specific values to the environment that surrounds them.
This is a powerful process in the creation of self-representation as a group and it sets
these students aside as having distinct experiences as adolescents, experiences that are a lot more
active in the way they are lived, perceived and narrated, and far less passive – if at all – than the
literature would have us assume when it frames these trajectories as the accidental and negative
outcomes of genetic or bio-social variables (Stoutjesdijk, 2014).
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Ancillary Principles
There are ancillary principles associated with the emerging theoretical claims. First,
because these students are misinterpreted as rejecting the classroom environment, we presume
that they reject their peer relationships and that they dismiss the school cluster because they are
marginalized or rejected; literature has certainly evidenced the tense reactions peers may have
towards students with SEBD (Dubsky & Visser, 2009). This presumed rejection of peers would
be inaccurate under the proposed lens, and students with SEBD, within these emerging
theoretical claims, do not necessarily shun interactions with their school cluster. They in fact
attempt best endeavours to maintain and transfer these relationships and interpersonal needs to
other environments, just as they do with their learning ambitions. They may still be perceived,
particularly by adults, as removing themselves from their school cluster relationships while they
break away from school affiliations, but the narratives reveal a clear desire to maintain contact
with the school cluster in other informal spaces, and the desire to in fact strengthen these
relationships – albeit elsewhere than the conventional classroom:
I’m able to contact them even if it is not visually, face to face… even if it is over social
networks, it keeps that bond, rather than just talking on the phone, like you can actually
build something, share something together, like share a moment. A memory even
because now there are recording devices, so you can record these things and save them…
so you always have that… yeah yeah, it makes the bond in friendships so much
stronger…because you are interacting in and out of school. If it is just a school
relationship…then… It’s true what people say: after you move on from high school a lot
of your best friends, you’re not friends with anymore because you don’t go to the same
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school; but I think the video games aspect of it – because you still play on the same
console, or computer or whatever, you still speak on Skype or on Facebook. I guess that
keeps the bond alive. (P12, 169-177)
We used to sort of do these stupid things… we used to get up into the woods, go do big
jumps in the woods, and get out dirt boards and go down…and set fires and jump over
the fires and stuff like that… (P10, 65-67)
Definitely bonding. Definitely, really important. With anywhere you go. Especially
with me personally. Because I like other people. I prefer to be with others more than I
prefer to be with myself. I think I have learnt that with myself, during my years. (P9,
294-296)
Second, the literature claims that there is usually a breakdown in the student-teacher
relationship for students with SEBD, and that, due to the unmanageable nature of behaviours,
teachers usually find themselves beyond capacity or tolerance, incapable of coping or of
establishing bonds (Groom & Rose, 2005). The ecological perspective encourages these
educators to be reflective, understand the cause of the behaviour and attempt to go beyond it to
reengage the students with SEBD in a more empathic classroom climate. The emerging
theoretical claims ask us to reconsider this traditional view. Students with SEBD do not in fact
appear to dismiss the relevance of significant adults; they assign them very specific roles in
meeting their needs and expectations, and record their symbolic absence in the locus where they
wish to see them offer guidance:
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I`d be more inclined to want to hang around with (…) the educating guys… I did not
want the leadership role …I did not want to follow people either… I just very much
wanted to do my own thing, but also within the realm of the boundaries that you guys set.
(P5, 135-138)
The initial emerging theoretical claims highlight the fact that the participants delineate roles for
these adults, formulate expectations and assign accountability when these roles are not met. It is
crucial to note that the participants overall are not reacting emotionally, in their narratives, to
specific relationships, or absence of relationships. They very much instead conceptually envisage
what ideal student-teacher relationships can and should bring to their experiences as adolescents:
I think I want to have a teacher that… the teacher has to be discerning about what we are
learning and let us figure it out for ourselves… we have a subject, but go research on it
and see what you think about it beyond what we tell you what you are supposed to think
about it… or what we are supposed to accept as facts, you know. So I would definitely
respect them more for it and want to be in the class more because it is ever expanding…
you know, it’s not just it has to be this way. No, things can be different if you find
conflicting information and we can expand on it… (P13, 534-539)
The beauty is finding that balance, it is finding the equilibrium between the two… of
being the boss and not being the boss, and actually learning from not being the boss.
Because everyone is entitled to their own opinion, they have come from different
experiences, they have come from different backgrounds, they have different ways of
thinking, they have different ideas of understanding what is and what isn’t. So being in a
mutual position where you are the authority, or you are the leader, or you are the person

201
in charge so to speak, as opposed to being the student or being the one who’s like ‘Right,
it’s your turn. Tell me what comes next?’ Allows… it’s like a complete circle. It allow
you (emphasis) to actually grow by actually thinking ‘Huh, well that’s an interesting way
to think – I have never thought about that before’. And vice-versa with the student…
they can look at the leader and be like ‘huh, well that’s a good way’. So if you’re creating
that balance, creating that equilibrium between those two, it creates a harmony, it creates
a space in the outdoor that is really safe, productive and really beneficial for later in life.
(P8, 372-384)
One of the specific needs expressed in the interviews is the expectation that educators and
significant adults be creative and go beyond the conventional class space to fulfill roles of
leaders, facilitators and guides within a 21st century reframed notion of learning; often this was
conceptualized and framed within what resembled a definition of the least restrictive
environment (Talada, 2004).
Conceptualization of the Theory
The claim made thus far is interesting: it consists in asserting that the characterization of
students with SEBD by schools and teachers is entirely inconsistent with their self-perception
and self-representation. This is a potent claim and one that will immediately have impact on the
way we perceive students with SEBD and the way educational systems attempt to reach and
engage them. The claim is that there exists, for these students, a divergent, powerful and vocal
self-characterization, one that is illustrated by a high degree of self-knowledge; it also implies
that this inherent notion of self serves as a basis for the logic and rationale with which they
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interact with the world that surrounds them. Characterization encompasses behaviour, intention
and self-knowledge.
The characterization the educational field offers of these students has been made
abundantly clear in the literature review contained in chapter 2. The characterization the
students with SEBD offer of themselves – within the initial attempt this chapter has made at
producing theory – is one that involves notions of self-actualization, intuitive understanding,
self-determination and a need for freedom.
The formulation of emerging theory cannot however stop at this initial assertion. Indeed
this claim is still descriptive in nature. Grounded theory studies can perhaps be a little hasty in
using the word “emerging theory” because the premises of the method have tended to qualify
any assertion made on the basis of emerging categories as “emerging theory” (Glaser, 2001). In
theoretical terms, the claim advanced thus far is still a description: the description of these
students’ unique characterization of themselves as teens with far greater capacity than the norm
for self-actualization, self-determination and intuitive self-knowledge. The claim has resonance
and is of immediate relevance to the field; it is necessary however to progress beyond the mere
descriptive facet of this claim to ascertain genuine theoretical principles (Glaser, 2002). Beyond
understanding these students’ uniqueness in terms of self-determination, self-knowledge and
self-actualization, it is now time to determine if existing theory enables us to understand these
claims, or if the study needs to offer an innovative framework? What theoretical construct – if
any – might be able to explain the existence of this particular form of self-actualization as a
shared trait amongst these adolescents?
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In order to address and answer the question of what theoretical premise would enable us
to fully appreciate and enunciate these students’ ability to characterize themselves in such a
characteristic way, it is necessary as a first step to determine what theoretical positioning exists
on this issue, and to examine whether or not it can help us explain these characteristics. If there
is to be an emerging theory proper, then then emerging theoretical claims must present
themselves as a conceptually fitting key and help us interpret the phenomenon above, while other
theoretical premises may on the contrary appear as unsuitable theoretical explanations. These
students have unique and divergent trajectories of self-determination. What theoretical
principles might enable us to adequately explain and articulate this claim?
Examining the Theoretical Sub-text of the Initial Claims of the Study
When examining notions of self-realization and self-actualization, it is obvious no
reference is made to the bio-medical theories that frame these concepts from physiological,
genetic or neurological perspectives (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). The study has succeeded in
steering clear of these frameworks, even when trying to define SEBD in Chapter 2. Neither does
the study approach these concepts from a psychodynamic perspective. There is indeed an
abundance of literature on self-actualization that is neo-Freudian: Rogers saw as key ingredient
in self-actualization theory the existence a “growth potential” whose aim was to integrate
congruently the “real self” and the “ideal self” thereby cultivating the emergence of the “fully
functioning person” (Kvalsund, 2003). This balance is achieved with self-actualization, but it is
essentially – unlike the analysis we have been making here – a concept intertwined with the
notion of agency. Indeed for Rogers, self-actualization is achieved when an overlap can be
created between self-worth, self-image, and ideal self. Significantly in Roger’s model, it is the
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therapist’s role to make these areas congruent. I have, however, not observed in the testimonies
notions resembling agency being developed by the participants. Neither the bio-medical nor the
psychodynamic lenses relate in any way to the experiences that transpire from the narratives of
the participants. It is an entirely different concept of self-actualization that we are formulating
here.
Erikson may offer a view of self-actualization that is a little more aligned with the
process that is being conceptualized here. Because of its links to Maslow’s theory of needs
(Schott, 1992), Erikson’s approach pictures self-actualization as growth towards the highest need
in the hierarchy of needs (Slater, 2003). Erikson’s conceptualization, however, with its
progressive stages of human and motivational development, presupposes the existence of a
multi-stage, slowly discovered and acquired potential for self-actualization that radiates as
increasing self-esteem. This is a process that is almost opposite to what we evidence in the
participants’ narrative. Their relationship with self-actualization borders on the immediacy; they
discuss having early, intense feelings of self-actualization, not experiencing a slow increasing
discovery of it. On the contrary, it seems as though their later life experience, particularly their
school experiences, challenge a potential for self-actualization acquired by them even before the
impact of schooling could be felt. There is nothing progressive or incremental about the process
these adolescents discuss; their self-actualization is instantaneous, and vibrant with awareness of
this immediacy.
Neither can we spend much time considering theories that elaborate on the impact of
societal feedback – particularly negative or critical feedback - on self-perception, self-esteem or
self-actualization (Neighbors & Knee, 2003). These theories may well offer considerable

205
quantitative data as justification for the universality of their claims, but we have seen that
students with SEBD seem to steer a distinct path in this area and succeed in developing their
potent self-perception and self-actualization, regardless of negative feedback from their
environment.
It is this gap, this sizeable dichotomy between self-perception and the views of others,
that also will lead me to disregard, in the specific case of these youth with SEBD, the body of
eudaimonic literature that conceptualizes notions of self-actualization and self-worth as an
individual journey towards a shared and common notion of the common good (Ryan & Deci,
2001). These young adults appear in conflict with their school surroundings. The notion of
common good is impossible to isolate or identify in their narratives. On the contrary what
appears characteristic is their solid, grounded feeling of self-worth as entirely distinct from the
retro feedback they are receiving from their entire educational systems, in terms of common
goals and common objectives.
Because the participants describe strong feelings of pleasure and enjoyment, as well as
achievement, in practical tasks and environments beyond the school, we might be drawn to the
so-called experimentalist theory on self-actualization (Roseman, 1963). Though appealing at
first because the experiences in self-actualization described by Dewey are free flowing,
spontaneous and action based, this theorization of self-realization and self-actualization must be
set aside too because it describes both notions as intricately linked to social interaction:
according to the author indeed it is through interaction with one’s environment and other people
that the human being reaches a state of moral peace and stability. Self-realization is woven into
interaction with others; it is an interactionist construct (Ma, 2009). This sheds little light on the
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experiences narrated by the participants in the study. It is by no means claimed that the
participants have no interaction with others or the environments that surround them; they do and
are not insular. Conceptualizing the exceptional capacity for self-realization that we see them
display as bound to intricate interactions with others, however, would have little authenticity.
The other is not central in any way to the narratives of the participants: they are on the contrary
extremely and exceptionally autonomous in their ability to identify self-attributes and build on
these a feeling of competence.
Since so many of the experiences described by the participants are autonomous and
breathe a feeling of freedom, as well as a delight in this freedom, it might be interesting to
explore theories of self-actualization anchored in the concept of free will. Miller (1976) in
particular encourages an examination, beyond mere notions of freedom or authority, of the
‘ultimate metaphysical, epistemological, perhaps even theological beliefs and commitments’ of
both students and teachers (p. 334). Of course, Miller’s lens was primarily Christian but even if
the participants talk of ‘spirituality’ in their interviews, we can safely say that their self-construct
as autonomous and self-reliant learners bears no trace of religious conviction or belief. Miller’s
assertion is a convenient instrumental thought nonetheless, and it is worth exploring further outside the realms of religious thoughts. What are students’ and teachers’ beliefs and
commitments towards autonomy and choice with regards to learning, in the narratives we have
recorded?
Glen (2013) elaborates on some of Miller’s and Kohl’s (1994) assertions concerning free
will and discusses the existence of cognitive free will learning theory. Within this theoretical
lens, she sees students as able to learn despite challenging physical, emotional, or other hurdles;
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she similarly identifies vice versa learners who will refuse to learn. Her theoretical assertions in
this respect are interesting though Glen quickly returns to Maslow to find support for her theory;
agency and interactionist principles again become the main focus (Rathvon, 1996); the child is
the passive vessel and the teacher is the actor within the theory. Is it possible for this study to
build on this notion of free will cognitive learning theory, without shifting back to a model where
agency is the central pivot?
Perhaps it is a return to the parallel field of homeless street youth that may procure
further theoretical light that will be helpful in framing the emerging theory. The field of
homeless youth indeed, as we have seen, recognizes the existence of a strong sense of selfactualization in these adolescents – despite external attributions of dysfunction. It has framed
self-determination theory around this phenomenon (Usborne, Lydon, & Taylor, 2009). Selfdetermination theory makes a distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Extrinsic
motivation relates to the desire to engage in pursuits, activities or exchanges purely because of
the instrumental value such a buy-in allows the individual (Chirkov, 2009). Intrinsic motivation
is seen as a more essential form of motivation; it is autonomous and self-determined; the
individual sets him or herself goals and it is the satisfaction of these intimate goals that allows
feelings of wellbeing and self-realization (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Many writers describe
development in adolescents as being the progressive path towards intrinsic motivation, the
“internalization” of motivation (Hardre & Reeve, 2003). “Greater internalization has been
associated with positive outcomes”, suggest Usborne et al. (2009, p. 1059).
Studies on street youth have identified how, despite all external appearances, adolescents
who seem disenfranchised may nevertheless be exceptionally self-determined and still progress
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towards the internalization of motivation (Taylor, Lydon, Bougie, & Johannsen, 2004). A
passage from extrinsic motivation to intrinsic motivation is occurring even in the most
challenging of lifestyles and environments: the street. Thus far the universality of this process
has been affirmed, irrespective of environments (Chirkov, 2009). The contrast between the
sociological characterization of homeless street youth, by observers and researchers, and their
apparently conventional progression from extrinsic to intrinsic motivation is an appealing notion
which highlights how certain sub-populations of youth can be attributed characterization that is
radically divergent from what their self-narratives indicate to be authentic. The study is pointing
to a similar chasm between external perception and internal self-perception and representation.
It would be tempting therefore to transfer some of these findings to this study and its
participants.
Yet very little in the findings tangibly justifies the adoption of the intrinsic/ extrinsic
motivation lens to explain or frame the distinct self-characterization displayed by these
adolescents. Their narratives are rich and detailed, but they do not describe a progression,
movement or shift in motivation and self-actualization. What they describe vividly are solidly
established views on their attributes, talents and goals. Existing literature on self-determination
theory has allowed the conceptualization of the study’s theoretical claims to move towards
conceptualization, but has not offered readily-applicable theoretical concepts. Instead we are left
with a characteristically distinct picture of self-actualization amongst these adolescents: one that
is more solidly established than the literature might suggest; one that is not progressing on a
spectrum, but instead is eloquently framed as a constant through these student’s trajectories; one
that is seemingly spontaneous in its emergence and cannot be framed, from the testimonies,
around environmental triggers or interactionist mechanisms of the sort the literature highlights.
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An Innovative Notion of Self-Actualization in Learning
How then might the study progress towards a more specific conceptualization and
formulation of its emerging theoretical claims? If existing literature on self-actualization is
redundant in framing the process observed in the participants’ narratives, it is then perhaps time
to revisit the emerging categories to see if they might be helpful in crafting the outlines of the
emerging theoretical claims? First, let us distinguish the notions presented by the emerging
categories from the conventional mechanisms offered by existing theory.
The review of theory on self-actualization carried out above has brought to the forefront
in a schematic way the tension that the study faces at this stage of its conceptualization efforts, in
theoretical terms. There are but a limited number of ways theory has viewed students with
SEBD. Generically these can be separated into two broad distinctive representations. On the
one hand there are psycho-social or socio-cultural theories which position the child with SEBD
in an entirely reactive interaction with adults, schools and environments; multiple variables have
impact on the child and shape its reactions. Ecological theory has been chosen here as an
example of such theoretical positioning, for the purpose of illustration, and its schematic
offerings are represented below in Figure 5. This theory is chosen as a mere example of the way
several theoretical frameworks might attempt to represent the student with SEBD as an
interactive component in complex systems of variables. These representations cannot be aligned
with the voices the data has documented and analyzed thus far. It would be artificial to
conceptualize about the existence or relevance of such variables when the data itself has not
highlighted any such interactionist processes in the theory of self-actualization we are seeing
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emerge. Figure 5 below is characteristic of some of the conventional schematic representations
of such theorized mechanisms.
Figure 5
Classroom as ecosystem

Note: From Sullivan, A. M., Johnson, B., Owens, L., & Conway, R. (2014). Punish them or
engage them? Teachers' views of unproductive student behaviours in the classroom. Australian
Journal of Teacher Education, 39(6), 43-56.
Similarly purely bio-medical, cognitive or rights-based models have commonly
represented learning environments as either adapted or non-adapted to the specific characteristics
of students with SEBD. As such they offer a bi-dimensional representation of learning
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environments within which equilibrium and fit are either reached, or fail to be achieved.
Environments are hence either inclusive or non-inclusive depending on their fit with the
characteristics of specific sub-groups. Students with SEBD are positioned as passive elements
within environments that retain control over outcomes. There is little room for a theory of selfrealization, or notions of self-determination, within these dichotomous representations where
students with SEBD are described, rather passively, as either benefitting or suffering from the
decisions of those who control their learning environments. Table 6 below is characteristic of
such theorization of students with SEBD as participants in systems that either develop awareness
of them as learners or fail to do so; these leave little room for the type of theoretical positioning
on self-actualization that is emerging in this study. It offers us a binary schematic representation
that shows either fit or clash between teaching format and student needs, a representation that is
shared by a wide body of theoretical frameworks.
Table 6
Individualization of individuals with disabilities in inclusive environments
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Note: From NCHAPD. (2015). Inclusive Education Physical Education. Summary flowchart.
Retrieved from http://www.nchpad.org/248/1634/Inclusive~Physical~Education
The emerging theoretical claim, and the space it allocates to the self-actualization of
students with SEBD, diverges from both these wide generic theoretical positionings, and it is
therefore necessary to look beyond the representations they offer. The emerging theoretical
principle will therefore be innovative, distinct and divergent. It will undoubtedly still entertain
connections and links with existing theories – these will be examined in the second part of this
chapter – but it will be formulated without reference to conventional existing theoretical
conceptualizations and terminologies on SEBD, as we have now assessed and established that
the concept of self-actualization that emerges here does not fit pre-existing perspectives.
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Framing the Emerging Theoretical Claims
If existing literature on self-determination in adolescents has been unable to offer
adequate conceptualization tools to frame and formulate the notion of self-actualization being
evidenced in the narratives of the participants, it is perhaps necessary to return to the emerging
categories themselves in order to coin the theoretical assertion. On the basis of the constant
comparison which has occurred through this study and of the emerging categories it has
produced, and as a result of the multi-staged conceptualization that has now occurred since the
formulation of the findings regarding the transfer, by the students with SEBD, of learning
expectations to informal environments, the study is now in a position to formulate a broad and
fully conceptualized emerging theory.
The emerging theory proposes, as a lens for interpretation, that some students develop
acute, eloquent and fully formed feelings of self-actualization with regard to learning,
irrespective of what is occurring in the classroom. This self-actualization is founded on a vibrant
and eloquent identification of self-attributes; it also incorporates a clear and explicit formulation
of self-potential and goals; lastly this self-actualization translates into a powerful notion of selfdetermination with regards to well-being and functionality. The potency of the theoretical claims
emanates from one of the five emerging categories of the study and the ancillary principle
relating to relationships. We have seen that the use of third space – or the transfer of aspirations
and goals to informal environments – constitutes an emerging category that frames this
experience as “The opposite of escape - effort and constructive determination”. The data which
is regrouped within this category has been both rich and surprising in the sense that it reveals
how ill-founded traditional characterization of these youth actually is. The intentions attributed
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to them by the educational environment are notions of escapism and rejection of effort. They, on
the contrary, construe their experiences as a constructive and resource intensive effort.
The strength of this theoretical claim is further reinforced by another of the emerging
categories and the data it regroups: “fluid notion of skills building and skills acquisition”. It is
against this backdrop that the notion of self-determination must be examined. These adolescents
do not just claim free will or the right to make their own decisions in a vague and general
manner; they instead claim more specifically the right to determine what the detailed objectives
and outcomes of learning should be. It is a complex and subtle process unfolding in these
testimonies, one that sees these youth examine, assess, and evaluate what is presented to them as
targeted skills within learning. They exercise self-determination in rejecting or embracing these
proposed skills, or by substituting to them alternative ones which fit their vision of selfattributes, as well as the societal features which in their eyes hold value, purpose and meaning.
This self-actualization develops in some students regardless of the traditional and
ongoing characterization that is attributed to them by educational environments in terms that,
usually, refer to pathology or environmental factors. A degree of what might be termed as
“resilience” therefore forms part of this theory of self-actualization, though resilience here refers
to none of the theoretical baggage the word may carry. Here resilience is used merely to
describe the notion that this self-actualization occurs irrespective of counter-attributions by the
environment – teachers, schools, etc. – and despite the claims of an interactionist nature made by
existing theory. This is a remarkably autonomous and potent concept of self-actualization, one
that appears to arm these adolescents with a fresh, lively and dynamic capacity to forge a selfdetermined path despite the characterization of disenfranchised individuals forced on them by
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their educational surroundings. The fifth emerging category of the study is the foundation that
gives this facet of the theoretical claim strength and impact: the category was coined as
“Emerging notion of well-being and functionality”. The development of this self-actualization
makes these adolescents resilient because it, in fact, represents for them the achievement of goals
that fit their notion of well-being and therefore offers happiness and fulfilment. In this respect
the notion of self-actualization unfolding before us has a wider dimension, whereby these
students assign values and meaning to the world that surrounds them and then define what might
represent a healthy, functional and fulfilling path towards these targets.
This is not to say that this self-actualization process is insular. It is vibrant and resistant
to opposition, but does not exclude interactions with others. On the contrary this selfactualization conceptually calls upon significant adults and educators to play a role that is
formulated clearly and powerfully: the self-actualization we observe in the narratives encourages
educators to play an active role in the unfolding of these adolescents’ potentials and goals. As a
process, this self-actualization vis-à-vis learning is resolutely active and resourceful and
imagines a role for teachers that might be congenial, supportive and aligned with their selfdetermination. The narratives are not conceptually caught up in the notion of conflict or clash
with authority; on the contrary the voice that emerges is globally positive and frames a
remarkably proactive and supportive position for teachers in its schematic representation. Two of
the emerging categories serve as basis for the dimension of the theoretical claim advanced here:
“school cluster reinforcement” and “interaction with significant adults”. These two categories
each regroup rich and abundant data that evidences that the process of self-realization, described
here theoretically, in fact invites both peers and significant adults to accompany them on the
journey of self-actualization they desire and describe.
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Towards a Theory of Self-Actualization as Self-Determined Framing of Preferences in a
Learner Agenda
If we examine the emerging theoretical claim within a broad context, we now have a
framework at our disposal that enables us to offer a fresh and innovative lens of interpretation on
adolescents and learning. The theoretical assertion proposes that some students have the
capacity for self-actualization described above. As such they will develop a capacity for selfdetermination with regards to learning that goes hand in hand with it; both the self-actualization
and self-determination, we have seen, presume the adoption of wider values and goals which are
embraced by these adolescents as structuring the environments that surrounds them and giving
them meaning. This self-actualization and capacity for self-determination are powerful and not
limited to personal or trivial every day choices. We see and hear it in action at its most powerful
when these adolescents describe their positioning towards conventional learning and schools.
When it focuses on learning, the self-determination observed amongst these youths
granted them the power to formulate and verbalize subtle and complex claims as to their
preferred mode of instruction, content of instruction, relationships within learning and
connections to experiential goals. I have used the words “learner agenda” when coining the
emerging theoretical claim because it is indeed an agenda: it is politicized, potent, lucid and
acutely tuned to their self-perception and their awareness of self-attributes. It is not a reactive
voice nor the product of interactionist dynamics; it is the original and autonomous formulation of
critical choices with regard to learning preferences.
The formulated theoretical principle does away with SEBD altogether, as it does not limit
this process of self-actualization to a specific sub-group. It is a path many students may in fact
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experience. The notion of SEBD refers to the characterization which may end up being
externally attributed to some of these learners by observers who may interpret the process with
conventional, pathologizing or psycho-socially interactive lenses. The theoretical assertion made
here allows us to view the crucial process of self-actualization as independent of this external
labelling. It is a process viewed and formulated internally, from the essence of the experience
narrated, not externally by potential observers. This gives the theory broad scope and implies
that it may be of relevance to a wider student population. In this sense it gains resonance and
purpose for a large audience as a mainstream educational discourse, and will as such be able to
play a role in a wider examination of some of the current educational initiatives that are
reframing learning.
Scope of the Emerging Theory
The emerging theoretical claims have significant impact, one that goes beyond just
offering an innovative interpretive lens for the understanding of youth with SEBD. Beyond
throwing light on the perceptions students with SEBD have of themselves, their attributes and
their talents and potential for realization, the theory also allows to consider outcomes and
significance: it immediately unravels possible implications with regards to the format of
educational settings and students’ personalised goals. Critics may argue that the emerging
theoretical claim is open-ended and does not fit the conventional cause-effect schematic
representation of theory in education. It does not indeed purport to explain why these adolescent
learners develop this capacity for self-actualization and self-determination in learning choices.
Any attempts to focus on hypothetical causes for this identity building would be reductive rather
than conducive to innovative interpretation. The richness of the theory is that it enables, under
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the umbrella of its broad assertion, a re-examination of the traditional characterization of
students with SEBD in literature as not fitting the self-perception which is evidenced in the
narratives of these teens.
The proposed approach allows for a blurring of the boundaries between students normally
seen as ‘mainstream’ and those seen as having SEBD. It provides, more globally, an innovative
insight into the process by which learners make their own choices about learning and assert their
preferences. The theory has the capacity to inform teachers and schools on the reasons why
students may develop a capacity to self-determine with regards to learning by offering an
interpretive backdrop that is not bio-medical or psycho-social, but instead rationalizes the
rejection of certain formats of learning as logical, normal and decipherable in terms simply of
their own ongoing self-actualization.
This offers a wide scope theoretical lens through which to explore and assess the
congeniality of the current educational initiatives on learning from the perspective of students
who may be reticent to be forced into choices that do not reflect their preferences. It will in
particular have sufficient theoretical scope, and resonance, to warrant further investigation of
models that are flexible and student centered, as well as strength based in their approach to
teaching and learning. This emerging theory enables educators and systems to rationalize and
integrate the existence of a cohesive, fully-fledged and authentic learner voice that has a key
position in the choices these students make in matters of instruction. The full impact and scope
of the emerging theoretical claims on the field will be examined in more depth in Chapter 6.
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Theoretical Caveat: Emerging Theory or Theoretical Claims towards a Theory?
A moment of reflection is required at this stage of the formulation of the grounded theory
in order to examine the nature and scope of the claims presented. Can the study genuinely
describe the claims made here as “emerging theory”, or is the study instead presenting
innovative, resonant and pertinent claims towards an emerging theory on SEBD? This is not
necessarily a further reflection on the study’s findings, but perhaps more a necessary moment of
introspection on the grounded theory process itself, as well as on its scope, objectives and the
reception it can and should expect amongst traditional theorists. A study, after all, is published
for a readership and it is essential to step out of the grounded theorist’s prescribed processes and
practices to examine theory building, within a wider, global perspective. It would be acceptable
to state, I believe, that the study establishes an emerging theory in this chapter. Within the
processes of grounded theory, the final conceptualized findings may be described as emerging
theory, as the process has fulfilled the specific objectives it had set itself in chapters 2 and 3.
Within a wider, global and conventional theoretical landscape however, it may be wise to
reframe this assertion and to nuance it, by saying that the study establishes resonant, pertinent
and innovative theoretical claims that lay the ground for a reflection by the field on the existence
of an emerging theory that supports these claims. In this respect too, the study meets its
objectives as a grounded theory investigation and must be evaluated according to criteria that are
specific to its nature; such criteria of evaluations will be examined at the end of this chapter and
in chapter 6 and include originality, resonance, usefulness and authenticity.
By nuancing the framing of the theory, the study recognizes that in a wider and
historically delineated theoretical landscape, “theory” may suggest a framework that is fully-
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fledged, large scale, fully conceptualized and readily usable by other researchers, a finality this
study cannot presume to reach. It is therefore explicitly acknowledged and accepted that where
the study uses the word ‘emerging theory’ it does so within its own stated methodological
framework and goals, with reference to existing processes and a terminology that is specific to its
process. Within a wider theoretical context, this affirmation will be read simply as the
presentation of innovative theoretical claims that hope to lay the ground for the development of
an emerging theory; we will see in chapter 6 that the notion of “formal theory” might reconcile
both perspectives.
Here I must perhaps pause further and re-examine as well the issue raised in chapter 3: to
what extent is the field of education, in the end, receptive to grounded theory? Educational
research likes to adhere to global, large scale, fully-explanatory theoretical models of which
there are few. If a study opts for a grounded theory process it is because it has evidenced the
incapacity of existing theoretical lenses to offer interpretive processes on innovative phenomena.
The emerging theory formulated through such a process, will be innovative, fresh and provide a
theoretical lens that allows for a resonant interpretation of the phenomenon studied. As such it
will also be divergent in format and, at first, perhaps unsatisfying to traditional theorists. In this
specific case the open-ended nature of the theoretical claim presented may well be unsettling in a
landscape that has, for now many decades, attributed well-oiled cause-effect mechanisms to
classroom phenomena. I must therefore keep at the forefront of my reflection the fact that any
emerging theoretical claim will, in such a contextual status quo, appear divergent and conflicting.
It is also because it is divergent and unsettling that it may enable the researcher to cast a fresh
light on the phenomenon studied, in this case the preferences of students with SEBD.
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Emerging Theory on a Canvas: Initial Reflection on Resonance
In order to now visualize the emerging theory when applied to data, I would like to return
to some of the ethnographic material collected during the study. Importantly it must be noted
that I am not bringing this material to the reader as raw data that might lead us to theory. Now
that the emerging theory has been positioned and formulated, I am suggesting a brief return to
some of the data segments to simply consider them in a more traditional deductive light. We
have a fresh theoretical framework; if we apply this lens retrospectively to sample sections of the
data, does it resonate with readers as a theoretical framework that is pertinent, original and will
now allow for further deductive explorations into the phenomenon? The following selection of
five interview segments is offered to the reader as a data sample to trigger this reflection. Would
the emerging theory, as formulated, now be a congenial lens, offered at an opportune conjuncture
in the field, which might eventually allow future rich, conventional, and deductive approaches to
data analysis in this area of study?
Looking back I think I learnt a lot more outside the classroom… I barely remember my
classes… I remember being difficult for some of them… but that’s not what I remember
and it’s not where I feel I learnt. (P11, 860-861)
Even when I was in my ‘I don’t like anything’ stage…. So there was always being alone
outdoors, somewhere nice… it was huge… with time to think… being in your head
differently than you are normally… I don’t know how to describe it… talk to yourself as
you walk, or paddle, or slide… whatever.

It was a chance for me to have conversations

with myself that I would never have had a chance to have, that would never have come
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into my head, that I would never have had looked at in the same way in a different
environment, doing something different… (P11, 677-682)
The drive? It’s different… the drive was simply not being in the classroom. Without an
expectation of learning, just feeling… perhaps a greater feeling of freedom for not being
in the classroom, and being able to have learning expectations… (P11, Part 2, 881-883)
I think that that is because from a very early age school teaches you not to be intuitive.
Stop, sit down, be quiet, listen, learn! People don’t learn like that anymore. That is why
so many people escape to video games and sports. (P12, 542-544)
I think that… I think that it provided me a setting, or a platform from which I could look
at myself in a different way…and I didn`t feel that challenges posed by the classroom,
that overcoming those would do anything for me… I never really had any personal
connections with that kind of… that side of growth…or saw that as valuable. It didn`t
appeal to me spiritually at all… But I think there is something pure and raw in doing
outdoor activities. (P5, 88-93)
I believe that the extracts do succinctly illustrate the potential usefulness of the emerging
theory for researchers who might now wish to approach the SEBD field with a conventional
research question and deductive processes, within these fresh theoretical parameters. This is not
to say that the study can purport to demonstrate the worthiness or suitability of emerging theory
simply by making it fit data, but checking the emerging theory against the participants’ meaning
of the phenomena is an important part in the recording of the emerging theory (Chiovetti &
Piran, 2003). Charmaz (2006) proposes resonance as one of the criteria by which grounded
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theory quality can be assessed and the revisiting of the participants’ voices – as above – goes
some way to establish resonance.
Situating the Emerging Theory in a Theoretical Landscape
I have previously examined the issue concerning the use of existing theoretical literature
in grounded theory studies. Authors such as Stern (2007) dispute the very need for a theoretical
review in such studies, while Dunne (2011) suggested an ongoing use for such reviews but at a
later stage of the formulation of the emerging theory, much as I am attempting in this study. The
most severe criticism aimed at the grounded theory process has also been the frequent risk of
importing concepts and theory, while purporting not to (Becker, 1993; McGhee et al., 2007;
Wilson & Hutchinson, 1996). I have developed, in chapter 3, a positioning which encouraged
and ensured constant self-scrutiny of my process, while also accepting the notion that no
emerging theory can ever be entirely innovative. There is a real danger of the grounded theorist
remaining hopelessly locked in the myth of the clean slate or “tabula rasa” (Furniss et al., 2011).
The rest of this chapter therefore accepts the notion that emerging theory is always necessarily
situated in an existing theoretical landscape and entertains necessary links and connections that
are pertinent to examine and discuss in its formulation. It examines the various existing
theoretical frameworks that bear some relation, in parts, to the emerging theory.
Needs Theory
It is difficult to avoid in the first instance an examination of the possible links the
emerging theory entertains with needs theory, when one considers how often the words “need”
or “expectations” have been used in this study. Theory of needs authors, from Maslow (Goble,
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2004) to McClelland (1985), presuppose the existence of a number of needs shared by all human
beings. The desire to satisfy those needs motivates us towards action and accomplishment.
These needs are often hierarchically classified, as in Maslow’s popular pyramid of needs, and it
is proposed by the theory that basic needs must be fulfilled before more sophisticated ones are
experienced. There are important parallels between Needs Theory and the emerging theory
formulated by this study - particularly in fact when one considers the findings - in the sense that
students with SEBD are construed as fulfilling an essential learning need, one they almost seem
incapable of escaping, which they attempt to fulfil through a process of transfer to informal
environments.
The process of shift to alternate forums away from the classroom, which occurs for
students with SEBD and is described in the findings, presupposes the notion of an essential and
inherent need to see one’s learning objectives met. It would seem that it is this need that leads
them to seek satisfaction in an environment other than the conventional school space.
McClelland more specifically proposes the notion that needs are acquired over time and shaped
by life experiences; he suggests that most needs are of three natures: achievement, affiliation and
power. The need examined by the findings would align itself to the need for achievement
proposed by McClelland. Needs theory has in fact previous been applied to educational settings
(Bipp & Dam, 2014; Moore, Grabsch, & Rotter, 2010; Raeisi, Hadadi, Faraji, & Salehian, 2012).
The emerging theory is compatible with Needs Theory in some respects, but it also sets
itself aside from it in important ways. Crucially, the way in which the processes observed here
contrasts with Needs Theory is the fact that traditionally, when applied to K-12 education, it
presumes the intervention of others - particularly adults and educators - to satisfy basic needs as
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the individual progresses though their hierarchy. This leads Kenrick, Griskevicios, Nueberg, and
Schuller (2010), when examining needs theory, to talk about ‘the general assumption that there is
a continual interplay between motivational systems and the perception of affordances in the
immediate environment’(p.293).
In a pedagogical context, more specifically, Needs Theory would presume the importance
of educators and teachers in fulfilling learning needs. The concept of agency would thus be
relevant to a traditional application of Needs Theory to an educational context (van Lier, 2008).
It is arguable that here in fact there is no concept of agency contained in the findings or the
emerging theory. There is no denying that the phenomenon described in the study might fit
within a theory of needs approach, in the sense that we do see these young adults seeking to
satisfy a need that seems inevitably linked to their development, a learning need of sorts. Their
description of this process though presupposes the existence of no specific entity, body,
institution or individual destined to play the role of satisfying this need. In terms of agency, they
are very much defining the process in their narratives as one that is autonomous, self-determined
and entirely of their making. In fact they explain their shift to other environments by the very
fact that, in their experience, there is no one suitable to guide them in achieving these learning
needs in the conventional classroom context.
Ecological Perspectives
The emerging theory has specific connections with ecological theory and these must be
examined critically. The study began by accepting in Chapter 2 many of the ecological theory
premises existing in literature, as they relate to the classroom experience of students with SEBD,
so the possible links to this theoretical framework are not surprising (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).
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The study in particular reviewed and adopted the notion of “lack of fit” between child with
SEBD and his or her environment (Whitley, Lupart, & Beran, 2009). The literature review also
made reference to the importance of a reciprocal student-staff teacher relationship in
interventions (Berry, 2008), something explicitly embodied in the Birmingham Framework for
Intervention for example (Ali et al., 1997). The study also accepted de facto the notion that a
child belongs to a multitude of environments and that the interaction of these environments may
have crucial impact on behaviour and general adaptability (Berry Buchko, 2012; Brendtro, 2006;
Chen & Weikart, 2008).
Does this conceptual borrowing, as a consequence, make the emerging theory an
ecological theory? How much does it borrow and are there any crucial elements that set the two
frameworks apart? It is hard to eliminate the flavour of ecology from the SEBD context as it has
led to such progressive improvements in outcomes in contrast to previous positivist approaches,
notably behavioural or bio-medical (Bauer & Shea, 2014). Nor might we wish to eliminate this
flavour, for - as has been mentioned above - the reflective exercise it requires on the part of
practitioners in terms of reciprocity, contextual analysis and focus away from the behaviour
itself, is a desirable part of on terrain know-how (Guerra, Boxer, & Kim, 2005).
Conceptually and philosophically, however, ecological theory in the SEBD field does
tend to ironically create a teacher-centred theoretical landscape – ironically, for of course
essentially the ecological perception in education is centered on the student. Philosophically
however in writings the onus is on the teacher to develop reflective practices, consider the child’s
various systems, create an atmosphere of reciprocity, and implement inclusive measures
(Prather-Jones, 2011; Ryan, Pierce, & Mooney, 2008; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2011). Without
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denigrating the efforts and imperatives which are described and recommended in ecological
literature, it is its central target that perhaps needs to be revisited in order to distance the
emerging theory from ecological thought. Ecology’s practical focus in the school context does
become teacher-centered, with research questions such as this one being the rule rather than the
exception: Who is teaching students with emotional and behavioral disorders? (Billingsley, Fall,
& Williams, 2006)
The emerging theory is essentially and fundamentally student-centred in perspective. It is
a conceptual design which focuses entirely on the adolescent with SEBD, not the teacher or the
student-teacher relationship. Of course the relationship is integrated into the emerging theory
and we have seen that as an ancillary principle, the emerging theory represents the student with
SEBD having specific expectations with regard to significant adults. The theory however does
not make this interaction central to the principles it enunciates with regard to adolescents with
SEBD, their self-representation and their self-perception. The breakdown observed and recorded
in the narratives is a conceptual one between these students’ self-perception and identity and the
school as an institution. Teachers and their attitudes do feature in the narratives but they play a
secondary role, one that is conceptual at times and framed entirely in terms of desires and
expectations rather than past experiences. Essentially, and in conclusion, ecological theory
places a large focus on the student-teacher relationship. The adolescents whose voices were
captured in the study formulate a pedagogical agenda that requires a rethink of learning as it is
currently conceived, not a relational fix within education’s existing institutional features (Pierce
et al., 2004). Essentially the emerging theory tells us these adolescents say ‘no’ to the school
environment. It is not a framework within which the environment can be adapted to make them
change their minds or reconsider their disengagement. It is a framework that requires the
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environment to be radically re-thought. The on-terrain implications of both theories differ
significantly.
Additional Insight on Sociological Third Space Theory
Third space theory must be revisited in this chapter as, of course, some of its key
terminology was borrowed as a tool in the study. Chapter 2 made it clear that the study was not
importing third space theory per se, and it stayed clear of defining and exploring this theory in
excessive detail. Now is an opportune time to revisit the similarities between the emerging
theory and third space theory. The substantive theory in particular uses the shift to third space as
a metaphor for the transfer adolescents with SEBD operate when they are dissatisfied with the
school environment. In this sense therefore there will be congenial resemblance between both
theories.
The findings have in fact been in a position to inform third space theory and nuance it
within this study. Its mechanisms are described generally and universally in literature: all
individuals may shift to a third space environment to step away from their social roles
(Ducheneault, Moore, & Nickell, 2004; Lawson, 2002); they will distance themselves from their
daily personas to enter dimensions where they will interact anonymously with random third
parties, seek escape and entertainment that may have a remedial value for them and eventually
re-enter their social roles (Cheang, 2002). The emerging theory may force third space theory to
nuance its conceptual framing (Oldenburg, 2007), since adolescents with SEBD seek third space
experiences but attempt to enter them with existing peers and seem to construe these experiences
as constructive challenges rather than temporary opportunities for escape. In essence therefore
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they have second space experiences within third space environments. Third space theory may
have to allow that there are diverse explorations made of third spaces by non-traditional users.
There is a more noticeable distance between the emerging theory and third space theory
in another respect. While third space theory battles still with the notion of “space” and continues
to both state its intangibility and purport to define its characteristics, the emerging theory is able
to formulate its conceptual mechanisms without focusing on a definition of space (Matthews,
Limb, & Taylor, 2000; Putman, 2000; Soukup, 2006). The important feature of the findings
enunciated here is that the student with SEBD shifts from the classroom to an “elsewhere”. The
other locus seems to have little conceptual relevance as long as it embodies the notions sought by
the individual: freedom, individuality and purpose, and allows for the degree of realisation or
achievement that is desired. Within the conceptualization of the findings, third space has little to
do with spatiality and all to do with motivation and intention. The emerging theory proper
succeeds in formulating its three articulations without making any references to the concept of
space.
Limitations of the Notion of Spatiality of Learning
Again a framework that makes as many references to the term ‘space’ as the study does
will have to be examined for similarity with theories that focus on space, particularly theories
used to conceptually define and explore the notion of learning space. We have already noted
above that the emerging theory entirely steers clear of integrating notions of spatiality. Is this the
case also for contemporary learning space theory? The literature review in chapter 2 had already
highlighted the limitations of that context, as it appeared to go into infinitely detailed enquiry
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about physical characteristics of the space itself. There is therefore a significant divergence
between the emerging theory formulated here and learning space theory.
Learning space theory is in essence a body of literature fundamentally positivist in its
positioning, which has little in common with the firmly constructivist and interpretive emerging
theory formulated here. Learning space theory is a frame of reference where each addition,
substitution, replacement or withdrawal of objects or features to a room is attributed a causeeffect relation to educational outcomes (Hutchings, 2010). Even when this body of literature
attempts to operate a shift from physical spatiality to notions such as that of emotional space, it
remains firmly anchored in a broad positivist perspective (Rickinson & Sanders, 2005), which
stands in stark contrast to the theoretical concepts formulated here. This is a global criticism that
appears justified even when such literature explicitly purports to be interactionist rather than
positivist (Fagerstam, 2002; Louv, 2008).
Critical Theory
Critical Theory of course is of much greater philosophical width than the other
frameworks considered so far in this section. It constitutes in fact an integral part of many other
theoretical frameworks used in education (McLaren, 2003). The review of the parallels,
commonalities and distinctions between critical theory and the emerging theory will be a lengthy
and detailed task.
Critical theory and pedagogy
First of all, for our purpose here, what is meant by Critical Theory? It is difficult in the
area of marginalization or disability - therefore frequently in special education - to not be
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immediately drawn to a Critical Theory lens. Critical Theory is focused on the key notions of
power, oppression and emancipation (Tyson, 2006). These are concepts less readily used in
education, but highly fitting to the SEBD field. Students with SEBD often indeed seem to be
deeply struggling, not just with academic performance but with the status quo of crushed
expectations, constraining regulations and classroom power dynamics. More often than not,
school attendance does become, for these youth, a “battle” rather than a positive and fulfilling
experience. An emancipatory discourse therefore hardly seems out of place. As Leonardo (2004)
explains, “critical theory cultivates students` ability to critique institutional as well as conceptual
dilemmas, particularly those that lead to domination and oppression” (p. 11).
The so-called “medical model” attributes various possible inherent causes for the wide
spectrum of behaviours which make up SEBD, all specific to the individual, located within his or
her genetic make-up and seemingly linked to disruption by a cause-effect relationship
(Kauffman, 2005). Critical Theory will, on the contrary, see society as responsible for affixing
labels which in turn have repercussions on individuals’ ability to self-determine, grow and
prosper: “(…) acquiring such labels and being treated as less-able, is the result of complex,
social, economic and political considerations” (Tomlinson, 1988, p. 45). The eco-systemic
framework reviewed above can therefore be said to be in tune with Critical Theory in many
respects and to seamlessly frame a contemporary notion of SEBD. Again Tomlinson (1988)
points out:
Critical educational theorists have suggested that the answer to the questions about ‘why
children fail?’ may lie as much in the social, economic and political structures of a
society, as in anything intrinsic to or ‘lacking’ in the child (p. 47).
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With labelling comes marginalization and it is too painfully evident from literature that
students with SEBD are often ostracized by peers and educators once these labels are affixed
(Farmer et al., 2007). Rejection breeds frustration and feeds further aggression. Critical Theory
takes some of the focus off the individual, in order to question to what extent society as a whole
is guilty of first producing triggers, and of second allowing power dynamics to be established on
the basis of rough nomenclatures:
It is important to question how and why ‘special’ education systems develop and expand,
and why dominant administrative and professional groups within special education
impose their definitions and differential treatment on large groups of children and young
people, and their families. (Tomlinson, 1988, p. 56).
Critical Theory does not entrench itself into a role of criticism and critical evaluation; it
focuses not just on highlighting dominant culture and power dynamics, but also on
conceptualizing empowerment, emancipation and a change in these relationships (Rush, 2005).
It is in this respect that the emerging theory in this study might be said to partially align itself
with Critical Theory; Critical Theory indeed offers positive suggestions as how to offer
emancipatory paths to the subjects. It identifies “the emancipatory and transformative roles of
schools, as sites of power interplays as the interstices of disability, race, socioeconomic
background and gender” (Liasidou, 2012, p. 169).
Critical Theory has been so prominent in the field of education, notably special
education, that it has coined its own variation of the framework within the educational setting:
critical pedagogy. Gabel (2002) describes the interest of critical pedagogy as “social
transformation and the abolishment of marginalisation or oppression” (p.185). Critics might say
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that these are strong terms and that the current landscape of inclusive education has all but
eroded oppression. There is little doubt however, that despite legislation and a praxis focus on
inclusion, students with SEBD still are very much marginalized (Angelides, Vrasidas, &
Charalambous, 2007) and considered as almost irreversibly unfit for mainstream education
(Dotger & Ashby, 2010). Too often the implicit subtext of SEBD intervention is to contain these
student`s behavioural issues, rather than to aim for successful educational outcomes (Dotger &
Ashby, 2010; Isaksson, Lindqvist, & Bergström, 2010). Critical pedagogy challenges this
construction of SEBD and the mode of intervention it offers, as representing the social
marginalization of a minority group. It claims that education is more preoccupied with
maintaining status quo than with developing individuals` ability to change their fate and social
condition:
Pedagogy is either reduced to a sterile set of techniques or dressed up within the
discourse of humanistic methods that simply soften the attempts of schools to produce
insidious forms of moral and political regulation (Giroux, 2003, p. 6).
Critical Theory adheres to a central belief that education has a transformative and
emancipatory potential. It is “a moral and political practice crucial to the production of
capacities and skills necessary for students to both shape and participate in social life” (Giroux,
2003, p. 11). When applied to the field of SEBD, it will seek not just the classroom inclusion of
these marginalized students but their full participation and achievement with respect to
outcomes. The objective of the study is explicitly to improve the full inclusion potential of
students with SEBD and to create winning conditions for their active participation in education
and the professional world; the social justice discourse which forms the basis of inclusive
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policies is based on Critical Theory and requires “changing systems that perpetuate racism,
power and exclusion” (Mullen & Jones, 2008, p. 331). The emerging theory formulated in this
study therefore shares many features with critical pedagogy. It certainly aligns itself with all the
core values of this theoretical framework: emancipation, de-marginalisation, social justice, equal
value of all individual voices and participation.
The emerging theory as a distinct political rhetoric
The emerging theory and critical pedagogy share important commonalities but do they
also diverge on significant dimensions? Once again, as was the case in the comparison with the
ecological theory, I would argue that the distinction is one of perspective: the emerging theory
being entirely focused on the perspectives and the discourse of the students with SEBD, while
critical pedagogy elaborates on emancipatory voice but de facto often adopts an educator
perspective to trigger and fuel the political emancipatory dynamics in question.
One of Critical Theory or critical pedagogy’s central premise is the phenomenon of the
creation of a marginalized identity. I would argue that there is no marginalized identity being
formed in the case of the students in this study. The participants do identify shared attributes and
refer to common notions and features of self-representation, but it would be slightly misleading
to hastily argue that this self-representation or feeling of common identity is one of an oppressed
minority. There are two reasons for this caveat.
The first takes us back to the notion of adolescent-specific behaviour versus life-long
disorder discussed in the literature review presented in chapter 2. These students unanimously
represent themselves as having reached a degree of functionality as young adults. Their
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marginalisation was limited in time, and experienced solely within the classroom, an
environment from which they describe having fairly successfully escaped. These adolescents
never developed minority identities because this was not the nature of their life experience. This
can be quite succinctly contrasted with the experience of students with disability for example or
LGBT youth who do go on to develop a life-long identity which can indeed have Critical Theory
facets.
The second realisation is intimately linked to the formulation of the emerging theory
itself. We have seen that students with SEBD distinguish themselves by the specific way they
identify collective attributes, develop self-representation and express preferences towards
learning. These very much have a flavour of power, rather than oppression. These youth, in
their narratives are not oppressed out of class; they reject the class as not fitting their otherwise
forceful and powerful self-representation. They describe in explicit ways how they reject the
class experience as not fitting their expectations; they do not depict themselves as marginalized
and alienated away from the school. It is a very much a forceful, energetic and self-determined
rejection of traditional education that is crafted by the narratives and this is difficult to equate
with a Critical Theory view on minority oppression.
Advocates of critical pedagogy might argue that Critical Theory identity as a
marginalized minority is never spontaneously formed, but that it is encouraged and nurtured by
supportive and politically aware educators. This is very much the corner stone of critical
pedagogy: creating awareness in educators about power and oppression so that they may identify
marginalized students and support them in creating a political identity and a discourse that
identify them as oppressed and vindicate opportunities and equality (Coles, 2014). It is a soundly
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articulated argument and one that appears valid in many contexts: with race, gender, sexual
orientation and disability.
I remain doubtful as to whether educators would be able to nurture and develop such
identities in students who do not identify with a feeling of social marginalisation, other than in
their time at school and over a limited time span. What we witness in the narratives is an identity
building that is adversarial, almost revolutionary in nature, but that still eventually aims for
inclusion into societal norms. It is the avoidance of a life-long marginalized identity that sets
these youth outside the traditional rhetoric of Critical Theory. The challenge and fight are very
much real and political in their discourse, but focus solely on the traditional classroom format.
The ideological objectives do not reach further. These are essentially millennial youths, at ease
with neo-liberal principles and values. Projecting Marxist thought onto their struggle would be
an attribution that would enable adults and researchers to categorize and create meaning in their
own experience of the classroom, but it does not really convey adequately the subtlety of
discourse of students with SEBD as recorded in this study.
The very notion of emancipation assumes the students’ ability and desire to take part in
processes and to have autonomous and politicized claims and expectations (Mercer, 2002).
This is not the phenomenon observed amongst the students interviewed: theirs is indeed a
political – radical even – stance but of narrow scope and with targeted objectives. If the creation
of a marginalized and politicalized identity were indeed achieved successfully, then would the
focus not, once again, be on the educator who is the identifier, the theoretical thinker, the
facilitator and the decision maker? The life experience we have seen described in this study –
and the emerging theory - does not give the educator a central position; it is an authentic student
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centered and student generated voice. Both theoretical frameworks therefore diverge in this
respect.
Post-Modern Perspective
Post-modern theory is often intricately entwined with critical pedagogy. Within the
school environment, both theories are blended in ways that are often undiscernible and it is
therefore probable that the emerging theory will also have implicit links, connections and
overlaps with post-modern thought. If nothing else, chapter 3 indicated explicitly that it was
impossible to integrate and apply contemporary grounded theory methods without accepting
certain premises of interpretive constructivism which is itself an off-shoot of post-modern
thought (Charmaz, 2000).
Post-Modern theory
Post-modernists are more often than not focused on challenging the idea of ‘meaning’
and on deconstructing reality through processes that highlight ideologies (Best & Kellner, 2001).
The postmodernists attack and deconstruct the idea of an “essence” or of universal phenomena; it
therefore becomes impossible from a post-modern optic to conceive a social condition where
wealth or well-being for all is achieved, or even desirable. The post-modernist approach is
highly critical of power dynamics that play out around us – it bases that critique on a conceptual
dissection of ideology and language. The post-modernists focus on language; its use is not
simply aesthetic and, even when it is, this aesthetic is “a tool to expose often unseen tensions,
shifts, and complications in philosophical thinking and its relations with society” (Rajchman,
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1998). If post-modernist theory lacks a political vision, it does not do away therefore with
political ambitions or a desire for change (Hughes, 2005).
Critical pedagogy sits firmly both in the field of Critical Theory and in post-modern
thought. Its claims satisfy both conceptual frameworks. Freire`s critical pedagogy (Gruenewald,
2003) is a particularly striking example of post-modern theory that strives for change and is
applied to the field of education. In Giroux’s words (1985), Freire combines “the language of
critique” with “the language of possibilities”. The post-modern discourse takes a onedimensional attitude towards power; it hence highlights the importance of deconstructing cultural
representations and the central and unifying themes of the voice of hegemonic groups. The aim
of Freire’s critical pedagogy, on the other hand, is to restore to marginalized groups their stolen
“voice”, to enable them to gain self-perception, identify and attribute names to things in the
world that surrounds us.
The politicization of auto-ethnography is a good example of ways Critical Theory and
post-modern theory merge to both deconstruct the hegemonic elements of societal discourses
while seeking to re-empower marginalized groups with a voice they are missing (Jones, 2005).
It recognizes both the deconstruction that is required with regards to the discourse and the
ideological action that can be yielded from it. Freire relates this use of language and this concept
of “truth” to the notion of a class struggle that will allow the marginalized and repressed an
authentic “voice” (Durrant, 2005; Gruenewald, 2003). Critical pedagogy has characteristically
been applied to youth disengagement in literature (McInerney, 2009). Alienation is widely
recognized as a barrier to educational success for some students but often the prevailing
explanations are still psychological characteristics and individual diagnostic features. Several
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theorists rebut this filter and address the issues of youth alienation and student engagement from
a critical pedagogy perspective (Fasset & Warren, 2007; Porfilio & Viola, 2012). Some
elements of post-modern thought, particularly post-modern thought as it feeds and supports
critical pedagogy, therefore resonate with the flavour of the emerging theory.
Post-modern theory therefore embraces many of the issues that are dear to inclusive
education and seems an appropriate framework for many studies dealing with disengaged
students. Is it also highly suited to the SEBD population or are there distinctions to be drawn?
Post-modern theory centers on the deconstruction of mainstream language, a mainstream
language that supports the societal dominance of certain hegemonic groups. Such notions will
resonate with students with strong and vibrant race, LGBT or even feminist identities. I am not
sure such a resonance exists with the students in this study, or students with SEBD in general.
Again this is due mostly to the limited time span of their marginalized status and to their ability
to rejoin majority groups once they leave school; they in fact demonstrate a mainstream perhaps even hegemonic – identity, some would probably claim.
This does not erode the radical nature of their positioning vis-à-vis traditional schools and
classrooms. It is certainly the case that the life narratives we have recorded here do challenge in
deconstructive ways the mainstream educational discourse. Their positioning has sufficient
power to make post-modern thought appealing and relevant, but I would express a caveat as to
the long term resonance of these philosophical values for these students. These are young adults
who can both hold a radicalized, highly political discourse directed at mainstream education, one
that seeks to overhaul, and yet also re-integrate a neo-liberal set of values once they have left
high school and feel able to integrate society on their own terms.
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A further distinction between traditional post-modern stances and the journey of this
study is the relation to language. As a grounded theory study it does begin by focusing entirely
on discourse, but we have seen that, unlike phenomenology, grounded theory studies do move on
to the conceptualization of the experience and the search for shared theoretical interpretations of
certain mechanisms of human behaviour. Post-modern studies it can be argued remain far more
centered on language itself. “Many proponents of postmodernism denies or brackets the
existence of anything real outside language”, states Alverson and Skoldberg (2009, p. 19).
Interpretive constructivist grounded theory
Even if the emerging theory may have only limited overlaps or connections with postmodern thought, the study is linked to post-modern theory in two crucial ways and must
acknowledge the necessary impact of that theoretical model in this respect. The study recorded
life narratives and this research design inevitably presupposes a post-modern conceptualization
of what the individual voice is. A focus on the voice of the participant leads to a theoretical and
methodological positioning which values the narrative of the individual and his or her
perceptions. The researcher cannot purport indeed to be recording a universal self-standing
reality (Fontana, 2004). The reality he or she records is the subjective product of perception. It is
a story and this story is no less authentic because it is subjective (Cox, 2001).
This is the positioning of interpretive constructivist grounded theory, which is heavily
positioned in post-modern thought and serves as theoretical justification in most of the methods
applied in this study (Charmaz, 2006). Interpretive constructivism goes further in fact than
acknowledging the subjectivity of the participant’s voice; when examining the formulation of
theory, it accepts similarly that there is no inherent reality being transcribed but rather a
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discourse being crafted and formulated. This discourse is that of the researcher, and this too is
subjective and can only produce meaning when it is contextualised as the creation of a
subjectivity responding, with its own experiences and perception, to another voiced subjectivity
– that of the participant. In a way, the formulated emerging theory is therefore a discourse on a
discourse, the story of a story (Fontana & McGinnis, 2003).
Phenomenological and Hermeneutical Parallels and Distinctions
It would be difficult to discuss interpretive constructivism in such detail without giving
some thought to the way the emerging theory positions itself with regards to phenomenology and
hermeneutics. If we are to accept that theory building in constructivist grounded theory is
explicitly and reflectively an act that creates meaning for the author and researcher by examining
the subjective narrative of others, than it is essential to position the claims of the study
philosophically vis-à-vis hermeneutics and phenomenology, since those two theoretical traditions
have a theoretical imprint on most methodological processes or journeys that focus on discourse
and the interpretation of individual experiences.
Phenomenology
One distinction between grounded theory and phenomenology is the relation to the data
collection. Phenomenology is focused on the lived experience and the data analysis hones in on
interview material. Grounded theory accepts the input of other sources into the data collection
and analysis: observations, diagrams, diaries or memoing diaries, photos, past literature and
research (Holloway & Todres, 2010). The use of constant comparison also means that the data is
not simply compiled and analyzed but also contrasted and manipulated in order to extract
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contradictions, new dimensions and originally unforeseen categories. Phenomenology does not
resort to constant comparison and, in this respect, it can very much begin with a theoretical lens
and continue with it unchallenged through the data analysis process. It can be deductive in
process whereas grounded theory – interpretive grounded theory in any event – remains
inductive as we have seen through the process of this study. A phenomenologist remains
centered on eliciting experiences whereas a grounded theorist ‘may move on to other data
collection methods, or structured interviews, to saturate emerging categories’ (Wimpenny &
Gass, 2000, p. 1491). In essence once the study began the process of axial coding and of refining
the process of identifying categories, it was no longer just exploring personal experience but
seeking out theory.
This leads us to a significant criticism often voiced at phenomenology. Because it is
explorative and descriptive, phenomenology can become excessively locked in the subjectivity
of individual experiences. This study started through the initial recording of individual
experiences, but theoretical sampling and coding quickly attempted to detach the processes
recorded from a unique discourse. It has been argued that conclusions in existentialist
phenomenology depend largely on the particular participants chosen for the study. Since the
process is also deductive and begins with a set research question, there is little element of
surprise as to where the data analysis progresses to. It gains in detail but does not vary in
trajectory from the moment the question is chosen (Zahavi, 2003). Another criticism aimed at
phenomenology is its focus on a specific time frame. Because it targets the individual
perception, it usually requires that the participant be locked in on a specific instant or specific
experience. This particular positioning and over-focus on a specific timeframe may mean that
phenomenologists can miss out on the wider patterns in processes and behaviours (Koch, 1995).

243
The mechanisms in fact may be much wider than the experience explored. There is, in
comparison to the process followed in grounded theory, little interest in conceptualizing the
experience for phenomenologists; the essence is describing and explaining it.
What seems at first like a small distinction is actually a significant discrepancy between
both models. “The difference is that phenomenology begins with a research question, and
grounded theory is conducted to discover a research question for testing”, writes Sayre (2001, p.
254). Phenomenology can begin with a deductive research question because it does not
necessarily propose that conventional and established theoretical lenses will be unable to make
light of processes that are not yet identified or understood. Phenomenology’s claim is not that it
must use methods to unearth theory, it is simply that individuals create and assign meaning to the
world that surrounds them and that qualitative methods must integrate these views and
perceptions in order to understand the meaning that is being assigned and ascribed. “The goal in
phenomenology is to study how people make meaning of their lived experience”, explain Starks
and Trinidad (2007, p. 1).
Grounded theory’s claim is wider in scope and more profound in depth: it claims that
processes can remain unidentified or unexplained because the theoretical tools that we have at
our disposal are tainted by theory and makes us unable to distinguish these processes in human
behaviour. Grounded theory therefore attempts, not just to penetrate the human discourse in an
ethnographic way, it endeavours to move way from established theory in order to reconsider
theoretical lenses entirely. “Grounded theory is not about the accuracy of descriptive units. It
transcends descriptive methods and their associated problems of accuracy, interpretation and
constructionism” (Holton, 2008, p. para.25). Phenomenology on the other hand strives to
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capture the essence of individual experience and how participants have experienced it.
Grounded theory does this too but not just for the sake of exploring personal experience and
perception; it is always with a view to unearthing innovative theory (Thomas, 2012).
Hermeneutics
Hermeneutics is a philosophical position which focuses on the interpretation of individual
discourse (Rennie, 2007). Through discourse and text analysis hermeneutics, such as those of
Heidegger, seek to gain an existentialist understanding of subjective experiences as they are
verbalized by the individual (Lawrence, 2008). Heideggerian hermeneutics rejects positivism and
methodologies which purport to uncover an objective reality, and argue that such processes
simply do not offer researchers the means to explore, understand and analyze the subjectivity of
the human experience. Grounded theory has undeniably an initial hermeneutic positioning as it
begins its methodological journey: at the start all is interpretation.
This is not an issue of concern for grounded theorists. Glaser and Strauss (1967) for
example have always maintained that a grounded theory is framed by the perspectives of the
persons producing it, and Charmaz (2000) anchors the grounded theory narrative firmly within
the researcher’s subjective production of meaning in the world that surrounds him or her. All
grounded theorists also readily accept that different investigators working with the same
information may derive alternative theories from it. “In compensation, they have held that this
perspectivism is acceptable so long as each theory is accountable to the information”, argues
Rennie (2001, p. 382). Grounded theory and hermeneutics therefore share this global
acknowledgment of subjectivity in research. They also start from the individual and subjective
experience in their processes. The similarities can be said to stop there since, very rapidly,
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grounded theory’s process of constant comparison seeks out the shared, resonant, conceptualized
interpretations of the phenomena that surround us. Hermeneutics on the other remain entirely
focus on the full appreciation of the subjective instant. “Grounded Theory strives to discover
higher-ranked social patterns, while objective Hermeneutics is concerned with universal motives
underlying a specific interaction”, claim Wagner, Lukassen, and Mahlendof (2010, p. 5).
Since it accepts the subjective starting point of Heideggerian hermeneutics – experience
is singular, unique, intangible and ephemeral - , but seeks to establish nonetheless a shared
resonant conceptualization of the mechanisms behind the subjective experience, it could be said
that grounded theory attempts to blend subjectivism and realism. This is a characteristic of
social constructionism. Within social constructionism, “society is viewed as existing both as a
subjective and an objective reality. Meaning is shared, thereby constituting a taken-for-granted
reality”, explained Andres (2012). There exist some parallels between the philosophical
objectives of this study and those of social constructionists. Charmaz (2002) acknowledges a
degree of commonality in both philosophical positions and it can be said that social
constructionism, to a degree, has been partially integrated into contemporary grounded theory, or
second wave grounded theory as it is sometimes called.
The explicit tension that social constructionism brings to the surface of research is the
two-polar opposition between realism and subjectivity. Social constructionists want to make this
tension explicit while refusing to simplistically erode it or set it aside. It is readily accepted by
constructionism that researchers themselves construct meaning and a social context that
accompanies it, rather than merely representing some inherent independent reality. It is a source
of continuing tension between realism and relativism (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007) as it is a
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characteristic angle of social constructionism and is apparent in this study like in many grounded
theory studies.
Many contemporary ethnographic studies in a social context now purport to blend
hermeneutics, phenomenology and grounded theory (Annels, 2006). It can be argued that this
creates unnecessary haze around the philosophical objectives of the methods selected. These
approaches, though they share methodological processes, have very distinct ambitions. It would
be fair to say instead that this study, like most grounded theory processes, begins its journey in a
philosophical landscape that is significantly influenced by Heideggerian hermeneutics since its
focuses on the participants’ narratives and on what this discourse yields. Quickly, though, the
study - as it progresses through coding - moves away from pure hermeneutics and seeks a degree
of conceptualisation that is situated beyond the mere dissection of language.
Original Features of the Emerging Theory
If I synthesize the second half of this chapter, it would be fair to say that the emerging
theory borrows many features from existing theoretical frameworks and most notably situates
itself in close proximity to some essential features of both critical pedagogy and interpretive
constructivism. It does so however while establishing unique and innovative theoretical features.
It succeeds in formulating a theoretical design relevant to students with SEBD without
attributing medical model features to them. It retains the potency and radical nature of the
political discourse formulated by critical pedagogy but adapts it so that it is truly student-centred
and resonates with the lives of students who do not associate with life-long marginalization as a
minority. Lastly it positions crucial questions about the nature of learning while disentangling
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itself from constraining theoretical rhetoric that hones in on the physicality of space as an
essential dimension.
Rejection of the Medical Model
The emerging theory succeeds in avoiding explicit or implicit imports from the medical
model, in the sense that it produces a conceptualized framework to interpret the behaviour of a
proportion of students who can be categorised as having SEBD, without at any point attributing
labels, diagnostic definitions or delineating the boundaries of this group. In essence the
conceptual mechanism described would be authentic and relevant to any student who identified
with it. This is no small feat and MacLeod and Munn (2004), when reviewing the last three
decades of SEBD practice and research, shows eloquently how even social type models, while
taking a stance against the bio-medical construction of SEBD, have locked the terminology – and
the students – within a special needs analysis and reading. The contribution of the emerging
theory in this respect is significant and innovative. An SEBD status is generically seen by
literature as a predicament experienced passively by the student as a result of a complex
interaction of genetic and bio-social variables. The emerging theory entirely rejects this model
and this construction by describing the adolescent with SEBD as a dynamic, eloquent and
resourceful being distinguishing himself or herself by an ability to identify distinct selfattributes, to generate self-representation and to express preferences with regards to learning.
There is nothing passive about the identity.
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Politicized Lens
The emerging theory retains the Critical Theory flavour and continues to politicize its
outlook on pedagogy. It borrows from it certain elements of contestation and critique vis-à-vis
schools as institutions; it acknowledges the power dynamics that critical pedagogy identifies in
this environment. It does not, however, purport to lock the young people interviewed in this
study in a marginalized status they do not claim. Their political demands are formulated vis-àvis K-12 education, not society as a whole. Marxist thinkers may think this limiting in nature,
but I argue that it is in fact freeing for the emerging theory and allows for a more authentic and
nuanced interpretation of these young people’s experiences. They make statements that do not
question their status or identity in life or society generally. They instead critique a very specific
institution and propose very tangible changes.
Non-space
The emerging theory successfully navigates a long established dichotomy with regards to
space in education within which even the theorists who advocate relational definitions of this
concept formulate positivist interpretations of it. The findings integrate the notion of a shift
occurring towards informal environments. This “elsewhere” has – despite the initial focus of the
study on the outdoors and the virtual world – very little relevance in the unfolding of the
theoretical model as a whole. It is a non-space, or at the very least the non-classroom, and this
suffices in offering an understanding of the mechanisms of the conceptualized findings. The
emerging theory avoids the concept of space altogether. Defining and understanding the
characteristics of this ‘non-space’ would constitute a research question for another altogether

249
different study, but even so it is doubtful that it would constitute a significant addition to the
model as it is framed here.
Revisiting the Initial Phenomenon: Credibility, Originality, Resonance and Usefulness.
Gauging the Pertinence of the Emerging Theory
Charmaz invites the grounded theorist to evaluate emerging theory according to
credibility, originality, resonance and usefulness (2009). It is hoped that the process evidenced
in this study has offered credibility. Usefulness has been discussed at the beginning of the
chapter when I offered to revisit samples of the data in order to evaluate pertinence. Originality
is an extremely subjective criteria but it is hoped that both the literature review in chapter 2 and
the theoretical review in this chapter have evidence the gap that currently exists and the way the
emerging theory formulated here will be able to address it. There remains the issue of resonance,
and this needs to be evidenced for both participant and readers.
Resonance with participants was addressed as an imperative as part of the methodological
process in the last few interviews, once emerging categories began to appear. It led to
enthusiastic acquiescence from the participants who were consulted in that final stage of the
process:
People go to the virtual space, they go to third space, they go to outdoors space… to
find… that space….without seeking for that space… from experience, those who are in
traditional schooling, who have learning difficulties or are academically challenged with
whatever condition – however you want to diagnose that as – feel isolation. When you
are in a school, which is a system, and your needs are not being catered you then flip that
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role and it goes from being a student to survivor seeking a purpose… So either it creates
this destructive path when you basically become trouble…because you`re frustrated,
you`re agitated, you`re not getting what you need to progress and learn and you`re being
isolated: you`re being targeted by the teacher, you`re getting bad grades, you`re not being
motivated, your friends are calling you dumb. You`re not getting that understanding and
acceptance in other words. So go back a step: say within the virtual world, if that student
is given the time and the space to seek and fulfil his purpose or believes what his purpose
is… i.e. he`s given professors who can actually physically dedicate the time to help them
with their academics, that third space would come naturally, and whether its virtual or
outdoors, I don`t think would matter at that point. I think that you could argue that the
reason why people like me (emphasized) so desperately seek the outdoors is that the
frustration of the indoors doesn`t work. It`s like, I know anything behind this concrete
wall is just not working. So I am going outside of it and I am going to figure it out on my
own. So you could relate that and say that really being out in the woods has nothing to
do with nature, it`s just really a space that is an environment that I am adapting to, and I
have very little control over but I am finding my purpose. Same within that virtual space.
Does that make sense? (P8, 1126-1146)
But I think there are so many layers of restrictive environment in a school building that
don’t relate to structure… It’s not just a matter of having everyone in the gym and being
told: OK, you guys can do anything you want, just don’t hurt each other… That’s not the
least restrictive environment… There are already like five times the amount of social
restrictions on you already… You talk to them, you don’t talk to them, you do this, etc…
You’ve got that and you’ve got the fact that while you are on school grounds you can’t
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just… just saying ‘You can do’ what you want is not going to release that… not feeling
the pressure but… just saying you have the right to do something is not going to give you
the feeling that you have the right to do something… I don’t know… while you are in the
same… we were talking about geographical location before… I think that … (…) but just
the changing of geographical location is significant…and I think that as long as there is a
school building or a school property, it is going to be very hard to create a least restrictive
environment or third space sensation. (P11, 727-738)
Looking back I think I learnt a lot more outside the classroom… I barely remember my
classes… I remember being difficult for some of them… but that’s not what I remember
and it’s not where I feel I learnt. (P11, 860-861)
I think that… I think that it provided me a setting, or a platform from which I could look
at myself in a different way…and I didn`t feel that challenges posed by the classroom,
that overcoming those would do anything for me… I never really had any personal
connections with that kind of… that side of growth…or so that as valuable. It didn`t
appeal to me spiritually at all… But I think there is something pure and raw in doing
outdoor activities. (P5, 88-93)
You know the classroom never appealed to me…whether it was a class of thirty or a class
of one… I wanted to get out of there…and I felt that being out in the world, where things
mattered, really… I think just being outdoors and doing practical activities, and the fresh
air… it just …it made so much more sense to me…as something that I could really hold
and think about. And it changed me as a person, it gave me an experience. (P5, 156-161)
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As regards resonance with readers, it will be addressed in further details in the Outcomes section
in chapter 6.
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CHAPTER 6 – OUTCOMES AND DISCUSSION
Introduction
There is some debate as to the role a discussion section should play in a grounded theory
thesis. Some argue that it will be the section where the theoretical narrative will unfold; others
argue the emerging theory should unfold in the Findings section (Gibson & Hartman, 2013).
This is moot in this case as concern over the theoretical literature review’s potential to
contaminate data collection has led me, in Chapter 2, to decide to present the theory review after
the Findings section, simultaneously as the emerging theory narrative was being formulated.
This Discussion chapter therefore serves a more conventional purpose.
It retains however two distinct functions. First, as is the case in any Ph.D. thesis, it
operates as a synthesis outlining the impact the findings may have on the field. The impact here
could be dual: we must consider the impact of the findings as well as the impact of the emerging
theory itself. The second function the chapter will serve relates specifically to constructivist
grounded theory. Charmaz (2006) suggests using a set of four criteria to assess emerging theory:
credibility, originality, resonance, and usefulness. Gauging resonance of the theory amongst
participants has been integrated explicitly into the data collection process where feasible; it has
also been examined in the Theory chapter, together with resonance the theory might have for the
researcher. There remains the task of assessing resonance and credibility with readers. This will
be assessed hypothetically in light of current literature and topical debates in education. The
chapter will also examine originality and usefulness.
I have decided to use samples of the data in this chapter once again. Having reflected on
ways to retain the ethnographic flavour of the study through its formulation for publication, it
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seemed essential to allow the participants voices to filter through the discussion as if they were
themselves present. That data has now served its methodological purpose, but I am of the
opinion that it can now fulfil a second role, that of making the discourse of these young people a
living organic entity that has value for the reform and reshaping of practice, an aim which was
specifically envisaged when adopting the grounded theory process. I will not comment on the
data samples cited, but wish to use them solely in this section for their evocative power in
relation to the different interwoven themes examined in the discussion.
Laying the Ground toward Formal Theory
The terms “Formal theory” have not been used thus far in this study. Formal theory is
defined by grounded theorists as the further development of emerging theory (Glaser, 2004). As
it reaches to the field and defines its purpose and use in interaction with researchers and
practitioners, the emerging theory gains a wider degree of universality and grows into formal
theory (Apprey, 2006; Kearney, 1998). This phase of conceptualization would normally require
an element of exchange and comparison with the work of other experts in the field, through
International presentations, peer reviews, collaborative publications, etc. This is obviously
beyond the objectives of the study but this chapter will nevertheless be an opportunity to clearly
map out the possible trails in the direction of formal theory production. What this chapter
endeavours to achieve, as it examines outcomes and potential relevance to the field, is to lay out
the basis for the future development of formal theory on the foundation of these findings and of
this emerging theory.
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Immediate Outcomes
Limitations
Deductive studies will frequently use this section to question validity, sampling size and
transferability. An inductive study does not set itself these imperatives, which is not to say that it
cannot assess outcomes; it simply does so with the help of criteria that are more appropriate to its
design (Charmaz, 2006). There is no place here therefore to consider the sampling size, its
representativeness, etc. The data collected was rich and abundant by qualitative standards and in
practical terms, a wider or more in-depth enquiry with students with SEBD could hardly be
recommended or suggested. The study has had unique access to a diverse and enthusiastic group
of young adults previously labelled with SEBD. It has secured on each encounter an
ethnographic interviewing climate that has been collaborative, empathetic, dynamic and fun. In
this, the study may have had opportunities that are exceptional – if not unique.
The only possible question would be whether such a study design should be explored in
the future with students still in school. I feel that this would not be feasible, due to a variety of
reasons that have been raised in this study. These were students who would not have
collaborated to a study associated in any way, shape or form with their school. It represents a
significant methodological hurdle which is near insurmountable, as is often illustrated by the
narratives recorded here. School was a time of rebellion and opposition for many of the
participants, and collaboration with a researcher might just have been entirely intolerable for
these adolescents at the time. The second issue is that of empathy and rapport between
researcher and the participants. The study succeeded in establishing in all 14 interviews a
climate of trusting, detailed and ludic collaboration. It is the very fact that 14 – amongst other -
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such relationships with young adults, previously labelled with SEBD, had been developed and
nurtured by the researcher that made this rapport possible; it is in turn because this rapport
existed that the interviews became a reality. It might be possible for other researchers to take
advantage of similar exceptional opportunities, but it is difficult to conceive of a time when this
level of trust might be recordable and usable within the tumultuous school experience itself.
Lastly remains the issue of memory and recall and the reliance made on this mechanism
by the study. The literature on the use of memory in ethnography has been examined in the
literature review; its use is frequent in the field (Plummer, 2001). It has also been discussed at
length that the form of grounded theory applied in the study is constructivist; it therefore
considers all narrative to be a subjective testimony of identity, rather than the objective record of
an external reality (Waterston & Rylko-Bauer, 2006). There have, on terrain, been no issues
recorded with the method selected. The interview material was abundant; the majority of
interviews were close to or over an hour; they contain a significant volume of data and feedback
which was obtained with relatively little prompting.
The only true limitation the study must record concerns the nature of the environments
considered as haven by these teenagers, as they rejected the classroom format. The outdoor
environment and the digital word are not the only dimensions where the students might have
reported similar experiences, had others been explored. This caveat does not necessarily impact
the significance of the study, as it has been made clear, both in its research objectives and in its
findings, that the environment used as third space was not in itself significant for the purpose of
the emerging theory.
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The central concept of the findings is the transfer of the students’ learning expectations to
another environment. It describes a dynamic process of shift which will have impact on our
construction of the behaviour of students with SEBD. An exhaustive list of the environments
towards which students with SEBD operate this dynamic shift may be of relevance to future
studies working within the emerging theory and focusing on other elements of the process; it
may be an interesting issue for further exploration. Two participants described experiences with
music (production, exchange, and DJing) which resemble the process described towards
outdoors and virtual reality. Another mentioned art as a space of production, learning and
fulfilment, and attributed characteristics to this forum that seemed similar to those recorded for
outdoors and online interaction. It is conceivable that other adolescents with SEBD might
describe similar experiences with drama and acting (Greenwood, 2001).
Recommendations and Actionable Outcomes
Spontaneous Remission for Students with SEBD
It did not just focus on mind numbing generic crap that seems everybody has to go
through…. This took it to a very personal, elevated level… and it is so important to me.
It just, it gave life a meaning at such an important age… (…) I think that teenagers, kids,
teenagers need more focus, more attention. If they`re failing they need to be spotted and
nurtured a bit…but with the outdoors, and a place that allows them to grow spiritually,
individually and personally and to face challenges… everybody has a different challenge
you know… somebody can do a Maths equation but I could paddle a canoe 90 miles or
something like that… you do that, and I do that… (P5, 453-461)
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I do a lot of outdoors… the outdoors is my peace, so to speak… it’s like some people go
to church, to get their redemption so to speak, and I go to the woods, I go camping. And
that gives me the solitude, that comes from experience, that comes from like when I was
going through school and I was struggling, and I was in a Maths class and I was failing
my exams, but I went off for an activity and I went into the woods for two days, I came
back and I was given the space …. (P8 Part 1, 666-670)
I think my relationship with myself changed (P3, 556)
Yeah, because when you are in class you are asked not to have a persona… you’re asked
to be quiet and learn the books and not distract anybody. So you are asked not to be
yourself; you are asked to be a robot, and listen, you know? When you are outside the
classroom, it’s different and you have the space to break from those boundaries that are in
the classroom, regardless of whatever rules there are outside. You are outside… You are
free, I don’t want to listen to anybody, I just want to be myself and talk about things…’
(P13, 401-406)
Importantly the study rejects, both in terminology and in outlook, the notion of life-long
disorder (Trout et al., 2003a). It construes these adolescents’ behaviour as temporary and
entirely related to context and personal motivation. This is significant because studies not only
overly focus on the school behaviour in general, but they also make longitudinal abstraction of
what occurs to these adolescents past the point of friction with the school environment. It is
frequently presumed, without any evidence, that students labelled as having SEBD in school will
face issues of adaptation and general functionality in later life. This has meant that research in
the field has often times been tainted with the concept of life long dysfunction. I approached
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these adolescents with the presumptions they now had normal lives and nothing in the interviews
led us to revisit this positioning. It is rare for research on SEBD to be devoid of attributions
when it comes to the student’s later life and development, but I feel this study successfully
adopted, mostly due to its grounded theory nature, a fresh perspective on longitudinal processes.
It proved to be both innovative, useful and authentic.
Use of Labels
The setting made me tap into skills, certain skills, and act a certain way that were I think
appropriate for the settings…that otherwise were unnecessary or inappropriate for
classroom settings, or for school…. (P5, 164-166)
But it`s all very well having a bunch of teachers talking about what`s wrong and what can
we do to change it, how can we change it to fix it. But do they actually implement and
change it, and make a change? No. So you’ve got this troubled student – clearly what is
set up is not working: traditional schooling, classroom time. Yet, you`re not willing to
adjust it to that student, but you want him to change. Suddenly, like here: there`s magic
pill and you`re going to be a good boy now. Sit down and listen to my lesson. (P8, 18051810)
One of the significant contributions of the emerging theory and the study generally is that
it has been able to formulate a conceptual process without focusing on diagnostic labels. The
SEBD term has been accepted, with caveats, in the literature review but the formulation of the
theory has succeeded in framing a process that has authenticity and resonance, without giving
any focus or credence to bio-medical diagnostic labels. This is important since it opens the
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scope, use and pertinence of the emerging theory to any student who de facto identifies with it.
Second it means the study and the research steer clear of exploring or even attributing diagnostic
labels. I believe that this positioning has contributed to the trust and ease observed in the
interviews, nurtured this key element of the rapport, and implicitly made it clear to the
participants that the ethnographic grounded theory process was indeed as open minded and
theoretically fresh as was claimed at the start of the interviews.
This is a significant contribution to the field and it sets a worthy precedent. A review of
field practices shows indeed that, even when interventions are ecological in nature, they often
adopt bio-medical categories and labelling for funding reasons (MacLeod & Munn, 2004). The
adoption of labels may then subsequently have Pygmalion-like impact on the students’ behaviour
(Satterly Roig, 2011). It is, in our contemporary politico-legal context, research orientations, and
funding constraints, a pitfall which is almost impossible to avoid. The emerging theory has been
weary of this in its process and data collection. Its central concept functions and demonstrates
relevance without having to rely on, or even define, diagnostic terminology. It is hopefully a
trend which will become increasingly popular in SEBD studies and may, if it persists, shift the
direction of SEBD research away from the constraining parameters that covertly remove it from
its core ecological principles.
Ethnographic Processes and Students with SEBD
Well, to be honest, I feel that most of the stuff I learnt in school was not exactly like
useful to me and I feel like the subjects that sparked most of my interest was to do with
art and music… even science. Science was interesting at some points but I felt like it was
watered down science… it was just like, you know… it wasn’t deep enough for me… so
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I definitely put all my attention in the arts and music because that is what I am good at
and what I resonate with… so yeah… (P13, 87-91)
I don’t know if it’s power, but the freedom… to learn it in the way…at our own pace and
in the way that it resonates with us, you know… not just forced to understand it because
it’s going to be in the test… (P13, 452-454)
The study was innovative in applying an ethnographic lens to students with SEBD. The
innovative and challenging implications of this design choice were examined in detail in chapter
2 so I will not expand on them again. I believe the outcome of this methodological decision has
been successful and I hope that it will set a precedent in the field. There have been no significant
issues with the application of the methodological process though such a research design clearly
requires the alignment of specific circumstances: availability of a researcher at ease with
ethnographic processes; congeniality with the targeted population; rapport; trust; flexibility; and
willingness to go beyond traditional and formal settings for the interviewing.
If the field of educational research is to seriously commit to ethnographic methods in its
work in SEBD, it will have to come to the realization that treating these youths as “experts” on
the phenomena that involve them requires more than lip service in order to yield interview
etiquettes, processes and strategic approaches to data collection that leave the participants feeling
receptive, cooperative and enthusiastic. Treating these adolescents as worthwhile interviewees
for research does require the researcher to approach the entire process with a willingness to make
arrangements convenient for them, to treat them with respect, and to have no outright
expectations as to their willingness to partake. There is an amount of wooing required, just as
there would be in approaching any “expert” for a contribution. It would be my contention that
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ethnographic work with adolescents and young adults requires this personal investment (Taylor,
2011). It is an investment of time, resources and authenticity that is amply repaid by the
participants in terms of engagement, collaboration and interest in the study question. If these
youngsters are experts, then they must be treated as such and be the subject of the same degree of
cordiality, deference, respect and genuine interest as one might grant an academic interviewee in
other contexts. This realization may require an adaptation of attitudes by a field too ready to
treat them as “difficult” participants.
Nothing About Us Without Us
Be real, be yourself… it’s also because once you are in this environment, you find people
who are similar to you, so within that you don’t feel as isolated or ‘special’, or ‘labelled’
so to speak, you’re with people who actually relate to you and understand it and get it and
more importantly, need it just as much as you. (P8, Part 1, 134-138)
Really we are creating environment for what we want rather than what they want… and
‘we’ being society, teachers, structures… I think they are those who are going to be
lawyers, bankers, and they know that from a really young age, or they are going to be
academics and they will stay within the norms. But it is important that we create space
for those that don`t want to do that, don’t want to be that. And that basically means
creating an environment in which they can explore what they want to do, what feels right
– not making isolated judgments… (P8, Part 2, 1327-1333)
One of the advantages of using ethnographic methods with adolescents and young adults
with SEBD is the ability to record a voice that is authentic, a voice that has fire, conviction, and a
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voice that makes clear claims. It is also a voice that formulates identity (Bennett, 2003). This
has been sadly missing from SEBD research: students with challenging behaviour are construed
and dealt with by teachers and school administrations as individual problems, with no
commonality apart from the level of resources they monopolize within an institution.
Applying ethnography to the field of SEBD crafts a voice for these students as a distinct
group, with specific shared experiences and perceptions; its gives them collective existence. It is
striking that 14 adolescents of both genders, from two different schools, interviewed as they now
lived in three separate countries, with diverse ethnic origins and socio-economic backgrounds,
produced from the perspective of this study a global narrative that is as seamless in tone,
concerns, flavour and demands, as it is wide in scope. Some will argue that, in the global
village, adolescents and young adults in particular inherently access a shared mediatized
collective “reality”. I feel however that no level of sociological theory can explain the ease with
which the 14 narratives weave into each other. These young adults have a common shared
experience and it makes them one (Blanchet-Cohen & Salazar, 2009).
With these collective identity comes a global awareness. There exists here an implicit
feeling, amongst these adolescents, of belonging to a group whose members understand each
other’s motivations intuitively. There is a shared experience of marginalization. There is also a
shared awareness of characteristic traits and self attributes. It is arguable that this collective
voice gives rise to collective claims and expectations of change. The narrative in this study
certainly represents a collective agenda for school reforms, woven from diverse yet similar
experiences. I would argue that this collective voice in fact already very much exists amongst
these youngsters. It is of an informal nature and materializes ad hoc in social contexts when
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there is a cause for a sudden realization of shared experience (Caine & Boydell, 2010). It
probably happens online quite frequently; it may happen in many social contexts once the
individuals mutually recognize their shared perspective. It certainly occurred often, as was
apparent in the narratives, around a camp fire. The narratives contained in the study and the
emerging theory have transformed this collective voice from informal networked verbalisation
into a formal framed discourse.
Looking Beyond the Classroom Space
You know the classroom never appealed to me…whether it was a class of thirty or a class
of one… I wanted to get out of there…and I felt that being out in the world, where things
mattered, really… I think just being outdoors and doing practical activities, and the fresh
air… it just …it made so much more sense to me…as something that I could really hold
and think about. And it changed me as a person, it gave me an experience. (P5, 156-161)
One of the major contributions of both the findings and the emerging theory will have
been to have taken the focus away from the classroom, and to have created a degree of research
curiosity with regards to what happens to a school cluster and its individual members beyond the
school day. Some of the participants describe a daily online engagement with peers that is
lengthier than their actual school day; this recorded experience echoes research in the field
(Lenhart, 2015b; Skoric, Teo, & Neo, 2009). How can educational researchers really purport to
be exploring school dynamics by focusing on in-school observations only, when it is now clearly
evidenced that in the majority of cases rich, complex, multilayered, and extensive interactions
occur with the school cluster, outside the physical school environment more often than they do
inside (Lamont, Hargreaves, Marshall, & Tarrant, 2003)? Pedagogical research must become

265
multidisciplinary and it certainly must borrow from and collaborate with sociology and
anthropology if it is to remain au fait with the complex phenomena occurring across these now
very faint boundaries. It is hoped that the emerging theory will be instrumental in triggering
many future studies which will offer such multidisciplinary perspectives on learning.
A Case for Longitudinal Empathy
I would almost go out of my way to be like a real a dick with XXX, just because… I
don`t know why… but he never… he got pissed off with me, but he never actually quit
with me … neither did you; neither did a lot of people. (P5, 230-233)
Intricately woven into the success of the ethnographic process, to the study’s rejection of
the notion of life-long dysfunction and to its omission of labels, is present another important
notion, one that the emerging theory does not mention explicitly but which transpires from the
data and the findings themselves. Long-term empathy from significant adults offers these teens a
continuum of emotional experiences while they navigate the complex dynamic processes
described in the theory (Ungar, 2012). While the majority of educators and teachers dismiss and
forget these students as they face exclusion, drop out or simply fade way from schools, it is clear
from their narratives that continued, long-term connections with a handful of significant adults
who follow their trajectory can often act, for these adolescents, as a major reassurance regarding
the authenticity - and “normalcy” - of their reactions to conventional school and classroom
experiences.
By remaining in contact with these students as they autonomously transfer their needs
and expectations to other environments and by meeting them years on, a handful of significant
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adults offer these students emotional evidence of the fact that they are taking a relatively normal
path to adulthood, even if K-12 was not a successful experience in itself. This de facto reassures
them that they are not being perceived by all through a bio-medical lens, that there is some
rationality to their trajectory, that such experiences do occur from time to time, that these are
shared by others, and that there is a collective experience of this kind which the adult
acknowledges, recognizes and - to a degree - understands. The existence of these implicit
subtexts, and the participants’ awareness of this implicit message, were highly tangible during
the interviews. “You are interviewing me because there is a normalcy to my path”, “you are
interviewing me because we are many and share a collective experience of school”, “you are
interviewing me because you don’t adhere to the bio-medical labels that were attributed to me
during my time at school”, “you are interviewing me because there is authenticity and relevance
to my experience” are all implicit messages that were not verbally recorded but which were
omnipresent in the sub-text, the non-verbal and the rapport during the interviews (Coffey, 2002).
Use of Grounded Theory in Education
But that would interfere with the whole agenda… what we are learning in school: it is
fitting a curriculum that gets minds ready to fit into the system. So asking for changes
like this would be very difficult because it would interfere with the government’s agenda.
They don’t want people to ask questions, they don’t want people to be discerning with the
information they receive; they don’t want to think outside of the box… so it’s…. it would
take a huge process to make a change like that… (P13, 495-499)
Yeah, the system did not work for me. (P13, 657)
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Beyond the above conclusions regarding the use of ethnographic processes with these
adolescents and its success, I am of the opinion that the study and the emerging theory will both
constitute convincing evidence that grounded theory is a suitable methodological choice in
education generally. The phenomenon recorded and analyzed here is a social process taking
place in many contexts around us, a complex one with profound repercussions for the young
adults experiencing it. Empirical perceptions are counter-intuitive in this field and leave the
observer feeling that these adolescents are unmotivated learners rejecting education, growth and
development, looking instead for temporary escape and the solace of pure entertainment.
Traditional theoretical lenses and qualitative methods do not offer pertinent insight into these
teens’ motivations and the complex implications of their decisions.
Grounded theory has opened a window on their life experience and yielded a conceptual
model that may serve to offer insight into this or similar phenomena; it may open up perspectives
on social processes that are connected or similar with regards to other sub-populations of
students, or perhaps learners globally. It has offered a new theoretical paradigm within which to
now design deductive processes and establish hypotheses. It has achieved this in a context where
the field would have remained none the wiser without new a new, innovative perspective
(Thomas & James, 2006). The educational field’s receptiveness to grounded theory is, as we
have seen, still moot. However social work and fields such as nursing have made giant strides in
better understanding specific areas of human behaviour, particularly in the case of marginalized
individuals or populations by using it. Convincing educational researchers of the soundness of a
grounded theory process in the exploration of situations and contexts that remain on the margins
of traditional schooling and mainstream conformity seems pressing, and it is hoped that this
study will set a precedent with regards to students with SEBD at the very least.
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Differentiation in Teaching
Yeah, for sure… they’re sitting down, they’re writing and they’re listening, whereas
when you are outside, you are walking around, you’re talking to people, you’re smelling
things, you’re looking at trees or whatever… so it is definitely more of a full-bodied
experience than just tunnel vision in the classroom… (P13, 244-247)
Partly you`re not sat in a classroom; you are not writing anything; there is not going to be
a test on you know how to do anything. It`s not kind of preparing for an exam…you
know ‘you`ve need to learn this because it`s going to be on an exam’…with all the
tedium that comes with you know…exams…no, it was much more… you`re in the
moment. It`s like when you`re skiing, you don`t think of it as you know…you don’t
think of it, for example, you don`t think of it as exercising. You don’t think ‘I’m doing a
good work out’, it`s ‘I’m skiing’. (P3, 169-174)
A place that allows them to grow spiritually, individually and personally and to face
challenges… everybody has a different challenge you know… somebody can do a Maths
equation but I could paddle a canoe 90 miles or something like that… you do that, and I
do that… (P5, 458-461)
One of the most immediate outcomes of the formulation of the emerging theory for the
field is that its ethnographic perspective on SEBD has allowed us to identify in these
adolescents’ narrative a multitude of features which reinforce the concept of multiple intelligence
(Donovan & McFarlane, 2011) and diverse learning profiles (Smith, 2005). The participants are
eloquent in describing how their frustration with the school experience essentially took root in
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the conventional classroom’s insistent adherence to one size fits all. The participants describe
the notion of diverse learning style and describe their own. They describe the ongoing clash
between their learning style and the approach of conventional pedagogy. The notion of
differentiated instruction and personalized learning are therefore omnipresent as literature has
suggested these approaches may impact student retention and offer innovative solutions to the
frustration of some learners (Prain et al., 2013). The participants identify their clash with
conventional teaching as one of the causes for their desire to transfer their learning expectations
outside the classroom. Notions of learner preference, self-determined choice and learner freewill
have taken a central position in the unfolding of the emerging theory. It is hoped therefore that it
can give added credence to the notion of differentiation and the literature that accompanies it
(Tomlinson, 2014). It evidences its immediate pertinence in the field of SEBD and challenging
behaviour.
The impact of the emerging theory in the area of differentiation is perhaps even wider
than a mere alignment or easy fit with the principles of differentiated instruction. The emerging
theory positions the student with SEBD as possessing specific attributes, formulating preferences
regarding learning and developing self-belief. The emerging theory may therefore force us to
turn differentiation on its head. Differentiated instruction indeed requires that we meet the
learner in his or her specificity. If however our understanding of this specificity is centric, and if
we have but an empirically or theoretically clouded appreciation of the identity, desire or
preferences of the child with SEBD, how can differentiation be truly or genuinely achieved? The
emerging theory encourages us – or even requires us - to carry out an ethnographic exploration in
order to first understand the perspective and motivations of students with SEBD, before we can
teach them in light of the preferences, self-attributes and self-perception they do express. We too
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often characterize these learners as so disengaged that they are voiceless. The emerging theory
positions them as quite the opposite. Understanding, appreciating and acknowledging the
complex self-representations, perceptions, beliefs and desires of these learners is not a task that is
easy or comes naturally to educators (Capern & Hammond, 2014) and the implementation of
practices that take into consideration the emerging theory will require reflection and adaptation
on the part of teachers and educators. It may eventually come to entirely alter our professional
practices in the sense that exploring these learners’ identity will become key when conceiving
the way we attempt to teach them.
Discussion on Wider Stakes
The emerging theory and findings also have wider implications, beyond the immediately
actionable outcomes. As was discussed just above, whether the field of education is receptive to
outcomes which might emerge from a grounded theory enquiry around the voice of students with
SEBD remains moot. Time will tell. It is argued that many of the concerns expressed below will
in any event become more pressing as the voice of non-traditional students becomes more
noticeable.
Rethinking Learning and Pedagogy for the 21st Century
I mean we live in a constantly changing world, everything is constantly changing around
us, why are we sitting studying something that is… in relation to years and years of what
we believe is right… Yeah, being in an environment, being saturated, or surrounded or
experiencing an environment that is constantly changing, which does involve decision
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making, which does involved leadership… really is just a whole other way to
schooling… (P8, Part 1, 180-184)
Again, you don`t realize that you are learning it. Which is probably the best way to learn,
as far as I am concerned. It`s the subconscious kind of, and at the end, you realize ‘oh, I
learnt a lesson’. Without realizing it! Especially when you are a teenager, because
teenagers don`t want to learn, but if they are doing something…if you put them in a
situation where they do something, they learn quicker, and better. (P3, 291-295)
If everything has to be one way, and that’s it, and you have to learn it this way, and the
test is coming and that is the right answer: then yeah, you feel like you have to conform
to something. But if it is open and you have space to breath and space to make your own
conclusions, or whatever, it definitely creates a feeling that you have more space… you
are not just in a classroom… it’s like… mentally expanding… and consciousness is not
physical and learning is happening through our consciousness and our awareness and that
is etheric… it’s not physical. (P13, 555-561)
The body of literature on the need for pedagogical reform is large and diverse. Research
in educational technology insists that the world has changed outside of schools and that it is
urgent to transform an archaic institution (Hedges & Schneider, 2005). It encourages us to
rethink the notions of spatiality schools adhere to, and to embrace new technological possibilities
in the widest and most innovative of ways (Allerby, Hagstrom, & Westman, 2014). Pedagogical
philosophy itself questions the status quo in format, means and objectives, and acknowledges the
fact that all three are the socio-historical product of an era that is long gone (Cohen & Cowen,
2008). What parameters will frame the new institution of school and when will these emerge?
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Lastly literature on access and inclusion amply document that schools as institutions do not cater
to diversity, and that they lead to feelings of marginalization rather than inclusion for many
(Norwich, 2008). So many agendas for rapid change and yet, little radical rethink on the
horizon.
Can we continue to assume that schools in their current embodiment serve the purpose
and goals they attribute to themselves? The emerging theory has significant impact as part of
this reflection: it boldly claims that when learners reject the institution and the experience, it is
not because they are unable to cope with the experience of learning. It is because their
expectations for learning are so lucid, radical and authentic, that they refuse to continue with an
experience that yields nothing but frustration and disappointment. The grounded theory
therefore has powerful impact, not just with regards to students with SEBD, but with a large
body of students who are increasingly voicing a disconnect vis-à-vis their school experience and
conventional teaching. I would argue that it might have great resonance as well, with many
practitioners and researchers who are concerned for example with the growing numbers of
students choosing to drop out (Stamou, Edwards, Daniels, & Fergusson, 2014).
Space and Time in Pedagogy
It’s one that is familiar with me and it’s one that resonates with me. So for me to be
productive, and go forward, it is imperative for me to have that third space that you
describe of outdoor or just being in recreation, physical recreation, physical activity and
outdoor environment. (P8 Part 1, 692-695)
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I think that you could argue that the reason why people like me (emphasized) so
desperately seek the outdoors is that the frustration of the indoors doesn`t work. It`s like,
I know anything behind this concrete wall is just not working. So I am going outside of it
and I am going to figure it out on my own. So you could relate that and say that really
being out in the woods has nothing to do with nature, it`s just really a space that is an
environment that I am adapting to, and I have very little control over but I am finding my
purpose. Same within that virtual space. (P8, Part 2, 1142-1148)
It was huge… with time to think… being in your head differently than you are
normally… I don’t know how to describe it… talk to yourself as you walk, or paddle, or
slide… whatever.

It was a chance for me to have conversations with myself that I

would never have had a chance to have, that would never have come into my head, that I
would never have had looked at in the same way in a different environment, doing
something different… (P11, 678-682)
The emerging theory has a significant impact - not on our understanding of space, as
might have been expected at the onset, but rather on how schools need to reconsider their
construction of space. The literature review evidenced to what extent contemporary pedagogical
research has dug increasingly deeper into the purported optimal features of the learning space.
Interestingly what the emerging theory suggests is that not only might physicality of space not be
as relevant as we imagine, but it might be entirely irrelevant when it comes to students with
SEBD. The underlying subtext of the theoretical claims made here might even be that these
features are always irrelevant, whatever the profile of the child. Space has only been relevant in
the formulation of the emerging theory in the sense that the participant described their experience
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almost within non-space, the rejection of learning space as a whole. The very fact that the data in
this study focused on two environments (the outdoors and the digital world) that shared no
physical characteristics whatsoever and yet offered similar opportunities, presses on us the
realization that future research should operate a sharp shift away from its current focus and
conceptualise the learning space as set of opportunities rather than a locus with physical
specificity or significance.
Critics might argue that the study, and the emerging theory it proposes, does not go far
enough. If indeed conceptualisation of space was not necessary in the formulation of the theory,
it nevertheless inherently suggests two things: (i) that some learners will shift their learning
expectations to an ‘elsewhere’, a non-classroom environment, when the class or school climate
becomes overly oppressive or unstimulating, and (ii) that the curriculum requires radical
transformation so that it may become neither oppressive nor unstimulating. What is essential
about this ‘elsewhere’ to attract learners back? What significant features should the learning
space integrate in order to engage these learners: should it include a digital dimension; should it
have interactional potential, transformative capacity; should it offer freedom and leadership, etc.?
Integrating these features into modern pedagogy will eventually require a
conceptualization of space as having specific physical characteristics, be it just in order to
perhaps assess its optimal malleability. Delineating the potential for metamorphosis of the
learning environment and the boundaries of this transformation will eventually become a
cornerstone of the reformative pedagogical agenda, there is no doubt about that, but the question
goes beyond the focus of this study. The emerging theory can nevertheless contribute an
innovative and significant suggestion to this future research: the conceptualization of space –
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from the ethnographic perspective of students with SEBD – will require a paradigm shift away
from mere enquiry into its physicality. It is not its main characteristic in these users’ eyes.
Students as Collaborators
And can you do that in a classroom environment? How? Because you go into a
classroom environment and for one, who is the leader in the classroom, typically? It is
the teacher! So if you’re a student, you’re listening to the teacher. If you do not listen to
the teacher, you’re either kicked out or whatever… (P8, Part 1, 215-218)
Freedom was… yeah, it was good. It was nice to have that. It felt like you had a bit of
say in the matter, you know… a bit of responsibility – being able to choose. And also
group discussions, you know – right, what do you guys want to do now? I want to do
this, no I want to do this… and having to come up with a bit of a conclusion you know.
And having to discuss it, as that`s going to be the next two days of you all doing it
together… (P10, 268-272)
Because if you are a ‘virgin’ learner and you are learning something, you can discover a
different perspective in relation to which the teacher has a blind spot. (P13, 512-514)
An ethnographic perspective values the perspective of the participants and therefore the
emerging theory’s focus on this voice was a given. Its impact for the field however goes
slightly further, as it positions the student with SEBD not just as a voice which must be heard,
but as a collaborator in the learning experience. It is clear that if these students shift their
learning expectations to other environments, it is because they are frustrated, bored and
disempowered. All of them have stressed their need for an active role in their learning
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experience. There is little room in contemporary educational research for this active role and
the emerging theory makes a strong case not just for listening, but for relinquishing power and
prominence in the teaching process to the students themselves. Learning preferences and the
very distinctive self-determination discussed by the participants require them to be holding the
reins, not passively following other people’s lead. The notion of learner as active collaborator
comes through the narratives vibrantly, and it must trigger reflection for practice and the field.
What transpires from the narratives is an overwhelming desire for interactive,
empowered, reflective learning. This is not a format of teaching that is entirely absent from the
contemporary pedagogical landscape. Indeed the flipped classroom model for example
(Bergmann & Sams, 2012), or some of the Universal Design for Learning initiatives integrate the
sorts of claims these students are voicing (Ralabate, 2011). Significantly though, when
pedagogy has sporadically shown itself to be cutting edge, ground breaking and revolutionary in
matters of control and power within learning, it has also implicitly been suggested that such
models are only appropriate for the motivated student, the willing learner, the performer – if not
the gifted child. It is rare therefore to see any such initiatives implemented in environments with
a high incidence of students with SEBD. This must change and students with SEBD, students at
risk and students feeling marginalized should in fact be the first – and not the last – to be offered
pedagogical choices.
Schools are fearful of challenging behaviour, and relinquishing control is often the very
last option they would consider exercising with regards to students with SEBD (Walker,
Ramsey, & Gresham, 2004). This is a considerable shame since the life narratives recorded here
indicate it would be a key element in the re-engagement of these students. The emerging theory
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repositions the students with SEBD as necessary collaborators in their learning, and suggests
offering them the inherent decision making and freedom of choice that comes with this active
role.
An Enabling Curriculum
I think it all boils down to being in an environment that depends on leadership and
decision making and stuff that is like… there are rules but they are not rules… you are
independent to make your own choices. (…) learning physical and practical skills within
your own mindset and environment… (P8, Part 1, 163-168)
I think the third space is an environment that allows you to rethink, rethink what you
believe to know, and be in an environment that is not something that is standardized, is
not something that is expected, but is infrequent and can change any minute. And that
what was interesting… (P8, Part 1, 313-316)
Yeah, but I think finding that least restrictive environment within a school is getting close
to impossible… You can fit another PhD in this… I have not thought about it, but…
(P11, 723-724)
I think that that is because from a very early age school teaches you not to be intuitive.
Stop, sit down, be quiet, listen, learn! People don’t learn like that anymore. That is why
so many people escape to video games and sports. (P12, 542-544)
David Rose, founder of CAST, reflecting on access and inclusion, has recently claimed
that the most significant disability was probably an emotional one (Berdik, 2015). There has
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been a growing interest in recent years in examining the K-12 curriculum under the lens of
accessibility, using the Social Model of Disability (Barnes & Mercer, 2003). A curriculum can
hence be seen as enabling or disabling; under this lens it is, interestingly, barriers created by
pedagogy itself that are seen as the cause of disability, not any inherent characteristics of the
child. It is with this context in mind that Rose’s comments take on their full force and impact:
might the curriculum similarly be disabling for students with SEBD and challenging behaviour?
Might their often unsuccessful school experiences, or even exclusion, be the result of inherent
faults of the curriculum, rather than the result of any individual pathology or of individual
setbacks from life?
The emerging theory certainly echoes these concerns and shows the examination of the
curriculum under this light to be pressing. Might SEBD be nothing more than a construct that
enables us to integrate and process the failings of our schools without having to examine them
too closely? What immediate changes might be required to erode the barriers that exist in the
curriculum for our challenging students? How will the curriculum truly cater for the needs of the
diverse student body (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2000)? The emerging theoretical claims made
by the study certainly lead us to re-examine all conventional characterization of students with
SEBD, and to weigh the role of traditional teaching in the perception we have of their poor
academic performance. Sadly while these important questions gain in visibility, it can be said
that globally they are currently drowned, in most western countries, by an equally powerful focus
on standardized provisions and a curriculum content (Borich & Tombari, 2004). Are we perhaps
generating a greater number of children with SEBD by presenting them with a ‘disabling’
curriculum?
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Strength Based Learning
Well, to be honest, I feel that most of the stuff I learnt in school was not exactly like
useful to me and I feel like the subjects that sparked most of my interest was to do with
art and music… even science. Science was interesting at some points but I felt like it was
watered down science… it was just like, you know… it wasn’t deep enough for me… so
I definitely put all my attention in the arts and music because that is what I am good at
and what I resonate with… so yeah… (P13, 87-91)
Looking back I think I learnt a lot more outside the classroom… I barely remember my
classes… I remember being difficult for some of them… but that’s not what I remember
and it’s not where I feel I learnt. Whether I approached it with an expectation that that is
where I would learn it, or that’s just where I ended up learning it… I’m not really sure.
No, no, no actually there was definitely some expectations… (P11, 860-863)
And his whole approach, just focusing on the individual… Just fascinating points being
made in how, really we are creating environments for what we want rather than what they
want… and ‘we’ being society, teachers, structures… I think they are those who are
going to be lawyers, bankers, and they know that from a really young age, or they are
going to be academics and they will stay within the norms. But it is important that we
create space for those that don`t want to do that, don’t want to be that. And that basically
means creating an environment in which they can explore what they want to do, what
feels right – not making isolated judgments… (P8, Part 2, 1328-1333)
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The claims of the emerging theory make strong statements about learner’s selfactualization vis-à-vis learning, the relevance of their preferences and, crucially, about their
ability to assess their strengths against a backdrop of real world, societal expectations. The selfactualization the study has described these adolescents as displaying is tightly woven with lucid,
self-assured, and powerful assessments of their strengths. We have seen that this assessment of
their strengths is in fact so accurate and authentic that it arms them with humour, courage and
determination even when their entire environment characterizes them instead as lacking
motivation. It is a self-actualization founded on the identification of self-attributes that are
context relevant and have immediacy. These narratives are therefore equally an emotional call
for learning contexts that are strength based. Are such learning formats present in the field or in
current literature?
They are much discussed but it might be argued that they are seldom implemented and
nurtured in school contexts with students with SEBD. Differentiated instruction (Tomlinson,
2014) and individualized learning (Daniels & Perry, 2003) are both models that in part integrate
the notion of strength based instruction. There have been noticeable, and fairly numerous,
initiatives to develop such classrooms in recent years but typically these initiatives thrive in early
childhood contexts (McCashen, 2008). The study examines the narratives of late teens and rarer
are the school contexts that continue discussing self-attributes, strengths and personal motivation
into secondary education, unless such schools opt for an experimental flavour (Walsh & ParkTaylor, 2005). This is simply often, despite the best intentions, a case of competing imperatives
such as those of national or state standardized assessment and content.
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The other point of critical tension is that even when strength based learning does exist,
much of its discourse amounts to creating resilience and strength amongst students who may not
possess such personal resources (Hammond, 2010). These are models that again characterize the
marginalized student through a deficit model lens; the student is lacking confidence and requires
the agency of the person leading the intervention to develop these powers of resilience (Alvord
& Grados, 2005). This has been the subtext of much of the ‘grit’ movement of recent years
(Donnon & Hammond, 2011). The picture created by the narratives in the study diverges widely
from this characterization. These are teens with spirit, courage, strength who have confidence in
their choices, possess a vibrant sense of self-actualization; they have grit and require no
authoritative agency. To what extent however might educational settings be receptive to
accommodating the strength of such self-assured learners, in the teaching format, when the
preferences expressed by them appear so deeply disruptive to the institutions? Our participants
require no lessons in resilience. If they desire something it is, on the contrary, that educational
formats might prove less rigid in accommodating their evident strengths, even when these appear
unconventional.
Student Preferences and Free Will
Yeah, because when you are in class you are asked not to have a persona… you’re asked
to be quiet and learn the books and not distract anybody. So you are asked not to be
yourself; you are asked to be a robot, and listen, you know? When you are outside the
classroom, it’s different and you have the space to break from those boundaries that are in
the classroom, regardless of whatever rules there are outside. You are outside… You are
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free, I don’t want to listen to anybody, I just want to be myself and talk about things…
(P13, 401-406)
I think a person’s state of mind and their experiences is connected… if a person does not
feel the space to be himself, or learn or question what he is learning – and he is in a
classroom… he is going to put those two things together and close himself. But if a
teacher is giving him the freedom to open a dialogue and the teacher is aware of how the
student learns best… visually, or through engagement… they feel like they are in an ever
expanding experience rather than trapped… (P13, 729-734)
I don’t know if it’s power, but the freedom… to learn it in the way…at our own pace and
in the way that it resonates with us, you know… not just forced to understand it because
it’s going to be in the test… (P13, 452-454)
Right, right, so really the decision making and free choice is what I wanted to go back
to… so decision making and free choice, it is catered to the individual…(…) but to be put
in an environment where I have to make my own decisions – under certain jurisdiction,
under certain guidelines – has expedited my growth, in general and I look back at that – if
I remember what I enjoyed the most about my academic career if you will, was outdoors
moment where there was decision making, that sort of independent – you are you and it’s
up to you to make those decisions… (P8, Part 1, 188-195)
The theoretical claims made by the study go beyond learner preferences; they assert the
significance, impact and role of learner freedom. The notion of choice is crucial to these
adolescents because it is a self-determined choice, one that by its very decision making in
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relation to learning offers these youth a sense of self-actualization. This is not some abstract
existentialist conceptualization of free will; it is very much a tangible, daily, concrete experience
of self-determination, one that enables these students to tangibly create an identity and to access
a deep and rich experience of personal choice.
How much room do our schools offer to the deployment and unfolding of selfactualization through such forceful, visible and dynamic self-determination in daily situations?
The tangible presence of power in education is discussed in broad terms in the literature
(Gallaher, 2008) but rarely shapes policies and classroom practices (Harjunen, 2009). How can
we, as educators, integrate radical and vibrant forms of self-actualization within our classrooms
without making our institutions feel unsettled and threatened? There is a tension here, that is
difficult to reconcile in daily contexts, between hospitable teaching and the nurturing of free
choice in learners, on the one hand, and the power subtexts of schools as institutions (Koutrouba,
Baxevanou, & Koutroumpas, 2012).
Classrooms generally seek conformity and a teacher need not wander too far in the
direction of learner choice before being branded weak, laissez-faire or even dangerous by
colleagues or even school leaders, unless the school in question has made specific commitments
in the direction of individualization. Much of the classroom management discourse
unapologetically focuses on control and power dynamics and the very notion of student choice
and freedom appear threatening both culturally and socio-historically (Golish & Olson, 2000).
Even when free will is considered by educational theory, it is usually as an alternative to
discipline in purely interactionist terms. What the participants discuss in their narratives is much
more subtle than this, and amounts to self-determination in learning objectives and format
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themselves. It is a radical paradigm shift and culture change that the emerging theory
encourages when it gives centre stage to the notion of learner self-determination. Selfdetermined choice in a learning context is perceived as risk (Goodman, 2010); a vast culture
change is required to alter this perception and transform leaner choice into a pedagogical tool,
and the study argues that this change is pressing.
Implications for Teacher Training
So if you give the student the added experience of being able to adjust and to take that
back to the classroom, if the teacher has not got that experience and is not understanding
of that experience, how can they relate to the student?... But then I see what you are
saying. How can you tell an established, i.e. renowned educational system, that teachers
should be going into the woods with their students, and camping? Just as teachers should
be talking to them privately in virtual space after class time! (P8, Part 2, 1181-1186)
Do you know what the biggest obstacle is though: I think it actually comes from the
teacher, him or herself. I’ll tell you why: putting yourself in those spaces, creates
vulnerability. If you think of what a teacher is or what a teacher does, there is a
substantial amount of ego… (…). So if the teacher suddenly is in a space where he or
she is vulnerable and the student sees that, it can be a sign of weakness. And it certainly
is a consideration for that teacher or that professor… (P8, Part 2, 1202-1210)
It’s because of perceived roles and perceived positions… like you can say… I don’t
know… Just call me Bob, I’m you friend – type teacher. But as long as it is in a context
where you expect to have teacher-master position and subordinate student position… no

285
matter how you try to play that down, just the moment when it is within that suggestive
formal setting, it is impossible really to completely… (P11, 1131-1134)
The findings throw interesting light on the relationship of students with SEBD and
teachers. It certainly stresses the need for further enquiry in this area and not necessarily from
the perspective of the teacher, as has been the case till now (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002), but
with an ongoing focus on the ethnographic voice of these adolescents. The essence of ecological
analysis is to highlight the varying perspectives of individuals as they navigate divergent
systems. This is an accepted lens in SEBD and yet we continue to naively assume that because
we explore the motivational disposition of teachers towards students with SEBD, we have
available to us a reverse image yielding the student’s perceptions and expectations. The findings
in this study show us that this is not the case: their construction of the interactions with
significant adults is far more complex and sophisticated than the narrative of these teachers
would let us believe.
Their conceptualization of the role of educators is neither naïve not simplistic. The
findings reveal full appreciation of the complex variables that impact teachers’ motivations and
attitudes. They appreciate the extent to which their own behavior has been challenging and
alienating for the adults they interacted with. They do not dismiss adults as redundant actors in
the realisation of their learning expectations. Neither do they verbalize unrealistic hopes for
overnight transformation and change. There is no wishful thinking and this is perhaps what
explains their eventual desire to leave their schools and respective academic settings to seek out
learning experiences elsewhere; their perspective is not naïve, neither is it optimistic.
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The emerging theory offers one innovative feature that can have significant impact on our
understanding of students with SEBD and hence on the format and shape of future interventions.
In the past decade, much of the research and practise in the field of SEBD has focused on
remedial work seeking to salvage and maintain the student-teacher relationship. This has been
based on ecological awareness and has stressed a variety of means, from gamification to
authenticity (Mihalas et al., 2008). The emerging theory suggests that when these interventions
fail, it does not symbolize an irrevocable breakdown or point of no return, nor does it necessarily
symbolize the doomed nature of these interactions and relationships.
We have seen that the students’ focus is much wider and of greater scope. In their
narratives, the students did not want to be part of a school. No amount of personalized
interaction would have made them reconsider this vocal and radical self-determined choice; this
does not mean that they rejected significant adults per se. It therefore throws some comforting
light on the outcomes of many initiatives in the field. As we have seen from their testimonies,
these students did not necessarily reject the teacher or their role; they rejected the context as a
whole. The teachers were entirely ancillary in the positioning and decision making that led them
to move to other environments in order to satisfy their learning needs.
What is interesting is that once these students experience satisfaction in another more
congenial environment, they conceptualize the role significant adults might play – or rather
should play in these new renegotiated fora. Students with SEBD have expectations with regards
to the role of teachers in a metamorphosed learning experience. In fact what the findings reveal
to us is that these adolescents are already waiting for us, for guidance, parameters and oversight,
in contemporary interactive dimensions where we are not yet present as educators. These
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realisations should undoubtedly inform a pressing metamorphosis of the pre and in-service
training of teachers. The claims made by the study bring to the surface the need to examine the
breadth of our involvement with these youth; they ask us to question the conventional boundaries
of our realm as teachers; they invite us to explore the many, varied teaching moments that escape
us for lack of being present and available at the junctures and intersections that are emerging;
they compel us to rethink our role, positioning and etiquette as teachers within a learning
environment where the learner is a collaborator seeking self-actualization through the
verbalisation of specific learning preferences.
SEBD beyond K-12
I carried on…to pursue what interests me, what intrigues me, how I learn. And I learn by
meeting people, by taking to people, by meeting them eye to eye, in
person…experiences… not shoved in a classroom, like I said before – 9 to 5pm, and told
this is what I need to do because this meets the criteria, and this meets the standards, and
this gets you the piece of paper, and with this piece of paper you get this job and with this
job, you get a career, etc… (P8, Part 1, 84-101)
I definitely have a community and a network where we are all basically all on the same
page, seeking the same knowledge and similar truth, you know. So I definitely have a
home base where I can get feedback … and be directed to other sources, you know. So
yes, definitely. Like I still feel like I am in school, but I do it through the internet.
Discovering authors and discovering books, and learning things. It’s all through the
Internet that I do this. (P13, 346-350)

288
It was like a reward, but really it was a balance. And that balance is actually what pushed
me to really want to pursue academics, rather than fear them, and hate them and resent
them. So I think really when I found my calling in an academic environment for me was
when I experienced that balance so really the most pivotal moment for me was when I
(…) experienced just a whole different approach and more one to one, focalized more on
the individual, less of the sort of one size fits all. (P8, Part 1, 66-72)
The theory and findings may also have considerable impact on the way we perceive the
trajectory of students with SEBD (Bradley et al., 2004). Beyond unearthing their original voice,
the study gives us insight on their trajectory beyond the secondary sector. The literature on
SEBD often times seems to assume that a tumultuous high school experience will unavoidably
lead to similar behavior manifestations in later life. Yet if these students disappear from the data
it is simply because data stops being collected around their experiences. The literature review
had already given us evidence that life-long psycho-social dysfunction was not necessarily to be
expected, far from it. In this study, the young adults are offering a life narrative that is a
retrospective look on their school years and they also contribute life experiences that go beyond
K-12. The narrative in this respect is rich and ground breaking. Interestingly, all 14 participants
interviewed were currently in higher education or employment.
This has two effects: first it highlights the need for further research into the postsecondary and employment experiences of students who were labelled as SEBD in schools.
Such research need not be longitudinal in nature – a research design which is fraught with
specific issues when it comes to SEBD, many of which have been identified in Chapter 2.
Second, if there exists no continuum of experience for these adolescents from primary school to
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post-secondary, and again from secondary to Higher Ed and employment, it may be that time has
come to burst certain myths and to question the secondary sector’s claim that it is in fact able to
offer a seamless transition and continuum of experiences for any children. The experiences of
students with SEBD are exceptional in the sense that they have decided to set aside conventional
learning and have rejected school altogether. Their experience of frustration and constraint in
the face of rigid learning formats and inflexible teacher-centric delivery methods is perhaps, on
the other hand, not as exceptional. While students with SEBD voice their dissatisfaction, might
it not be presumed that these experiences are shared by many who simply suffer in silence and
endure these painful years quietly?
Secondary education is in many ways more constraining, regimented, marginalizing,
traumatic and alienating than what comes before or awaits adolescents afterwards. Middle
schools and high schools adopt a discourse in which they purport to prepare learners for real
world imperatives. And yet the experiences of learners, and their narratives, describe them as
environments entirely disconnected from experiential and societal contexts that precede and
follow, and as institutions overly focused on breaking the organic developmental momentum in
students. They seek to shake learners out of the casualness of primary education and to prepare
them for the competitiveness and rigidity of real world experiences. Is this rigidity in fact not
simply their own, satisfying internal institutional purposes? Is it perhaps time for middle schools
and high schools to take a global reflective look at their practices with respect to choice, identity,
learning preferences and self-actualization, and to examine how fulfilment of these expectations
might in the future come to shape the learning experiences, instead of control, rigidity or
universal, standardized measures of assessment.
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