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The Emotional Wellbeing of Children Identified as in Need of

Additional Support in the Transition from Primary to

Secondary School

1. Research Design

The study was designed to identify pupils in primary school, year six, where
teachers were concerned about how they would fare in the transition to
secondary school. 10 primary schools were involved in the study, feeding into

2 comprehensive secondary schools.

For each child of concern the teachers were asked to complete a Strengths
and Difficulties questionnaire (SDQ) and identify the reasons for their

concern.

The SDQ was created by Goodman (1997, 2000) as a behavioural screening
tool. The SDQ has been used extensively and has good reliability and validity.
The questionnaire lists 25 items which give an overall stress rating and has 5

sub-scales:

1. Emotional Distress

2. Hyperactivity

3. Difficulties getting along with other Young People
4. Behavioural Difficulties

5. Kind and Helpful Behaviour

The resulting score can be reliably categorised as normal, borderline or high
indicating psychological, social, emotional and behavioural disorders
(Goodman, 2000; see Appendix 1 for full details of the SDQ)..

A Reason for Concern form was also sent with the SDQ. The options listed
on the form were:

. Learning Needs
. Behaviour

. Attendance

. Anxiety

. Self-esteem

. Other
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Ethical approval was given by the Anglia Ruskin Faculty Research Ethics
Panel, and consent was sought from all parents whose children were
identified as in need of additional support in the transition for their teachers to
complete the SDQ and reason for concern form.

SDQ questionnaires were returned for 49 children (parents, n=43; teachers

n=49) with teachers completing 48 reason for concern forms.

The analysis begins with a broad view of the data, looking at the proportion of
children with SDQs of normal, borderline or high for each category. Once this
has been illustrated, we will examine whether or not there are significant
differences in terms of gender and whether there is agreement between the
parent and teacher overall stress SDQ scores. This will define the parameters
under which we analyse the remaining data and examine the SDQ scores in

relation to the reasons for concern.

2. SDO Scores from teachers and parents

Table 1: SDQ scores for whole cohort

SDQ Score

Normal Borderline High

Teacher | Parent | Teacher | Parent | Teacher | Parent
n=48 n=43 n=48 n=43 n=48 n=43

Overall 17 18 8 12 23 13
Stress (35%) | (42%) | (17%) | (28%) | (48%) (30%)
Emotional 25 17 4 4 19 22
Distress (52%) | (39%) (8%) (9%) (40%) (51%)
Hyper- 18 23 10 3 20 17

activity | (38%) | (53%) | (21%) | (%) | (42%) | (40%)

SDQ Difficulties

getting
Scales | ongwith | 31 22 5 5 12 16
other (65%) | (51%) | (10%) | (12%) | (25%) | (37%)
Young
People
Behavioural 34 27 3 8 11 8
Difficulties | (71%) | (63%) | (6%) | (19%) | (23%) | (19%)
Kl'ﬂr;‘fp?ﬂld 27 36 15 3 6 4
Behaviour (56%) | (84%) | (31%) | (7%) (12%) (9%)
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From Table 1 we can see that:

1. Teachers report 48% (n=23) of the sample to have high SDQ scores
overall (see Table 1 and Charts 1 and 2). Parents report less high SDQ
scores, but still this is 30% (n=13). You would usually expect to find
only 10% of the sample in the high category. This suggests that the
children identified in need of additional support have higher levels of
overall stress than you would expect (see Appendix 2 for details of the
SDQ score bandings).

2. With the exception of ‘kind and helpful behaviour’, the SDQ scores
reported by teachers and parents, are higher for all the subscales than
you would expect in a population sample.

3. For those identified with high SDQ scores for overall stress, the
subscales reported by teachers are particularly raised for emotional
distress (40%, n=19) and hyperactivity (42%, n=20). Interestingly,
slightly more parents report emotional distress (51%, n=22) than
teachers (40%, n=19) in the high category.

As Charts 1 and 2, below, indicate, there is a slightly higher incidence of high
and borderline Overall Stress SDQ scores from teachers (65%) than parents
(58%). Possibly this suggests that these children are under more stress in the
classroom environment with its multiple challenges than in their home

environment.
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Chart 1: Teachers ratings of overall stress

35%

Teacher Overall Stress
(N=48)

O High
48% .
m Borderlineg
O Normal
Chart 2: Parents Ratings of Overall Stress
Parent Overall Stress
(N=43)
42% .
O High
m Borderlineg
O Normal
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Overall Stress Scores

Having established that there is a greater incidence of high and borderline
Overall Stress score reported by teachers than by parents (see Charts 1 and
2), there was a need to establish whether this difference is statistically
significant.

Table 2 indicates that no statistically significant difference exists between
parent and teacher Overall Stress SDQ scores (p>0.05). As a result, we will
analyse Reasons for Concern in relation to the Teacher data (N=48) only,
because we do not have Parent Reasons for Concern.

Table 2: Comparing Parent and Teacher Overall Stress SDQ scores.

Teacher
Normal Borderline High Total
Normal 6 4 7 17
Parent High 4 3 5 12
Borderline 3 0 10 13
Total 13 7 22 42

(N=42, p=0.22, x2=5.7)

3. Overall Stress in SDQ Scores by Gender

The Overall Stress category gives an indication of whether there are concerns
about the child’s mental wellbeing. Teachers report 48% of the sample as
having high SDQ scores. This is much higher than the 10% you would expect
in a population sample.

More boys (n=31) than girls (n=16) have been identified as in need of support
in the transition by teachers (see Table 3). This is interesting as the health
related behaviour survey of young people in Fenland and East
Cambridgeshire suggest that young girls engage in more risk taking behaviour
with alcohol and smoking and that young boys report better emotional health
and wellbeing than their counterparts in the rest of Cambridgeshire (Health

Related Behaviour Survey (Cambridgeshire 2010)).
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For the purpose of analysing the SDQ data, the next step in the analysis is to

consider whether there are any statistically significant differences in the actual

SDQ scores for boys and girls as reported by teachers and parents. If not

then we can analyse the sample as a whole.

Table 3: Teacher Overall Stress SDQ by child’s gender.

Overall Stress SDQ Category (Teacher)

Normal Borderline High Total
Girls 4 3 9 16
Boys 13 4 14 31
Total 17 7 23 47
(N=47, p=0.51, x2 = 1.34)
Table 4: Parent Overall Stress SDQ by child’s gender.
Overall Stress SDQ Category (Parent)
Normal Borderline High Total
Girls 8 5 4 17
Boys 9 7 9 25
Total 17 12 13 42

(N=42, p = 0.66, x2 = 0.82)

Tables 3 and 4 indicate that for both teachers and parents reporting, the
probability of high overall stress in boys and girls does not differ significantly
(teachers, p=0.51; parents, p=0.66; for statistical significance, we need a p
value of 0.05 or less.). This shows that there are no significant differences
between the SDQ scores for boys and girls; therefore there is no need to
separate the sample into boys and girls for the remainder of the analysis.
Nonetheless we should remember that there are more boys who raise
concerns for teachers as they approach the transition to secondary school.

4. Reasons for Concern and SDQ scores

The next question is whether there is any relationship between the reasons
for concern and overall stress as reported by the SDQ. That is, if the SDQ
scores can give us any insight into the kind of difficulties or stress being

experienced by children identified as in need of support for differing reasons.
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Table 5 summarises the relationship between the reason for concern and the
probability of an high SDQ score for both overall stress and the SDQ
subscales. (Full details of the analysis can be found in Appendix 1). Teachers
were able to select one or more reasons for concern. So, for example, they

may select both attendance and anxiety as their reason for concern.

The results show significant correlations between the SDQ scores and the
Reason for Concern in the areas of Attendance, Behaviour, Anxiety and Self-
esteem (see Table 5). We will look at each the concern reasons and relevant
SDQ scores and subscales.

Table 5: Teacher reason for concern and high SDQ scores by Category:

SDQ Category

Difficulties
Getting :
Overall Emotional Hvoeractivit Along  Behavioural K;'r:j ?Sld
Stress  Distress yp Y with other  Difficulties Beh Pt
Young ehaviour
People
Learning
Needs 14 11 12 7 6 3
Behaviour ;. 4 12+ 3 10% 4*
Reason
for Attendance 7% 7 1 ! 0 0
Concern Anxiet
y 14 15%* 9 9* 5 3
Self- N N
esteem 18 15 17 9 6 4

(N=48; * p <0.05; ** p < 0.001; ! p=0.07)

Learning Needs

Learning Needs was the second most cited reason for concern (31/48),
however no correlation appeared between Learning Needs and any of the
SDQ categories. This suggests that there is no link between being referred for

support in the transition to secondary school for learning needs and the child’s
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emotional wellbeing. This is a very interesting finding as we had thought that

concerns about learning needs might be reflected on other subscales such as

behaviour or emotional distress.

Behaviour

There a significant correlation between children referred by their teacher for

behavioural difficulties and their SDQ scores for Overall Stress (p=0.05).

There are also correlations for children referred for behavioural difficulties and

all of the SDQ sub-scales, apart from difficulties in getting along with other

Young People (see Table 5).

Of particular interest to note is for those children referred for behavioural

difficulties (n=15) is their SDQ scores for kind and helpful behaviour and for

getting along with peers (see Graph 1):

80% have a teacher SDQ score of high or borderline for kind and
helpful behaviour.

73.3% have a teacher SDQ score of normal for difficulties in getting
along with other young people.

26.6% have a parent SDQ score of high or borderline for kind and
helpful behaviour.

66.7% have a parent SDQ score of normal for difficulties in getting

along with other young people.

10
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Graph 1: Comparison of Parent/Teacher SDQ scores for children with
behavioural difficulties as their reason for concern. % of children with high,
borderline and normal SDQ scores for Difficulties getting along with other
young people and Kind and Helpful Behaviour.

(N=15)

80%

70% . [ [

60%

% obQHildren

m High

40% ] Bogrderline
O Normal

30%

20% -

10% A

A In im0

0% -
Parent ‘ Teacher Parent ‘ Teacher

Difficulties getting along with other Kind and Helpful Behaviour
young people

According to the teachers, in the school environment, the majority of children
with behaviour difficulties as reason for concern have high or borderline
scores for kind and helpful behaviour but the majority of these children do get
along well other young people. The same children who get along well with
their peers apparently struggle to display kind and helpful behaviour in the
school environment (see Graph 1).

According to the parents, the SDQs for children with teacher assessed
behavioural difficulties indicate that the majority of these children display kind
and helpful behaviour and also get along well with their peers. It can therefore
be surmised from the difference between teacher and parent SDQ that

11
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children with behavioural problems exhibit different behaviour in the school
environment (see Graph 1), in relation to kind and helpful behaviour.

Goodman et al (2000, p. 530) argue that SDQ’s from parents are slightly more
useful for predicting emotional disorders, whilst teacher SDQ results prove
more accurate for conduct and hyperactivity disorders. In the present sample,
the parents appear to observe slightly more difficulties in getting along with
other young people than the teachers do. However, teachers observe the
children in a school environment, where it seems likely that much more
interaction with other young people is required then at home. It may be the
case that the parent SDQ scores relate more to the child’s interactions with
siblings and family members, as those are the interactions they are more
likely to observe.

A key risk factor for becoming NEET is poor educational achievement
(Akister, Burch and Sadler, 2011, p. 8) — a factor which has been consistently
linked to negative behaviours in children. Whilst teachers are seeing more
positive interactions with other young people, they are also recording
significantly less kind and helpful behaviour (50% more high or borderline

scores than from parents; see Graph 1).

Due to the fact that there is a documented link between negative childhood
behaviours and poor educational achievement, further work needs to be done

to develop these results in order to best outline an effective intervention.

Attendance

From Table 5 we can see that there is a statistically significant relationship
between children with attendance problems and Overall Stress (p=0.012) and
Emotional Distress (p=0.002). Additionally the likelihood that they have
difficulties getting along with other young people approaches significance
(p=0.07).

12
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Significant literature on overall attendance problems at this age is sparse,
however there is a extensive body of evidence (Margo and Sodha, 2010,
Furlong, 2006) that links truancy to poor educational achievement and the risk
of becoming NEET. Furthermore, of the seven children with attendance
problems, many were also identified by their teacher as having problems with
self-esteem, anxiety and learning needs (see Table 6).

Table 6: Other Reasons for Concern for children with Attendance problems.

Reason for Concern

Attendance | Behaviour | Anxiety Self Learning
Esteem Needs

Yes No Yes Yes Yes

Yes No Yes Yes Yes

Yes No Yes Yes Yes

ves No Yes Yes NoO

Yes No Yes Yes NG

Yes No NO Yes Yes

Yes No NO No NG

Additionally, six of the seven children also have high scores for emotional
distress from their parent SDQ. The data therefore clearly indicates that there
is a correlation between problems with attendance and emotional distress,
which is a risk indicator for becoming NEET; especially in view of the

supporting literature (Margo and Sodha, p. 16).

Anxiety

20 (42%) of the 48 young people in the present sample were referred within

the anxiety category. According to Demos (Margo and Sodha, p. 16), in 2010,

‘59,000 five-year-olds — 10.3% - started school with emotional issues’. The

high level of anxiety within our sample and the significant correlations

13
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between teacher recognised Anxiety and Overall Stress (p = 0.025) and
teacher recognised Anxiety and Emotional Distress (p = 0.000) provide
evidence to suggest there are much higher levels of anxiety in this group,
identified at risk in the transition, than those found in population samples (See
Table 5).

Those referred for concerns about anxiety also have difficulties in getting

along with other young people (p=0.023) (see Table 5 and Appendix 1).

Self-esteem

Of the sample of 48 young people, teachers gave self-esteem as one of the
reasons for concern for 32 young people. Self-esteem is therefore the most
cited reason for concern (66.7%). The only statistically significant correlation
between self-esteem and the SDQ scores is in the category of hyperactivity (p
= 0.011), with 53% of children with low self-esteem also having an high SDQ
for hyperactivity. However, of the 20 children referred by teachers for
concerns about anxiety, 90% were also referred for concerns about self-
esteem. This would seem to indicate that teachers are concerned about

anxiety, they are also likely to be concerned about self-esteem.
Perhaps there is also a link between hyperactivity and the capacity to make

use of the learning environment, thereby leading to lowered self-esteem in the

classroom/school environment.

5. Discussion

UK Perspective

There is a strong body of literature identifying risk factors for becoming NEET.
Margo and Sodha conducted an extensive literature review for the Demos

14
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report, published in 2010, which identifies disengagement from education as

the core cause of becoming NEET. The risk factors for this are:

* Poor literacy and numeracy

* Poor behavioural development

* Mental health problems

* Low aspirations

» Parenting and the home environment (including who your parents are
and what they do)

» Parental expectations

» School factors (emotional quality of the classroom, warmth of adult-
child interactions)

* Poverty

O'Toole (2011) argues that the ‘process of acquiring NEET status can begin
very early on in life’ (p. 1), with an association between poverty and low
educational attainment, emphasising the importance of prevention and early
intervention in relation to those at risk of becoming NEET. Risk factors may
include young people experiencing physical and/or emotional abuse at home;
young people for whatever reason becoming distanced from professionals at
school; young people having drifted to ‘marginal’ provision such as a Pupil
Referral Unit; teenage parenthood; caring responsibilities and poor levels of

literacy

Even amongst those who argue that NEET is a pejorative term, with little
comparative use and isolating connotations, the cited risk factors remain
much the same (Thompson, 2011, p. 793, Roberts, 2011). Akister, Burch and
Sadler (2011, p. 5-6) state that the known risks for NEET are poor educational
achievement and low socioeconomic status. Current literature supports these
two umbrella risk factors; all of the aforementioned factors can fit under one of
these umbrellas.. However, there are two other debates that have begun to
emerge within the literature fairly recently. The first is about the connotations
and usefulness of the term NEET, whilst the second is a call for early

intervention.

15
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1. NEET: The term itself.

This term ‘NEET’ has potential for both international comparison and as a tool

to explore social exclusion:

a. The possibility of international comparison

NEET is now an international term, applied in the context of developing
nations (Mukherjee, 2012, Becker, 2007), Europe (Issengaard, 2003, Robson,
2008), the Far East (Yuji, 2007, Chen, 2011), Canada (Chin, 2011) and
Australia (McGinty, 2011). However, each of these countries employs a
different definition of the term. For example, in Japan an unemployed youth
would be between the ages of 15 and 34. In Taiwan, the ages are 15 —-24 and
in the UK and Germany the ages are 16-24. Furthermore, the actual definition
of NEET varies depending on country. In Japan there is considered to be a
difference between being NEET and being unemployed; NEETs have never,
or have stopped, looking for work whilst an unemployed young person is
actively seeking employment. The Japanese have also introduced a third
relevant term: Freeter (those who freelance between lots of different jobs)
(Inui, 2005, p. 244).

Whilst each country develops an idiosyncratic dialogue about its own NEETS,
attempts to compare NEET figures internationally tend to focus on ‘concrete’
risk factors, such as household income and gender (Robson, 2008). Of
particular interest is that the risk factors for becoming NEET remain much the
same in each country, despite changing definitions. In India, being female
(13.8% of girls were NEET in 2004, compared to 12.5% of boys) is a key risk
factor (Mukherjee, 2012), however this includes the fact that girls are more
liely to have caring responsibilities or teenage pregnancy. This is the same in
Europe, the Far East, Canada and Australia. It therefore seem that
international comparisons are both useful and possible, however an absolute
clarity of explanation about the parameters study are essential to avoid
confusion over the definition of ‘NEET".

16
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b. ‘NEET’ as a tool of social exclusion

A dialogue has developed recently, alongside the UK literature on NEET,
around the term’s impact on individualisation and scope for social exclusion
(Thompson, 2011). Thompson cites NEET within the wider social framework,
arguing that the privileged few and everyone else are grouped together whilst
NEETs are conceptualised as outsiders — ‘different’. Thompson refers to
research (p. 795) that shows that truancy and school exclusion are major
NEET risk factors, however he argues that this can be as a result of ‘low
quality provision for those struggling or underachieving whilst the school
focuses on A-C pupils’ (p. 795).

Daiches, Potier and Rose (2012) argue that ‘the ‘social inclusion’ of young
people, particularly those who are NEET, is a contemporary concern in policy
discourses’ and that social inclusion influences mental health policy and
service delivery (p. 256). However, in much the same way that Thompson
(2011) argues that NEETs have become ‘outsiders’, Daiches, Potier and Rose
believe that social inclusion is a term ‘defined by adults and imposed on
young people’. The overall force of both arguments is that using the term
NEET creates a need to look for patterns and risk factors for a heterogeneous
group. This negates an individual approach, which is needed as NEETs are
not a heterogeneous group.

Raising the participation age from 16-18 will alter the focus and patterning of
those who become NEET in the UK, and it will be more difficult for young
people to become invisible as there will be opprtunities to engage with them
up to age 18.

2. The call for early intervention.

‘It is a very difficult thing to say but, having mooted the point already, there
is an argument that, in the aspirational knowledge-based economy that is
the Europe of the future, the young people who are NEET will struggle to

17
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find any place in private (and perhaps even public) sector arrangements.
The fit referred to above may rarely be achievable. Should we now bite
this awful bullet and think much harder about how w e might give
those who are ‘NEET’ (or at risk of it) some altern  ative hope for their
futures through what might be called, drawing on th e substance
misuse field, a ‘harm reduction’ model (or public w orks, social activity
and subsidised personal enterprise)? It may ultimately be better than
trying to fob them off with poor and temporary work and training experience
that may be more of a revolving door than a clear point of entry into
permanent and sustainable employment’ (Williamson, H., 2011, cited in
O'Toole).

Professor Williamson’s quote, cited above, is a pragmatic view of the
‘NEET problem’. It explains the difficulty of trying to reverse NEET status in
a ‘knowledge based economy’. Sodha and Margo (2010) argue that current
policy initiatives are not working, ‘predominantly because the interventions
are neither evidence-based nor put in place at an early enough stage’ (p.
24). This summarises the body of emerging literature (O'Toole, 2011,
Sodha and Margo, 2010) which argues for much earlier intervention as a
preventative step, thereby negating the risk factors that can lead to NEET
status.

a. Primary School Level Interventions

There is very limited literature on interventions aimed at primary age
children within the UK, and interventions may be school based or home
and school based.

School based interventions
Circle Time;
Assertive Discipline;

Nurture Groups.

18
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Assertive discipline seeks to increase time spent on task in classrooms and
reduce disruptive behaviours. There have been some small scale studies
that have found positive outcomes in terms of lessened disruptive
behaviours and increased ‘on task’ behaviour in relation to assertive
discipline (Swinson and Melling, 1995 and Swinson and Cording, 2002).
Circle time too, has been widely adopted in UK primary schools with an aim
to address difficult behaviour in children using solution focused approaches
placing pupils at the locus of control. In one study, Kelly (1999) found that
whilst circle time did not eradicate difficult behaviour completely, serious
incidences did lessen and student’s confidence and self reflection on their
behaviour improved. Nurture groups were introduced to the UK in the
1970’s, aimed at providing nurturing relations between children and
teachers in light of the perceived poor attachments of children to their
caregivers. Nurture groups aim to bring together the home and school life
of the child and parental involvement is encouraged (Bennathan 1997).

Combined Interventions

Another early intervention programme that has shown benefit is
‘Scallywags’ (Broadhead et al, 2009) aimed at children aged 3-7 exhibiting
conduct disorders. Using basic cognitive behavioural approaches,
combined with a solution focussed framework, it offers support in both the
educational and home setting as well as a behavioural parent-training
group. They conclude that children on the scheme show reduced conduct
problems, improved social skills and improve self-esteem. The intervention
appears to have very successful but there has not been an opportunity to
track the long term results into adolescence and adulthood yet.

19
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6. In conclusion

Our data shows that there are:

1. More boys who raise concerns at the transition to secondary school.

2. Those who are identified with learning difficulties are likely to have

normal SDQ scores (see Table 5).

3. High SDQ scores are found in relation all other reasons for concern:
behaviour, anxiety, attendance and self-esteem. (For specific patterns,
see Table 5).

4. The SDQ scores give us an indication of the areas where a child may
be vulnerable and of where interventions might be targeted.

5. There is some literature supporting early intervention. The children in
this study were offered a transition to secondary school programme
over the school summer holidays, and we will track these children into

secondary school to see how they fared in their first year.

20
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Appendix 1: Stata tables for each reason for concern against

SDQ scores,

Learning Needs:

Overall Stress SDQ Category (Te