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Summary 

This thesis portfolio comprises three chapters. The first chapter is a semi-systematic 

literature review which explores the use of Dynamic Assessment (DA) by 

Educational Psychologists (EPs) in the United Kingdom (UK). This includes how DA 

is defined, how and why the use of DA by EPs in the UK has changed over time, and 

the outcomes that occur when EPs use DA. The current literature is critically 

discussed and areas for future research are identified. 

The second chapter details an empirical study. This qualitative study uses thematic 

analysis within a realist evaluation framework to explore the perspectives of EPs 

regarding the contexts and mechanisms that contribute to EP use of DA having 

positive outcomes. Seven EPs were interviewed and context, mechanism, outcome 

themes and hypotheses were developed from this data, along with an initial 

programme theory. Context themes suggest that others need to be involved in the 

DA process, the use of DA is an active decision made by the EP within a system and 

that DA theory can be applied in different ways. Mechanism themes suggest that 

during DA, a new and shared understanding of the situation can be co-constructed, 

the child has a positive experience and EPs are active participants. Outcome themes 

suggest that DA can facilitate changes in thinking and behaviour, but that longer-

term outcomes are difficult to evaluate. The initial programme theory was then 

shared with a focus group of EPs. Findings are presented and discussed in relation 

to existing theory and literature, with implications for EP practice, critical appraisal of 

the study and areas for further research also considered. 

The final chapter is a critically reflective account of the research process. This 

explores the journey from choosing a research topic, through to designing the study, 

and collecting and analysing the data. Consideration is also given to the contribution 

of the research to personal and professional knowledge, implications for practice and 

proposed dissemination. 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

The Use of Dynamic Assessment by Educational Psychologists in the United 

Kingdom: A Semi-Systematic Review of the Literature 

1.1. Introduction 

1.1.1. Background 

The role of Educational Psychologists (EPs) in the United Kingdom (UK) has 

historically included assessment of children and young people as one of its core 

functions, alongside intervention, consultation, research and training (Farrell et al., 

2006; Scottish Executive, 2002). In addition, assessment has been reported to be 

one of the most valued aspects of the EP role by school Special Educational Needs 

and Disabilities Co-Ordinators (SENDCos; Ashton & Roberts, 2006). Currently, EPs 

have a statutory requirement to provide psychological advice as part of the 

Education, Health and Care (EHC) needs assessment process (Department for 

Education & Department of Health and Social Care, 2015), which may have 

contributed to the EP role being inextricably linked with assessment (Atkinson et al., 

2022). 

One method of assessment approach is Dynamic Assessment (DA). DA is 

used with varying frequency amongst EPs, although one recent study suggested that 

use has recently increased (Atkinson et al., 2022), with another indicating that DA is 

being used by a majority of Trainee Educational Psychologists (TEPs; Murphy, 

2023). Literature on DA is broad and wide-ranging, covering a number of different 

fields, topics and debates. Some of this relates to the use of DA by EPs in their 

assessment practice. However, there are felt to be gaps in knowledge. Barriers to 

the use of DA by EPs have been documented (for example as discussed by Callicott 

et al., 2019), and include a lack of research written by practitioners, and a lack of 

standardised procedure, with DA being described as a ócomplex and at times poorly 

defined area of EP practice for EPsô (Green & Birch, 2019, p. 96). It has been 

suggested that work is needed to make DA more attractive, relevant and accessible 

to EPs and service users (Hill, 2015). 

Understanding and interpreting evidence is an important part of the EP role 

(Boyle & Kelly, 2016), and EPs have been described as óscientist-practitionersô 

(Fallon et al., 2010, p. 4). Professional guidelines (Health and Care Professions 
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Council, 2023) state that EPs must understand the theoretical basis of, and variety of 

approaches to, assessment and intervention (12.5), be able to engage in evidence-

based practice (11.1), and be able to justify their decisions and actions (4.1). 

Considering the research into the use of DA by EP practitioners in the UK therefore 

appears to be appropriate and relevant to the current professional context. 

1.1.2. Objectives for This Review 

This literature review aims to explore the use of DA by EPs in the UK. In doing 

so, it will seek to answer three key questions: 

¶ How is DA defined? 

¶ How and why has the use of DA by EPs in the UK changed over time? 

¶ What are the outcomes1 that occur when EPs in the UK use DA? 

It is hoped that by answering these questions, the theoretical and conceptual 

basis of DA will first be clarified. The use of DA by EPs in the UK will then be 

explored, with reference to factors related to any changes over time, and a 

consideration of some of the drivers and barriers to use of DA by EPs. Finally, 

literature detailing the outcomes that occur from the use of DA will be critically 

considered. It has been acknowledged that óthere is little evidence to show the 

impact of DA other than a handful of case studiesô (Stacey, 2017, abstract). As 

described above, EPs must be accountable for their decisions, and an understanding 

of the outcomes from their working practices could be considered to be part of this. 

In addition, EPs appear to be invested in the childôs experience of assessment 

(Atkinson et al., 2022), and the importance of exploring whether DA can offer 

valuable and useful information to teachers, parents and children has been 

previously highlighted (Lauchlan, 2001). Concentrating on the outcomes that may 

occur for key stakeholders when EPs use DA is therefore considered to be an 

important and interesting area of focus. 

 
1 The term óoutcomeô can be defined as óthe result or effect of an action or eventô (Oxford 

University Press, 2023). In this instance, the term óoutcomeô will be interpreted widely, in recognition 
that some of the literature refers to óimpactô of DA. Although it is acknowledged that these terms may 
not mean exactly the same thing, with impact perhaps referring to broader and longer-term changes 
(Harding, 2014), they are used interchangeably throughout this review. This allows language to be 
kept consistent throughout this thesis portfolio. 
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By completing this literature review, it is hoped that the current research into 

DA will be synthesised and critically appraised to support application in EP practice. 

This review will also aim to recognise any gaps in the literature base, and 

subsequently identify areas for future research. 

1.2. Methodology 

1.2.1. Format of Literature Review 

This literature review is semi-systematic, and is organised thematically in 

relation to the research questions. Much of the empirical research in the area of DA 

is mixed-methods or qualitative, and in addition there is a body of literature 

consisting of reflections, opinions and other reviews. Semi-systematic reviews are 

felt to be appropriate when studying a broader topic that has been conceptualised 

differently within diverse disciplines (Wong et al., 2013), and was therefore felt to be 

appropriate for the topic of DA.  Semi-systemic reviews can map theoretical 

approaches, provide an understanding of complex areas and identify knowledge 

gaps within the literature (Snyder, 2019), and these align with the objectives for this 

review. The broad criteria for semi-systematic literature reviews outlined by Snyder 

(2019) were followed, with the planned approach combining transparency, rigour, 

accountability and reproducibility with elements of flexibility to address the broad 

research questions and variety of existing literature. Due to the importance of 

providing reasoning and transparency concerning choices made (Snyder, 2019), and 

in order to increase reproducibility, details of the process have been provided below. 

A deductive approach will be taken, with the review exploring previously established 

theory and its application in EP practice. Once relevant literature has been selected, 

data will be synthesised by summarising and discussing information felt to be 

relevant to the research questions. 

1.2.2. Description of Search Strategy 

Flexibility was applied to the search strategy, to ensure that as much relevant 

literature was captured as possible. However there was also a more systematic 

element to the search. Literature searches were carried out between August 2022 

and April 2024. A  number of databases, including the University of East Anglia 

(UEA) Library (hosted by EBSCO), Scopus, Science Direct, APA PsycInfo and Taylor 

and Francis Online were searched with terms: 



14 
 

ñdynamic assessmentò 

AND ñeducational psychologyò OR ñeducational psychologistò OR ñeducational 

psychologistsò 

These databases were selected to explore literature in the education and 

psychology fields. Further databases were not searched, as by this point the same 

references were occurring consistently, and it was therefore judged that all literature 

which met the inclusion criteria had been captured. The search terms were chosen 

as ñdynamic assessmentò, as this was the focus of the literature review, with 

ñeducational psychologyò, ñeducational psychologistò or ñeducational psychologistsò 

increasing the likelihood that research would be situated within the EP professional 

context. These search terms within these databases returned a number of studies 

that were then manageable to manually check for replication, inclusion and exclusion 

criteria. The Educational Psychology in Practice journal was also searched with the 

term ñdynamic assessmentò, as this journal has a specific focus on educational 

psychology research and practice, primarily in UK contexts. In addition, the BPS 

Explore website was searched with the term ñdynamic assessmentò, as this is a 

database containing a number of psychology publications that did not appear 

elsewhere. The literature searches carried out are listed in Appendix A. Papers were 

then checked for compatibility with the inclusion criteria below. Broader searches 

were also carried out using Google Scholar, and references were óharvestedô from 

the reference lists of already identified studies, to ensure that the review captured as 

much relevant literature as possible.  

1.2.3. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Throughout the literature searches, the following inclusion and exclusion 

criteria were used, and this could also be described as a more systematic element of 

the literature review process. However, there was again flexibility within this, and 

literature was critically considered to ensure relevance to the objectives of this 

review. Inclusion and exclusion criteria are summarised in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Summary of Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

The objectives of this review concern the use of DA in EP practice. It was 

therefore important that included literature was relevant to the practice of EPs, and 

as a result the majority of included literature involves EPs (or TEPs) and their use of 

DA in their work. It is acknowledged that there is a literature base detailing the use of 

DA in other disciplines, such as second language learning (for example, Ghahari & 

Nejadgholamali, 2019), however due to contextual differences in how DA is applied 

this will largely not be referenced. Likewise, the decision was taken to focus on 

literature relating to the use of DA by EPs in the UK. There is literature which focuses 

on use of DA by EPs/ School Psychologists in other countries (Cho & Josol, 2021; 

Tzuriel, 2000a), however the definitions and use of DA is felt to differ from the UK 

context. This is perhaps linked to how the EP role is practised differently across 

different countries (Boyle & Lauchlan, 2014), linked to professional guidelines, policy 

and legislation (For example, British Psychological Society, 2017; Department for 

Education & Department of Health and Social Care, 2015; Health and Care 

Professions Council, 2023). It is acknowledged that Wales, Scotland and Northern 

Ireland follow different legislation due to devolution, however professional guidelines 

for EPs apply across the UK and the EP roles are felt to be similar enough to include 

literature from these countries in this review. UK literature will therefore be the focus 

for this review, although some international literature will be referred to when it is felt 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria Rationale 

Relevant to the use of DA Not relevant to use of DA Literature review is exploring 

the use of DA by EPs in the UK 
Relevant to EP practice Not relevant to EP practice 

Situated within a UK context Situated within a non-UK 

context 

Published in a peer-reviewed 

journal or as part of a thesis for 

the Professional Doctorate in 

Educational Psychology 

Any other literature which does 

not meet inclusion criteria 

Literature must be rigorous and 

accountable 

Able to access full article/ 

thesis 

Not able to access full article Literature needs to be read so 

that relevant information can 

be synthesised 
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to provide context helpful to understanding the use of DA by EPs in the UK, 

particularly in relation to underlying theory and background. 

There are no restrictions on the publication dates of included literature, due to 

a scarcity of relevant research in the area and earlier literature providing interesting 

historical context. However, it is acknowledged that the introduction of the Children 

and Families Act (2014) and Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Code of 

Practice (SEND CoP; Department for Education & Department of Health and Social 

Care, 2015) have impacted upon the role of the EP in the England, along with similar 

legislation in the devolved nations. Therefore it is understood that literature published 

after this time may have greater relevance to the current professional context. The 

chronological context of literature will be considered as part of critical appraisal 

within this literature review. It was also important that the researcher could access 

the full article or thesis in order to review the contents. Where literature was not 

accessible through the UEA library or inter-library loan system it could not be 

included. 

The literature included in this review contains empirical studies of quantitative, 

qualitative, mixed-methods and case study methodology, along with reviews and 

opinion pieces that have been published in peer-reviewed journals. This is to ensure 

that included literature is appropriately rigorous and accountable. In addition, ógrey 

literatureô including empirical studies and literature reviews within EP and TEP 

Doctoral theses will also be referenced. Whilst these have not necessarily been 

published in peer-reviewed journals, they have been examined prior to publication in 

University repositories, and it is felt that they have a relevant and valuable 

contribution when considering professional issues relating to the role of the EP. 

1.2.4. Analysis and Synthesis Process 

Literature identified as meeting the inclusion criteria was read by the 

researcher. From this, notes were made on content relevant to answering the 

research questions, including concepts, theories, methods and findings within the 

existing literature (Wong et al., 2013). This content was then organised into topics 

and broad themes within each research question, so that reporting of content would 

follow a coherent narrative and address the objectives of the review. As part of the 

narrative, a critical appraisal of the literature is included, and this was considered 
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throughout the process. The analysis and synthesis process is an aspect of the 

literature review which had more flexibility, although the six guiding principles 

described by Wong et al. (2013) were considered throughout reporting of findings. 

These principles are: pragmatism, considering what will be most useful to the 

intended audience; pluralism, considering multiple angles and perspectives; 

historicity, describing how understanding has been shaped over time; contestation, 

examining different research traditions; reflexivity, continual reflection on research 

findings; and peer review, feedback from others.   

1.3. Findings 

1.3.1. How is DA Defined? 

To answer this question, the origins and theoretical background of DA will first 

be explored, before considering definitions of DA. Different tasks, checklists and 

applications of DA as used by EPs will then be discussed. 

It is acknowledged that assessment may be conceptualised in different ways, 

and therefore the broad understanding of assessment as used by EPs will be 

clarified. It has been suggested that EPs view assessment as supporting the profiling 

of strengths and difficulties, and planning for intervention (Atkinson et al., 2022). This 

may link to EP assessment being positioned within professional practice frameworks 

and in the context of hypothesis testing and formulation (Annan et al., 2013; 

Frederickson & Cameron, 1999; Monsen & Frederickson, 2016). EP assessment can 

include a wide range of methods including: standardised, curriculum-based, criterion-

referenced and dynamic assessment approaches; observation; exploration of 

teacher, parent and pupil views; and social, emotional and mental health inventories 

(Atkinson et al., 2022). In addition, EP assessment may explore a wide range of 

domains, including: ability; behaviour; educational, social and developmental skills; 

mental health; and mental capacity (Atkinson et al., 2022). 

Origins and Theoretical Background 

DA has its origins in sociocultural theory, connecting childrenôs intellectual 

functions with the actions of others, as well as culture as a whole (Hill, 2015). This 

includes the concept of a Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), proposed by 

Vygotsky and defined as óthe distance between the actual development level as 
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determined by individual problem-solving, and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem-solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with 

more capable peersô (Vygotsky, 1978, pp. 85ï61). Vygotsky emphasised the 

importance of context and collaborative interaction in intellectual development, and 

used the ZPD to explore the nature of the learnerôs emerging mental functions and 

establish next steps for instruction (Deutsch, 2017). 

DA more specifically was developed by Feuerstein, who proposed the theory 

of Structural Cognitive Modifiability (SCM). This suggests that human development 

should be examined from a joint biological and socio-cultural perspective, proposing 

that intelligence is not fixed but involves adaptation. Therefore, low functioning as 

measured by psychometric tests can be explained by cultural difference, where 

individuals are assessed using norms different to their own culture, and cultural 

deprivation, arising from social, economic or biological factors (Feuerstein, 2003; 

Feuerstein et al., 1979; Yeomans, 2008). SCM refers to the process skills, or 

cognitive functions of a learner. These can be organised into three phases: input, 

where information is gathered; elaboration, where the information is used in problem 

solving and output, where the learner shows what has been learned (Yeomans, 

2008). Affective aspects of learning were also defined by Feuerstein. These include 

behaviours such as persistence, frustration-tolerance, attention control and control of 

impulsivity (Yeomans, 2008). One of the purposes of DA is to identify strengths and 

weaknesses in the cognitive functions and affective aspects of learning (Yeomans, 

2008). 

Feuerstein also developed the concept of Mediated Learning Experience 

(MLE). This is the means by which cognitive flexibility is developed, and a mediator 

óstands betweenô the stimulus and the learner in order to help the learner make 

sense of the stimulus (Feuerstein, 2003; Feuerstein et al., 1979; Yeomans, 2008). 

Therefore, the learner is able to complete tasks within their ZPD. Feuerstein 

suggested that the following criteria are essential and universal to MLE: 

¶ Intentionality and reciprocity ï mediation is a deliberate, intentional act, is 

reciprocal, and can be changed and adjusted according to the response of the 

recipient; 

¶ Meaning ï the purpose of the mediation is shared with the learner; 
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¶ Transcendence ï the learner can use the targeted cognitive functions in other 

contexts, so current learning is related to both past and future learning. 

In addition, feelings of competence must be mediated, and the learnerôs 

success must be recognised with praise (Yeomans, 2008).  

DA differs from standardised, static assessments of cognitive ability, such as 

psychometric assessments. EPs frequently use standardised assessments to assess 

the ability and/or attainment of learners (Atkinson et al., 2022). Such assessments 

have standardised testing procedures, where an examiner presents items to an 

examinee without any attempt to change, guide, or improve performance (Rahbardar 

et al., 2014). Scores on these tests can then be easily compared to others in a 

similar demographic (Poehner, 2008), and the learning process appears through its 

distant, objectified results, i.e. the learnerôs score on a test (Deutsch, 2017; Haywood 

& Lidz, 2007). Such approaches have been criticised by DA theorists such as 

Feuerstein for viewing intelligence or cognitive functioning as a fixed characteristic 

(Feuerstein et al., 1979). The terms of standardised and static assessment are often 

used interchangeably in the literature, as they have been throughout this review. 

Definitions of DA 

There is a distinction between the terms dynamic testing and dynamic 

assessment. Dynamic testing is primarily based on the work of Vygotsky (1978) and 

the concept of ZPD (Green & Birch, 2019). The focus of dynamic testing is primarily 

within the test itself, it tends to be more standardised and systematically varies task 

or situational characteristics to evoke intraindividual variability in test performance 

(Elliott et al., 2018). Help is often offered in a ósandwichô format (Sternberg & 

Grigorenko, 2002), where a pretest is completed unassisted, followed by instruction 

tailored to the individualôs strengths and difficulties, with a subsequent post-test 

(Elliott, 2003). This tends to result in more quantitative data of difference in 

performance between different conditions (Stringer, 2018). Dynamic testing is mainly 

used by academic psychologists and researchers (Elliott et al., 2018), therefore it will 

not be explored in great depth in this review as it is judged to have less practical 

relevance to the EP professional context.  

Dynamic assessment more commonly refers to approaches based on the 

work of Feuerstein and theories of SCM and MLE (Green & Birch, 2019), and the 
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primary focus is the intervention which follows the test (Elliott et al., 2018). This 

therefore involves a wide range of cognitive, affective and conative elements, and 

has a greater appeal to educationalists and clinicians (Elliott et al., 2018). DA 

involves non-standardised use of MLE, aiming to provide qualitative data on the 

learnerôs performance, cognitive structures and potential to learn (Feuerstein et al., 

2002; Green & Birch, 2019). Help tends to be offered in a ócakeô format (Sternberg & 

Grigorenko, 2002), where assistance is provided immediately when difficulties are 

encountered, although this help can vary between more standardised or 

individualised (Elliott, 2003). This more educational and clinical approach is the most 

practised in the UK (Green, 2015), appears to have greater relevance to EP practice, 

and therefore is the broad approach referred to when discussing DA throughout this 

review. 

There are a number of definitions of DA throughout the literature, and several 

of these are displayed in the Table B1 in Appendix B. From synthesis of the various 

definitions common themes have been developed, and are listed in Table 2. These 

are: 

¶ DA involving mediation or scaffolding from the assessor, designed to support the 

childôs performance on the assessment task and explore their potential for 

learning. 

¶ DA giving information on cognitive processes impacting a childôs learning, for 

example memory or planning. 

¶ DA leading to suggestion for future intervention in the classroom, including the 

type and intensity of intervention required. 

¶ DA giving information on affective factors impacting a childôs learning, for 

example their confidence or responsiveness to support. 
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Table 2 

Defining Features of DA From an Analysis of Existing Definitions 

Interestingly, the most recent definition from Stacey (2017), mentioned all four 

of the common elements. It could therefore be described as the most complete, as it 

embodies the four principles that are frequently reflected in other definitions. This 

definition is: 

óDynamic assessment describes approaches to assessment which focus on 

illuminating the cognitive processes and affective factors impacting on a childôs 

performance through the child and assessor working together on a task. Integral to 

the assessment is the active role of the assessor in trying to create the optimum 

conditions for the child to learn both content needed for the task and more general 

processes that can be applied to both the task and beyond. Working in this way 

allows the assessor to gauge the childôs responsiveness to support and to use these 

observations to subsequently inform tailored intervention in the classroom which will 

help the child learn more effectively.ô Stacey (2017, p. 21) 

 It is understood that this author is an EP, and so this definition could capture 

more current and holistic thinking amongst EPs around the purpose of DA. It may be 

that the aspects of DA more frequently mentioned in definitions (giving information 

on cognitive processes and involving mediation) are accepted to be important 

aspects of DA beyond the EP professional context, whereas the less frequent 

elements (leading to intervention and giving information on affective factors) could be 

Theme Included in Definitions Frequency 

DA involves mediation 

or scaffolding 

Lidz (1991); Waters and Stringer (1997); Deutsch and 

Reynolds (2000); Elliott (2000); Haywood and Tzuriel (2002); 

Elliott (2003); Lussier and Swanson (2005); Yeomans (2008); 

Lawrence and Cahill (2014); Lidz (2014); Stacey (2017) 

11 

DA gives information on 

cognitive processes 

Lidz (1991); Waters and Stringer (1997); Tzuriel (2000); 

Lauchlan and Elliott (2001); Yeomans (2008); Lawrence and 

Cahill (2014); Stacey (2017) 

7 

DA links to future 

interventions 

Lidz (1991); Lidz (2014); Stacey (2017) 3 

DA gives information on 

affective factors 

Lauchlan and Elliott (2001); Stacey (2017) 2 

 Total number of definitions 13 
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more specific to EPs. The different definitions also noticeably vary in language used, 

in terms of jargon and how accessible they may be to parents, school staff and other 

professionals. It could be argued that it is most helpful to have definitions of DA that 

allow it to be easily understood by all stakeholders. 

Stringer (2018) reflects on the number of definitions provided for DA, and 

wonders about the utility of reaching a consensus over different approaches. 

Instead, it is suggested that we should embrace the consensus that exists, and then 

provide clarity over how the general term DA is used. However, elsewhere it has 

been suggested that a lack of consensus over definitions of DA and a standardised 

procedure could lead to confusion amongst practitioners, leading to DA feeling 

unsafe as it opens practitioners up to scrutiny (Callicott et al., 2019; Haywood & Lidz, 

2007). DA can be described as complex, and it could therefore be argued that having 

a working definition and shared understanding of DA for EPs to discuss and reflect 

on is helpful. In addition, a consensus may be helpful for research evaluation of DA. 

The need for a more consistent definition is highlighted by Green and Birch (2019), 

who acknowledge that the use of DA appears to be a complex and often poorly 

defined area of practice for EPs in the UK. These authors completed a Delphi study, 

using panels of experts in DA and EPs to propose a framework of competency for 

DA practice, with the suggestion that this could be used as a self-assessment tool or 

in training. This could increase shared understanding amongst EPs, and it will be 

interesting to see how this framework may be applied in the future. 

DA Tasks 

Within DA, a number of assessment procedures and tasks have been 

developed which vary in emphasis, purpose and type of data gathered (Green & 

Birch, 2019). Domain-specific tasks may look at curriculum areas such as reading or 

maths (Hill, 2015), whereas domain-general tasks may be unfamiliar to the child, 

including tasks developed by Tzuriel (as discussed in Tzuriel, 2001), and explore 

skills such as inferential thinking. The choice between these may depend on the 

extent to which it is believed that mental activities, such as cognitive skills appear 

consistently across multiple contexts (domain-general), or whether they are more 

specific to different areas (domain-specific; Kaniel, 2010; Sternberg, 2005). Opinions 

in the field differ on whether domain-general or domain-specific approaches should 

be used (Hill, 2015). Interestingly, the definition of DA judged to be the most 
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comprehensive refers to supporting the child to learn specific content needed for the 

task, but also general processes that could be applied to the task and more widely 

(Stacey, 2017). In addition, Lauchlan and Daly (2023) suggest that any task which 

will allow exploration of the childôs learning and the way they respond to mediated 

learning can be used, giving examples of both domain-specific and domain-general 

tasks. It is argued that domain-general tasks may support the childôs optimal 

performance and engagement due to the task being novel, and that the cognitive 

and affective learning principles identified are likely to generalise to classroom tasks. 

A study by Woods and Farrell (2006) suggested that EPs used both curriculum-

based DA and other tests of DA, with curriculum-based being more commonly used. 

However, EPs in Staceyôs (2017) study suggest that curriculum-based approaches 

may have reduced over time, with the majority of approaches referred to being 

domain-general tasks. It would be interesting to explore why this is the case, and 

why and when EPs may choose to use certain tasks within DA. 

Assessment tools commonly referred to in the literature for use in DA are 

listed below. Further information on a number of tasks can be found in Tzuriel 

(2001), but it is noted that availability of several of these materials are limited to 

practitioners who have attended Tzurielôs training and workshops (Lauchlan & Daly, 

2023). Comprehensive recent data on how often and when different tasks and 

checklists are used by EPs could not be found, and this might be an area for future 

research. However, a recent study did explore the DA tasks used by TEPs (Murphy, 

2023), with the most frequently used being the Complex Figure Drawing (29%), 

games (28%) and 16 word memory test (21%). 

Tasks: 

¶ The Learning Propensity Assessment Device (LPAD; Feuerstein et al., 2002). 

This contains several tasks, but commonly mentioned in the literature in relation 

to EP practice are: 

o Complex Figure Drawing; 

o Organisation of Dots; 

o 16 Word Memory Test; 

o Ravenôs Matrices (Raven, 2003); 

o Verbal Abstraction; 
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o Representational Stencil Design; 

o Numerical Progressions; 

o Organiser. 

¶ Childrenôs Analogical Thinking Modifiability test (CATM; Tzuriel & Klein, 1985). 

¶ Cognitive Modifiability Battery (CMB; Tzuriel, 1995). 

¶ Children's Conceptual and Perceptual Analogical Modifiability test (CCPAM; 

Tzuriel, 2002). 

¶ Childrenôs Inferential Thinking Modifiability Test (CITM; Tzuriel, 1992). 

¶ Childrenôs Seriational Thinking Modifiability Test (CSTM; Tzuriel, 1995a). 

¶ Seria-Think Instrument (Tzuriel, 2000b). 

¶ Games ï in Murphy (2023), games most frequently listed as being used in DA by 

TEPs included Rush Hour, Puzzles/ Tangrams, and card games. 

Checklists: 

¶ Cognitive Abilities Profile (CAP; Deutsch & Mohammed, 2008).  

¶ Checklist of Cognitive and Affective Learning Principles (Lauchlan, 2012; 

Lauchlan & Carrigan, 2013). 

Callicott et al. (2019) suggest that video may support EPs in their use of DA, 

by videoing themselves and reflecting on this in supervision. This may reduce the 

perceived barrier of a lack of ongoing supervision and support reported by previous 

studies (Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000). The authors make several arguments around 

the merits of combining DA with video, including evaluating the context of the 

assessment, allowing the EP to reflect on the impact of their intervention, and 

supporting reliability, validity and consistency in the DA process. Drawbacks of using 

video in this way are also mentioned, including difficulties with the logistics of EPs 

filming their practice, finding watching videos of themselves challenging (Jarvis & 

Lyon, 2015), and the potential for feelings of inadequacy leading to self-defence 

mechanisms if supervision is not effectively managed (Eraut, 2000). However, the 

potential of using video to support DA practice amongst EPs appears to be 

promising, and would be a valuable area for further research.  

In addition, some literature refers to DA theory and approaches being used 

alongside other aspects of EP practice. For example, to explore inclusion of autistic 

children in mainstream schools and to set objectives for intervention (Flynn, 2005), 
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within solution-focused consultation with teachers (Hymer et al., 2002) and within a 

collaborative approach aiming to support teachers to develop their teaching 

knowledge and practices (Norwich et al., 2018). Although these applications of DA 

will not be explored further in this review, it is interesting to consider how DA theory 

and approaches could be used more widely in EP practice. 

1.3.2. How and Why has the Use of DA by EPs in the UK Changed Over Time? 

This section will begin by considering six key studies which explore the 

frequency of DA use amongst EPs in the UK, including reported reasons for use and 

perceived barriers to the approach. Following this, factors that might influence EPs to 

use DA, and the potential barriers to EPs using DA will be discussed, and this has 

been structured according to themes developed from the wider literature. 

Frequency of Use 

Deutsch and Reynolds (2000), completed a relatively early study looking at 

the use of DA by EPs in the UK. They distributed a questionnaire to EPs who had 

previously expressed an interest in DA, which was completed by 88 participants. Of 

these participants, 59% stated that they had used DA, with 53% using DA at the time 

of response. As this was a sample who had previously expressed an interest in DA, 

the authors conclude that this indicated a low overall level of DA use by EPs in the 

UK. Reasons given for low use of DA included insufficient training in the approach, a 

lack of time due to other assessment priorities, Local Authority (LA) pressure to 

complete static measures, difficulty accessing resources and materials and a lack of 

ongoing support perceived to be essential to use of DA. However, responses also 

suggested widespread positive attitudes to the use of DA, including increased 

flexibility, enhancing self-esteem of the child, providing practical advice for teachers, 

being less culturally biased and richer in information than psychometric tests. These 

findings are interesting, and suggest that at this time, awareness of DA and its 

potential merits were developing, but perceived barriers were restricting its 

widespread use, and these are further explored below. It appears that although the 

sample size is limited, this would have been a helpful initial study into understanding 

the issues surrounding DA at the time, and may have triggered subsequent research 

into the area. In addition, this study is useful now in understanding the context and 
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attitudes of those around 20 years ago, although due to contextual changes it is 

perhaps limited in its implications for the EP profession today. 

Kennedy (2006) explores assessment and intervention frameworks being 

used by EPs in Scotland between 1997 and 2002. Although the reported use of DA 

increases between these time points, this increase is not as significant as reported 

aspirations from 1997. There was little change in the use of norm-referenced 

assessment, and the authors wonder if this could explain why the use of DA had not 

become more well-established. Interestingly, there appeared to be a shift in 

theoretical bases of EPs from cognitive, developmental and social learning theory to 

a stronger social interactionist and eco-systemic base. This would appear to fit well 

with the theoretical underpinnings of DA, and it is reported that in 2002 there 

remained a strong desire to use more dynamic methods of assessment. The authors 

share that reported barriers to use of DA included it being time-consuming, the 

reporting being long-winded and limitations due to questions around óreliabilityô. 

These conclusions show some consistency with those from Deutsch and Reynolds 

(2000), building a richer picture of attitudes towards DA from EPs in the UK around 

the turn of the millennium. 

Woods and Farrell (2006) published a study six years after Deutsch and 

Reynolds (2000). It is worth noting that within that time, the SEND CoP 2001, Every 

Child Matters (Department for Children Schools and Families, 2003) and the 

Children Act (2004) had been published, which is likely to have impacted upon the 

role of the EP within England (Fallon et al., 2010). Woods and Farrell (2006) 

completed a questionnaire survey of 142 EPs from LAs across England and Wales 

about assessment processes. Findings indicate that approaches based on DA were 

not used frequently, with only 31% of EPs reporting to use curriculum-based DA and 

11% reporting using tests of DA in at least 25% of their casework. This is lower than 

reported in the previous study by Deutsch and Reynolds (2000), but it is important to 

consider that the previous study used a sample of EPs who had already expressed 

an interest in DA, so reported frequency of use would be expected to be higher. 

However, Woods and Farrell (2006) go on to state that DA approaches were 

reported to be useful to the purpose of assessment when used. This study does not 

consider drivers or barriers to the use of DA in any more detail, as the study looks at 

assessment practices more broadly. However, it suggests that the use of DA by EPs 
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had remained low, so it could be tentatively inferred that some of the barriers 

identified by Deutsch and Reynolds (2000) remained. Similarly, Cameron and 

Monsen (2005) share that in a sample of psychological advice from one LA, there 

appeared to be a reliance from EPs on psychometric approaches, and an infrequent 

exploration of alternative assessment methods, such as DA. This suggests that 

frequency of DA use in psychological advice was consistent with EP self-report data 

at this time. 

Stacey (2017) explored how much EPs use DA as part of a wider thesis study, 

where 13 EPs from two LAs were interviewed about their use of DA. It was 

concluded that EPsô use of DA is limited, supporting findings from previous studies. 

However, there were exceptions to this. Although most EPs interviewed used DA in 

less than half of their individual casework, a small number of EPs used DA in the 

majority of their interactions. These were the most frequent users of individual 

casework in their practice, and it is therefore suggested that opportunities and time 

to practice DA might support professional confidence and expertise. EPs also 

reported that the amount of individual assessment and use of DA changing over time 

had been influenced by sociocultural factors such as service delivery models, 

changing roles and professional identity. In addition, EPs felt that the involvement of 

peers and receiving training could support the use of DA. On the other hand, 

constraints were perceived as time, materials, a lack of skills, knowledge, confidence 

and statistical rigour. It can be cautiously suggested that these factors are 

attributable to some of the changes in frequency of DA use by EPs over time. 

However, it is interesting to consider that the findings regarding the perceived 

facilitators and barriers to EPs using DA are similar to those reported by Deutsch and 

Reynolds (2000), over 15 years previously. This might suggest that these issues 

have not been adequately addressed in this time. These qualitative findings provided 

by Stacey (2017) offer more depth than previous studies, however broader 

conclusions about DA use across the profession are limited. In addition, the author 

acknowledges that the questions were not ideally designed to explore the extent of 

use of DA amongst participants, as this was part of a wider study. 

Atkinson et al. (2022) has more recently carried out a survey looking at 

assessment practices of EPs and other educational professionals. The number of 

EPs completing the survey was 103. Findings suggest that use of DA amongst EPs 
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may have increased in popularity since earlier studies, with approximately 67% of 

EPs reporting use of DA, and this being significantly higher than other education 

professionals. The authors speculate that this could be due to DA methods being 

more clearly documented. This increasing use of DA could also be linked to other 

findings from this study suggesting that EPs offer a broader, more holistic 

perspective on assessment compared to other professionals, are invested in the 

childôs experience of assessment, and prefer methods which provide relevant 

information to inform a feedback discussion. These are factors which may fit well 

with the remit of DA, with its focus on cognitive and affective factors influencing 

learning. This study by Atkinson et al. (2022) had more of a focus on standardised 

assessment, therefore findings related directly to the use of DA are more limited. It 

would be interesting to explore the responses to similar questions focusing on DA, 

particularly as a survey methodology has the potential to reach a wide sample of 

EPs. It is also acknowledged that this survey was completed prior to the Covid-19 

pandemic, when lockdowns impacted the practice of EPs (Association of Educational 

Psychologists, 2020; Hassard, 2022). It would therefore be interesting to explore 

whether this has impacted the use of DA amongst EPs. 

A description and exploration of DA practice amongst TEPs in the UK was 

carried out by Murphy (2023). Mixed-methods approaches were used, including an 

online survey of 175 TEPs representing all UK training courses, at different stages in 

their training. Of the survey respondents, 75% of TEPs reported using DA in their 

practice whilst on placement. The author reflects on the increase compared with 

Deutsch and Reynolds (2000), and wonders whether DA practice could be lower 

amongst EPs due to contextual factors such as supervision received and ongoing 

training, or whether there has been a more general increase in DA use since the 

early 2000s, perhaps due to more Universities offering DA training as part of the 

Doctorate course. The qualitative element of this study references a motivation from 

TEPs to use DA, and highlights peer and supervisor support, shadowing 

opportunities, Educational Psychology Services (EPSs) and Universities as factors 

and systems that influence the use of DA. It certainly seems plausible that a 

combination of these factors could account for the higher reported use. It is 

acknowledged that this sample may show a selection bias, with those interested in 

DA more likely to complete the questionnaire, and this is important to keep in mind 
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when considering results. In addition, TEPs may have been encouraged to try out a 

range of assessment methods and it would be interesting to explore whether DA 

remains a part of their practice once they are qualified. However, the response rate 

from the questionnaire was relatively strong considering the low numbers of TEPs at 

any one time in the UK (as of 2024 an intake of 204 per year; Association of 

Educational Psychologists, 2024), and so it is interesting to reflect on the potential 

implications of these findings for the profession in the future. 

These studies looking at the frequency of DA use amongst EPs tentatively 

suggest that usage has increased over the past 25 years, with a number of reasons 

being suggested as contributing to this. Some of the reasons why EPs are motivated 

to use DA do appear to have remained consistent. However, some of the barriers to 

EPs using DA also seem have persisted, and may still be present for EPs. This may 

contribute to explaining why the use of DA has not increased further. The following 

sections will explore some of these motivators and barriers to EPs using DA in more 

detail.  

What Factors Might Influence EPs to use DA? 

Within the literature, there are a number of factors discussed that may 

influence EPs to use DA. The following factors will now be considered: 

¶ Perceptions of standardised assessment as reductionist; 

¶ Questions around validity of standardised assessments for certain populations; 

¶ DA supporting EP values of social justice; 

¶ DA aligning with EP views on the purpose of assessment; 

¶ DA being a positive experience for the child; 

¶ Rich and practical nature of information gained during DA; 

¶ Theoretical perspective of EPs being consistent with DA; 

¶ DA being appropriate for use in the Early Years. 

Perceptions of Standardised Assessment as Reductionist. Critique 

around more traditional standardised, static assessment practices may contribute to 

EPs choosing to use DA as an alternative. Throughout the last 20 years or so, there 

appears to have been increasing discourse around use of standardised cognitive 

assessments within EP practice (for example Sewell & Ducksbury, 2013; Zaniolo, 
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2019), and so it is possible this has contributed to change in DA use over time. One 

area of criticism is that standardised assessments are reductionist and do not 

adequately consider environmental factors, therefore have limited applicability to the 

classroom. Elliot (2003) summarises several of these arguments. These include a 

tendency for standardised assessment to lack an empirically supported theoretical 

framework (Flanagan & McGrew, 1997), a limited relationship between scores and 

instructional practices (Reschly, 1997), an emphasis on products rather than 

psychological processes (Wagner & Sternberg, 1984), and an inability to guide 

practitioners in deriving specific interventions for educational difficulties (Fuchs et al., 

1987; McGrew, 1994).  

Storeygard et al. (2010) also critically consider static assessment methods. 

They describe how such methods do not identify information about learning 

processes, cognitive functions that are responsible for difficulties, or mediational 

strategies that could support learning. They also refer to static assessment as 

assessing skills and the deficit of them, rather than the landscape of learning, with an 

underlying medical model of teaching and learning. The EP role, with its 

consideration of the impact of environmental and systemic factors on children and 

young people would perhaps be more closely aligned with a social model (Zaniolo, 

2021), and theoretical perspectives are discussed in more detail below. Similarly, 

TEPs have shared negative perceptions of standardised and psychometric 

assessment, linked to not providing a holistic view of the child and uncertainty about 

how these assessments might translate into classroom practice (Murphy, 2023). 

Questions Around Validity of Standardised Assessments for Certain 

Populations. The validity of using standardised psychometric assessments with 

certain populations may be limited, and concerns in this area may lead EPs to seek 

alternatives. The use of such assessments with populations such as children with 

visual impairments has been questioned, with DA approaches as part of a wider 

triangulation process being suggested as a more helpful alternative (Minks et al., 

2020). Similarly, standardised assessment processes have been suggested to be 

unable to accommodate the different needs of children with learning difficulties 

(Groth-Marnat, 2009). Such learning needs may impact on a learnerôs engagement 

and ability to undertake lengthy test batteries, with factors such as distractibility, test 

anxiety, sleep and frustration tolerance suggested to influence the validity of 
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psychometric test scores (Minks et al., 2020). In addition, tests may be not have 

been standardised on populations representative to such groups.  

It has also been suggested that standardised tests can underestimate the 

abilities of children from minoritised groups or less advantaged socioeconomic 

contexts, as the skills being tested may not have been acquired in the home (Elliott 

et al., 2010). Standardised, and particularly psychometric, assessments may 

therefore have a tendency to linguistic and cultural bias (Lopez, 1997 in Elliott, 2003; 

Reynolds, 2021). The term ólearning disadvantageô has been used to express that 

the causes of low performance can include environmental factors (Sternberg & 

Grigorenko, 2002). Likewise, Sternberg (2018) considers how conventional 

standardised testing may be most appropriate for individuals who have grown up in 

environments which value abstract analytical skills, or are accustomed to taking 

standardised tests, and less appropriate for those whose environments have led to 

other skills being adaptive. This is interestingly linked to conceptualisations of 

óintelligenceô, the scope of which is beyond this review. However it is suggested that 

an advantage of DA is that is allows individuals to become familiar with the 

assessment material, perhaps reducing an advantage for individuals of a dominant 

culture. There may also be the possibility for culturally familiar materials to be used 

within assessment. Poehner (2011) also suggests that through mediation, DA aims 

to increase educational fairness. 

DA Supporting EP Values of Social Justice. The potential for psychometric 

tests to be biased towards certain groups might oppose EPs positioning of 

themselves as promoters of social justice (Zaniolo, 2021). Therefore if EPs feel that 

their values are more aligned to the values of DA, this could be another reason why 

they might choose to use them. In the study by Deutsch and Reynolds (2000), it was 

reported that some EPs perceived DA as being non-discriminatory, and less 

culturally-biased than standardised alternatives. TEPs in Murphyôs (2023) study 

shared the view that DA was more ethical that standardised assessment, for 

example due to cultural or language reasons, and these areas were included in a 

theme relating to TEPs having motivation to use DA in their practice. 

Kuria and Kelly (2023) explore social justice principles within an EP service. 

Participants in focus group discussions reflected on the history of standardised 
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assessments as part of EP practice, and how they may have contributed to social 

injustice. It was reported that the service was seeking to diversify assessment 

approaches to include greater use of DA, although it was acknowledged that this is 

not always free of cultural bias. It therefore seems that the implications of 

assessment choice in relation to social justice are being considered by EPs. DA has 

been described as having the potential to be an empowering, person-centred form of 

assessment to support inclusive practice (Stringer, 2009), and it might be that DA fits 

with the values of many EPs. 

DA Aligning with EP Views on the Purpose of Assessment. EPs may 

choose to use DA when it aligns with their views on the purpose of assessment. A 

recent survey study suggested that standardised tests for ability and attainment 

remain a significant part of EP practice (Atkinson et al., 2022). It may therefore be 

that dynamic and standardised approaches are being used in combination, and for 

different reasons, with literature suggesting that DA may be particularly useful in 

certain situations (Birnbaum, 2004; Haywood & Lidz, 2007; Stacey, 2017), and that 

different methods of assessment can serve different purposes and answer different 

questions (Cizek, 1997; Lauchlan & Carrigan, 2013). Considering the purpose of EP 

assessment may also be an important factor in choice of assessment (Burden, 1996; 

Lauchlan, 2001), with perceptions of EPs about this potentially impacting their 

practice decisions. This perhaps links to the argument from Stacey (2017) that 

emphasis should be changed from critique of psychometrics in the field of DA 

research, as although this is important in the EP profession it does not alone create 

an imperative to use DA. They argue that increasing understanding of DA can be 

justified in its own right, and it could be that the tendency to compare the two as 

opposites is not always helpful or productive. 

DA Being a Positive Experience for the Child. EPs may choose to use DA 

due to perceptions about the experience of the child during the process, and this 

may link to the suggestion that the assessment experience of the child is an 

important consideration for EPs (Atkinson et al., 2022). DA has been suggested to 

be a more positive experience for the child compared to other assessment methods, 

due to the recognition of success (Yeomans, 2008), and studies have suggested that 

DA can have positive outcomes for the child (e.g. Lawrence & Cahill, 2014), explored 

in more detail in a later section of this review. In a recent EP workforce report, it is 
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reported that in a case study one child said they had enjoyed a play-based DA, 

describing it as óreally funô (Atfield et al., 2023), although a lack of detail provided 

here limits conclusions. Similarly, Lauchlan and Carrigan (2013) refer to research by 

Meijer (1993), which suggests that the child is more comfortable during an 

assessment if the assessor is engaged in a collaborative process with them. 

Previous research findings have suggested that EPs perceive DA to be more 

positive for the child than alternative approaches, including enhancing their self-

esteem, looking for strengths rather than weaknesses, looking for maximal rather 

than average performance, and flexibility meaning that the process can be adapted 

according to the needs of the child (Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000). Some EPs in 

Staceyôs (2017) study suggested that they chose to use DA as a more ethical 

alternative to psychometrics because of their beliefs about how they wish to work 

with children and young people, and the experience of themselves and the child. 

Similar perceptions have been shared by TEPs, who reported feeling that DA was 

centred around the child, including being a positive experience for the assessor and 

the child, children seeming happy and comfortable during the assessment, and the 

assessor able to be responsive to the childôs needs (Murphy, 2023). This was 

reported in contrast to negative feelings towards standardised assessment linked to 

difficulty building a relationship with the child and the requirement for a child to fail. 

Elsewhere, a TEP has reflected on how they enjoy the level of interaction with the 

child during DA, and there is a sense of ódoing withô rather than ódoing toô the child 

(Hattersley, 2020). These feelings towards different assessment processes may 

therefore influence EPs to use DA. 

Rich and Practical Nature of Information Gained During DA. EPs may use 

DA because of the rich and practical information gained as a result of the 

assessment. Lauchlan (2001) explains how DA is based on the belief that working 

with the child can allow a practitioner to learn more about a childôs cognitive 

development, compared with assessing unassisted performance. DA may also offer 

the opportunity for the practitioner to more explicitly explore affective factors 

impacting learning, leading to an increased understanding of how these may be 

impacting the childôs learning (Lauchlan, 2001; Tzuriel et al., 1988). Stringer et al. 

(1997) suggests that DA can support EPs to answer the question ówhy?ô, in a way 

that is rarely possible through psychometrics, and by considering the factors 
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important in a childôs learning, strategies to support the child can subsequently be 

developed (Lauchlan & Carrigan, 2013). This could link to EPs hoping to complete a 

holistic and child-centred assessment (Atkinson et al., 2022; Woods & Farrell, 2006), 

and EPs report that they view assessment as enabling profiling strengths and 

difficulties and planning for intervention (Atkinson et al., 2022). Similarly, Deutsch 

and Reynolds (2000) report that EPs perceived strengths of DA to include providing 

rich information and leading to practical advice for teachers. In addition, Stacey 

(2017) reports that EPs felt DA resulted in rich information about childrenôs learning 

and what could support their progress, and that this was a reason why they may 

choose DA over other assessment methods.  

Theoretical Perspective of EPs Being Consistent with DA. DA 

emphasises social aspects of learning, and the underpinning theory suggests that 

social issues cannot be separated from cognitive ones (Hill, 2015). This may align 

well with the perspectives of EPs, and therefore may contribute to EPs choosing to 

use DA in their practice. Hill (2015), goes on to suggest that this theoretical 

perspective may fit with more recent educational trends. The tendency for EP 

practice in the UK to adhere to relativist, interpretivist and constructivist approaches 

has also been discussed by Gulliford (2015), and Kennedy (2006) reports that 

between 1997 and 2002 there appeared to be a shift in theoretical bases of EPs in 

Scotland, from cognitive, developmental and social learning theory to a stronger 

social interactionist and eco-systemic base. Kelly (2016) also explains how social 

constructionism and ecological theory has more recently been reflected in legislative 

and ethical frameworks in the UK, suggesting an increased awareness of the 

complex interactions between social and developmental processes in education. 

Although many EPs may have adopted a constructionist position prior to this (Kelly, 

2016), the wider acceptance and understanding within the educational field could 

partly explain the increased uptake of DA, and this could be an interesting factor to 

explore further. This links to further discussion around epistemology and the nature 

of research into DA, considered in the discussion section of this chapter. 

DA Being Appropriate for use in the Early Years. DA may be appropriate 

when EPs work with children in the Early Years. Earlier literature from Shannon and 

Posada (2007) suggested that despite DA seeming more appropriate than 

psychometric assessment for children in the Early Years, it was not a method that 
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was widely used amongst EPs as reported through a questionnaire. However, more 

recently Hussain and Woods (2019) illustrated the use of DA with children in the 

early years with two case studies. In the introduction to the study, they explain the 

rationale for the use of a DA approach working with this population. DA can be 

delivered in the context of play, which makes it appropriate as it can assess 

functional behaviour when young children are unable to perform in a formal testing 

situation (Haywood & Tzuriel, 1992). The authors also identify elements of DA within 

the Early Years Foundation Stage curriculum, for example the requirement for 

practitioners to observe the things that children can do, and respond to these to help 

children progress (Tickell, 2011). Findings from these case studies suggest that DA 

can be helpful to EPs in understanding the needs of children in the Early Years. 

These all appear to be logical reasons for the use of DA with this population, and it 

will be interesting to see how the evidence base in this area is subsequently 

developed. 

What are the Potential Barriers to EPs Using DA? 

Throughout the literature, a number of barriers to EP use of DA have been 

suggested. Stacey (2017) explores a number of these in detail, although they note 

that at the time, only Deutsch and Reynolds (2000) had based their conclusions on 

reports from EPs. Since then, research from Stacey (2017) and Murphy (2023), who 

explored perceptions of TEPs can be considered, and there remain a number of 

arguments within opinion pieces. The following barriers to EPs using DA will now be 

discussed: 

¶ Attitudes towards assessment types within EP services; 

¶ Dominant approaches within education not aligning with DA; 

¶ Time restrictions; 

¶ Concerns around DA rigour, reliability and validity; 

¶ Reduced EP confidence and training. 

Attitudes Towards Assessment Types Within EP Services. Attitudes and 

expectations towards different assessment types within the systems EPs work in 

may impact their decisions, including whether or not they choose to use DA. Deutsch 

and Reynolds (2000) refer to attitudes within the LA leading to pressure to carry out 

standardised assessments, particularly for statutory assessments, and this is related 
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to the role of EPs being linked to resources. Similarly, a paper on the use of DA 

theory in consultation by Hymer et al. (2002) explains that in one LA, there was an 

expectation that standardised and norm-referenced assessment methods would be 

used by EPs in individual casework due to criteria for allocation of resources. To 

some extent this may still be relevant. Stacey (2017) reports that EPs referred to 

expectations of the EP role and beliefs and understanding of staff in schools, along 

with LA culture and processes, acting as constraints to their use of DA. In addition, 

Murphy (2023) reports that some TEPs shared that the attitudes and expectations of 

the LA towards assessment significantly impacted their learning and practice of DA. 

A preference for standardised assessment may also be held by school staff, with 

EPs sharing in a recent workforce report that they felt standardised assessments 

were often requested because they were viewed as óhardô quantified evidence for an 

Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP; Atfield et al., 2023). This could continue to 

be contributing to an expectation or pressure on EPs to use standardised 

assessments rather than DA in their practice. 

Dominant Approaches Within Education Not Aligning With DA. Dominant 

approaches within education may not align with DA, and this may make it more 

challenging for EPs to use it. Elliott (1993), discussed in Stringer et al. (1997) 

consider how the process of DA may not fit well with traditional approaches of 

psychology as a science, which perhaps take a more empiricist stance. Barriers are 

also suggested to include dominant approaches within the school system of potential 

as ófixedô, and a role for EPs to use assessment for resource allocation, classifying 

children into levels of need to ensure this is equitable. It is suggested there is an 

inherent incompatibility between the use of DA and these constructions. As 

discussed above, the dominant approaches within EP practice may also align with 

that of DA. Although it is hoped that many of these beliefs are now outdated, 

systemic factors do still appear to be a barrier to the use of DA amongst some EPs 

described above, and are perhaps reasons why the use of DA by EPs has not 

changed as much as may have been expected.  

Time Restrictions. In addition, time has been described as a barrier to EP 

use of DA (Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; Elliott, 1993; Kennedy, 2006; Stacey, 2017; 

Stringer et al., 1997), including the time taken to complete DA within a professional 

context of reduced time available for individual work. This could be linked more 
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widely to factors within LA EPSs, for example increased demand on services leading 

to capacity of EPs to become increasingly stretched (Atfield et al., 2023), and a 

perceived need to use limited time efficiently (Stacey, 2017). However, Stacey (2017) 

points out that this depends on the notion that DA takes longer to carry out than 

alternative assessment methods, which may not be the case. 

Concerns Around DA Rigour, Reliability and Validity. Concerns around 

statistical rigour, reliability and validity have been discussed in relation to DA 

(Kennedy, 2006; Stacey, 2017), and also could be influencing the assessment 

decisions of EPs. The debate around validity of DA is complex, as the aims of DA 

can vary according to the methods and procedures used, therefore determining 

validity and whether DA measures what it intends to will differ (Lidz, 2014; Stacey, 

2017; Tzuriel, 2000a). Concerns around statistical rigour could be linked to a number 

of other factors discussed, including confidence of EPs in the approach and 

perceptions of DA in a LA professional context. It has been suggested that DA would 

be most usefully validated in real-life educational situations (Stacey, 2017), although 

the helpfulness of viewing DA through a scientific paradigm such as validity has also 

been questioned (Feuerstein et al., 1981). 

Reduced EP Confidence and Training. If EPs do not feel confident in DA, 

they may be less likely to use it, and therefore another barrier to DA may be 

perceived skills and knowledge linked to practitioner confidence and perceived 

competence in using DA. A lack of confidence has been reported as a barrier to use 

of DA (Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 2017), and peer and supervisor support has been 

reported as a facilitator (Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 2017). 

Linked to this, lack of training in the approach has also been reported as a barrier 

(Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; Elliott, 1993; Stringer et al., 1997), with training reported 

as a facilitator to EP and TEP use of DA (Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 2017). Perhaps 

linked to training and confidence is that DA encompasses a breadth of approaches, 

procedures and techniques, which could be confusing to practitioners (Elliott, 1993; 

Hill, 2015; Stringer et al., 1997), maybe especially so if they have not received 

sufficient training and support. Some TEPs have suggested that a lack of confidence 

and feelings of competence could also be due to DA having a sense of ambiguity, 

subjectivity and being difficult to administer and interpret (Murphy, 2023). This is 

reported to perhaps be in contrast to standardised assessment, which may provide 
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feelings of safety due to a set script. This is also shared by Hattersley (2020), who 

reflects that DA can seem more challenging to interpret and report, possibly linked to 

being óin the momentô during the assessment and therefore recording responses 

being challenging. Access to resources and materials have additionally been 

reported as barriers to EP use of DA (Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; Stacey, 2017), and 

this could be linked to a number of barriers discussed, such as training, confidence, 

how different assessments are viewed within LAs as well as providing an additional 

pragmatic challenge. 

Overall, there appear to be a number of potential barriers to EPs using DA. 

These may have contributed to DA not being more widely used despite factors which 

may influence EPs to choose DA. Looking at the more recent literature, it could be 

wondered whether some of the barriers discussed 25 years ago remain, in which 

case action to address these would be long overdue. 

1.3.3. What are the Outcomes That Occur When EPs in the UK use DA? 

From the studies included in the literature review, eight focus more specifically 

on the outcomes that occur when EPs use DA. These are predominantly qualitative, 

small-scale studies completed by practitioner EPs, with several utilising case study 

methodology. Existing research tends to focus on more direct outcomes of DA such 

as changes in the childôs learning, but also related issues such as staff perceptions 

of the usefulness of DA. These studies are displayed in Table C1 in Appendix C. 

Studies are also discussed below, and this has been structured according to broad 

area of focus and the methodology used. This section is concluded with a brief 

consideration of factors hypothesised to affect the outcomes of DA. 

Case Studies on the Outcomes of DA 

Several of the earlier studies exploring the outcomes from the use of DA by 

EPs used case study methodology, as referred to by Stacey (2017).  Firstly, Elliott et 

al. (1996) describe the situation of a 9 year old boy undergoing assessment by an 

EP due to concerns with his progress. The paper reports several positive outcomes 

from using DA, including providing an environment which helped the child to become 

less apprehensive of the test situation, clearer identification of the cognitive 

processes underlying the childôs performance and the opportunity to explore affective 

factors contributing to the childôs performance. It was also reported that a discussion 
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with the EP gave the teacher of the child a more optimistic view of his learning 

difficulties, along with insights about how teaching approaches could be altered to 

meet the childôs needs. 

Similarly, Birnbaum and Deutsch (1996) document EP use of DA with an 11 

year old boy, where there were concerns around his memory and processing speed. 

DA was reported to provide information about progress as a result of repetition, the 

type of mediation which supported him, his cognitive functions and affective factors 

impacting on learning potential. The authors suggest that this was particularly helpful 

to teachers in the context of the (then) new SEND CoP. These conclusions show 

similarities to the findings of the previous case study by Elliott et al. (1996).  

Lauchlan et al. (2007) also use a case study methodology to illustrate some of 

the outcomes from EP use of DA. This involved an 8 year old boy working with an 

EP due to reading, number and language difficulties. The paper reports positive 

changes in the childôs confidence, independence and effort. It was also reported that 

the child was happier to attend school and motivated to repeat the DA activity. This 

case study therefore focuses more on the outcomes for the child themselves, and 

explores affective outcomes that might arise from the DA process. 

In a more recent case study, Stacey (2017) explored the outcomes from EP 

use of DA for one SENDCo. The DA was reported to impact upon the beliefs of the 

SENDCo, and their approach to working with the child. This included challenging 

assumptions about what might help support the child, reminding them of the childôs 

strengths, and feeling more comfortable with their approach to working with the child. 

There were also changes to the childôs individual education plan as a result of the DA 

process. This suggests outcomes of DA for the adults around a child, which is 

important for the child when considering a bioecological framework (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). The changes to the childôs plan would also suggest a beneficial link between 

the DA and subsequent intervention, which is a key element of DA practice 

(Yeomans, 2008). 

It is interesting to critically consider the use of case studies as evidence in DA, 

with Elliott (2003) expressing the view that future empirical studies should go beyond 

case studies. Nonetheless, the utility of case study research to EPs has been 

highlighted (Boyle & Lauchlan, 2009), and it been suggested that case studies could 
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be used to show the development of EP work within services over time (Fallon et al., 

2010). It has also been suggested that as EPs can work with diverse populations, 

inter-individual variance may lead to significant difficulties with the generation of 

practice-based evidence through group designs (Gulliford, 2015). This could include 

consideration of the use of DA, with Stringer (2018) suggesting that case study 

research can play an important role in DA research if greater rigour is applied. This 

could include baseline and intervention phases, multiple data points and repeated 

measures with clear definition and objectivity (Barlow et al., 2009; Gulliford, 2015; 

Hitchcock et al., 2014). The case study by Stacey (2017) appears to have been 

carried out with more rigour than the earlier studies, reporting collection of multiple 

data sources and sharing analysis methods, whereas earlier studies appear to be 

more of a reflective commentary. 

Yin (2003) refers to a órepresentativeô or ótypicalô case. This aims to capture 

the circumstances of a commonplace situation and can be used to generalise to 

theoretical propositions, rather than populations, although there are questions 

around how possible it is to identify a ótypicalô case in EP DA practice (Stacey, 2017) 

due to the diversity of EP work previously mentioned. However, it could be argued 

that case studies allow an in-depth exploration of a particular situation, offering the 

opportunity to tentatively explore theories and hypotheses, and can act as a basis for 

future research. They may also offer ecological and social validity and insights into 

the mechanisms of an intervention (Barlow et al., 2009; Gulliford, 2015; Hitchcock et 

al., 2014), and could be sensitive to highlighting important factors related to DA that 

are difficult to quantify, for example a learnerôs approach to learning tasks or problem 

solving skills. Case studies therefore seem to have a valuable place in the literature 

on EP use of DA, but could perhaps be complementary to alternative methodologies. 

Semi-Structured Interview and Focus Group Studies on the Outcomes of DA 

Several studies explore the outcomes of DA using interviews and focus 

groups. A study completed by Landor et al. (2007) explored the perceived outcomes 

from EPs feeding back the results of DA to the children, verbally and using video. 

The study included 14 children aged between 6 and 11 years. The children and their 

teachers took part in semi-structured interviews before and approximately six weeks 

after the feedback from the DA session, and these were analysed thematically. 

Results suggest that feeding back the results of DA to the child may lead to 
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perceptions of general positive change from both teachers (73%) and children 

(75%), and this included an improvement in teaching and learning strategies and in 

the childôs understanding of these strategies. From the feedback of an observer, the 

video feedback was reported to be a positive experience, giving parents and 

teachers the opportunity to see the child learning effectively and observe the 

mediation, possibly shifting the balance of power as everyone was able to make their 

own judgements. The authors acknowledge several limitations of their study, and 

provide reasonable justifications for their decisions. For example, different EPs are 

likely to have delivered the DA differently, introducing variables that make it difficult to 

identify what led to the positive outcome. However, this is likely to be inevitable, as 

DA is designed to adapt to the developmental level of the child. In addition, 

conclusions are limited to a 6-week follow up period. Whilst this is a longer follow up 

period than the majority of studies and the pragmatic constraints can be 

acknowledged, it would be interesting to see if outcomes are maintained beyond this. 

Overall, these results seem to suggest that there may be some positive outcomes 

from using DA. The study also provides promising results for the use of video 

feedback techniques to support DA. 

A thesis by Wills (2008), with the same data also reported in Lawrence and 

Cahill (2014), used qualitative data to explore the views of children, parents and 

teachers regarding EP use of DA. It is noted that the impact of DA in educational 

psychology had not yet been fully explored from óservice userô perspectives. Nine 

children aged between 7 and 14 years, all with SEN and from a range of 

backgrounds, participated in a DA session with an EP. The EP then wrote a report 

and discussed this in a consultation with the childôs teacher and parents. Following 

this, semi-structured interviews and focus groups were carried out, and data was 

analysed using an inductive method of thematic analysis. Results appear to show 

perceived positive outcomes of DA for the child, including in their self-perceptions, 

self-esteem, emotional wellbeing, motivation, self-belief in learning situations and 

social relationships. DA was reported to provide useful information to parents and 

teachers, and their view of the problem shifted from within the child to consideration 

of the environmental context and their role within this. This was linked with a more 

optimistic view of the child and their future, demonstrating a holistic impact of DA on 

the child and bearing similarity to findings from Elliott et al. (1996). DA was described 



42 
 

as a positive experience for the child due to being child centred, focused on the 

process of learning and allowing experience of success and improvement. These are 

promising results with interesting implications, and as the authors note, suggest that 

DA forms a worthwhile and valuable part of EP practice. 

Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of this study which 

have been acknowledged by the authors and can also be applied to several of the 

qualitative studies in this area. These are common to qualitative research, and 

include implications of the researcher-practitioner role, generalising from the 

research context, accountability of the researcher to the EPS and small number of 

participants. Therefore, whilst the data collected is rich, and forms an interesting 

exploration of the outcomes of DA for those involved, conclusions must remain 

tentative. It would be helpful to replicate the study within different contexts to 

examine the extent to which these findings could be applied more widely, for 

example to different age groups or areas of need, and this might also help to 

determine when DA is most useful and why. The potential for the attitudes and 

beliefs of the first author to have impacted upon the results is also acknowledged in 

the paper. However, it might be concluded that this is an unavoidable part of 

qualitative and practice-based research, and it seems the author took steps to 

manage this. Braun and Clarke (2022) also suggest that researcher subjectivity can 

be viewed as a primary tool for some types of qualitative data analysis, as 

knowledge generation is inherently subjective. This moves away from the notion of 

researcher bias, suggesting that this is situated within a more positivist 

epistemological stance that is not compatible with many forms of qualitative 

research.  

In a qualitative study by Murphy (2023), TEPs reflected on some of the 

perceived outcomes of DA during interviews. These included providing specific 

information about the childôs areas of strength and need which can help to support a 

childôs learning, reframing a narrative around a child so that key adults could better 

understand them and identifying strategies that could translate into the classroom 

and teachers could implement. Although these were not addressed empirically, they 

are interesting reflections that could be further explored. 
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Extended critical discussion around the use of primarily qualitative 

methodologies in DA research, linked to epistemological position and the 

conceptualisation of óevidenceô within EP practice, is contained within the 

conclusions and discussion section. 

School Staff Perceptions of DA 

Linked to the outcomes of DA are studies exploring school staff perspectives 

of DA, including how useful DA is felt to be, and the following studies were judged to 

be relevant to consider. Freeman and Miller (2001) explored the usefulness of DA to 

school staff. They distributed questionnaires to SENDCos, including reports based 

on norm-referenced/ psychometric assessment, criterion-referenced/ curriculum 

related assessment and DA. Participants were then asked to rate the familiarity of 

this information in EP reports, the usefulness of the information in understanding a 

childôs difficulties, and usefulness in constructing an individual education plan for the 

child. Fifty-nine responses were received. SENDCos rated information from criterion-

referenced assessments to be the most useful for understanding the childôs needs 

and planning teaching responses. However, although DA was rated as being less 

familiar, it was rated as being more useful than norm-referenced measures 

understanding studentsô difficulties and as a basis for future planning for that student. 

This is an interesting finding, and tentatively suggests that DA can be useful to 

SENDCos, and more so than standardised assessment. However, there is little 

depth to the results, and potential reasons why different types of assessment were 

rated as more useful would be valuable to understand. 

This study bears similarities to a thesis study where teachers were 

interviewed about the information gained from DA (Lauchlan, 1999). Conclusions 

from this study were also positive, with teachers reporting that the information from 

DA was valuable and relevant to their job, including providing useful suggestions and 

recommendations. This is encouraging, although interesting to note that DA in this 

study was conducted in a relatively standardised way, with a measure of learning 

potential produced. It would be interesting to know whether teachers would feel the 

same about a less structured use of DA. In addition, both of these studies were 

carried out prior to the SEND CoP (Department for Education, 2001), and there have 

been several significant updates to legislation since then. It would be interesting to 



44 
 

repeat these studies in a contemporary context, and explore whether attitudes have 

changed.  

Factors Affecting Outcomes of DA 

Some consideration has been given to the factors that might affect the 

outcomes of the use of DA by EPs. Yeomans (2008) considers what may be 

conducive to the development of links between assessment and intervention when 

EPs use DA. They suggest that agreeing common assessment and intervention 

goals with staff prior to the work taking place might increase motivation to implement 

interventions, and that a follow-up discussion would be helpful, especially if staff are 

able to observe the DA session taking place. It is also suggested that embedding the 

teaching of thinking skills in the taught curriculum would help in implementing 

identified interventions to improve cognitive functions. The sharing of a common 

language between EPs and school staff is also suggested to be important, otherwise 

key messages can be lost. The CAP (Deutsch & Mohammed, 2008) is suggested to 

be a useful tool in supporting this. Similarly, Lauchlan and Carrigan (2013) provide 

guidance and materials to support DA practice, including their list of cognitive and 

affective learning principles, and it is suggested that a small number of principles 

should be focused on to avoid confusion. They also suggest that the child should be 

involved in the follow up to the assessment, and propose that a consultation 

approach should be used alongside DA. Lidz (2014), and Lidz and Haywood (2014), 

also argue that consultation should be part of DA. This is linked to supporting 

teachers, parents and other mediators to accept recommendations and 

interventions, increasing confidence and competence to deliver them. These are all 

logical suggestions, and possibly point towards DA as a more holistic assessment 

process, including more than just the assessment activity. However, these are only 

hypothetical at this stage, and it would be interesting to explore whether there is 

evidence for these factors influencing the links between DA and subsequent 

intervention in practice, which may be an area for further research. 

Stacey (2017) suggests a best practice activity system for DA, based on their 

research. These are conditions that have been linked to positive outcomes using pre 

and post assessment measures within the case study. This system has been 

summarised in Table D1 in Appendix D, alongside factors suggested within other 

papers. Stacey (2017) goes on to suggest that a realist evaluation approach to DA 
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research would be valuable, seeking to explore the question posed by Pawson and 

Tilley (1997): óWhat works, for whom, in what circumstances?ô (Stacey, 2017, p. 217). 

This would allow EPs to further consider how they might carry out DA in order to 

increase the potential for positive outcomes, and begin to develop theory around why 

this might be the case. It feels that currently, the literature in this area is sparse. 

1.4. Conclusions and Discussion 

1.4.1. Summary and Discussion of Findings and Areas for Future Research 

This review has given an overview of the definitions of DA as used by EPs in 

the UK, considered how and why the use of DA has changed over time, and 

explored the outcomes that occur when EPs use DA. DA aims to explore a range of 

cognitive functions and affective factors that influence learning. This is done through 

mediation, where the examiner intervenes in the task to support the examinees 

performance, and this is primarily based on the work of Feuerstein. DA has been 

defined in a number of ways, with synthesis of definitions suggesting four common 

features of: giving information on cognitive processes, involving mediation or 

scaffolding, linking to future intervention and giving information on affective factors 

impacting learning. However not having a consistent definition of DA within EP 

practice could lead to confusion and poorer quality use, which would constitute a 

practical-knowledge gap (Miles, 2017). Therefore, research which seeks to develop 

frameworks for practice in this area are welcomed as an area for future research 

(Green & Birch, 2019). In addition, a number of different tasks are mentioned within 

the literature, including domain-specific and domain-general tasks. It might be helpful 

to have an increased understanding how often these are used by EPs, and what 

different tasks might add to an assessment situation, to aid professional decision 

making in practice. 

It seems that DA has historically not been used by EPs as frequently as other 

assessment methods, although evidence is tentatively suggesting that the use of DA 

may have increased. In addition, it appears to be used by the majority of TEPs, 

which could reflect greater emphasis within training courses. However, although this 

literature review has suggested how the use of DA has evolved over time, past 

estimates may not be relevant to the current professional context, especially since 

the Covid-19 pandemic may have impacted EP practice. This suggests a knowledge 
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gap in this area (Miles, 2017). A useful objective for future research would therefore 

be to gain a more current understanding of the number of EPs using DA in the UK, 

their reasons for this, and their perceptions of the barriers and facilitators to the 

approach (Lawrence & Cahill, 2014; Stacey, 2017; Wills, 2008). A large-scale survey, 

possibly using mixed-methods, that could represent a significant proportion of the 

profession would be exceptionally helpful. Research into the nature of the use of DA 

amongst EPs in the UK would also help clarify how definitions of DA are being 

interpreted by practitioners.  

There are several reasons why the use of DA by EPs in the UK might have 

increased over time. These include criticality around the use of standardised 

assessments leading EPs to use DA as an alternative, but EPs may also choose to 

use DA because of the perceived benefits of the approach. However, it appears that 

some barriers to the use of DA have persisted over time, and therefore may have 

limited its widespread use. There is an empirical gap (Miles, 2017) in research 

investigating these factors in more detail, and from the perspectives of EPs and 

other stakeholders, which is an area that could be explored in further research. In 

particular, research comparing the use of standardised and dynamic approaches to 

assessment would be interesting (Stacey, 2017; Wills, 2008). Additionally, research 

into how the perceived barriers to EP use of DA may be overcome, for example by 

using video supervision (Callicott et al., 2019), would be welcomed. 

Qualitative research suggests that DA can have positive outcomes for a 

number of people involved, including the child, school staff and parents. An 

interesting overall point for reflection is that the research into DA currently consists 

primarily of case studies or small-scale, qualitative studies. Case studies can be a 

valuable contribution to the literature on DA, and may align well with the nature of EP 

practice. However, greater rigour may be required, and case studies could be used 

alongside alternative methodologies to ensure there is not a methodological gap in 

the research base (Miles, 2017). 

More generally, qualitative approaches have been described as helpful to 

illustrate the quality of an intervention, giving rich detail and capturing the 

perspectives of those involved (Gulliford, 2015). It appears that the existing research 

base into DA provides useful starting points to confirm some of the theoretical 
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assumptions behind the use of DA by EPs, and for EPs to take forward and reflect 

on in their practice. It has been suggested that qualitative research should be judged 

against criteria such as: sensitivity to context, commitment and rigour, coherence 

and transparency, and impact and importance (Yardley, 2007, 2008). Similarly, 

Gough (2007) proposes a weight of evidence model, which considers 

methodological quality of the study on its own terms, relevance of the study to the 

question being addressed and relevance of the topic to review objectives to give an 

overall judgement of a studyôs evidence quality for review. Several of the studies 

evaluated in this review would be judged to be valuable within EP practice by these 

parameters. 

Within the current research, many of the recorded changes are those that 

have been perceived by participants, and the significance of these perceived 

changes may depend on the ontological and epistemological positions adopted by 

those interpreting the research (Boyle & Kelly, 2016; Robson & McCartan, 2016). A 

position of constructivism suggests that there is no objective, true reality, and reality 

is constructed by people and cultures (Fox, 2003). Therefore, qualitative measures 

such as those currently being used to explore outcomes of DA would be accepted as 

meaningful to the people involved in the study and context in which it takes place. 

Realism, including critical realism, integrates a realist ontology with a constructivist 

epistemology, suggesting there is a real world that exists independently of our 

perceptions, theories and constructions, but that our understanding of this world is 

inevitably a construction from our own perspectives and standpoint (Maxwell & 

Mittapalli, 2010).  A critical realist position would also accept a range of research 

methodologies to be meaningful in context, including exploring the underlying 

processes and mechanisms that can explain events (Brunson et al., 2023) and 

acknowledging that knowledge reported is not independent of any particular 

viewpoint (Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010). Critical realism has been suggested to be the 

approach with most immediate relevance to educational psychology (Kelly, 2016; 

Prendeville & Kinsella, 2022). 

An alternative positivist position would suggest that a direct and objective view 

of the real world can be gained through experimental methods, which can establish 

causal relationships (Fox, 2003). This may favour quantitative measurement of 

controlled variables in order to objectively establish a causal relationship between 



48 
 

DA and its outcomes. However, DA as used by EPs could be described as a complex 

social phenomenon. Therefore, it could be assumed that DA cannot be adequately 

explored through measurement of single variables as would be expected from a 

more positivist theoretical perspective (Gulliford, 2015), and the linking of input 

variables to output variables may be challenging (Cartwright et al., 2010).  

Experimental group designs may also be impractical in educational settings, ignore 

individual differences and contexts, and do not incorporate the crucial perspectives, 

opinions and values of stakeholders (Sedgwick & Stothard, 2021). A more positivist 

approach may also require common agreement on what defines and constitutes DA 

practice, where currently there appears to be variation. It may be that such an 

approach to research within EP practice would be incompatible with the values of the 

profession (Gulliford, 2015; Miller et al., 2008). More specifically to DA, it has been 

suggested that it would be illogical to judge a more qualitative, process-based 

approach to DA against the standards applied to more quantitative dynamic testing 

(Feuerstein et al., 1981; Stringer, 2018). It could therefore be argued that larger-

scale experimental studies into the outcomes of DA would not be practical or 

desirable. 

Wider assumptions around what constitutes appropriate evidence may also 

impact the decisions EPs make. The term óevidence-based practiceô originated in the 

medical sector, and is underpinned by a research hierarchy (Boyle & Kelly, 2016; 

Sedgwick & Stothard, 2021). This gives the highest weighting to designs which 

maximise internal validity and support causal inference, for example systematic 

reviews, meta-analyses and randomised controlled trials (Sedgwick & Stothard, 

2021), so would perhaps be more aligned with a positivist position. However, this 

notion of evidence-based practice may have challenged the epistemological 

foundations of the EP profession (Gulliford, 2015; Miller et al., 2008), with EPs in one 

study suggesting that they perceive the utility and social value of their practice to be 

more important than its alignment with a recognised evidence base (Burnham, 

2013). 

The idea of practice-based evidence would support the use of a number of 

research designs in more natural settings, and recognise that qualitative, small-scale 

studies can be valuable in developing understanding of how and why certain 

situations arise and lead to the development of theory (Aveline & Shapiro, 1995; 
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Sedgwick & Stothard, 2021). The use of evidence by EPs may therefore be better 

aligned with the concept of practice-based evidence (Sedgwick & Stothard, 2021), 

and this may fit with a more constructivist or critical realist position. It may also be 

that the boundaries of such terms should be redrawn to become more relevant to EP 

practice. In one study, EPs spoke about their conceptualisation of óevidence-based 

practiceô being a consideration of what works within a specific context (OôHare, 

2015), and it seems sensible that the appropriateness of certain research 

methodologies and designs depends on the question that a practitioner is hoping to 

answer (Boyle & Kelly, 2016; Odom et al., 2005). It is therefore suggested that EPs 

could expand their views on what óevidenceô means, as there tends to be an 

underlying assumption that óevidenceô is synonymous with óresearchô, whereas 

óevidenceô can also encompass evidence from practitioner experience and 

judgement, evidence from the people affected by the decisions, and evidence from 

the local context (Barends et al., 2014; Briner et al., 2017; OôHare, 2015).  

Additional studies into the outcomes of DA could allow further exploration of 

the outcomes from DA across different contexts (Landor et al., 2007; Lawrence & 

Cahill, 2014; Stacey, 2017; Wills, 2008), and reduce any population gap that might 

exist (Miles, 2017). It is also noted that there is a general lack of more recent 

research considering outcomes from DA, which would be important to explore as the 

role of EPs has been impacted by contextual factors over time. In addition, a greater 

range of research methodologies in this area may allow further tentative triangulation 

of findings, due to a current methodological gap (Miles, 2017). It has been suggested 

that this might allow outcomes from DA to be more rigorously evaluated (Landor et 

al., 2007; Wills, 2008). From a more traditional, positivist perspective of evidence-

based practice this could be considered to be important to ensure that EPs are 

following professional guidelines, and it may be that in an ideal world this would be 

helpful to complement existing research. 

However, larger scale quantitative evaluation studies looking at outcomes of 

DA may be challenging due to resources and the requirement to operationalise and 

measure complex variables, and could be perceived as less meaningful that 

qualitative studies. It could be that when considering DA, a qualitative approach may 

be most suitable given the nature of the questions being addressed, objectives of the 

research, and wider epistemological position of the EP profession. Regardless of 
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methodologies used, it seems that EPs faced with real world issues and incomplete 

research bases are likely to draw on available evidence, interpreted broadly to 

include reflection on their own experience and feedback on the outcomes from their 

practice. It may also be helpful for future research to explore factors which may 

mediate the outcomes from EP use of DA (Stacey, 2017; Yeomans, 2008). It has 

been suggested that an approach such as realist evaluation (Pawson & Tilley, 1997) 

which aims to identify and pattern the relationships between the contexts, 

mechanisms and outcomes of an intervention, and which aligns with a realist 

epistemology, may offer a compromise between opposing theoretical positions 

(Gulliford, 2015). With regards to DA, this has been explicitly suggested by Stacey 

(2017). 

To summarise, the suggested areas for future research developed from this 

literature review are: 

¶ Developing definitions and frameworks to support DA in EP practice. 

¶ How and why different DA tools are used by EPs in practice. 

¶ How many EPs currently use DA in their practice and why, including perceived 

barriers and facilitators to the approach. 

¶ How facilitators to EP use of DA might be supported, and how perceived barriers 

could be overcome. 

¶ Whether perceptions around the perceived benefits of DA can be empirically 

supported, and a comparison with standardised assessment approaches. 

¶ The outcomes of DA for children, parents and teachers, using a range of 

methodologies and exploring longer-term outcomes. 

¶ An extension of current research on the outcomes of DA to different populations 

and in different contexts. 

¶ Factors that might mediate the outcomes of DA, including use of a realist 

evaluation methodology. 

1.4.2. Summary of Implications for EP Practice 

It is hoped that this literature review will contribute to the growing body of 

research detailing the use of DA by EPs in the UK, and that it may have implications 

for EP practice, contributing towards making DA more attractive, relevant and 

accessible to EPs and service users (Hill, 2015). By exploring and discussing the 
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theoretical origins and definitions of DA, it is envisioned that this review will develop 

understanding of DA approaches, both within the EP profession and for other service 

users, such as school staff. This may also support EPs to consider which definitions 

of DA they may wish to adopt in practice, moving towards establishing clear 

guidelines and regulation for the training, supervision and practice of DA by EPs in 

the UK, as is felt necessary by Green and Birch (2019). 

Considering why EP use of DA may have changed over time, including 

reasons why EPs may or may not use DA, is hoped to support EPs to make 

informed and justified decisions about when and why different assessments should 

be used. This links to the idea that DA may be more appropriate in certain situations, 

and different assessment methods could answer different questions. Exploring the 

outcomes that occur when EPs use DA, and considering factors which affect 

outcomes of DA could also support EPs to maximise positive outcomes from their 

decisions in practice. This review suggests that DA can have positive outcomes for 

those involved, however gives a critical consideration of the current literature base, 

encouraging practitioner conclusions to be tentative and based on different types of 

evidence. Exploring some of the perceived facilitators and barriers to use of DA 

could support these to be addressed within the EP profession, perhaps at a more 

systemic level. 

Several gaps in the literature have also been suggested. It is anticipated that 

this recognition of gaps in the literature will be of use to researchers or practitioners 

interested in exploring this area further, as the rest of this portfolio will begin to do.  

1.4.3. Strengths and Limitations of This Review 

This review is semi-systematic, therefore while it has aimed to demonstrate a 

level of rigour and reproducibility, there has been flexibility in the process and the 

researcher has reflected on how their choices have influenced the review. It is hoped 

that the rationale for the choices made throughout this review have been made clear, 

and that it provides a useful overview of the research in this area. 

It is acknowledged that this review was only completed by one researcher. 

This therefore increases the risk of bias in the selection of studies and critical 

appraisal, due to the researcherôs beliefs and prior experiences, for example around 

the usefulness of DA. However, the prior experiences and reflexivity of the 
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researcher could also be viewed as a tool in the process (Braun & Clarke, 2022). For 

example, prior knowledge and experience of how DA may be carried out in the óreal 

worldô of the EP profession may have provided helpful context and depth of 

understanding, perhaps compared to a researcher who completes such a review 

aiming to be completely objective. The researcher aimed to be reflexive at all points 

of the literature review process, including regularly discussing ideas with a 

supervisor and keeping a reflective research diary.  

Two reviewers are preferred during the literature selection process to ensure 

the quality and reliability of the search protocol (Snyder, 2019). The risk of human 

error during searches is likely to have been increased by having a single researcher, 

and there is a chance that relevant studies were missed. However, by having several 

search strategies, for example by searching multiple databases and reference 

harvesting, and by repeating searches at several points throughout the time frame, it 

is hoped that the vast majority of relevant studies have been captured. In addition, 

this review does not claim to be a óperfectô synthesis of the literature, but rather 

provide an overview of the current knowledge and an original and critical perspective 

on this. 
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Chapter 2: Empirical Paper 

What are the Contexts and Mechanisms That Contribute Towards Educational 
Psychologist Use of Dynamic Assessment Having Positive Outcomes? 

Using Thematic Analysis Within a Realist Evaluation Framework to Explore 
Educational Psychologist Perspectives 

2.1. Abstract 

This qualitative study explores the contexts and mechanisms that contribute 

to Educational Psychologist (EP) use of Dynamic Assessment (DA) having positive 

outcomes. The study adopts a critical realist theoretical orientation, and uses 

thematic analysis within a realist evaluation framework. Seven EPs who use DA in 

their practice were recruited from an EP service in the East of England, and online 

semi-structured interviews took place. Context themes suggest that others need to 

be involved in the DA process, the use of DA is an active decision made by the EP 

within a system and that DA theory can be applied in different ways. Mechanism 

themes suggest that during DA, a new and shared understanding of the situation can 

be co-constructed, the child has a positive experience and EPs are active 

participants. Outcome themes suggest that DA can facilitate changes in thinking and 

behaviour, but that longer-term outcomes are difficult to evaluate. From these 

themes, context, mechanism and outcome hypotheses were developed, along with 

an overall initial programme theory proposing how, why and when EP use of DA may 

lead to positive outcomes. This was then shared and discussed within a focus group 

consisting of a sub-group of the original participants. Findings are presented and 

discussed in relation to school staff, children, EPs and intervention factors. The initial 

programme theory is hoped to provide a tool for reflection for EPs and managers, 

along with development of training and guidelines for DA practice. Strengths and 

limitations of the study are critically considered, and areas for future research are 

suggested. 
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2.2. Introduction and Literature Review 

2.2.1. The Role of the Educational Psychologist 

EPs support the development, learning and wellbeing of children and young 

people aged 0 to 25, and work directly with families, education settings and other 

professional services (Atfield et al., 2023). Currently, EPs have a statutory duty to 

provide psychological advice as part of the Education, Health and Care (EHC) needs 

assessment process (Department for Education & Department of Health and Social 

Care, 2015). This can include assessment and exploration of factors impacting 

learning for children, and assessment is commonly cited as one of the core functions 

of the EP role alongside intervention, consultation, research and training (Farrell et 

al., 2006; Scottish Executive, 2002). The EP profession is therefore inextricably 

linked with assessment (Atkinson et al., 2022). It has been suggested that EPs view 

assessment as supporting the profiling of strengths and difficulties alongside 

planning for intervention, and this is positioned within a context of formulation and 

hypothesis testing (Atkinson et al., 2022). EP assessment can include a variety of 

methods and may explore a wide range of domains (Atkinson et al., 2022). 

2.2.2. Dynamic Assessment 

DA is a method of cognitive assessment that EPs may use when working with 

children. DA is based upon sociocultural theory, including the concept of the Zone of 

Proximal Development (ZPD; Hill, 2015; Vygotsky, 1978), which emphasises the 

importance of context and collaborative interaction in intellectual development 

(Deutsch, 2017). Feuerstein similarly proposed the concept of Structural Cognitive 

Modifiability (SCM), which suggested that intelligence was not fixed but involved 

adaptation, and therefore low functioning as measured by psychometric tests can be 

explained by cultural difference and deprivation (Feuerstein, 2003; Feuerstein et al., 

1979; Yeomans, 2008). The cognitive functions of a learner are organised into input, 

elaboration and output. Affective aspects of learning have also been defined by 

Feuerstein, with one of the purposes of DA being to identify strengths and 

weaknesses in these areas (Yeomans, 2008). Feuerstein additionally developed the 

concept of Mediated Learning Experience (MLE), where a mediator óstands betweenô 

the stimulus and the learner, in order to help the learner make sense of the stimulus 

and complete tasks within their ZPD (Feuerstein, 2003; Feuerstein et al., 1979; 
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Yeomans, 2008). DA as it tends to be practised by EPs in the United Kingdom (UK) 

involves non-standardised use of MLE, aiming to provide qualitative data on the 

learnerôs performance, cognitive structures and potential to learn (Feuerstein et al., 

2002; Green, 2015; Green & Birch, 2019). 

DA can be contrasted to standardised, static assessments of cognitive ability, 

such as psychometric assessments. Static assessments have standardised testing 

procedures, where an examiner presents items to an examinee without any attempt 

to change, guide, or improve performance (Rahbardar et al., 2014), and scores on 

these tests can be compared to others in a similar demographic (Poehner, 2008). In 

static assessment, the learning process appears through its distant, objectified 

results, i.e. the learnerôs score on a test (Deutsch, 2017; Haywood & Lidz, 2007). 

A comprehensive definition of DA from the perspective of an EP is given by 

Stacey (2017, p. 21): 

óDynamic assessment describes approaches to assessment which focus on 

illuminating the cognitive processes and affective factors impacting on a childôs 

performance through the child and assessor working together on a task. Integral to 

the assessment is the active role of the assessor in trying to create the optimum 

conditions for the child to learn both content needed for the task and more general 

processes that can be applied to both the task and beyond. Working in this way 

allows the assessor to gauge the childôs responsiveness to support and to use these 

observations to subsequently inform tailored intervention in the classroom which will 

help the child learn more effectively.ô 

Nonetheless, DA has been defined in a number of ways (Stringer, 2018), and 

it has been acknowledged that the use of DA seems to be a complex and often 

poorly defined area of practice for EPs in the UK (Green & Birch, 2019). It is possible 

that an absence of consensus over definitions of DA and a lack of standardised 

procedure could lead to confusion amongst practitioners, contributing to DA feeling 

unsafe as it opens practitioners up to scrutiny (Callicott et al., 2019; Haywood & Lidz, 

2007). This highlights a need for further work in this area. 
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2.2.3. The Use of Dynamic Assessment by Educational Psychologists 

Historically, DA approaches have been reported to be infrequently used by 

EPs (Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000), with EPs being more likely to use other 

assessment approaches (Woods & Farrell, 2006). However, more recent estimates 

suggest that the use of DA by EPs may be increasing (Atkinson et al., 2022). It has 

also been reported that DA approaches are being used by a majority of TEPs, and is 

being taught on EP University training courses (Murphy, 2023). In addition, the 

researcher is aware of several EP services who have commissioned training to 

support DA practice amongst EPs. This indicates that research into this area is 

relevant and current to EP practice. 

There are a number of possible reasons why EPs may choose to use DA in 

their practice, and this could be tentatively linked to an increase over time. Amongst 

the profession, there has been reflection on the use and implications of different 

assessment types (for example, Sewell & Ducksbury, 2013), including standardised 

cognitive assessments. Some of the perceived flaws of such assessment as 

summarised by Elliott (2003) include: a tendency to lack an empirically supported 

theoretical framework (Flanagan & McGrew, 1997); a limited relationship between 

scores and instructional practices (Reschly, 1997); an emphasis on products rather 

than psychological processes (Wagner & Sternberg, 1984); a tendency to linguistic 

and cultural bias (Lopez, 1997); and an inability to guide practitioners in deriving 

specific interventions for educational difficulties (Fuchs et al., 1987; McGrew, 1994). 

The validity of using static assessments with children with additional needs (Groth-

Marnat, 2009) or minority groups (Elliott et al., 2010) has also been questioned. 

However, it has been suggested that different methods of assessment can serve 

different purposes and may answer different questions (Cizek, 1997; Lauchlan & 

Carrigan, 2013). 

It has been proposed that DA might offer an alternative assessment approach 

that is more empowering, person-centred and better supports inclusive practice 

(Stringer, 2009). Furthermore, EPs might see DA as a more ethical alternative to 

static assessment because of the rich information provided about learning and what 

could support progress, their beliefs about how they wish to work with children, and 

the experience of the child (Stacey, 2017). Research has suggested that EPs may 

perceive DA to be a positive experience for the child (Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; 
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Murphy, 2023), and assessment experience of the child is reported to be an 

important consideration for EPs (Atkinson et al., 2022). DA may also be appropriate 

when EPs work with children in the Early Years (Hussain & Woods, 2019). 

However, there are perceived barriers to EP use of DA, and this could be 

limiting the extent to which EPs are using DA in their practice. These include 

perceptions around different assessment methods within LAs or from schools 

leading to perceived pressure to complete standardised assessment (Atfield et al., 

2023; Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; Hymer et al., 2002). This could also be related to 

the role of the EP being linked to allocation of resources (Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; 

Elliott, 1993; Hymer et al., 2002; Stringer et al., 1997). Access to DA resources and 

materials, along with available time, have been reported as barriers to EP use of DA 

(Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; Elliott, 1993; Kennedy, 2006; Stacey, 2017; Stringer et 

al., 1997), with lack of training in DA also reported as a barrier (Deutsch & Reynolds, 

2000; Elliott, 1993; Stringer et al., 1997). Linked to this could be a lack of practitioner 

feelings of confidence and competence in using DA (Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 2017), 

and DA having a perceived sense of ambiguity, subjectivity and difficulty to 

administer and interpret (Murphy, 2023). Concerns around statistical rigour, reliability 

and validity also appear in the literature (Kennedy, 2006; Stacey, 2017).  Considering 

the dates of the available research, it appears that many of the historical barriers to 

DA use may remain relevant in the current professional context. 

2.2.4. The Outcomes of Dynamic Assessment 

Some research has explored the outcomes that occur when EPs use DA. 

From these, it has been suggested that DA can have positive outcomes for the child 

involved. This is reported to include: DA itself being a positive experience for the 

child and them being motivated to repeat it; the child being less apprehensive of the 

test situation; positively impacting on the childôs self-perceptions, including self-

esteem and self-belief in learning situations; positively impacting on learning 

behaviour including motivation, confidence, independence, effort, and understanding 

of teaching and learning strategies; positively impacting on social relationships and 

emotional wellbeing; and the child being happier to attend school (Elliott et al., 1996; 

Landor et al., 2007; Lauchlan et al., 2007; Lawrence & Cahill, 2014; Wills, 2008). 
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Positive outcomes of DA have also been reported for teachers. DA has been 

suggested to provide valuable, useful information and positive change including: 

gaining insights into the type of mediation that supported the child and therefore how 

to alter teaching approaches to meet the childôs needs, providing a basis for future 

planning for the child; gaining insights into cognitive and affective factors impacting 

learning; improving teaching and learning strategies, impacting the teacherôs 

approach to working with the child; encouraging consideration of the environmental 

context around the child, moving beyond locating concerns within the child and being 

more optimistic about the situation (Birnbaum & Deutsch, 1996; Elliott et al., 1996; 

Freeman & Miller, 2001; Landor et al., 2007; Lawrence & Cahill, 2014; Stacey, 2017; 

Wills, 2008). The final outcome was also reported to be the case for parents, for 

whom it has been reported that DA provides valuable and useful information 

(Lawrence & Cahill, 2014; Wills, 2008), although parent views are less frequently 

explored in this area. 

Also less frequently explored are the outcomes of DA for the EP. However, 

some studies report outcomes including: clearer identification of the cognitive 

processes and affective factors contributing to the childôs performance (Elliott et al., 

1996); providing information about progress as a result of repetition, the type of 

mediation that supported the child, and cognitive and affective factors impacting 

learning (Birnbaum & Deutsch, 1996); and challenging assumptions about what 

helps to support the child, reminding them of the childôs strengths, and feeling more 

comfortable with their approach to working with the child (Stacey, 2017). TEPs have 

perceived outcomes of DA to include providing specific information about the childôs 

areas of strength and need which can help to support their learning, supporting key 

adults to better understand the child and identifying strategies that could translate 

into the classroom and that teachers could implement (Murphy, 2023). 

The vast majority of these studies are qualitative, and use case study, 

interview and/ or focus group data. Whilst these provide meaningful insights and 

considerations for EPs to complement practice experience, conclusions from studies 

exploring the outcomes that occur when EPs use DA must remain tentative, and a 

number of gaps in the literature persist. Extended critical evaluation of research into 

the outcomes of DA as used by EPs is contained within the literature review chapter 

of this thesis. It has been acknowledged that óthere is little evidence to show the 
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impact of DA other than a handful of case studiesô (Stacey, 2017, abstract), and there 

have been calls for studies exploring the impact of subsequent interventions based 

upon DA approaches (Elliott et al., 2018). Further research into the outcomes that 

occur when EPs use DA is therefore justified.  

2.2.5. Applying a Realist Evaluation Framework 

Some literature has begun to consider the contexts which might affect the 

outcomes of DA, including discussion around best practice approaches when EPs 

use DA (for example Stacey, 2017; Yeomans, 2008). However, there is not currently 

any literature explicitly exploring the contexts or mechanisms that may contribute to 

positive outcomes when EPs use DA. In other words, the question óhow, why and 

when does EP use of DA have positive outcomes?ô remains. This constitutes a 

knowledge gap (Miles, 2017), and has been identified as an area for future research 

(Stacey, 2017; Yeomans, 2008). It is suggested by Stacey (2017) that future 

research into DA could adopt realist evaluation methodology to further explore the 

factors which make it more likely that DA will result in positive outcomes. 

To begin applying a realist evaluation framework to DA as used by EPs, 

contexts, mechanisms and outcomes that may be important when EPs use DA have 

been tentatively suggested and grouped into themes from an initial synthesis of the 

existing literature. These are detailed with references in the development of the a 

priori coding template in Tables E1 and E2 in Appendix E, and an overview of 

themes is given in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

Contexts, Mechanisms and Outcomes Developed From DA Literature 

Contexts Mechanisms Outcomes 

Involving school staff in the DA 

process, for example through 

consultation, observation and 

using accessible language. 

School staff change their 

understanding and perceptions 

of the childôs needs. 

Environmental changes made by 

school staff to support the childôs 

needs. 

Use of DA in certain situations 

when standardised assessment 

may be less appropriate. 

Child experience of DA being 

positive, experiencing success, 

their response to the test and 

involvement in follow up. 

Child changes their perception of 

themselves and their 

understanding of their learning. 

Service level factors such as 

resources, support and time 

available to EPs. 

EP gains understanding of 

cognitive and affective learning 

factors impacting the child. 

EP has a clearer view of child 

strengths and needs to inform 

intervention recommendations. 

Resources used by individual 

EPs in DA, for example tools to 

support assessment and 

recording of observations. 

EP willingness to use DA, 

including how EPs feel using DA 

and how supported they feel by 

their service. 

Longer term positive outcomes 

for the child in terms of learning, 

social and emotional factors. 

Perceptions around different 

kinds of assessment from 

schools staff and within the 

wider systems that EPs work in. 

  

 

2.2.6. Rationale and Aims of the Current Study 

Understanding and interpreting evidence is an important part of the EP role 

(Boyle & Kelly, 2016), and EPs have been described as ñscientist-practitionersò 

(Fallon et al., 2010, p. 4). Professional guidelines (Health and Care Professions 

Council, 2023) state that EPs must understand the theoretical basis of, and variety of 

approaches to, assessment and intervention (12.5), be able to engage in evidence-

based practice (11.1), and be able to justify their decisions and actions (4.1).  

However, there are identified gaps in research into EP use of DA, including 

the outcomes that occur and factors contributing to these. This could impact the 

competence and confidence of EPs to understand and apply DA theory in their 

practice, including making informed and justified decisions about when and why 

different assessments should be used. Realist evaluation methodology has been 

suggested to be appropriate for future research into DA (Stacey, 2017). To the best 
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of the researcherôs knowledge this framework has not yet been applied to EP use of 

DA, and the mechanisms that may be involved in DA have not previously been 

explicitly explored. Research using a realist evaluation framework would allow 

exploration of the outcomes that occur when EPs use DA, the mechanisms that 

contribute to these outcomes occurring, and the contexts that support these 

mechanisms and outcomes to occur. This would support the development of theory 

underlying EP use of DA. 

By considering the contexts in which positive outcomes may occur, it is also 

hoped that research using a realist evaluation framework could lead to suggestions 

of best practice approaches. This is important to ensure that DA practice amongst 

EPs is of high quality, and therefore can have maximum positive outcomes for 

children and those who support them. Such research would also be anticipated to 

support the development of guidelines and regulation for the training, supervision 

and practice of DA by EPs in the UK, as is felt necessary by Green and Birch (2019). 

This may be especially important, as training and supervisor support have been 

reported as perceived facilitators to EP use of DA  (Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; 

Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 2017). Clearer guidelines could also support feelings of 

practitioner confidence perceived competence in use of DA, and reduce perceptions 

of ambiguity, previously reported as barriers to EP use of DA (Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 

2017). 

The current study will therefore aim to explore the question: 

× What are the contexts and mechanisms that contribute towards EP use of DA 

having positive outcomes? 

 

Based on a realist evaluation framework, this will be done by considering the 

sub-questions: 

¶ What are the contexts that occur when EPs use DA? 

¶ What are the mechanisms that occur from these contexts when EPs use DA? 

¶ What are the outcomes that occur from these contexts and mechanisms when 

EPs use DA? 
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2.3. Methodology 

2.3.1. Ontology and Epistemology 

A theoretical perspective is a way of looking at the world and making sense of 

it (Crotty, 1998). This includes ontology, which is the study of being, concerned with 

what is, and epistemology, which is how we understand what is entailed in knowing, 

or how we know what we know (Crotty, 1998). The broad theoretical perspective 

adopted by the researcher is realism. Realism integrates a realist ontology with a 

constructivist epistemology, suggesting there is a real world that exists 

independently of our perceptions, theories and constructions, but that our 

understanding of this world is inevitably a construction from our own perspectives 

and standpoint (Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010). Realism is described as providing a 

helpful language for addressing issues of óhowô and ówhyô something happens, and 

realist research can lead to findings that are directly related to the situations 

researched, as it provides a way of approaching uncontrolled situations (Robson & 

McCartan, 2016). 

Further distinction can be made between different strands of realism. The two 

most relevant to the current study are scientific realism and critical realism, although 

they do share a number of elements (Marchal et al., 2012). Scientific realism 

advocates that it is worth trying to adjudicate between alternative explanations, 

allowing theories to be developed and tested (Pawson, 2006). If evaluations 

cumulate over time, understanding of how context, mechanism and outcome 

elements are connected is increased (Pawson & Tilley, 1997), perhaps leading to an 

increasingly accurate interpretation of the óreal worldô (Birch, 2015). Critical realism 

emphasises that explanatory possibilities can be endless, and the task of the 

researcher is to be critical of thoughts and actions that lie behind false explanations 

(Bhaskar, 2002). Critical realism also incorporates ideologies from an emancipatory 

approach to research, such as acknowledging of the perspectives of participants and 

promoting social justice (House, 1991; Robson & McCartan, 2016). Within critical 

realism, both social structure (for example the organised set of social institutions and 

patterns of institutionalised relationships) and agency (thoughts and actions taken by 

people) are said to be important in understanding social activity (Bhaskar, 1975; 

Mukumbang & van Wyk, 2020).  
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It is acknowledged that the realist evaluation framework is based on scientific 

realism, with its focus on theory testing and development (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). 

However, the perspective adopted within this research is critical realism. Critical 

realism has been previously suggested to be the approach of most immediate 

relevance to educational psychology (Kelly, 2016; Prendeville & Kinsella, 2022), and 

research studies in the field of EP practice have adopted a critical realist perspective 

within a realist evaluation framework (for example Chadwick, 2014; Lunt, 2016). 

Other papers have even suggested that realist evaluation can be underpinned by 

critical realism (Smeets et al., 2022), and that critical realism can encompass the 

elicitation, testing and validation of theories based on mechanisms that are 

hypothesised to produce social events (Mukumbang & van Wyk, 2020). In addition, 

understanding about the outcomes of DA and how, why and when these occur are at 

early stages. Although the current study hopes to contribute to this, at this stage in 

knowledge development the critical realist principles of considering reasons behind 

possible explanations seem more appropriate that adjudicating between them.   

2.3.2. Realist Evaluation 

Realist evaluation seeks to answer the question óWhat works for whom in 

what circumstancesô (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 85), and more recently this has 

ended with óé and whyô (Pawson & Manzano-Santaella, 2012, p. 178). Realist 

evaluation is one form of theory-driven evaluation which emphasises development of 

ócontext-mechanism-outcomeô theories of how programmes work (Astbury & Leeuw, 

2010). Theories are constructed by recognising that outcomes are the result of 

mechanisms triggered in a specific context, and theories are developed in a cycle 

(Jack, 2022; Pawson & Tilley, 1997). For visual representations of realist evaluation 

methodology, see Figures 1 and 2. 

Pawson and Tilley (1997) explain how the realist evaluation approach is 

based on a generative theory of causation, and refer to work by Harré (1972). This 

theory suggests that as well as observing regular patterns between causes and 

effects, there is a órealô connection between events, and that causation can happen 

internally as well as externally, so can be observed. Pawson and Tilley suggest 

ócause describes the transformative potential of phenomenaô (p. 34), with one event 

triggering another only in the right circumstances at the right time. Therefore, ócausal 

outcomes follow from mechanisms acting in contextsô (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 58). 
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Figure 3 illustrates a generative theory of causation. This is in contrast to a 

successionist theory of causation, which suggest that causes and outcomes are 

linked, but we cannot observe the causal forces between them as causation is 

óexternalô, and this is more closely linked to experimental logic (Pawson & Tilley, 

1997). Data analysis in realist evaluation takes a óretroductiveô approach, which 

refers to óthe identification of hidden causal forces that lie behind identified patterns 

or changes in those patternsô (Greenhalgh et al., 2017a, p. 1). Retroduction uses 

inductive and deductive reasoning along with researcher insights to understand 

generative causation, and considers social and psychological factors that may 

influence outcomes (Gilmore et al., 2019).  

Figure 1 

The Realist Evaluation Cycle, Based on Pawson and Tilley (1997, p. 85) 
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Figure 2 

Features of a Realist Evaluation Approach, Based on Timmins and Miller (2007, 

p.10) 

 

Figure 3 

Generative Causation, Reproduced From Pawson and Tilley (1997, p. 58) 

 

4 Findings that highlight how the programme might be modified or inform replications in other settings 
(generalisation). The would lead to a clearer and more effective programme specification.

3 An evaluation design and associated data gathering approaches, as suggested by the hypotheses, to help check 
whether the programme is working as anticipated.

2 Hypotheses derived from the initial programme specification.

1b An initial programme specification derived from programme theory, which maps the programme in terms of 
assumed contexts, mechanisms, and outcomes.

1aProgramme theory based on a review of relevant research literature and expert/ practitioner knowledge.
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Throughout this research, several terms will be used which are specific to a 

realist evaluation framework. Contexts (C) in which a programme occurs includes 

location, but also individuals who participate in the programme, interrelationships 

between stakeholders, the institution in which the programme is operating and the 

wider infrastructure of the programmeôs setting (Jack, 2022; Pawson, 2018). 

Mechanisms (M) are the underpinning generative forces that activate in certain 

contexts to produce outcomes (Jagosh et al., 2015). These explain the way in which 

programmes can lead to observed outcomes, and include the interactions and 

responses of people towards the programme (Jack, 2022). Mechanisms can be at 

the psychological, social-group, social-institution and material level (Westhorp, 

2018). Outcomes (O) are the consequences of a programme which emerge from 

the interaction between context and mechanism (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Contexts, 

mechanisms and outcomes relevant to EP use of DA can be situated within different 

levels of an ecological system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This could include: the child, 

their family and school including school staff at the microsystem; the EP and the 

service for which they work at the exosystem; wider government and policy factors at 

the macrosystem, and the way that all of these things have changed over time at the 

chronosystem. 

In addition, realist evaluation uses several terms to refer to various stages of 

theory development, and some of these terms are used interchangeably in the realist 

evaluation literature (Marchal et al., 2012) . Programme theory has been defined as 

óthe description, in words or diagrams, of what is supposed to be done in a policy or 

programme (theory of action) and how and why that is expected to work (theory of 

change)ô (Greenhalgh et al., 2017b, p. 2). A programme specification can then be 

derived from the programme theory, which maps the programme in terms of 

assumed contexts, mechanisms and outcomes (Timmins & Miller, 2007). CMO 

configurations can be used by realists during analysis to suggest causal links 

between contexts, mechanisms and outcomes (Marchal et al., 2018). Throughout 

this research the terms initial programme theory and CMO hypotheses are used 

to refer to programme theory and CMO configurations that are at an early stage of 

development, in recognition of the preliminary nature of the current study. 

Matthews (2003) has suggested that a generative realist approach to 

evaluation, such as realist evaluation, could be used by EPs to build an evidence-
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base, and support an understanding of how psychological processes work in real-

world practice. Realist evaluation frameworks have been used to evaluate aspects of 

EP practice, including types of group supervision (Chadwick, 2014; Lunt, 2016; Soni, 

2010), and exploring how EPs interpret childrenôs views (Ingram, 2013). It has also 

been used within the education research field by TEPs and EPs to evaluate: an 

alternative education programme (Birch, 2015); a whole-school learning programme 

(Webb, 2011); parenting interventions (Jarrett, 2016; Prashar, 2018); óforest schoolô 

(Southall, 2014); óconsultation groupsô (Wood, 2014); a school-based intervention 

(Francis et al., 2017); factors that influence teacher practice change (Forrest et al., 

2019); and the developing use of solution-focused approaches in school (Simm & 

Ingram, 2008). These studies vary in how realist evaluation frameworks and 

methodology were applied.  

 A realist evaluation framework has been suggested as a future avenue of 

research for EP use of DA (Stacey, 2017), and appears appropriate to begin 

considering the outcomes that occur when EPs use DA, along with how, why and 

when these occur. This is therefore the methodological framework adopted in the 

current study. Although DA may not be commonly described as a programme, it is a 

process that takes place in complex social contexts, and can include activities and 

actions before and after the DA task (Lauchlan & Carrigan, 2013; Lidz, 2014; Lidz & 

Haywood, 2014; Stacey, 2017; Yeomans, 2008). It is hypothesised that aspects of 

this context can facilitate certain mechanisms, which then lead to DA having 

particular outcomes. DA may therefore have different outcomes, depending on the 

context in which it is carried out. 

In the current study, thematic analysis will be used within a realist evaluation 

framework. Initially, themes will be developed which are contexts, mechanisms or 

outcomes that may be relevant in EP use of DA, and this will explore the three 

research sub-questions. From these, CMO hypotheses will be developed. These will 

be incorporated into an initial programme theory, which will allow exploration of the 

main research question. This study is positioned as a preliminary inquiry into the 

contexts, mechanisms and outcomes relevant to EP use of DA, which could form the 

basis of future theory development and testing. Whilst this study may not be a realist 

evaluation in its most traditional sense, it uses elements of the theory to guide and 

structure the design of the study, and this is why the term óframeworkô is used. An 
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overview of stages from the current study can be seen in Figure 4, with numbers 

corresponding to the stages of realist evaluation in Figures 1 and 2. 

Figure 4 

Overview of Stages in the Current Study, Based on Timmins and Miller (2007, p. 10) 

and Webb (2011, p. 66) 

 

2.3.3. Data Collection  

In a realist evaluation, data is collected to develop, test and refine programme 

theory, and although this can be qualitative or quantitative (Mercer & Lacey, 2021; 

Pawson & Tilley, 1997), realist evaluation has been described as a largely qualitative 

methodology (Maluka et al., 2011). In the context of DA, it was felt that qualitative 

1b/2 Presentation and discussion of findings, including CMO themes, CMO hypotheses and initial programme 
theory.

1b/2 Phase two data analysis: Use of coding template to organise focus group data.

1b/2 Phase two data collection: 'Theory refining' focus group with a sub-group of four EP participants to appraise 
and give feedback on the initial programme theory, and provide further insights and examples to inform 

discussion.

1b/2 Phase one data analysis: Use of CMO themes to develop CMO hypotheses and an initial programme theory.

1b/2 Phase one data analysis: Analysing collected data using template analysis, a type of thematic analysis, and 
using an evolving coding template to develop CMO themes suggested to be important in DA. 

1aPhase one data collection: Recruitment of a purposive sample followed by exploratory, 'theory gleaning' semi-
structured interviews with seven EP participants.

1aConducting a literature review and tentatively developing hypothesised CMOs to form an a priori coding 
template.
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data would be best suited to develop and refine initial programme theories, as 

qualitative methodology can óunderstand a complex reality and the meaning of 

actions in a given contextô (Queirós et al., 2018, p. 369). In DA, outcomes have a 

complex and social nature, and this preliminary inquiry is hoped to lead to tentative 

explanatory hypotheses that can be further tested and refined in future research. In 

line with a critical realist perspective, it is acknowledged that this study is exploring 

events through the subjective perceptions and constructions of participants. 

The current study has two data collection phases designed to develop CMO 

hypotheses and an initial programme theory, as seen in Figure 4. Initially, potential 

contexts, mechanisms and outcomes that may be relevant to DA were tentatively 

drawn from the literature, using the search process described in the literature review 

chapter of this thesis. Due to a lack of research in this area, it was not felt to be 

appropriate to complete a full realist synthesis, as is often done preceding realist 

evaluations (Pawson et al., 2005). Contexts, mechanisms and outcomes were 

deliberately kept broad and tentative, and therefore were not configured into CMO 

hypotheses at this stage. These initial contexts, mechanisms and outcomes were 

incorporated into an a priori coding template for the analysis of the data, which can 

be seen in Tables E1 and E2 in Appendix E. 

The first phase of data collection in this study was exploratory. This involved 

ótheory gleaningô (Manzano, 2016, p. 354) semi-structured interviews with EPs, 

which took place via Microsoft Teams. These lasted between 30 to 45 minutes. 

Following this, data was transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis and 

potential CMO hypotheses were developed into an initial programme theory. This 

process is described in more detail in the data analysis section below. After the first 

interview, informal feedback was sought on the questions, and as a result some 

small adaptations were made to the interview schedule. 

In the second phase of data collection, a focus group was held. The purpose 

of the focus group was to appraise and give feedback on the initial programme 

theory, including exploring whether interpretations made by the researcher 

resonated with participantsô practice experiences, and provide further insights and 

examples to inform discussion. Realist evaluation literature often refers to ótheory 

refinementô as defined by Manzano (2016, p. 355) and Pawson and Tilley (1997), 
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and although it is acknowledged that this study sits at the preliminary stages of 

theory development, similar principles were followed. The interview and focus group 

schedules can be seen in Appendix F, with justification and reflection on the data 

collection process contained within the reflective chapter of this thesis. 

2.3.4. Participant Sample and Recruitment 

The participant sample for the present study is purposive, therefore 

participants were felt to be knowledgeable and experienced with regard to the 

research area (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011), along with consideration of 

availability, willingness to participate and communication of experiences and 

opinions (Bernard, 2017; Palinkas et al., 2015). This is typical for a qualitative study, 

and whilst this is not intended to be representative of the wider population, it is 

hoped to illustrate mechanisms in certain contexts (Robson & McCartan, 2016). 

Realist evaluations generally aim to gather data from key stakeholders in the 

process, recognising that there is a division of expertise across stakeholder groups, 

who have different but complementary views (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). In the context 

of DA, EPs are felt to be significant stakeholders, as DA forms part of EP practice. 

Whilst school staff, children and parents would also be considered stakeholders in 

DA, and their views are acknowledged as valuable to research, the current study will 

focus on the perceptions of EPs in relation to the contexts, mechanisms and 

outcomes relevant to DA. This is further considered in the reflective chapter of this 

thesis. 

EPs were recruited from one large Local Authority (LA) Educational 

Psychology Service (EPS) in the East of England, which contains both urban and 

rural areas. EPs with experience of DA were eligible for participation. DA was 

defined to potential participants as use of a mediated activity to explore the factors 

impacting learning for a child or young person, as these are recognised as defining 

features of DA practice. The experiences within the sample were therefore felt to be 

reflective of EP practice more generally. In addition, the service had recently 

received training in DA from Fraser Lauchlan (Lauchlan & Carrigan, 2013; Lauchlan 

& Daly, 2023), and it was therefore felt that participants and the researcher were 

likely to have a shared understanding around definitions of DA. Through the Principal 

EP for the service acting as a gatekeeper, the information for the study was shared 

with all EPs in the service, and they were invited to contact the researcher if they 
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were interested in taking part. These participants were later recontacted to ask if 

they would like to be part of the focus group. Information sheets and consent forms 

for both stages of the study can be seen in Appendix G. 

The final participant sample for the first phase of data collection consisted of 

seven EPs. This is generally felt to be appropriate for a qualitative research study 

(Guest et al., 2006), and this is discussed further in the reflective chapter. Participant 

characteristics can be found in Table 4. These have been identified from the 

interviews, and presenting these characteristics is intended to demonstrate the 

breadth of experiences within the sample. Four EPs from the original sample took 

part in the focus group in the second phase of data collection. 

Table 4 

Participant Characteristics From Interview Data 

 

Role Years as a 

qualified EP 

Years using 

DA 

DA training Reported frequency of 

DA use 

Focus 

group? 

EP 17 16 Deutsch training 

Lauchlan training 

Almost all individual 

work 

Yes 

EP 8 10  Initial training course 

Tzuriel training 

Lauchlan training 

At least once every 

couple of months 

Yes 

EP 1 3 Initial training course 

Lauchlan training 

Almost all individual 

work 

Yes 

Senior 

EP 

17 18 Initial training course 

Lauchlan training 

Four or five times a 

year, when defined less 

formally almost all 

individual work 

Yes 

EP 3 5 Initial training course 

Lauchlan training 

One to six times per 

month, almost all 

individual work 

No 

EP 23 24  Initial training course 

Lauchlan training 

Almost all individual 

work 

No 

Senior 

EP 

18 13 Tzuriel training 

Lauchlan training 

Once per term, when 

defined less formally 

almost all individual 

work 

No 
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2.3.5. Template Analysis 

For data analysis in this study, a qualitative analysis method was required that 

would allow contexts, mechanisms and outcomes to be coded within the data, and 

for these to be grouped into CMO hypotheses and subsequently an initial 

programme theory (Marchal et al., 2012). It was felt that template analysis (King, 

1998), a type of thematic analysis, would facilitate this. Template analysis allows the 

use of inductive (óbottom-upô, data-driven) and/or deductive (ótop-downô, theory-

driven) analysis (King & Brooks, 2018). It was felt that a more deductive approach 

would allow an acknowledgement of tentative theory and ideas from previous 

literature. This would fit with the realist evaluation framework, described as a theory-

driven inquiry (Marchal et al., 2012). In addition, the methodology focused on specific 

research questions, requiring CMO hypotheses to be developed from the data.  

However, as previous literature was limited and this was positioned as a preliminary 

inquiry, it was felt that an inductive approach would also facilitate the development of 

new ideas.  

Template analysis involves the development of a coding template, which is 

used as a tool for analysis and iteratively revised and refined in relation to the whole 

dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2022; King & Brooks, 2018). This can involve a priori 

themes that are tentatively developed in advance of analysis, based on previous 

literature and key concepts for the research (King, 2023c; King & Brooks, 2018). It 

was decided that themes would be developed under the headings of contexts, 

mechanisms and outcomes, as this linked directly to the research questions. The 

stages of template analysis are displayed in Figure 5. 

In template analysis, codes are seen as tools for the identification of themes 

(Braun & Clarke, 2022), with King (2012, pp. 430ï431) describing these terms as: 

¶ Themes ï óthe recurrent and distinctive features of participantsô accounts (in 

interviews, diaries, blogs and so on) that characterize perceptions and/or 

experiences, seen by the researcher as relevant to the research question of a 

particular study.ô 

¶ Codes ï óthe process of attaching a label (code) to a section of text to index it as 

relating to a theme.ô 
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Figure 5 

Stages of Template Analysis Based on King et al. (2018) and King (2023b)  

  

7 - Use the 'final' template to interpret and write up findings.

6 - Modify and develop the template by applying to the full data set. Template may need changing if 
a relevant piece of data does not fit comfortably within an existing theme.

5 - Produce an initial coding template. This can be developed after a sub-set of transcripts has been 
coded. Themes are grouped into higher-order codes which describe broader themes in the data.

4 - Group together any preliminary codes that represent potential themes or useful a priori themes 
into meaningful clusters.

3 - Initial coding of the data. Identify parts of transcripts relevant to research question(s). These can 
be 'attached' to an a priori theme, or may need to modify the existing theme or create a new one.

2 - Transcribe interviews and familiarise self with data.

1 - Define a priori themes if appropriate.
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2.3.6. Data Analysis 

The process of template analysis as used in the current study within a realist 

evaluation framework can be seen in Figure 6. 

Figure 6 

Stages of Data Analysis in the Current Study 

  

7 - The 'final' template was used to interpret and write up findings of the thematic analysis, with the 
CMO hypotheses and initial programme theory also presented alongside discussion from the focus 

group.

6 - The initial programme theory was shared and discussed with participants as part of a 'theory 
refining' focus group. 

5 - The template was applied by moving between themes and the dataset, and modified and 
developed as appropriate. This 'final' iteration of the template was used to tentatively develop CMO 

hypotheses about EP use of DA, forming an initial programme theory.

4 - An initial coding template was produced, which involved grouping CMO codes into meaningful 
clusters that could represent potential themes. Themes were then grouped into higher-order 

themes which described broader patterns in the data.

3 - Initial coding of the data, any potential CMOs were highlighted in the data. These were either 
'attached' to an a priori theme, an existing theme may have been modified or a new theme created.

2 - Interviews were transcribed, researcher became familiar with the data by reading through. 
Participants were invited to check their transcripts if they wished.

1 - Tentative a priori themes were developed from literature review and based on study aims and 
research questions.
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Prior to analysis, an a priori coding template was created from previous 

literature on DA. Due to the realist evaluation framework used, it seemed important 

that contexts, mechanisms and outcomes were defined, as these would be the 

aspects of the data that would help to explore the research question. In addition, the 

researcher was interested to build on previous research, and therefore having 

previously discussed contexts, mechanisms and outcomes óin mindô throughout the 

analysis process seemed helpful. However, the a priori themes were tentative (King, 

2012), and the template underwent significant modification throughout the analysis 

process. Reflective and reflexive practice throughout ensured that the researcher 

maintained a curious and questioning approach to the data, coded sensitively and 

appraised how the data might compare with pre-existing thinking and ideas, rather 

than fitting it into the template. Actions taken to ensure quality in the analysis 

process are expanded on in Table H1 in Appendix H. 

When developing the a priori template, and throughout analysis of the data, 

the operational definitions in Table 5 were used for contexts, mechanisms and 

outcomes, based on definitions used by Chadwick (2014). It has been suggested 

that context can be enmeshed with the mechanisms through which a programme 

works, and they operate in relation to one another (Greenhalgh & Manzano, 2022). It 

has therefore been proposed that the distinction between contexts and mechanisms 

is an analytic decision made by the researcher in relation to the objectives of the 

research (Greenhalgh & Manzano, 2022; Shaw et al., 2018). In the current study, 

themes were carefully considered in the context of the research to consider where 

they were best placed, and some moved throughout the development and 

refinement of the themes. 
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Table 5 

Operational Definitions of the Terms Context, Mechanism and Outcome, Based on 

Definitions Used by Chadwick (2014) 

Interview data was transcribed initially using the Microsoft Teams transcription 

function, and this was manually checked by the researcher. As discourse analysis 

was not taking place, it did not seem necessary to have a transcription that was 

completely verbatim. Therefore, whilst the researcher ensured that the transcript 

captured the intended meaning of the data to the best of their ability, for example by 

correcting any words that had been transcribed incorrectly and changing any 

automatically generated punctuation that impacted meaning, filler utterances from 

the researcher (for example ok, mmhmm) that overlapped with participant speech 

were removed, and punctuation was largely not changed. Where participant quotes 

have been used within the reporting of findings, the punctuation and further 

participant repetition and utterances have been removed to support clarity and 

reader understanding. Participantsô transcripts were emailed back to them for 

checking if they wished to, however this did not result in any changes to the data. 

Familiarisation notes on the interview transcriptions were made by the 

researcher using the comments function on Microsoft Word. The analysis process 

then involved more systematically coding contexts, mechanisms and outcomes that 

had been interpreted from the data. If felt to be appropriate, some codes were 

attached to a priori themes, and some higher-order themes were created as coding 

progressed. This coding was done manually by the researcher using NVivo, a 

Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software. After all the data had been 

coded, an initial coding template was developed, further clustering, categorising and 

Context An aspect of the environment or of the people involved in DA. 

This could include: how school staff are involved in the DA 

process, factors at the EPS level. 

Mechanism Activities (including patterns of thinking or actions) linked to the 

DA. This could include: experience of the CYP, thinking of the 

EP. 

Outcome Anything that happens as a result of the DA. This could include: 

perceptions of people involved, environmental changes in school. 
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grouping themes hierarchically, remaining within the overall categories of contexts, 

mechanisms and outcomes. 

This coding template was then further developed and modified by an iterative 

process of moving between the themes and the dataset. This included developing 

theme definitions, and considering themes in a more conceptual way. A decision was 

made to stop modifying the themes when changes being made were felt to be 

minimal, and all aspects of the data that seemed relevant to the research question 

had been coded (King, 2012). An audit trail of all stages of the analysis process can 

be found in Appendix E. 

At this point, lateral links were developed between the subthemes within 

contexts, mechanisms and outcomes, and tentatively established some CMO 

hypotheses. Details were added to make these more comprehensive and illustrative 

of hypothesised links, and from this a graphic of the initial programme theory was 

developed. The process of CMO hypothesis development can be seen in Figure I1 

and Tables I1 and I2 in Appendix I. 

The graphic of the initial programme theory was shared with a sub-group of 

the original EP participants in a focus group (see information on data collection 

above). During the focus group, the researcher took handwritten notes on a copy of 

the initial programme theory. Focus group data was then transcribed using a similar 

process to interview transcription (described above), with participants given the 

opportunity to review the transcript. Quotes from the transcript were then organised 

into the subthemes from the coding template and the initial programme theory, and 

this process can be seen Figure J1 and Table J1 in Appendix J. Data from the focus 

group has been incorporated into the findings and discussion of the CMO 

hypotheses and initial programme theory. This focuses on the initial programme 

theory as a whole and links between different elements, to ensure it remains distinct 

from the initial thematic analysis. This section is divided into the CMO hypotheses 

most relevant to each stakeholder group: school staff, children and EPs, followed by 

a discussion of wider intervention factors. Further reflection on the data analysis 

process in this study can be found in the reflective chapter. 
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2.3.7. Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was received from the University of East Anglia (UEA) 

School of Education and Lifelong Learning Research Ethics Committee, and the 

approved ethics application with an amendment can be seen in Appendix K. 

Throughout the development of this study, consideration was given to ethical issues 

that may arise, and how these would be appropriately managed. Guidelines from the 

British Educational Research Association (BERA; 2018), British Psychological 

Society (BPS; 2021b, 2021a) and the HCPC (2016, 2023) were followed. The topic 

was not judged to cause any risk of harm to participants that is greater than 

encountered in ordinary life, as DA is often a typical part of EP practice (BERA 6, 34; 

BPS Code of Human Research Ethics, CoHRE 2.4; HCPC Standards of Conduct 

Performance and Ethics, SoCPE 6.1, 6.2). Participants were informed that if their 

participation in the study raised any concerns they could contact the researcher, their 

supervisor or the Head of Department. Throughout the study no adverse events 

occurred and no concerns were shared with the researcher. 

The study was voluntary to participants, and fully informed consent was 

gained prior to participation (BERA 8, 9; BPS CoHRE 4, 4.1, 4.11; HCPC SoCPE 

1.4; BPS Practice Guideline 6). The voluntary nature of the study, along with the 

study aims, objectives and processes were made clear on the participant information 

sheet, which all participants were asked to read. Participants were informed that they 

could withdraw their data up to the point at which data was fully anonymised for the 

interviews, and up to the start of the focus group (BERA 31). In addition, participant 

data has been kept securely and confidentially (BERA 40, 50; BPS CoHRE 5; HCPC 

SoCPE 5.1, 5.2; HCPC Standards of Proficiency, SoPs 6, 9; BPS Practice Guideline 

7), and participants were informed of this in relation to the Data Protection Act 

(2018). The decision was made to have audio-recording as an essential part of the 

study, and participants were informed of this. Due to the nature of the research topic, 

this was not anticipated to be an issue, and being able to refer back to the original 

recording was felt to be important for a rigourous data analysis process (Willig, 

2013). 

It was also important to consider the dual role held by the researcher (BERA 

19; HCPC SoP 2.12) as a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP) in the EPS where 

the research was being conducted. It order to minimise any ethical issues from this, 
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gatekeepers were used to recruit EP participants, and all correspondence was sent 

from a University email address. It was acknowledged that participants may feel 

obliged to take part as they were being asked by someone they knew. As mentioned 

above, the voluntary nature of the study was made clear, and invitation emails and 

reminders were limited. It was also anticipated that EPs would understand the 

voluntary nature of research and not expect any negative repercussions for not 

participating. The dual role held by the researcher in this process, along with further 

ethical considerations are discussed further in the reflective chapter. 

2.4. Findings and Discussion 

The first section of findings will share the contexts, mechanisms and 

outcomes that are hypothesised to be relevant when EPs use DA in their practice. 

These are reported as the themes that were developed from the first phase of data 

collection and subsequent thematic analysis. Developed from this, the second 

section of findings will share the proposed CMO hypotheses developed from the 

subthemes, along with the initial programme theory. Discussion around the CMO 

hypotheses and initial programme theory will incorporate wider theory and literature, 

along with feedback from the focus group. It is acknowledged that links were made 

to existing research and theory throughout theme development, due to the a priori 

template and professional and psychological knowledge of the researcher informing 

interpretation of the data. However, to avoid repetition discussion involving wider 

literature has been focused within the second section of findings. 

2.4.1. Contexts, Mechanisms and Outcomes 

This section will use findings from the thematic analysis to explore the 

research questions: 

¶ What are the contexts that occur when EPs use DA? 

¶ What are the mechanisms that occur from these contexts when EPs use DA? 

¶ What are the outcomes that occur from these contexts and mechanisms when 

EPs use DA? 

A full thematic map containing themes and subthemes within the areas of 

contexts, mechanisms and outcomes can be seen in Figure 7. Further illustrative 

quotes can be found in Table L1 in Appendix L. 
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Figure 7 

Thematic Map of All Themes and Subthemes 
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What are the Contexts That Occur When EPs Use DA? 

Within the overarching theme of contexts, three themes and 11 subthemes 

were developed, and these can be viewed in Figure 8. 

Figure 8 

Thematic Map of Context Themes and Subthemes 
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different stages of the DA process including before, during and after the task itself. 

Within this was the idea that DA encompasses more than just the task, and that 

working with school staff after the DA task can particularly support changes to be put 

in place. 

EP6: óI'm not so much just thinking about the dynamic assessment itself, but 

I'm thinking about the work before and after to plan it and support the school 

with future planning to crystallize it into something concrete that will happen 

afterwardsô 

School staff were also shared to be collaboratively involved in DA through 

observing the DA task, and this was mentioned by several participants. 

EP4: óSo I did it in one of my schools where I got the SENDCo to kind of sit in, 

and I gave her a sheet to look through that looks at kind of different cognitive 

skills, so she was making notes while I was doing itô 

However, several EPs reported barriers to staff being collaboratively involved 

in DA, particularly in terms of observing, and this was mainly perceived to be linked 

to staffing and whether the teacher can be released. 

EP2: óWhether or not that always happens is depending on if the teacher can 

leave the classô 

Subtheme: The Child is Collaboratively Involved in the DA Process. This 

is a subtheme which refers to how EPs described working with the child during the 

DA task. In particular, there was reference to explicitly acknowledging the childôs 

strengths and successes within the task, and linking this back to the childôs 

experience of learning within the classroom.  

EP6: óIf you see the child using a cognitive skill which they may not be entirely 

self-aware of, you can sort of pick it up and say I noticed you did this, let's 

think more about thatô 

In the quote below, the EP appears to be expressing a genuine interest and 

curiosity towards the childôs thoughts during the DA process. 

EP1: óI try really hard to spend time checking in with the young person about 

whether what I'm finding gels with their experienceé like this ñI noticed you 



83 
 

really approached, that you did a lot of exploratory learning. You tried lots of 

things trying to figure out what the answer is that, is that normally how you do 

learning?ò And whether they say no or yes is relevant, is meaningful to me.ô  

EPs also commented that they reflect with the child on successful mediation 

strategies towards the end of DA task, again showing curiosity towards the childôs 

thoughts. 

EP3: óThen I think Iôd definitely talking about the things that I did that I felt 

were helpful for them and whether they agreed, whether they agree that that 

was helpful, whether they notice those thingsô 

In addition, some EPs mentioned involving the child through providing specific 

feedback after DA, although this was positioned as time-dependent. 

EP2: óI try if I've got time to write a letter back for the child to say what 

strategies were helpful and howô 

Subtheme: Communication Should be Clear. This idea includes the 

language that EPs use when explaining the assessment and feedback to others, and 

suggests that being clear about assessment objectives is helpful. This clarity of 

communication was perceived to be important to ensure that others are able to come 

on board with the DA process. Within this, EPs spoke about how they might ensure 

that the language they use when speaking with the child is accessible and 

meaningful to them. 

EP1: óWhen I'm working with the young person, I almost always use the 

Lauchlan type terminology because I think it's more accessible for themé I 

tend to break it down and say things like, ñoh, you took your time and you tried 

different thingsò you know, with them.ô 

In addition, clarity of communication with school staff was also mentioned. 

This included the idea that it was helpful to be clear about assessment questions 

before DA, and that the write up can and should be succinct to support accessibility. 

EP5: óI'll talk to the school about what they want from the assessment, what 

they need to gain from itô 
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EP5: óI think that's why it's really important to try and keep reports as short as 

possible because then theyôre read, and they can be read againô 

Subtheme: School Staff Need to be Set Up to Have Realistic 

Expectations of DA. This final subtheme includes how open school staff are to 

different assessment types, including perceptions around what an EP involvement 

might look like, perhaps based on prior experiences. In particular, EPs commented 

on how the expectation can be for EP cognitive assessment to include standardised 

assessment, both amongst school staff and more widely. 

EP4: óWhen they say ñcan you come and assess?ò they're [school staff are] 

often talking about ñcan you come and do a standardised assessment please 

and give us the numbers for where they are in relation to their age.òô 

EP3: óSo I've just had a letteré from a clinical, assistant clinical 

psychologisté and they said, have you done any formal assessment? What 

they mean is, have I done any psychometrics?ô 

However, participants seemed to want to challenge these assumptions, with 

the hope that staff could become more óopenô (EP4) to alternative types of 

assessment, including DA.  

There was reference to a perceived preference for standardised assessment 

amongst school staff, and it could be that this feels more familiar to some staff with a 

slight apprehension about something unknown. There was also reference to others, 

perhaps linking to attitudes towards assessment within the wider professional 

context.  

EP6: óSchools are sceptical sometimes, that's the thing. There are various 

other people who feel a lot happier if there are numbers involved.ô 

EPs referred to how they can set expectations for staff to understand and 

appreciate the purpose of DA by explaining the process to them. 

EP4: óI think it's them understanding it won't bring out these figures compared 

to their age and it's looking at what mediation helps, you know what strategies 

help them to learn and then we can think about what might be useful in the 
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classroom and, you know, have a collaborative problem solving around that 

afterwardsô 

Theme: The Use of DA is an Active Decision Made by the EP Within a 

System. This theme considers how and why EPs reported making the decision to 

use DA in their practice, and suggests that this is an active process within the 

context of the system they work in. 

Subtheme: The Context of the Work Impacts Whether DA is Appropriate. 

This subtheme explores the factors that EPs may consider when deciding whether to 

use DA in a given situation. Some EPs reported using DA within different types of 

work, and this perhaps links to the idea of DA becoming embedded in practice which 

is discussed below. 

EP7: óI use it in all my statutory worké Iôve used it in tribunalsô 

For other EPs, the decision to use DA appeared to be linked more specifically 

to the assessment question. The following quote moves away from positioning DA as 

an opposite to standardised assessment, and instead suggests that they may 

answer different questions. 

EP6: óI don't think of it as an alternative to standardised assessment, I think 

it's answering different questionsô 

This subtheme also included some of the situations where EPs might choose 

to use DA, linked to their assessment question. For example, when a childôs 

difficulties have already been identified, but there are questions around the 

strategies that could be put in place for support. 

EP4: óThey're looking at what strategies can we put into place to support their 

learning, to help them make progress.ô 

This is perhaps linked to the perception amongst EPs that DA can be 

especially helpful for addressing questions around a childôs approach to learning, or 

how they learn rather than what they already know. Again, this was linked to 

strategies for support. 

EP5: óIt is a cognitive assessment and it is a, you know, an exploration of 

someone's learning needs, but it is also an exploration of how they learn, 
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which provides a, you know, opportunities to develop and support a young 

person in the futureô 

Another context in which DA was shared to be particularly helpful, and 

therefore when EPs may choose to use it, was when children have social, emotional 

or mental health needs that may impact their performance within a testing situation. 

In the below quote is the suggestion that DA is more conducive to the child engaging 

with the task. 

EP4: óYou know, some children can come out really low on standard 

assessments because they're too anxious to take part. Or they're too low 

confidence to take part, so I would definitely use it [DA] then because I think 

you can get more out.ô 

Subtheme: EP Use of DA is Facilitated in Certain Situations. This 

subtheme includes both individual EP factors and systemic factors that EPs felt may 

or may not facilitate the use of DA within their practice, and it may be that these 

impact each other. 

In terms of individual EP factors that may facilitate the use of DA, EPs 

referred to training, particularly their initial EP training as being influential in their 

practice decisions. 

EP1: óI trained in [training course provider] and in [training course provider], 

it's really embedded as part of the course, so I was doing it routinely, even as 

much as anything elseô 

It could be that this initial training, along with subsequent training in DA, 

supports EP confidence in DA, and this was linked to DA having less clear guidelines 

and therefore requiring the EP to trust themselves.  

EP5: óI think that, dynamic assessment does take some bravery, becauseé 

it's non prescriptive and so you are putting a, you have to trust yourself as a 

practitioner, you have to believe in yourself as a practitioner and I think as a 

trainee that was terrifyingô 

Time was also mentioned as a barrier to the use of DA, and this was linked to 

the wider professional context. 
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EP3: óI think Iôd always choose to use it if I, but I think, unfortunately, a lot of 

the time I'm rushing about trying to do things, I'm trying to expedite the 

process, huge time constraintsô 

EP3: óThat's the nature of EP work for us, really, unfortunatelyô 

In terms of wider systemic factors that might impact whether EPs choose to 

use DA, it was suggested that sometimes processes such as resource allocation 

within LAs may necessitate the use of standardised assessments. This could also be 

linked to the wider perceptions of different assessment processes, and is a reminder 

that EPs are often making decisions within a wider system. 

EP3: óThere are times when a few numbers on a page makes all the 

difference between a child getting access to the setting they need or not 

getting in thereô 

Subtheme: EPs Believe in and Apply the Philosophy of DA. This idea 

considers the underpinning principles and approaches drawn upon in DA, with some 

EPs expressing a preference to use DA in part because of these. This could be a 

factor in the decision making process of EPs. More generally, participants expressed 

an interest, preference and passion for DA, which is perhaps to be expected given 

the voluntary nature of recruitment within this study. 

EP3: óI've always been interested in dynamic assessment because I'm very 

interested in Vygotskyô 

EP2: óI just kind of fell in love with it [DA] from there and going out and using it 

on my second placement, just loved itô 

Within this were the ideas that DA is strengths-based and the child finishes 

the task having óexperienced successô (EP4). This was sometimes positioned in 

comparison to standardised assessment, and possibly links to the environment that 

is created during DA and the mediation supporting the child to make progress on the 

task. 

EP6: óIt's not just the assessment of what the child can doé and then go 

away and write that up. It's inherently about how does the child get better at 

this and how can we help the child to get better at this?ô 
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The idea that DA looks at the potential of a child and is a holistic approach to 

assessment was also represented in the data. Again this was linked to mediation and 

the capacity of DA to explore affective factors impacting learning. This seemed to be 

perceived as a positive by participants. 

EP4: óIt's looking at the change, the kind of potential of the children and 

thinking through the assessment, what kind of, what mediationôs needed. I 

think it's a very holistic approach because it takes into account affective 

factors. You're looking at kind of anxiety, fear of failure, confidence, 

motivation, so youôre looking at all those factors and how they impact as well.ô 

There also seemed to be a sense that EPs felt DA was perhaps more ethical 

than other methods of assessment. This may be another factor which contributes to 

EPs choosing to use DA within their work. 

EP2: óIt makes me feel better about what I do, and I'm not sort of going in just 

adding to that negative picture sometimesô 

Theme: DA Theory can be Applied in Different Ways by EPs in Practice. 

This theme considers the ways in which DA theory can be applied by EPs in their 

practice, including the idea that this can be done in different ways depending on 

theories more heavily drawn upon and individual practice decisions. 

Subtheme: Definitions of DA May Impact How it is Applied. This 

subtheme encompasses how EPs acknowledged that DA can be defined in different 

ways, including more formally and more generally, and suggests that this may impact 

the way in which DA is applied in practice. This links to variety of definitions 

presented and discussed within the literature review chapter. The below quote 

illustrates the response of several participants when asked to define DA, and 

suggests that different forms of DA can all be helpful in certain contexts. 

EP6: óIt depends on how clearly you define ité it is useful at both ends for 

various reasons, either at the you know the completely systematic approach 

where you might use something like the CATM or similar or at the much more 

sort of part of a holistic assessment when you're just talking to a childô 

Subtheme: DA Becomes Embedded in EP Practice. This subtheme 

represented the idea that EPs reported applying principles from DA theory 
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throughout their practice, and that DA was felt to be a prominent part of their 

practice. This links to EPs choosing to use DA in a number of types of their work 

explored above, and was also linked to a wider adoption of DA principles and 

philosophy. Again, this appears unsurprising given the nature of recruitment in this 

study. 

EP3: óI think I probably incorporate elements of it in pretty much everything 

reallyô 

EP1: óI would say I do it as a default unless there's a reason not to do itô  

Subtheme: EPs Choose to Use Certain Tasks and Resources. This idea 

refers to the different ways EPs reported applying DA theory through particular tasks 

and resources such as checklists, and the factors that may influence these 

decisions. Tasks mentioned by participants included: Complex Figure Drawing and 

simplified versions (Feuerstein et al., 2002); 16 Word Memory test (Feuerstein et al., 

2002); Children's Conceptual and Perceptual Analogical Modifiability test (CCPAM; 

Tzuriel, 2002); Childrenôs Inferential Thinking Modifiability Test (CITM; Tzuriel, 1992); 

Childrenôs Analogical Thinking Modifiability Test (CATM; Tzuriel & Klein, 1985); 

Ravens Matrices (Raven, 2003); early years toys; and games such as Rush Hour, 

Dobble and dominoes. In addition, participants referred to using checklists such as 

the Cognitive Abilities Profile (CAP; Deutsch & Mohammed, 2008), cognitive and 

affective learning principles (Lauchlan, 2012; Lauchlan & Carrigan, 2013), and 

schedules of mediation. Some EPs described how use of checklist structured their 

observations during the DA task and when writing up the involvement. 

EP7: óI have started doing it, really very much taking four or five of those 

learning principles andé structuring my observations a little bit more in my 

report writingô 

Within this subtheme, EPs referred to the choice of task as being important. 

This included linking the task choice to the assessment question and objectives, 

aiming for a certain level of challenge within the task, perhaps linked to the balance 

between success and providing mediation opportunities, considering the tasks with 

which the child might best engage, and choosing specific tasks to gather specific 

information. 
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EP7: óIf you pick the right task, they can be quite challenging, and you're 

wanting them to be challengedô 

EP6: óI willé have had a conversation beforehand about what kind of tasks 

they might best engage withô 

EP7: óI will have jotted down which ones [tasks] I think would meet the areas 

of difficulty that have been raised so, for example, memoryô 

Subtheme: Theory of Mediation is Applied by EPs in DA. This subtheme 

reflects that mediation was mentioned by participants as an important part of DA 

theory, and they described how this may appear in practice. Several EPs described 

mediation as fundamental to DA. 

EP2: óSo you'd have a starting point, see what the child could do and what the 

child can then, how mediation would affect the outcomes for that child and the 

learning for that child. So for me, it's that mediation, that mediated learning 

experience which is a really important part or fundamental part of dynamic 

assessmentô 

This subtheme also had strong links to wider DA theory in terms of how 

mediation was defined by EPs and the concepts that may impact their application of 

mediation in practice. The following quote appears to highlight the role of EPs as 

applied psychologists, combining theory with practice. 

EP5: óIt's facilitating learningé and looking at Vygotsky's zones of proximal 

development, thinking about that adult that adds something to the learningé 

that person who is offering support, who is making that learning more 

meaningful, making that learning more accessibleô 

Within mediation, EPs shared that they would apply ódifferent levelsô (EP6) of 

mediation depending on what was needed. Again, this links to theory around DA, 

and how EPs may apply it in practice. 
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What are the Mechanisms That Occur From These Contexts When EPs Use 
DA? 

Within the overarching theme of mechanisms, three themes and six 

subthemes were developed, and these can be viewed in Figure 9. 

Figure 9 

Thematic Map of Mechanism Themes and Subthemes 
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Subtheme: A Shared Understanding is Developed With School Staff. This 

subtheme suggests that elements of the process may support school staff and the 

EP to have a shared and common understanding of the situation and DA process. 

This shared understanding was suggested to be facilitated by the member of staff 

observing the DA task, as both the EP and member of school staff experience the 

same thing and are therefore approaching the subsequent discussion from a similar 

perspective. 

EP4: óI think when you can have people just watching it, it's more of a shared 

understanding, I think of what's possible, so I think that is helpful.ô 

In addition, DA was referred to by participants as having óecological validityô 

(EP1) to classroom learning, though with limits, and perhaps therefore resonating 

with the member of staff and supporting a shared understanding. 

EP1: óI can talk about me helping the learner from beginning to end and that I 

think has a kind of resonance with the teacheréIt puts youé in a certain way 

on the same level as the teacher or learning support assistant that you're 

talking to because you've then tried the same things that they're trying day in 

day outô  

Some EPs suggested that school staff would sometimes generate their own 

next steps, and this was described as favourable in terms of moving towards 

outcomes. It could be that this is supported when school staff and the EP have 

developed a shared understanding, and therefore school staff feel able to contribute 

to the discussion as an equal partner. 

EP7: óThey often come up with the ways to move forward, and that's what 

you're hoping all the time for them to come up with the actions to move 

forwardô 

Subtheme: The Opportunity for an Exchange of Ideas is Provided. This 

subtheme considers that certain circumstances may help EPs and school staff to 

exchange ideas, which supports a new and shared understanding to be co-

constructed. Within this, EPs referred to the idea that when staff observe a DA task, 

it may be easier to exchange ideas as the process has been illustrated and the EP 

can use concrete examples to explain their thoughts. 
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EP6: óIt can often be difficult to feed back the results of dynamic assessment 

in a way that sounds specific enough. Because you're often gonna be talking 

in terms of motivational factors or sort of broad cognitive strategies that the 

child can use. So if a teacherôs actually been there and seen it, it crystallizes 

what you meanô 

In addition to this, EPs suggested that conversations, in addition to a report, 

can support the opportunity for an exchange of ideas between the EP and member 

of school staff. Again, this was linked to increasing the clarity of communication, but 

also to protecting and prioritising the time. One EP clearly expresses this in the 

quotes below. 

EP1: óThe conversation can just be a way of making sure that they 

understand the things that youôve saidô 

EP1: óHaving a conversation in real time, it's easier to do rather than send 

your report that you can skim. You can't skim a conversation. But you can 

very easily skim a reportô 

The extent to which school staff were engaged in the DA process was also 

linked to how open they may be to receive ideas from the EP. One EP linked this 

collaboration directly to outcomes of change. 

EP4: óI think that block can have a real impact on whether they're able to then 

take on board that formulation or take on board those strategiesé I think 

when they're willing to engage in this process it then becomes a collaborative 

process and that equals change.ô 

Subtheme: Existing Thoughts and Ideas are Challenged. This subtheme 

suggests that DA can lead the school staff and EP to consider new and different 

ideas due to the information provided from the process being contrary to existing 

views. For example, some EPs shared that school staff appear to be surprised by 

the childôs performance on a DA task, and it could be that this challenges their 

perception of the childôs needs. This is illustrated in the following quotes. 

EP7: óTheyôve been quite surprised by the potential of the young personô 

EP2: óMost of the time they're quite sort of ñwow, they've done itòô 
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This element of surprise was often mentioned in the context of staff observing 

the DA task. This was described as ópowerfulô (EP7), suggesting that staff often do 

not get the opportunity to observe children achieving in this way. 

EP7: óSo often they don't get the chance to have such an interaction or 

observe such an interaction or observe a young person achieving something 

on a novel task or etcetera. And it's so powerful to reflect on what they see.ô 

Some EPs also reported that DA can allow them to reframe situations and 

consider things in a different way. This could perhaps be linked to the underlying 

theory and philosophy of DA, and the below quote links DA to the psychological 

framework of the Constructionist Model of Informed and Reasoned Action 

(COMOIRA; Gameson & Rhydderch, 2016), with its focus on facilitating change, and 

it is interesting to consider how these are approaches that could fit well together.  

EP1: óI think my consultation vibe, I suppose is COMOIRA, and it's that 

enabling dialogue, and I think it really helps me reframe really difficult, stuck 

situations, air quotes on stuck, and it lets me see them in terms of as barriers 

to be overcome I suppose instead of just facts that can never changeô 

Theme: The Child has a Positive Experience During the DA Task. This 

theme represents how the experience of the child during the DA task was considered 

by EPs to be generally positive, and had just one more specific subtheme. 

Subtheme: An Environment is Created That Supports the Child to 

Experience Autonomy and Competence. EPs felt that the DA task generally 

provided a certain environment for the child, for example making progress could lead 

to feelings of competence, and perhaps this is why it tends to be a positive 

experience. 

EP2: óUsually, dynamic assessment is positive. The child's made progress, so 

it's a positive experience for the child.ô 

Some EPs described that children are hoped to experience success and 

achievement during DA. This was linked to the philosophy of DA being strengths-

based, and the nature of the task allowing children to perform at their best and 

therefore experience success and competence. 
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EP6: óHe had a sense of mastery over what he was doingé he knew that he 

was, it was improving, things had gotten better. He felt that he could do this 

activity effectively and fluentlyô 

EP2: óIt's quite relaxed, and you're looking for strengths rather than them ever 

feeling that they're going to fail at somethingô 

This sense of success was often accompanied by EPs describing a sense of 

autonomy for the child during DA, in terms of ownership and agency in the task and 

their progress. 

EP6: óThis young person came up with all the strategies himself, I just 

provided him with the opportunity to use themô 

The use of mediation by EPs was linked to creating an environment where 

children could experience feelings of autonomy and competence, because it 

facilitates progress in the task. 

EP5: óProviding that mediation for them allows them to make progressô 

One EP also described how their mediation may involve mediating feelings of 

competency for the child to support with their confidence, and that this in itself might 

support the child to make progress.  

EP4: óUsing it for children who are kind of low confidence, I often find Iôm 

mediating feelings of competency, so I think it's, you hope it is a kind of 

positive experience for them because you are, you're helping them to 

succeed, they always should be succeeding in it if you're doing the right job 

doing the mediation, if that makes senseô 

On the contrary, one EP described when a child may have a less positive 

experience during DA, however this was suggested to be linked to the children 

attributing their success to the actions of the EP, therefore perhaps not experiencing 

feelings of autonomy or competence.  

EP5: óYou want them to come away with a sense of accomplishment and if 

they don't come away with that sense, that, you know, can tell you a lot, 

because the young person might have actually done really well, but they still 
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didn't feel like they did very well because they attributed their success to 

whatever I didô 

Theme: EPs are Active Participants During the DA Task. This is a 

mechanism theme which suggests that EPs are active participants in their interaction 

with the child during the DA task, including considering how EPs may have certain 

thought process, make decisions and respond to what is happening. 

Subtheme: EPs Actively Consider and Adapt Mediation to the Needs of 

the Child. This subtheme includes EPs considering the mediation that is required, 

the impact of the mediation and what successful mediation looks like for that child, 

whilst ensuring that the needs of the child are being met during that interaction. This 

links to the experience of the child. 

EP6: óI'm concerned to create a situation in which they can engage with the 

work as effectively as possibleô 

EPs described some of the thought processes they may have during a DA 

task. The quote below captures how the EP is actively considering the impact of their 

mediation and what else might be needed to support the childôs achievement in the 

task. 

EP4: óThinking about the level of mediation thatôs needed, so, we start going 

through the through the different tasks and thinking how much support do they 

need. Can they, with a little bit of input, can they then sort of get on quite well? 

Do they need the level of mediation?ô 

Another strand of this subtheme was the idea that EPs have a lot to think 

about during a DA task, as they try to mediate and ensure this is matched to the 

needs of the child. 

EP4: óI think there's a lot to think about with dynamic assessment, it's quite, as 

an EP, it's quite a working memory taskô 

Subtheme: EPs Make Observations and Link These to Existing Theory. 

This subtheme refers to EPs observing how a child may act and respond to the DA 

task and to them as an interaction partner, and noticing both affective and cognitive 

factors within this. 
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EP3: óThose are probably the main things I'm doing, in seeing how what I do 

impacts the way they respond and so on. And if I then change it a little bit, 

does that alter the way they appear in the room? And so it's kind of social 

emotional as well as cognitive performanceô 

This was also linked to existing theory, for example around cognitive and 

affective factors that may be important in learning, and this sometimes linked to 

resources, such as checklists, that EPs may choose to use in DA. The following 

quote suggests that EPs may draw on theory by Feuerstein, whose work is highly 

influential in DA theory. 

EP2: óThe mediated learning and the Feuerstein stuff and that kind of models 

my thinking as well. What elements of that were really important and was it 

the relationship? Was it the visuals? What element of it helped scaffold?ô 
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What are the Outcomes That Occur From These Contexts and Mechanisms 
When EPs Use DA? 

Within the overarching theme of outcomes, three themes and four subthemes 

were developed, and these can be viewed in Figure 10. 

Figure 10 

Thematic Map of Outcome Themes and Subthemes 

 

Theme: DA Facilitates Changes in Thinking. This theme suggests that DA 

can facilitate changes in thinking, and implies that this can be an outcome in itself as 

well as leading to changes in behaviour, considered within the theme below.  

Outcomes

DA facilitates changes in 
thinking

The narrative around the 
child becomes more hopeful

Understanding of factors 
impacting learning for the 
child is increased for the 
child, school staff and the 

EP

Child self-perception 
becomes more positive

DA facilitates changes in 
behaviour

School staff do something 
different to support the child

Longer-term outcomes are 
difficult to evaluate in the 

current professional context
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Subtheme: The Narrative Around the Child Becomes More Hopeful. This 

subtheme refers to the perception of the child and their needs changing as a result of 

the DA, and increasing feelings of hope, including school staff adopting a more 

optimistic view of the child and their potential to make progress in their learning. This 

was sometimes positioned in contrast to the narrative perceived as being created 

from a standardised assessment, which perhaps may be more restricting when 

thinking about how to support the child. 

EP1: óI think this is a really key part of dynamic assessment in a way that 

creates enabling alternative narratives as opposed to just this child is low and 

what can you do with thatô 

EP5: óFor me, that longer term would be about creating a narrative of this 

child, and the narrative is with the right support they can make progressé and 

if you develop that narrative rather than they're extremely low, theyôre below 

average, whatever it might be, you're not creating that narrative that they are. 

So I, I guess it comes down to hope for that longer term outcome.ô 

This change in narrative was linked to DA recognising the strengths of the 

child, which relates to the philosophy of DA and approaches typically used. This 

could also be linked to feelings of hope.  

EP1: óIt enables that kind of focus on what's good and what strength can we 

build on rather than what barriers do you have to overcomeô 

Subtheme: Child Self-Perception Becomes More Positive. This subtheme 

refers to completing the DA task having a positive impact on how the child feels 

about themselves. This was generally mentioned in the context of immediately after 

completing the task, as this is perhaps where EPs are best placed to comment. One 

participant shared an example of a recent DA experience, and from this it could be 

inferred that the child felt more confident and positive immediately after the DA task. 

EP7: óActually he responded really enthusiastically, and to go from a session 

with me, like with a leap, a real leap in his stepé He actually moved his face 

on the zones of regulation onto the green, onto the positive green, and then 

went straight on into an activity.ô 
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This subtheme also included the idea that the DA task can be an óintervention 

in itselfô (EP2), and perhaps even ótherapeuticô in the way that it can change the 

childôs perception of themselves. This was linked to the progress and success that 

the child may experience within the DA task. The use of the word óshiftingô could also 

link to shifting narratives and trajectories. These ideas were clearly articulated by 

one participant. 

EP2: óI think the dynamic assessment process itself is quite therapeutic, is, 

can be quite shifting, sometimes, when you've worked with the child and they 

feel better about themselves, they feel that they can do itô 

Subtheme: Understanding of Factors Impacting Learning for the Child is 

Increased for the Child, School Staff and EP. This subtheme considered how DA 

may support understanding of factors impacting learning for the child for different 

people. Within this was consideration of EP formulation, and how DA allows 

exploration of a number of factors impacting a childôs learning. In particular, the 

following quote emphasises the importance of affective factors in learning, 

suggesting that perhaps a greater understanding of the childôs learning is gained by 

exploring these factors. 

EP4: óI think it's helpful in formulation because it's quite a holistic approach, so 

you're not looking at just cognition, you're looking at cognition and affective 

factors as well, which is so important in learning.ô 

Within this subtheme, there also appeared to be an emphasis on DA 

increasing understanding of learning processes and how a child learns, compared to 

what they know, and this was discussed in relation to the child and school staff. 

EP2: óIt may hopefully give the child a bit of insight to how they learn and how 

they approach tasksô 

EP6: óIt's been helpful in helping the school to understand how those children 

learned most effectivelyô 

There was also the idea that DA leads to new information. This was compared 

with standardised assessment, which was described as providing information that 

may already be known. 
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EP2: óI think it does give you a lot of information that that they don't already 

knowô 

EP7: óOften if you were doing more standardised assessments, you're just 

telling them, in my opinion, you're just telling them what they already know, if 

you have a good consultation with them.ô 

Furthermore, a number of participants suggested that DA always resulted in 

useful information, regardless of what happened during the assessment. One 

participant described an example of a child not engaging in the task, but this still 

providing helpful and useful information. 

EP2: óEven the fact that he wouldn't engage with me as an unfamiliar tells, is 

kind of the dynamic assessment anyway, because you've got a lot from that 

lack of engagement, the fact that he moved away from me, turned away from 

me.ô 

Theme: DA Facilitates Changes in Behaviour. This theme contained just 

one more specific subtheme around how school staff may change their behaviour as 

a result of DA. 

Subtheme: School Staff do Something Different to Support the Child. 

This captures the idea that DA may facilitate more concrete outcomes as a result of 

the changes in thinking. For example, school staff may change the focus of the 

intervention once a greater understanding of the needs has been reached or the 

narrative has changed, with the subsequent intervention then better addressing the 

childôs needs. The following quote illustrates a perceived link between thinking and 

behaviour. 

EP4: óOnce they [school staff] understand that child in a different way, they 

can kind of respond to them in a different way in the classroom.ô 

It was also suggested that the information gained from DA could be 

implemented within the classroom, for example the successful mediation strategies, 

and therefore through DA next steps for support are made clear. 

EP7: óIt seems more straightforward to think about moving forward, thinking 

about actions using dynamic assessmenté Because you're saying ñthis is 
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what he/she responded to, this is what she/he, found more difficult, but if we 

did this, could you replicate that?ò You know, there are already, they're there 

for you, almost in thinking about how they could be supported in class.ô 

In addition, there was reference to DA developing the practice of school staff 

beyond the focus child, through the sharing of psychological concepts. In the quote 

below, this is presented as a hoped-for outcome, and would link to the idea that EPs 

can perhaps have a greater impact through sharing psychology and developing the 

practice of school staff more widely. 

EP1: óIt's also the promoting really big ideas in psychology, I think thatôs a part 

of what you're doing, and trying to share that good practice that would 

hopefully develop the teacherôs overall practice as an instructor, as a 

mediator, I suppose.ô 

Theme: Longer-term Outcomes are Difficult to Evaluate in the Current 

Professional Context. This final outcome theme highlights the current difficulties 

shared by participants with evaluating longer-term outcomes from DA. This was 

shared by the majority of participants when asked for their perceptions of the longer-

term outcomes of DA. 

EP4: óI think sometimes it's hard to see, sometimes the outcomes, because I 

think it's, yeah, I don't always have that over timeô 

In addition, it was suggested that difficulty in evaluating outcomes of DA could 

be linked to wider issues within the current professional context, meaning that EP 

involvements often have limited timescales and therefore follow-up opportunities are 

reduced. Within this there appeared to be a wider frustration with how the current 

system may be impacting ways of working. The quote below also suggests a 

difficulty in evaluating outcomes based on the perceptions of others, who may or 

may not share their true thoughts, and a difference between perception and longer-

term change linked to EP work more generally.  

EP1: óI think one of the really, really difficult things about being an EP is that 

there's such a poor feedback mechanism just built into the job. People will say 

at the end of a consultation ñYeah, that was great, that was greatò. You don't 

know that they thought it was great, you donôt know, or even if they did think it 



103 
 

was great, you don't know in 10 weeks time will you have made a difference? 

It's really difficult to get that information.ô 

2.4.2. What are the Contexts and Mechanisms That Contribute Towards EP Use 
of DA Having Positive Outcomes? 

Initial Programme Theory 

This section will explore the research question: 

× What are the contexts and mechanisms that contribute towards EP use of DA 

having positive outcomes? 

From the subthemes developed during the thematic analysis, CMO 

hypotheses have been created. All hypotheses can be seen in Table I2 in Appendix 

I, and they are also presented and discussed below. More detail has been added 

from subthemes where this was felt to increase practical relevance, and where 

multiple CMOs are linked the hypotheses have been structured according context 

involved. This part of the analysis is based on findings from the thematic analysis, 

along with the researcherôs practical and theoretical knowledge. At this stage, 

hypotheses are not intended to demonstrate causality, but rather hypothesise about 

some of the potential links between the different CMO elements suggested by EPs to 

be important in DA. The majority of examples and discussion during the interviews 

related to the contexts and mechanisms that lead to positive outcomes from DA, 

therefore these were primarily represented within the developed themes and 

subsequent hypotheses.  

From the CMO hypotheses, a graphic was developed to represent the initial 

programme theory, inspired by Nguyen et al. (2022). This is shown in Figure 11, and 

was shared with the participants during the focus group. At this stage in the analysis 

process, a further distinction was made between context, and intervention. Some 

realist evaluation literature suggests that the elements of intervention and actors 

can be added to the CMO configuration (Marchal et al., 2018). The intervention 

includes a combination of programme elements or strategies, specifically those 

designed to produce changes, while actors refers to the individuals, groups and 

institutions that contribute to the implementation and the outcomes of an intervention 

(Mukumbang et al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 2022). In the current study, the term 

intervention was used to describe themes that related to the nature and wider 
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circumstances of the intervention (DA). For example, these were themes that related 

to how EPs carried out DA more generally, or whether EPs carried out DA in the first 

place. These therefore did not appear to link to specific mechanisms or outcomes 

within the CMO hypotheses and initial programme theory. Although actors have not 

been explicitly identified within the initial programme theory, many of the themes 

relate primarily to either school staff, the child or the EP, and the CMO hypotheses 

have been structured in this way. 
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Figure 11 

Visual Representation of the Initial Programme Theory for the Contexts and Mechanisms That Contribute to EP use of DA Having Positive 

Outcomes 
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CMO Hypotheses and Discussion 

General feedback from the focus group about the initial programme theory 

seemed positive. This is encouraging, and suggests that the analysis and 

interpretation of the interview data aligns with the experiences of these EPs. It could 

also suggest that the initial programme theory has practical relevance and may be 

useful in EP practice. 

FG EP4: óI think looking at that it kind of rings trueé it feels like it sits with my 

kind of thinking around thingsé like you've drawn out some really key bits 

there that feel like it fits with how things are in a best case scenarioô 

EP participants in the focus group expressed that the outcomes section of the 

initial programme theory particularly resonated with their experiences. 

FG EP5: óI think I was initially quite drawn to the outcomes because I think 

they really do kind of capture what I hope dynamic assessment does achieveô  

FG EP4: óDefinitely thinking about some previous examples I've done, I think 

that it does hit some of those outcomes definitelyô 

The CMO hypotheses will now be presented and discussed, both in relation to 

the focus group feedback and wider theory and literature. The discussion has been 

structured by the main stakeholder group involved: school staff, children and the EP, 

followed by discussion of the intervention factors. 
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School Staff. 

Table 6 

CMO Hypotheses Involving School Staff 

 

Refer

ence 

Context Outcomes Mechanisms 

1a When school staff are 

collaboratively involved in the 

DA process, including 

observing the DA task and 

having conversations with 

the EP before and after the 

taské 

Then the narrative around 

the child from the perspective 

of school staff becomes more 

hopefulé 

This is because existing 

thoughts and ideas relating 

to the child have been 

challenged. 

1b When school staff are 

collaboratively involved in the 

DA process, including 

observing the DA task and 

having conversations with 

the EP before and after the 

taské 

Then school staff increase 

their understanding of factors 

impacting learning for the 

childé 

 

And school staff do 

something different to 

support the child including 

adapting interventions to 

include successful mediation 

strategiesé 

This is because the 

opportunity for the exchange 

of ideas between the EP and 

the member of school staff 

has been providedé 

 

And a shared understanding 

of what helps to support the 

child has been developed 

between the EP and school 

staff. 

1c When communication 

between school staff and 

EPs around DA is clearé 

Then school staff increase 

their understanding of factors 

impacting learning for the 

childé 

This is because the 

opportunity for the exchange 

of ideas between the EP and 

the member of school staff 

has been provided. 

1d When school staff are set up 

to have realistic expectations 

of DA, including being open 

to DA as a method of 

cognitive assessmenté 

Then school staff 

understanding of factors 

impacting learning for the 

child is increasedé 

 

And school staff do 

something different to 

support the childé 

 

This is because school staff 

are open to engaging in an 

exchange of ideas with the 

EPé 

 

And a shared understanding 

of what helps to support the 

child has been developed 

between the EP and school 

staff. 
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The CMO hypotheses in Table 6 suggest that when school staff are 

collaboratively involved in the DA process, including through observation and 

discussion, when communication is clear, and they have been set up to have realistic 

expectations of DA, they may increase their understanding of factors impacting 

learning for the child, the narrative around the child becomes more hopeful and they 

may do something different to support the child in terms of adapting interventions to 

meet the childôs needs. These outcomes may occur in these contexts because there 

has been the opportunity for an exchange of ideas, existing thoughts and ideas have 

been challenged, and a shared understanding of what helps to support the child has 

been developed between school staff and the EP. 

Hypotheses 1a and 1b both link to the mechanisms and outcomes that may 

occur when school staff are collaboratively involved in the DA process. In the focus 

group, EPs spoke about the ways they have involved school staff and how this may 

link to collaborative working. 

FG EP4: óSometimes Iôve had staff observe dynamic assessment, make notes 

during it, so they're very much involved in the dynamic assessment, I think 

that then sets up for more collaboration afterwardsô 

Involvement of adults through observing the DA task is advocated in Staceyôs 

(2017) best practice DA system, and it is suggested that this can challenge beliefs 

about the child and model a mediational teaching style, as in hypotheses 1a and 1b. 

The majority of EPs involved in Staceyôs study also shared that they felt teachers 

should be involved in the DA process, as they did in the current study, along with 

considering why this may be important. 

This also links with the idea that DA has an ecological validity which supports 

a shared understanding and perhaps a generalisation of strategies into the 

classroom. This may be rooted in the theoretical underpinnings of DA, with Vygotsky 

emphasising the importance of social interaction in development of cognition 

(Poehner, 2008), and this is how learning generally takes place in the classroom. 

This would contrast with standardised assessment, where help is not offered and 

therefore may focus more on individual rather than social learning. 
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During the focus group, staff observing DA was described as being important 

in developing a shared understanding and ideas being exchanged more easily, as in 

hypothesis 1b. 

FG EP6: óThat point about having the shared understanding of what you're 

doing with the school staff and them being on board with it, I think it's very 

important. I mean, it's one of those things where sometimes if you read a 

dynamic assessment report and the recommendations for teaching strategies 

and mediations, it can sound a bit general. If someone's been well with you, 

they know exactly what you mean, and there'll be quite clear examplesô 

Landor et al. (2007) used video footage of the DA task with parents and 

teachers, which may serve a similar purpose to observation. This was also linked to 

Video Interaction Guidance, which the authors suggest is closely related to DA in 

terms of theoretical underpinnings, and objectives of the approaches appear to be 

similar. Use of video alongside DA in this study was reported to be a positive 

experience, hypothesised to be linked to adults being able to observe the mediation 

and the positive impact on the child, and balancing the power dynamic as individual 

judgements could be made. This is similar to the mechanisms developed from EP 

views in the current study, for example in hypotheses 1a and 1b. 

As suggested in hypotheses 1a and 1b, the majority of EPs in Staceyôs (2017) 

study expressed that they would hold a consultation or joint problem-solving session 

following DA. Yeomans (2008) links the collaboration between the EP and school 

staff during DA, including sharing common goals, and negotiating concerns and 

expected outcomes, to literature on EP consultation (Wagner, 2000), and this could 

particularly link to hypothesis 1b.  

Within literature on EP consultation, Bruce (2021) has explored the process of 

perspective change, and suggested that consultee openness to change and the EP 

supporting new thinking by challenging narratives were examples of important 

factors within this. In addition, Nolan and Moreland (2014) found that during 

consultation EPs used discursive strategies including directed collaboration, 

challenging, reformulating and explaining. Findings from both these studies show 

similarity to the current study in terms of the mechanisms that may be occurring 

when school staff are involved in the DA process, for example in hypotheses 1a and 
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1b. It is interesting to consider the extent to which these mechanisms may occur as a 

result of DA, and which may be linked more specifically to the consultation element. 

Deutsch (2017) explored the use of the CAP as a consultation tool with teachers. 

Several positive outcomes were shared, including improvements to childrenôs 

cognitive and approach to learning skills. However, a number of benefits were also 

perceived regardless of the consultation approach used, which suggests that 

consultation and associated mechanisms may play an important part in leading to 

outcomes within DA. 

This could link to the description of DA as a ócomplex social phenomenon 

consisting of not only the assessment itself but also preparation and follow up with 

schoolsô (Stacey, 2017, p. 4), and the view that consultation should form a distinct 

part of the DA process (Lauchlan & Carrigan, 2013; Lidz, 2014; Lidz & Haywood, 

2014). The current study has developed this understanding of DA as a series of 

processes, and begun to consider the extent to which DA and consultation may 

overlap in terms of important contexts, mechanisms and outcomes. 

The idea from the current study that school staff may come up with their own 

next steps also links to literature on consultation as being part of DA, with Lidz 

(2014) suggesting that consultation can support others to accept recommendations, 

and increases confidence and competence to deliver them. These feelings of 

competence from school staff may be part of the mechanism that links the context of 

involving school staff in DA with the outcome of them doing something different to 

support the child (hypothesis 1b), and this would be interesting to explore further. 

Gutkin (1999) conceptualises a model of consultation based on the continua of 

collaboration and directiveness, and it could be that consultation within DA can be 

less directive, along with being more collaborative. 

Hypothesis 1d suggests setting realistic expectations for DA may also be 

linked to the mechanisms of creating a shared understanding and exchanging ideas. 

When DA has not been set up, school staff may block the new ideas, and 

collaboration is reduced, illustrated in the following focus group quote. 

FG EP4: óI think it's really important to set that context up, so it opens up 

people to have that collaborative discussion with the information rather than 
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them just being like, ñwell, I wanted some numbers actually. And you haven't 

given me any numbers.òô 

Openness to change from school staff was shared as a factor which impacted 

change during DA by EPs in Staceyôs (2017) study, and this could be linked to 

perspectives of assessment. A study by Ashton and Roberts (2006) suggested that 

Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Co-Ordinators (SENDCos) valued more 

traditional EP roles including individual assessment, compared to a more 

consultative or interactionist approach. However, Freeman and Miller (2001) found 

that SENDCos did rate DA information as more useful that norm-referenced 

assessment information, although less familiar. As data suggests that DA is being 

increasingly used by EPs (Atkinson et al., 2022), school staff may have become 

more familiar with DA. It would be interesting to see if this has changed general 

perspectives and openness to the approach. 

EPs in the focus group commented on the mechanism of challenging existing 

thoughts and ideas, and how DA may change the narrative around a child 

(hypothesis 1a). 

FG EP6: óIn a good dynamic assessment setting children are going to do 

things that maybe you didn't realise they could, or maybe none of their 

teachers realised they couldô 

FG EP7: óI like those words hopeful, positive, you know, moving forward, 

whereas I see standardised assessments as very closed and you're clarifying 

what they know alreadyô 

It therefore seems that the wording of these subthemes aligns with their 

values and how they perceive DA. Similarly, Marshall (2021) interviewed EPs about 

involving children in EP consultation meetings and developed óchanging attitudesô as 

a subtheme, with EPs sharing the view that involving children in consultation 

meetings could challenge adultsô beliefs and constructs. This again suggests some 

overlap between the mechanisms and outcomes involved in consultation and DA. 

Previous literature on DA has suggested that it may lead to a change in 

narrative around the child, including the teacher shifting their view of the issue to 

consider the childôs environment and their role within this, and a more optimistic view 
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of the child and their future (Lawrence & Cahill, 2014). Billington (2006) highlights the 

narrative that can be created when working with children, and Stanbridge and 

Mercer (2019) explain how language and perception of a childôs needs may impact 

the response given. This could link to attribution theory, which considers how 

information is used to form causal judgements for events (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). 

Research has suggested that when teachers change their attributions to student 

behaviour and increase their awareness of ecosystemic factors, they may respond in 

a more considered and measured way (Ruttledge, 2022). The current study 

suggests that challenging existing school staff attributions around why children might 

be finding learning difficult through DA may impact their actions. 

EPs in the focus group spoke about considering their write up of DA to ensure 

it was clear and helpful to those who receive it (hypothesis 1c). This was described 

as a challenge by several EPs, and something they would like to improve. 

FG EP6: óItôs harder to be concise because there's so much to describeô  

This links to Green and Birchôs (2019) suggestion that skills in summarising 

results verbally and in writing should be part of a DA competency framework. 

Yeomans (2008) additionally describes that using language accessible and familiar 

to school staff may support the link between assessment and intervention in DA, 

linking to hypothesis 1c. In terms of EP reports more generally, accessibility is a core 

principle within guidance on statutory advice (Joint Professional Liaison Group, 

2020). It has also been suggested that complex language and jargon are unhelpful to 

school staff and parents, and stakeholders have reported that they only value 

assessment results if they are presented and interpreted in an accessible way 

(James, 2019). Cameron (2006, p. 292) describes how supporting the link between 

complex real world problems and recommended actions based on psychological 

theory and research can be challenging, and requires óconsiderable creativity and 

high level communication skillsô from the EP. The idea that conversations can 

support clear communication and opportunity for the exchange of ideas was also 

reported in a recent workforce report, in terms of EPs speaking with school staff 

during a visit being an immediate method of feedback, instead of having to wait for a 

report (Atfield et al., 2023). The current study uses developing theory to reiterate 
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these ideas and consider why clarity of communication may be especially important 

in DA. 

Hypotheses 1b and 1d suggest a link between increasing understanding of 

learning processes and supporting the child in a way that meets their needs. In a 

case study, Stacey (2017) found that DA impacted upon the beliefs of the SENDCo 

and their approach to working with the child. This is often perceived as a strength of 

DA over other methods of assessment, and is reported within the literature on DA, 

for example Deutsch and Reynolds (2000) reported that 51% of EPs surveyed felt 

that DA provided practical advice and next steps to teachers and parents. Teachers 

have also expressed that information from DA was valuable and relevant, providing 

useful recommendations (Lauchlan, 1999). One EP in the focus group gave an 

example from their practice where they explained how through increasing 

understanding of factors impacting learning, this had led to a change in intervention 

approach, as in hypothesis 1b. This illustrates the potential links between several of 

the outcomes included within the initial programme theory. 

FG EP4: ó[We] did some dynamic assessment, and actually he performed 

really well, could problem solve really well, do lots of things. We talked to the 

SENDCo about actually his high anxiety is like the key barrier to learning, not 

the learning and that really kind of shifted for them their approach with him in 

supporting that rather than the learningô 

The idea that EPs can use principles of DA to develop teacher practice and 

understanding more generally is included within hypotheses 1b and 1d, and this can 

be found in the broader discussion around EP practice. For example the idea of 

ógiving psychology awayô (Banyard & Hulme, 2015; Miller, 1969), along with Cameron 

(2006) suggesting that a distinctive contribution of the EP can include promoting 

psychological ideas underpinned by theory and research that can allow others to 

create positive change. Furthermore, Forrest (2019) explored mechanisms impacting 

teacher practice change, and suggested that collaboration, reflection and knowledge 

of positive outcomes were important. This could link to the mechanisms in the 

current study, and awareness of possible outcomes from DA is hoped to be 

increased by research in this area. 
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Children. 

Table 7 

CMO Hypotheses Involving Children 

The CMO hypotheses in Table 7 suggest that when the child is collaboratively 

involved in the DA process, their understanding of their learning may increase and 

their self-perception may become more positive. This may be because an 

environment has been created that supports the child to experience autonomy and 

competence and DA is generally a positive experience for the child. 

EPs in the focus group spoke about children being involved in the DA 

process. 

FG EP7: óIt definitely feels an approach where you're [EP and the child are] in 

it together, that's jointô 

FG EP7: óChildren tend to be on boardô 

This links to hypotheses 2a and 2b, and could be seen as an extension of the 

EP role more generally to gather child views and use person-centred approaches 

(British Psychological Society, 2015). It has been advocated that children should be 

specifically involved in the follow up to DA (Lauchlan & Carrigan, 2013), and it has 

been suggested that this could be done using approaches from Video Interaction 

Refer

ence 

Context Outcomes Mechanisms 

2a When the child is collaboratively 

involved in the DA process, including the 

EP preparing them for the task, building 

rapport and involving them in reflection 

on their observationsé 

Then the self-

perception of the 

child becomes 

more positiveé 

This is because an 

environment has been 

created that supports the 

child to experience autonomy 

and competence, and DA is a 

positive experience for the 

child. 

2b When the child is collaboratively 

involved in the DA process, including the 

EP involving them in reflections and 

observations, bridging between the task 

and the class and providing written 

feedbacké 

Then the childôs 

understanding of 

their learning is 

increasedé 

This is because an 

environment has been 

created that supports the 

child to experience autonomy 

and competence. 
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Guidance (Landor et al., 2007). This study begins to suggest why it may be 

important for children to be involved, and how this might lead to positive outcomes. 

EPs in the focus group commented on the mechanism within hypotheses 2a 

and 2b, suggesting that this subtheme particularly aligns with EP perceptions of DA. 

FG EP4: óI think the mechanisms one, an environment is created that 

supports the child to experience autonomy and competence, I think that's a 

really nice line, I think that is what you aim for in dynamic assessmentô. 

The idea that DA is a positive experience for the child and this linking to 

experiencing success and competence has been referred to within DA literature 

(Wills, 2008; Yeomans, 2008), and the current study conceptualises this as an 

important mechanism in DA. 

The concepts of autonomy and competence can also be found within self-

determination theory, along with relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 

2020). These factors are suggested to be important in motivation and wellbeing, and 

can be facilitated by certain environmental conditions, for example experiencing a 

sense of ownership and initiative in oneôs actions and being exposed to optimal 

challenges, positive feedback and opportunities for growth. Applying the philosophy 

of DA, for example being strengths-based and ending on success, may provide a 

context where these environmental conditions can be achieved. Although in a 

different context to EP use of DA, Azizi and Farid Khafaga (2023) suggest that a 

group DA task with second language learners may create a successful learning 

environment and fulfil needs such as competence, autonomy and relatedness, and 

that learning anxiety and willingness to communicate may have been positively 

impacted for students. Findings from the current study would suggest that EPs 

perceive this to be the case when they use DA. In addition, Marshall (2021) found 

that child autonomy may be an important factor in involvement in consultation 

meetings, and they hypothesise around how this may subsequently impact the 

childôs motivation to make changes. Within the current study, DA was suggested to 

be an intervention in itself, almost conceptualising this mechanism as an outcome. A 

similar idea is suggested by Marshall (2021), where involving children in consultation 

was perceived to be an intervention in itself through supporting the childôs agency 
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and empowerment. This appears to particularly link to hypothesis 2a, and could be a 

helpful way in which DA could be understood. 

It is suggested in hypothesis 2b that involving the child to create an 

environment where they can experience autonomy and competence can lead to 

positive outcomes for the child, in terms of their understanding of their learning and 

their self-perception. This could link to the childôs metacognitive skills, and research 

has suggested that DA tasks may be linked to development of metacognitive 

awareness, possibly due to the feedback offered supporting learners to plan, monitor 

and evaluate their learning (Rezai et al., 2023). Hypothesis 2a suggests that this 

same mechanism may also support the child to develop a more positive self-

perception. Attribution theory may be relevant here, particularly the concept of locus 

of control (Rotter, 1966), which is the extent to which a person believes an outcome 

is dependent on factors which are internal or external to them. Literature has linked 

an internal locus of control to increased self-esteem (Saadat et al., 2012). In the 

current study, it was suggested that feelings of autonomy and competence may be 

less likely to occur for the child when they attribute their success to the actions of the 

EP, and it could therefore be that locus of control is influential within this hypothesis. 

As in hypotheses 2a and 2b, previous research on EP use of DA has also 

suggested that DA can lead to improvement in the childôs understanding of teaching 

and learning strategies (Landor et al., 2007). In addition, Lawerence and Cahill 

(2014) suggest that DA positively impacts on a child in a number of ways, including 

their self-perceptions, self-esteem and self-belief in learning situations, providing 

more direct empirical support to the perceptions of EPs within the current study in 

terms of outcomes for the child. The current study therefore suggests that the 

perceptions of EPs align with previous research, alongside hypothesising about 

associated contexts and mechanisms. 
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EP. 

Table 8 

CMO Hypotheses Involving the EP 

Refer

ence 

Context Outcomes Mechanisms 

3a When EPs believe in and 

apply the philosophy of DA, 

including being strengths-

based, ending on success 

and looking at potential of the 

childé 

Then child self-perception 

becomes more positiveé 

This is because EPs actively 

consider and adapt mediation 

to the needs of the child 

during the DA taské 

 

And an environment has been 

created that supports the child 

to experience autonomy and 

competence. 

3b When EPs use mediation in 

DA by applying different types 

and definitions of mediationé 

Then the self-perception of 

the child becomes more 

positiveé 

 

And the narrative around the 

child becomes more 

hopefulé 

This is because EPs actively 

consider and adapt mediation 

to the needs of the child 

during the DA taské 

 

And an environment has been 

created that supports the child 

to experience autonomy and 

competence. 

3c When EPs use mediation in 

DA by applying different types 

and definitions of mediationé 

Then EP understanding and 

formulation of factors 

impacting learning for the 

child is developedé 

 

 

This is because the EP has 

actively considered and 

adapted mediation to the 

needs of the child during the 

task, including the mediation 

needed, impact of the 

mediation and what 

constituted successful 

mediation. 

3d When EPs choose to use 

certain tasks and resources in 

DA, including using checklists 

and linking the task choice to 

the assessment questioné 

 

 

 

Then EP understanding and 

formulation of factors of 

factors impacting learning for 

the child is developedé 

This is because EPs have 

made observations and linked 

these to existing theory during 

the DA task. 
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The CMO hypotheses in Table 8 suggest that within DA, EPs choose certain 

tasks and resources depending on the assessment question and the appropriate 

level of challenge for the child, apply different types of mediation, and believe in and 

apply the philosophy of DA, for example being strengths-based, ending on success 

and looking at the potential of the child. These are suggested to lead to outcomes 

including understanding and formulation of factors impacting learning for the child 

being developed, the narrative around the child becoming more hopeful, and the 

child self-perception becoming more positive. This is again linked to the mechanism 

of creating an environment to support the child to experience autonomy and 

competence, but also the EP making observations and linking these to existing 

theory, and actively considering and adapting mediation to the needs of the child, 

including the mediation needed, impact of the mediation and what constituted 

successful mediation. 

In terms of EPs choosing certain tasks for DA, as in hypotheses 3d and 3e, 

tasks reported in the current study show similarities to those reported by EPs in 

Staceyôs (2017) study, with slight differences that could be linked to individual 

training, preferences and resources within services. Choice of task in the current 

study is also suggested to be linked to outcomes in the way that EPs choose certain 

tasks and resources linked to the assessment question and providing the appropriate 

level of challenge for the child. This could relate to how EPs develop and test 

hypotheses (Frederickson & Cameron, 1999), so they may be selecting assessment 

tools which best explore their hypotheses. 

Refer

ence 

Context Outcomes Mechanisms 

3e When EPs choose to use 

certain tasks and resources in 

DA including linking the task 

choice to the assessment 

question and the appropriate 

level of challenge for the 

childé 

The narrative around the child 

becomes more hopefulé 

 

And understanding of factors 

impacting learning for the 

child is increasedé 

 

And the self-perception of the 

child becomes more 

positiveé 

This is because EPs actively 

consider and adapt mediation 

to the needs of the child 

during the DA taské 

 

And an environment has been 

created that supports the child 

to experience autonomy and 

competence. 
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EPs in the focus group commented on the idea that EPs actively consider and 

adapt mediation to the needs of the child during the DA task, as in hypotheses 3a, 

3b, 3c and 3e. The following quote appears to link the actions of the EP with creating 

an environment that supports the child to experience autonomy and competence. 

FG EP5: óYou're both actively together, working in a space and creating that 

space is important for them to feel safe and comfortableô 

EP mediation could allow the child to experience errorless learning, where 

errors are reduced as much as possible when learning new skills (Scheper et al., 

2019). This may support the child to succeed and experience competence, 

subsequently impacting their self-perception (hypotheses 3a, 3b and 3e). The way 

that EPs consider what constitutes successful mediation (hypothesis 3c) may link to 

principles of solution-oriented psychology, such as focusing on exceptions to the 

problem and doing more of what works (Harker et al., 2016). Furthermore, this 

subtheme links to Feuersteinôs construct of MLE, emphasising the importance of 

intentionality, reciprocity, and shared meaning within mediation (Yeomans, 2008). 

Green and Birch (2019), developed a competency framework for EP use of DA, 

which includes knowledge of mediation theory and skills in applying this in practice. 

The current study develops this by indicating that EPs are actively aware of their 

application of mediation theory during the DA task, and suggesting mechanisms for 

how this may lead to positive outcomes.  

Hypotheses 3b and 3e suggest that the actions of the EP during DA may lead 

the narrative around the child to become more hopeful. This could be linked to hope 

theory (Snyder, 2000), where it is suggested that hope is related to optimism, 

feelings of control and motivation towards achieving goals. This appears to fit well 

with self-determination theory, discussed above. It has been suggested that the 

theoretical concept of hope could guide the future of the EP profession, positioning 

EPs as óethical facilitators of empowering, hopeful practice in schoolsé agents of 

hopeô (Cox & Lumsdon, 2020, p. 22). Therefore, hope theory could be an interesting 

lens through which to view some of the processes involved in EP use of DA. 

EPs in the focus group discussed how using checklists to structure 

observations could support with linking observations to theory within the DA task, 

particularly as DA was reiterated as having a high working memory load for EPs, and 
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this could link to hypothesis 3d. This is also suggested by Poehner (2011), who 

describes how the mediator must remain attuned to learner needs throughout the DA 

task, which creates a demand, and it could be that checklists help to reduce this 

demand.  

FG EP4: óSo I think dynamic assessment is a huge working memory load. 

There's so much you're holding on toé I think sometimes having that list, in 

fact, I sometimes take, you know, having it with you when you're doing it does 

help to hold something else, like next to you rather than all up here.ô 

Checklists could also support with DA requiring EPs to generate and test 

cognitive/ affect hypotheses during assessment, as suggested by Green and Birch 

(2019). 

The focus within outcomes on understanding of the factors impacting learning 

was received well by the EPs in the focus group, as in hypotheses 3c, 3d and 3e, 

and it was emphasised that the focus of DA on the process of learning was 

important. This was positioned as different to defining the child, and so perhaps links 

to changing the narrative around the child. 

FG EP6: óI like the focus on the learning process, so it's not about defining the 

child so much, it's about that process of learning, how the child learnsô  

This also linked to a broader discussion around the value of assessment and 

DA in particular, and it was acknowledged that no assessment would give a complete 

picture of a childôs learning. It was suggested that DA had a focus on identifying next 

steps and changing the narrative around a child, linking several of the outcomes 

together, for example in hypothesis 3e. This may also link to the assessment 

question, and when DA may be more appropriate, explored in the intervention 

section below. 

FG EP4: óSo it's like, what's that helpful next step to move this situation 

forwardé What's the different narrative around this child thatôs going to move 

them forward or what's the mediation is going to help them move that 

forward?... Doesnôt need to answer all the questions just needs to know 

what's the next step to help that child move on in terms of their confidence or 

their learningô 
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By exploring learning processes, DA has been suggested to answer the  

question ówhy?ô a child is experiencing difficulties in learning (Stringer et al., 1997). 

Stacey (2017) also reports EPs describing that DA can provide information about the 

childôs learning, including their strengths, difficulties, their approach, change in 

performance with mediation, affective factors and intervention needed. The current 

study corroborates this, and begins to explore why and when these outcomes might 

arise. 

In the interviews, DA was shared to be helpful to EP formulation around a 

child, linking specifically to hypotheses 3c, 3d and 3e. Formulation is described as 

óthe summation and integration of the knowledge that is acquired by the assessment 

processô (British Psychological Society, 2017, p. 10) and should be ócomprehensiveô 

(Annan et al., 2013, p. 80). This would suggest that formulation would include both 

cognitive and affective factors. In addition, EP assessment is suggested to offer a 

broad and holistic perspective on the child, including their social and emotional 

wellbeing (Atkinson et al., 2022). The current study suggests that EPs feel DA is 

helpful in developing a thorough formulation, with its focus on a range of factors. 

In hypothesis 3a, EPs believing in and applying the philosophy of DA is linked 

to the experience of the child and environment created, as discussed above. This 

could also lead EPs to be more likely to use DA, inferred from the preference 

expressed in this study. Other studies have also suggested that TEPs can be 

motivated to use DA due to the nature of the process (Murphy, 2023), and that use of 

DA can be linked to the professional identity of an EP (Stacey, 2017). Furthermore, 

feelings amongst EPs that DA may be perceived as more ethical than other forms of 

assessment are also represented in the literature (Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 2017), 

perhaps linked to the historical use of standardised assessments within the EP 

profession and how they may have contributed to social injustice (Kuria & Kelly, 

2023). Findings from the current study consider the broader implications of EPs 

choosing to apply the philosophy of DA, in terms of the associated mechanisms and 

outcomes. 
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Intervention Factors. The intervention element of the initial programme 

theory suggests that there are a number of factors that impact how EPs use DA, and 

whether they use it. This includes how DA is defined, how it can become embedded 

in EP practice, whether EPs consider it appropriate for the context of their work and 

individual and systemic factors including confidence, training, time and wider 

systemic views on assessment. 

Within the intervention section, EPs in the focus group discussed how DA can 

become embedded within EP practice, and that the values of DA may be applied by 

the majority of EPs across different aspects of their work. 

FG EP6: óThat question about what helps a child to achieve as much as they 

can, even if we're not sort of specifically doing dynamic assessment, that 

should be something we're always thinking aboutô 

This suggests that this is an element of the original analysis that particularly 

resonates with EPs. In the literature, DA principles have been applied to different 

areas of EP practice, including exploring inclusion in schools (Flynn, 2005), within 

consultation (Hymer et al., 2002), when supporting teachers to develop their 

teaching knowledge and practices (Norwich et al., 2018), and through a training 

programme for learning support staff (Stanley-Duke et al., 2022; Wright et al., 2023). 

These examples illustrate the idea that DA can become embedded in different areas 

of practice, and the current study suggests that this can be a conscious choice for 

EPs. 

In considering when DA may be appropriate for use, there was some 

difference in opinion between EPs in the focus group who felt that DA may answer 

different questions to standardised assessment, and EPs who felt that these were 

completely alternative approaches. The idea that different assessment types may be 

more appropriate to answer different assessment questions has been discussed 

within the literature (Cizek, 1997; Lauchlan & Carrigan, 2013). This is perhaps linked 

to the way that EPs develop and explore hypotheses around a situation, which is 

included in a number of frameworks for practice (for example Gameson & 

Rhydderch, 2016; Monsen & Frederickson, 2016). Frederickson and Cameron 

(1999) suggest that assessment should be purposeful and hypothesis driven, 

therefore DA may be more likely to be used when hypotheses can be evaluated by 
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using DA. In addition, Lidz (1991, pp. 121ï122) suggests that different assessment 

questions may be best suited to different types of assessment, with DA answering 

questions about óhow the child learns, how responsive the child is to attempts to 

intervene, and what seems to be interfering with the childôs ability from existing 

attempts at instructionô. This study has further developed thinking around how and 

why EPs may choose to use DA. 

Participants in the focus group also reflected on the idea that the use of DA 

can be facilitated in certain situations, and wondered about how this could be further 

supported, for example through training. The current study suggests that EP use of 

DA can be facilitated by training, and this supports findings from Stacey (2017),  with 

Murphy (2023) also suggesting that the University experience of TEPs influences 

their use of DA. Likewise, Leadbetter (2005) describes how the conceptual tools and 

theoretical frameworks used by EPs more generally are influenced by a range of 

factors, including the professional training course they have undertaken and practice 

experiences such as continuing professional development and specialist interests. 

This could link to the idea expressed in the current study that DA requires the EP to 

trust themselves due to there being fewer guidelines, and this link to confidence has 

also been discussed in the literature (Callicott et al., 2019; Green & Birch, 2019; 

Haywood & Lidz, 2007; Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 2017). Time was also reported as a 

barrier to DA, and this has been referred to in previous literature (for example 

Stacey, 2017). The current study corroborates these factors with an original sample 

of EPs, and situates them within a developing theory of how EPs use DA. 

Wider systemic factors were also shared to facilitate or constrain EP use of 

DA within the interviews and thematic analysis in the current study. This appears to 

align with the literature. Deutsch and Reynolds (2000) reported that EPs felt attitudes 

within LA EPSs were leading to pressure to carry out standardised assessment, and 

more recently some TEPs have shared that they feel attitudes and expectations 

towards assessment within LAs impact their practice of DA (Murphy, 2023). A recent 

workforce report has suggested that amongst a high demand for resources and EP 

involvement, standardised assessments may be requested due to beliefs that they 

provide quantified evidence for an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP; Atfield 

et al., 2023). Findings from the current study would suggest that these barriers may 
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remain in the current professional context, and may contribute to considering how 

these can be addressed. 

It is also important to consider the idea that longer-term outcomes from DA 

are difficult to evaluate in the current professional context. Although this was not 

included in the initial programme theory, it represents a limitation of this study and 

other existing studies. This theme highlights a potential disconnect between the 

perceptions of EPs of the outcomes of DA, and perhaps outcomes as evaluated 

using other means, and reinforces the need to be tentative when considering how 

perceived changes in thinking and behaviour facilitated by DA may manifest over 

time. The challenges with considering the outcomes of EP practice more broadly 

have been discussed within wider literature. For example, a recent workforce report 

suggested that EPs have ólimited visibilityô of the outcomes of their work, and this 

was linked to EPs working in an óindirect and time-limitedô way (Atfield et al., 2023, p. 

76). This has internationally been referred to as the óParadox of School Psychologyô, 

which suggests that indirect service delivery approaches working with adults may 

maximise the impact of school psychologists (Gutkin & Conoley, 1990). However, 

this can make it challenging to define and measure the outcomes of school 

psychologistsô work (M¿ller et al., 2021). This is an important consideration for EPs, 

linked to professional standards in terms of ensuring quality of practice (Health and 

Care Professions Council, 2023). Therefore developing tools to evaluate the 

outcomes of DA could be an area for future exploration, building on work such as 

that by Eddleston and Atkinson (2018), who considered ways in which EP 

consultation could be evaluated.  

2.4.3. Implications for Educational Psychology Practice 

This study has contributed to the developing evidence base for EP use of DA, 

by being the first study to use a realist evaluation framework to explicitly consider the 

contexts, mechanisms and outcomes that may be important. By applying this 

framework in exploring EP perceptions, understanding of how EPs use DA in 

practice has been enhanced. This could be helpful in the development of training 

and best practice guidelines around EP use of DA. In addition, the initial programme 

theory and CMO hypotheses may give EPs a theoretical framework within which 
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they can justify practice decisions, as required by professional practice guidelines 

(Health and Care Professions Council, 2023).  

The initial programme theory and CMO hypotheses could be used by EPs as 

tools for reflective practice or in professional supervision (Health and Care 

Professions Council, 2023), in terms of considering the outcomes that may occur 

when they use DA in their practice, and the contexts and mechanisms that may 

contribute to these. In addition, EPs could consider the contexts within which they 

use their DA in their practice to ensure that these support positive outcomes as much 

as possible. This could include ensuring that school staff have the opportunity to be 

collaboratively involved wherever possible (hypotheses 1a and 1b), considering how 

discussion and written communication can be as clear as possible in terms of report 

length and language used (hypothesis 1c), and setting school staff up to have 

realistic expectations of DA (hypothesis 1d).  Due to the perceived importance of 

these contexts and associated mechanisms in the study, it might be that staff 

involvement in DA needs to be seen as a foundational element of the process, and 

therefore prioritised wherever possible. 

EPs could also consider how children are prepared for DA, how they are 

collaboratively involved in the process, for example through reflecting their strengths 

and checking whether observations resonate with them, and how DA is followed up 

with the child. These contexts may support positive outcomes through increasing the 

likelihood that the child will experience autonomy and competence (hypotheses 2a 

and 2b), and EPs could consider other ways in which they could facilitate this for the 

child. 

Findings from this study may support EPs to reflect on how and why they 

decide to use DA, how it influences their practice more generally, the tasks and 

resources they choose to use and why, and how they apply the principles of 

mediation (hypotheses 3a, 3b, 3c, 3d, 3e and intervention factors). In addition, EPs 

could more explicitly reflect on some of the mechanisms and processes that may 

occur during DA, including those that relate to themselves, others and between 

themselves and others (mechanisms). This could enhance self-awareness, which 

can be part of reflective practice (OôHara, 2021). 
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Although the nature of this study impacts the conclusions that can be drawn 

around the outcomes involved in DA, it suggests that from the perspective of EPs, 

DA can have positive and meaningful outcomes, and it has identified outcomes that 

would be beneficial to explore further. The outcomes suggested from this study could 

be used by EPs to explain to school staff and/ or other stakeholders why they are 

using DA and what is hoped to happen as a result. This could be linked to setting 

school staff up so that they can have realistic expectations of DA, and be open to 

collaborating and engaging in the process (hypotheses 1a, 1b, 1d). 

At the systemic level, this research could support EPS leadership and 

management to consider the ways in which contexts that support positive outcomes 

from EP use of DA can be facilitated. This could include access to training to support 

EP confidence, access to suitable tasks and resources, and openness to different 

assessment types (intervention factors). 

2.4.4. Critical Appraisal and Areas for Future Research 

Whilst it is hoped that this study has provided original insights with meaningful 

implications for EP practice, the limitations of this study must be acknowledged. 

Subsequently, a number of areas for future research can be identified. The current 

study will now be critically appraised, and this is expanded upon in the reflective 

chapter. 

The participants in this study were EPs from one LA, which could be 

described as a geographically homogenous sample (Robinson, 2014). This could 

limit conclusions from the findings, as they may be specific to this LA and therefore 

less meaningful to EPs across the UK more widely. However, the LA is large and 

varied in terms of the areas it covers, which would suggest that implications from the 

study may apply more widely. In addition, the EP participants varied in terms of their 

experiences and other characteristics (see participant characteristics in Table 4), and 

several spoke about working in other EPSs. Therefore it may be that EP experiences 

of using DA in a range of services have been captured within the data. Furthermore, 

having a more homogenous sample may have supported findings to be situated 

within the EPS, and may have increased the likelihood that meaningful cross-

participants themes could be developed during analysis (Robinson, 2014). Similar to 

a case study approach, it could be that this EPS could be seen as a ótypicalô case, 
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with findings hoped to generalise to theoretical propositions (Yin, 2003), as the realist 

evaluation framework aims to develop.  

Themes developed within the current study appear to align with previous 

research into DA and literature on the wider professional context, particularly Stacey 

(2017), whose study bears most similarity to the current study. This would suggest 

that the findings are meaningful more widely, with the current study going further by 

explicitly considering mechanisms important in DA, and linking these to contexts and 

outcomes. There may also be an inherent value in triangulating existing findings 

through a slightly different perspective, by using an original sample of EPs from a 

different area of the UK and within a more current professional context, to build a 

broader and richer picture of EP use of DA. This could be built upon in future 

research. It is acknowledged that participants volunteered to be part of the study, 

and therefore it is likely that the sample consisted of EPs with a particular interest in 

and preference for DA. This appears to be reflected in the findings, and whilst this 

has provided rich examples of when DA is perceived to have positive outcomes, 

there were reduced opportunities to consider DA from the viewpoint of EPs who may 

have had less positive experiences, and explore disconfirming cases (Yardley, 2015). 

Exploring the views of EPs with a wider range of experiences may therefore be 

helpful in the future. 

Within this study, EPs have provided a rich and informed perspective of the 

contexts, mechanisms and outcomes involved in DA. Wider literature on realist 

evaluation methodology does suggest that interviewing practitioners can be 

beneficial for theory gleaning (Manzano, 2016) and practitioners may have specific 

ideas on mechanisms due to their broad experience and awareness of the 

programme (Pawson & Tilley, 1997).  However, by focusing on EPs the views of 

other stakeholders, such as school staff, children and perhaps parents, are not 

represented in the current study. This would be important in further refinement and 

exploration of the CMO hypotheses and initial programme theory, as there is a 

recognised division of expertise across stakeholder groups who have different but 

complementary views (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Therefore the perspectives of other 

stakeholders are viewed as an area of priority for future research. 
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It is felt that this study has been enhanced by carrying out a focus group as 

part of a second phase of data analysis, where findings have been directly explored 

with a sub-group of the original participants. The focus group could be described as 

participant/ respondent feedback, viewed as a further source of information which 

enriches the analysis (King & Brooks, 2018). Feedback on the initial programme 

theory from the focus group was generally positive. Therefore along with providing 

further insights into the contexts, mechanisms and outcomes that may be important 

in DA, findings from the focus group give weight to the claim that interpretations 

made during data analysis resonate with participants, and reflect the original views 

expressed during interviews. However, participants may have been less likely to 

openly challenge interpretations as they were known to the researcher and had 

taken part in the interview stage of the research. Therefore, it should be 

acknowledged that feedback may have a positive leaning. In addition, whilst the 

current study uses a realist evaluation framework, it does not claim to represent all 

stages of a realist evaluation methodology. Primarily, it is acknowledged that single 

evaluations will not produce universally valid findings, but may produce insights that 

can ókick offô a new study (Marchal et al., 2012). It is anticipated that further data 

gathering, evaluation and refinement of a programme specification would take part in 

future research.  

In addition, data in the current study is exclusively qualitative. This is felt to be 

justified in the context of this study. For example, it has been suggested that 

quantitative methods may be unsuitable for a qualitative, process-based approach 

such as DA (Feuerstein et al., 1981; Stringer, 2018), with further discussion of this in 

relation to EP practice more generally contained within the literature review chapter. 

Furthermore, qualitative data is often felt to be particularly effective at uncovering 

contextually grounded explanatory mechanisms within realist evaluation frameworks, 

and can allow development of hypotheses (Pawson & Manzano-Santaella, 2012; 

Sayer, 1992). It is felt that at this early stage of theory development in this area, 

qualitative data has allowed a rich exploration of potential contexts, mechanisms and 

outcomes, and how they may link to DA. 

Nonetheless, it is acknowledged that the current study could represent what 

has been referred to by Pawson and Manzano-Santaella (2012) as óqualitative 
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realismô, where qualitative accounts of why a programme óworksô and outcomes are 

interpreted as evidence of success (Manzano, 2016). More generally, the need for 

moderation in claims made by qualitative research has been discussed 

(Hammersley, 2008). Therefore, while the current study may have developed 

tentative CMO hypotheses and proposed an initial programme theory, it is 

acknowledged to be a preliminary inquiry, and particularly in the case of contexts and 

outcomes further data would be required (Pawson & Manzano-Santaella, 2012). The 

limitations of the data in exploring outcomes, particularly over time, was 

acknowledged by participants. 

Future research could continue with the realist evaluation cycle considering 

EP use of DA, by further testing and refining the CMO hypotheses. This could lead to 

ongoing refinement of the programme theory for EP use of DA and consideration of 

how this could be used to develop DA practice within EPSs. Future research could 

include more stakeholder groups, discussed above, along with a wider range of 

methodologies, particularly in terms of contexts and outcomes. However, although 

triangulating findings through different methodologies may be helpful in future 

research, it could be debated as to how practical and meaningful this would be in the 

context of EP practice. This could be an area of inconsistency between realist 

evaluation and real-world EP practice. 

Conducting research in a way that ensures high standards in quality and 

integrity is referred to in ethical guidelines (BERA principle 3, guideline 60 and 62; 

BPS COHRE 2.2). Considering what constitutes óqualityô in thematic analysis is 

inherently linked to the studyôs ontological and epistemological stance (King, 2023a; 

King & Brooks, 2018). Therefore, it is challenging to identify quality and validity 

criteria that may apply to qualitative studies more universally (Yardley, 2015). Quality 

and reporting standards have been developed for realist evaluation studies (Wong et 

al., 2017), however as the current study does not fully adhere to realist evaluation 

principles, these will not be referred to. Instead, a number of criteria for template 

analysis are suggested by King (2012, 2023a; 2018), along with more general 

guidance on enhancing and demonstrating validity in qualitative research developed 

by Yardley (2015). These criteria have been summarised in Table H1 in Appendix H, 

along with a description of how this criteria was incorporated into the current study. 



130 
 

 

In addition, questions adapted from the British Sociological Association Medical 

Sociology Group adapted by Silverman (2022) were considered as part of reflective 

practice. 

2.4.5. Conclusion 

Perceptions of EPs within this study suggest that the outcomes that occur 

when EPs use DA may be linked to mechanisms which occur within certain contexts, 

and that these are complex and intertwined. There are also a number of factors that 

impact how EPs use DA, and whether they use it, including how it is defined, how it 

can become embedded in their practice, whether they consider it appropriate for the 

context of their work, and individual and systemic factors including confidence, 

training, time and wider systemic views on assessment. 

It is suggested that when school staff are collaboratively involved in the DA 

process, when communication is clear, and they have been set up to have realistic 

expectations of DA, they may increase their understanding of factors impacting 

learning for the child, the narrative around the child becomes more hopeful and they 

may do something different to support the child. These outcomes may occur in these 

contexts because there has been the opportunity for an exchange of ideas, existing 

thoughts and ideas have been challenged, and a shared understanding of what 

helps to support the child has been developed between the school staff and the EP. 

In addition, when the child is collaboratively involved in the DA process, their 

understanding of their learning may increase and their self-perception may become 

more positive. This may be because an environment has been created that supports 

the child to experience autonomy and competence and DA is a positive experience 

for the child.  

Within DA, EPs choose certain tasks and resources, apply different types of 

mediation and believe in and apply the philosophy of DA. These are suggested to 

lead to outcomes such as understanding and formulation of factors impacting 

learning for the child being developed, the narrative around the child becoming more 

hopeful and the self-perception of the child becoming more positive. This is again 

linked to the mechanisms of creating an environment where the child can experience 

autonomy and competence, but also the EP making observations and linking these 
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to existing theory, and actively considering and adapting mediation to the needs of 

the child. 

Contexts, mechanisms and outcomes developed from this study have been 

developed into an initial programme theory, to allow exploration of how, why and 

when EP use of DA may have positive outcomes. This is hoped to provide a 

framework for EPs to reflect on in their practice, contribute towards development of 

theory, guidelines and training, and provide a springboard for further research. In 

addition, it is hoped that this study has highlighted the potential of DA as a tool for 

EPs, and supported consideration of how it could be used to maximise positive 

outcomes for children. 
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Chapter 3: Reflective Account 

3.1. Introduction 

Reflection and reflexivity have been instrumental in my development as a 

Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP) and researcher, and are referenced in 

British Psychological Society (BPS) Practice Guideline 1.3 (2017), BPS Code of 

Human Research Ethics (CoHRE) 2.3 (2021b), and the Health and Care Professions 

Council (HCPC) Standards of Proficiency (SoPs) 10, 10.1 and 10.3 10, 10.1 and 

10.3 (2023). Reflexivity in research involves critical reflection on how the values of 

the researcher, methods, design and academic disciplines shape the research and 

knowledge produced (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Wilkinson, 1988). Throughout this 

process, I have explored my values, beliefs and choices, and considered the impact 

of these on my research. This final chapter of the thesis portfolio will therefore give a 

critically reflective and reflexive account of the different stages of the research 

process, intended to complement the literature review and empirical chapters. This 

will include justification and reflection on the decisions made, a critical appraisal of 

the approaches taken, and a consideration of where this research fits within my own 

development, and within Educational Psychologist (EP) practice more widely. As this 

is a reflective account, I have chosen to write this chapter in the first person. 

3.2. The Research Process 

3.2.1. Choice of Research Topic 

I became aware of Dynamic Assessment (DA) when working as an Assistant 

EP, and received further input in my first year of the Doctorate, both on placement 

and during University teaching. I developed an interest in the approach, and felt that 

it aligned with my values, for example appearing strengths-based, solution-oriented, 

and focusing on success. I was particularly inspired by a podcast on DA (Kennedy et 

al., 2022), and felt an enthusiasm to incorporate some of the ideas discussed into my 

practice.  Alongside this, I was becoming aware of various debates around EP use of 

standardised psychometric assessments (for example Sewell & Ducksbury, 2013; 

Zaniolo, 2019), some of which are explored in the literature review chapter. During 

my experiences on placement, I found that I preferred to carry out DA rather than 

standardised psychometric assessment, as it felt to me to be more positive due to 

being able to provide mediation for the child. I also felt that DA linked more naturally 
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to classroom practice, whereas I found that psychometric assessment results could 

seem abstract and complex. Although I endeavour to keep a critical and open mind 

about assessment tools, and continue to use a variety in my practice to explore 

specific hypotheses and questions, I anticipate my future practice being more 

oriented towards DA approaches. It is therefore important to acknowledge that these 

prior views and beliefs may have affected my engagement with different aspects of 

the research, and I have considered this throughout this reflective chapter. 

As I started to look more into DA, I became increasingly aware of some of the 

hesitations of EPs towards DA. In my own practice, I experienced that the procedure 

and write up was not always clearly defined, similar to reflections from Hattersley 

(2020). I could recognise how this could lead to reduced confidence for EPs or TEPs 

carrying out DA, and initial exploration of the literature outlined barriers that were 

perhaps contributing towards a lower use of DA amongst EPs, despite apparent 

enthusiasm for the approach (for example Deutsch & Reynolds, 2000; Kennedy, 

2006; Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 2017). In particular, it was interesting to notice the 

similarities between themes in literature from over 20 years ago, more recent 

literature, and my own reflections and observations. I felt that research into DA could 

be a way of addressing some of these perceived and persisting barriers, and would 

perhaps contribute to facilitating the use of DA amongst EPs who wished to use it. I 

also felt that the topic of DA would fit well with my Doctorate training by enhancing 

my own practice skills and being relevant to the professional context of EPs. At the 

time, my placement service had received service-wide training on DA, with further 

input planned in the near future. This reiterated the relevance of the topic, and I felt 

that service priorities would also be supported. 

3.2.2. Literature Review 

I decided to focus my initial literature review on the use of DA by EPs in the 

UK. This is justified further in the literature review chapter, but I felt that this would 

provide an appropriate amount of literature whilst remaining relevant to the 

professional context I am situated within. When exploring the literature, I found I was 

particularly interested in the outcomes that occur when EPs use DA, and felt that this 

might be where I would like to situate my own research. I therefore had a specific 
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question around outcomes of DA, and completed a more thorough review and 

appraisal of existing studies in this area.  

I decided to use a semi-systematic approach to my literature review, and 

organise my findings thematically around three main questions. A semi-systematic 

approach was felt to be most appropriate given that I was exploring a broad topic 

that has been conceptualised differently within diverse disciplines (Wong et al., 

2013), and I was hoping to map theoretical approaches, provide an understanding of 

complex areas and identify knowledge gaps within the literature (Snyder, 2019). In 

addition, I felt that this aligned well with a critical realist theoretical perspective, with 

a balance of flexibility and rigour. Had there been more quantitative data available, or 

had I taken a more positivist epistemological position, an alternative approach such 

as a systematic approach may have been more appropriate, as this would have 

allowed me to synthesise and compare evidence on a more specific research 

question (Snyder, 2019). In addition, a realist synthesis (Pawson et al., 2005) may 

have fitted well with my eventual choice of methodology. However, at the time of 

completing the literature review I had not yet settled on this. Furthermore, I do not 

feel I would have been able to consider óa wide range of information from diverse 

primary sourcesô (Pawson et al., 2005, p. 23) due to a lack of existing research in the 

area. 

As I had prior beliefs about DA, as explored above, it is possible that I may 

have placed greater weight during the literature review process on literature which 

aligned with my existing views. However, by adding an element of rigour to my 

literature review through clear search parameters and inclusion and exclusion 

criteria, I hope that I ensured a more balanced weighting could be given to a variety 

of viewpoints. Consistent with critical realism, I accepted a variety of research types 

as meaningful and important, as critical realism is pluralistic in its approach to 

evidence and emphasises triangulation across methods (Rousseau et al., 2008). In 

addition, I considered that any literature is impacted by the constructions and 

perspectives of the author(s), and so the knowledge reported is not independent of 

any particular viewpoint (Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010). 

Braun and Clarke (2022) discuss how literature reviews can serve different 

purposes. This can involve validating the focus of a project based on a gap in the 
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literature, but can also involve providing a context and rationale for the current 

research, explaining why it is interesting and relevant. This can be linked to 

theoretical perspective. When writing my literature review, I found it helpful to keep 

both purposes in mind, and I feel that this aligned with a critical realist position. I felt 

that I wanted to justify how my study was original, interesting and relevant, however I 

also felt that this included addressing a perceived gap in the literature. There 

appeared to be a number of gaps in the literature, which are summarised in the 

literature review, and I felt that any of these gaps could have made interesting and 

valuable studies. 

3.2.3. Methodology 

After my literature review, I had decided that I wanted to focus on exploring 

when EP use of DA has positive outcomes. Although this may have been linked to an 

assumption that DA did have positive outcomes, it did appear to be consistent with 

the literature (for example Lawrence & Cahill, 2014), and I felt that it would support 

development of best practice approaches. In addition, it aligns with a solution-

oriented psychology approach (Harker et al., 2016), which I often adopt in my 

practice. I had also decided to use a qualitative approach for the reasons discussed 

in the empirical chapter. After a discussion with a member of the course team, they 

suggested realist evaluation methodology. This was not something I had heard of 

previously. On exploring it further, I felt that it fitted my aims and hopes for the study. 

This was also a methodology suggested as an area for further research in Staceyôs 

(2017) thesis. I therefore hoped that using realist evaluation methodology could be a 

helpful contribution to the field. Mayer (2008) suggests that research questions in 

educational psychology should be determined based on personal interest, 

educational relevance, theoretical grounding and empirical testability, and I felt that 

using realist evaluation methodology to explore when EP use of DA has positive 

outcomes would fulfil these criteria. 

Initially, I planned to interview a range of stakeholders in DA, including EPs, 

school staff and children, along with observing a DA session, and this is reflected in 

my original ethics application (Appendix K). I was then planning to analyse the data 

and complete second interviews with EPs and school staff. At this time, I hoped that I 

could complete something that resembled a full realist evaluation cycle, involving 



136 
 

 

development of programme theory and associated hypotheses, followed by further 

testing and refinement into a clearer programme specification (Pawson & Tilley, 

1997; Timmins & Miller, 2007). However, as my understanding of realist evaluation 

methodology developed and I made changes to my participants and data collection 

methods (see below), I realised that I had to be practical about what I could achieve, 

and not overstate my study. I therefore reframed my study as using a thematic 

analysis within a realist evaluation framework to explore EP perspectives of the 

contexts and mechanisms that contribute towards EP use of DA having positive 

outcomes, and this is the final title. This is positioned as an exploratory study which 

develops an initial programme theory and context, mechanism, outcome (CMO) 

hypotheses, with further development and refinement taking place in future research. 

Mayer (2008) refers to how methodology must be feasible, and I wonder if I initially 

underestimated the importance of this. 

At times, I have felt slightly disappointed to have not carried out my original 

plans. However, I recognise the importance of being pragmatic about what I could 

achieve, and instead focusing on doing what I could do as well as possible. It has 

been acknowledged within the literature that due to their comprehensive scope, 

realist evaluations require substantial expertise, time and resources (Marchal et al., 

2010). Learning a new methodology was a challenge, perhaps especially as realist 

methodology has a lack of specific practical guidance (Rycroft-Malone et al., 2010), 

and terms are often used interchangeably in the literature (Marchal et al., 2012). I 

found it helpful to look at examples of realist evaluations that had been carried out 

within EP practice (for example Birch, 2015; Lunt, 2016), and tried to ensure that I 

was clear about the definitions of terms and concepts that I would be using in my 

study and how. 

Overall, I feel that using a realist evaluation framework, particularly the 

development of the CMO hypotheses, allowed my research to be clearly structured 

and boundaried, and that this is reflected in my main research question and sub-

questions. I therefore agree with Matthews (2003) that realist evaluation provides a 

useful framework to use when developing theory about psychological processes 

involved in EP practice such as DA. Had I not used a realist evaluation framework, I 

think I would have likely carried out an exploratory study using thematic analysis to 
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explore similar, although perhaps less specific, research questions. Although this 

would have been valuable, I do not feel that it would have made as interesting or 

original contribution to the literature in this area, as the CMO structure is particularly 

useful for understanding a process. 

3.2.4. Ontology and Epistemology 

As I have developed my understanding of ontology and epistemology, I have 

felt that the position of critical realism particularly aligns with how I see the world. 

This includes the central idea that there is a real world (realist ontology) that is 

understood differently through individual perspectives (constructivist epistemology) 

(Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010) . In particular, considering how the constructions and 

experiences of others may impact on how they see the world feels to be significant in 

my practice. This position has impacted my approach and decisions throughout this 

research process, and this is discussed throughout this reflective chapter.  

Within the empirical chapter, I have discussed the nuances between critical 

realism and scientific realism, upon which realist evaluation is originally based 

(Pawson & Tilley, 1997), and I have found this to be a complex issue. Overall, I feel 

happy with my justification of adopting a critical realist position whilst using a realist 

evaluation framework presented in the empirical chapter, and hope that I have 

demonstrated consistency throughout my approach (Yardley, 2015). However, in the 

critical appraisal section of my empirical paper, I discuss how Pawson and Manzano-

Santaella (2012) express that for further exploration of outcomes evidence should go 

beyond qualitative data, suggesting that quantitative data may be preferable. As I 

have discussed in the literature review and empirical chapters, quantitative data may 

be challenging due to resources and the requirement to operationalise and measure 

complex variables, and could be perceived as less meaningful that qualitative data.  

This may therefore be an area of epistemological incompatibility between more 

traditional realist evaluation and DA, and could link to the wider debate around 

evaluation of EP practice (for example Gulliford, 2015). 

3.2.5. Participants and Recruitment 

As previously mentioned, I originally hoped to gather data from a variety of 

stakeholders involved in the DA process, including an observation of the DA task, as 

this is what is usually suggested for realist evaluation research (Pawson & Tilley, 
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1997). However, this initial round of recruitment was not successful. I reflected with 

my supervisor around possible reasons for this, for example whether this could be 

due to EPs using DA infrequently, whether the upcoming work would not have been 

appropriate for me to observe, whether this was asking too much of already busy 

professionals, or whether the prospect of being observed in their practice may have 

been daunting. Being keen to start data collection, I proceeded to recruit for EP 

interviews only, which was more successful. With support from my research 

supervisor, I made a further pragmatic decision to collect data from EPs only, and 

reframe the boundaries of my study as discussed above. Gathering the views of 

multiple stakeholders would be an interesting and important area for further 

research, and something that I hope I may be able to carry out in the future.  

Despite initial disappointment at not fulfilling my original hopes for recruitment, 

I feel that interviewing EPs fitted well with the eventual framing of my research as an 

exploratory study for development of initial programme theory and CMO hypotheses. 

For example, Marchal et al. (2018) explains how initial programme theories can be 

developed through eliciting and analysing the assumptions of the programme 

implementers, which in this case would be EPs. As I completed the interviews, I felt 

that EPs provided rich and interesting insights into the contexts, mechanisms and 

outcomes involved in DA, and this therefore seemed a beneficial place to start the 

realist evaluation process. 

My final sample consisted of seven EPs, with four also taking part in an 

additional focus group. Braun and Clarke (2022) describe how ósample sizeô is a 

concept from quantitative research that is not compatible with many of the qualitative 

research principles. However, Guest et al. (2006) suggest between six and twelve 

participants for qualitative research projects, which also appeared to align with what 

was typically expected for a TEP thesis. In addition, Malterud et al. (2016) introduces 

the concept of information power to determine participant numbers, with the larger 

information power the sample holds the fewer participants needed. This is linked to 

aspects such as the aim of the study, specificity of sample, use of applied theory, 

quality of dialogue and type of analysis. Based on this, I would consider my 

participant sample to have a relatively high information power in relation to my 

research objectives. This is linked to having a reasonably specific aim for my study in 
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terms of contexts, mechanisms and outcomes involved in DA, having EP participants 

who have used DA, therefore holding characteristics specific for the study, and 

hopefully a high quality of dialogue between me as an interviewer and my 

participants. In addition, my number of participants had to be practical within the time 

and resource constraints, and I had to consider the ethical principles of voluntary 

participation and my dual role discussed in the empirical chapter. Therefore, whilst 

additional participants may have added additional insights and perspectives to my 

data, I feel that seven EPs was an appropriate number for my study. 

3.2.6. Data Collection 

For the first phase of data collection, I carried out semi-structured individual 

EP interviews, based on ótheory gleaningô principles (Manzano, 2016, p. 354). 

Interviews have the potential to provide rich material, can be flexible and adaptable 

(Robson & McCartan, 2016), and can be used as a means to explore propositions 

that will be tested and refined with other data (Manzano, 2016). Consistent with a 

critical realist approach, I also viewed the interviews as a way of appreciating the 

interpretations of participants, along with considering the social contexts, constraints 

and resources within which they operate (C. Smith & Elger, 2012).  

As the interviews were semi-structured I used a schedule, but modified the 

wording and order of questions based on the flow of the interview, with some 

additional questions asked to follow up (Robson & McCartan, 2016). I felt that this 

was appropriate for the purpose of ótheory gleaningô, as interview content needed to 

relate to the contexts, mechanisms and outcomes relevant to EP use of DA, but I 

was also hoping to capture and explore a wide range of possible views and ideas. 

Manzano (2016) describes how participants in theory gleaning interviews are helping 

the researcher to articulate theories about how contextual circumstances might 

impact behaviours and outcomes, and that they generally start with general 

questions about the participantsô role/ experiences/ views, before asking more 

specifically about their experiences. On reflection, I felt that this format worked well, 

as the question prompts supported me to gather data that was relevant to my 

research questions, but also allowed me to explore more specific examples and 

different ideas depending on what the EPs spoke about. 
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I completed the interviews via Microsoft Teams. Since the Covid-19 pandemic, 

online working has become a more routine part of EP practice (Moore, 2022), and 

therefore I anticipated that EPs would feel comfortable with communicating in this 

way. I also felt that this would be a more pragmatic way of collecting data, from the 

perspective of travel time and cost, along with ease of recording. I appreciate that 

speaking online is different to being in-person, for example during the interviews I 

noticed some missed cues where the participant and I started to speak at the same 

time, and it can be more difficult to read non-verbal cues. However, I did not feel that 

this impacted negatively on the interview process, and that I was still able to build 

rapport with participants. Elements of my experience of virtual interviews resonate 

with a discussion by Keen et al. (2022). Whilst they acknowledge that there may be 

some disadvantages in using virtual interviews for qualitative research, including 

fewer body language cues, there are a number of commonalities with in-person 

interviews, including building rapport, facial and vocal cues and enjoyment. They 

also describe practical advantages similar to those I have acknowledged, and 

suggest that virtual interviews may offer opportunities for methodological innovation.  

Initially, I was planning to complete a second, ótheory refinementô individual 

interview with each EP (Manzano, 2016, p. 355). As my analysis developed, I 

realised that my study was more exploratory, and at the early stages of the realist 

evaluation cycle (see methodology section above). I also appreciated that individual 

interviews would take increased time for me and for the participants, and with 

supervision decided that a focus group may be more appropriate. Focus groups 

have been described as an efficient method of data collection in terms of amount 

and range of data collected (Robson & McCartan, 2016). Focus groups also allow 

interaction between participants (Cohen et al., 2011), and I felt that this would yield a 

valuable collective view of the initial programme theory. The focus group was 

structured around ótheory refinementô realist interview principles as defined by 

Manzano (2016, p. 355) and Pawson and Tilley (1997), and the óteacher-learnerô 

function (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 166). This involved a more focused exchange of 

ideas driven by the initial programme theory developed from the interview data, 

where I explained the initial programme theory to participants, then invited them to 

comment on the ideas so that I could learn about their perspectives (Manzano, 

2016). 
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I invited all of my original participants to be involved in the focus group, with 

four opting to take part. This felt like a suitable number, as all participants had the 

chance to contribute, but there was also variation in experiences, ideas and 

viewpoints. This would be described as a homogenous group (Robson & McCartan, 

2016), and participants were known to one another through working in the same 

service, which I also work in. This may have supported participant rapport in the 

group, particularly as reflecting with other EPs on an area of practice will be familiar 

to participants, and the topic of discussion was not considered to be sensitive. I was 

also known to participants, and further reflection on this dual role is contained in the 

ethical considerations section below. 

My role in the focus group felt different to my role in the interviews, as I was 

positioned as a facilitator (Robson & McCartan, 2016). I therefore found that I 

contributed less to the discussion than I did during the interviews, and perhaps as a 

result I was a less active participant in the construction of the data. I felt that using 

the teacher-learner function worked well, and gave me a clear purpose for the group 

which I could explain to participants. Sharing the initial programme theory with others 

had initially seemed daunting, as I had put time and effort into developing it, and I 

hoped that it resonated with their experiences that they had shared during the 

interviews. Hearing positive feedback from participants felt validating, and was also 

helpful in shaping my thinking and discussion as I wrote up my findings. 

3.2.7. Data Analysis 

Realist evaluation literature does not specify a particular analysis method 

(Tolson et al., 2007), which initially created feelings of uncertainty. I knew that I 

would need a qualitative analysis method that would allow contexts, mechanisms 

and outcomes to be coded within the data, and for these to be grouped into CMO 

hypotheses and subsequently an initial programme theory (Marchal et al., 2012). I 

felt that thematic analysis would allow this, and appeared to be an approach 

frequently used in realist evaluation studies using qualitative data, including those 

exploring areas relevant to EP practice (for example Birch, 2015; Lunt, 2016; Webb, 

2011). I understood that thematic analysis can be used within a range of theoretical 

orientations, and that different variations of thematic analysis can reflect different 

conceptual foundations (Braun & Clarke, 2022). It was therefore important that the 
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type of thematic analysis used would be consistent with the realist evaluation 

framework and my theoretical perspective of critical realism. 

When I considered my critical realist position, and use of a realist evaluation 

framework where I had specific questions and objectives for my analysis, I did not 

feel that this would be consistent with the óBig Qô methodology and strongly inductive 

method of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Braun and Clarke 

(2022) identify three clusters of thematic analysis, including what they refer to as 

ócodebook thematic analysisô, which combines values from a qualitative paradigm 

with a more structured coding and theme development. This contains an approach 

often referred to as template analysis (King, 1998). Template analysis is described 

as providing a balance of structure with the flexibility to be adapted to the 

requirements of a particular study (King, 2012; King & Brooks, 2018), and can be 

used within a range of epistemological positions (Brooks et al., 2015). Template 

analysis is also described as a technique rather than a complete methodology (King, 

2012), meaning that it was possible to use it within a realist evaluation framework. 

Template analysis principles have been previously used within a realist evaluation 

framework in the field of EP practice (Birch, 2015), and it is an approach that has 

been described as having óreal utility in diverse areas of qualitative psychology 

research settingsô (Brooks et al., 2015, p. 219). I therefore felt confident that I would 

be able to use this technique to develop context, mechanism and outcome themes 

within the data to answer my specific research questions, whilst also acknowledging 

some existing ideas from theory and literature. This would use a combination of 

inductive and deductive analysis, which I felt would align well with my 

epistemological position and chosen methodology, and this is discussed further 

within the empirical chapter. 

I decided to use NVivo as a practical tool for organising and coding the 

interview data, and I appreciate that there are debates around the potential 

constraints and opportunities of different coding technologies (Braun & Clarke, 

2022). I found using NVivo helpful, as extracts could be simply coded to themes, and 

these could be easily revised as necessary. I did not use any deductive functions of 

NVivo, for example searching for particular words, and I very much saw it as a tool to 

support the analysis and interpretation process happening in my mind (Evers, 2018). 
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In addition, I chose to complete some elements of the process through different 

mediums, for example I made familiarisation notes using the comments function on 

Microsoft Word, and clustered initial themes to produce the initial coding template by 

manually grouping these typed on small pieces of paper. I feel that this allowed me 

to engage with the data in different ways (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Jackson et al., 

2018). 

I initially found myself paying attention to the number of extracts and 

transcripts that were grouped under each theme. This was helpful, in that it drew my 

attention to themes that could perhaps be easily encompassed into other themes, or 

where a theme was so broad it could be better represented by a number of more 

specific themes. However, my supervisor helpfully reminded me that by overly 

focusing on frequency, my research could become more positivist, and that the 

purpose of my research was not to give a quantified or representative account of DA. 

This is echoed by King and Brooks (2018), who suggest that frequency counts are 

not meaningful in themselves, but that they may draw attention to interesting issues 

to explore further.  I also recognised that significant ideas, or ideas that particularly 

resonated with participants could appear infrequently. I therefore moved away from 

considering theme frequency as I progressed through the analysis process. 

My original higher-order themes were fairly descriptive, perhaps more similar 

to topic summaries as described by Braun and Clarke (2022). Whilst this was initially 

helpful when trying to categorise my many lower-level themes, I realised that I 

needed to develop these further. I felt that this would allow deeper interpretation of 

the data, and understanding of the contexts, mechanisms and outcomes in a more 

conceptual way. Interpretation of the data may also depend on epistemological 

position (Willig, 2013). In line with a critical realist approach, I made sense of the 

data though considering possible psychological and social processes that may have 

occurred during participantsô accounts, and using these to provide an explanatory 

account of the data (Willig, 2013). Throughout this, I considered the ethical 

responsibility involved in the interpretation, and therefore the transformation, of data 

(Willig, 2017), and subsequently being able to share this with participants was 

another way in which holding a focus group felt to be beneficial. When reporting the 

themes, I was concerned that the richness of the data would be reduced. A 
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ófragmentation of accountsô (King & Brooks, 2018, p. 232) can be a limitation of 

thematic analysis, where the context of the data and a more holistic sense of 

individual experiences can be lost in the analysis and presentation process. Through 

discussion with my supervisor, I have recognised that the aim of my research has 

been to develop an initial unified theory, rather than reflecting individual voices, and 

therefore this approach is appropriate. 

I ended up with a relatively high number of themes, with nine main themes 

and 21 subthemes. I wonder if this reflects that my interview questions were broad, 

or a diversity in the experiences of participants. This may have also been linked to 

the way that I kept context, mechanism and outcome themes separate. In hindsight, I 

wonder if I could have done this differently, and whether this would have supported 

the development of my CMO hypotheses. In addition, social processes are 

acknowledged to have óextraordinary complexityô (Pawson, 2006, p. 42), and 

therefore gathering a large amount of data may be unsurprising (Southall, 2014), 

particularly at this relatively early stage of theory development. I wanted to ensure 

that all my original themes, and not just those which directly related to the CMO 

hypotheses, were presented in my analysis, as I felt it was rich data in its own right 

that would add to the understanding of how EPs use DA. However, I also appreciate 

the importance of prioritising themes which clearly address the research question 

and appear strongly in participant accounts (King & Brooks, 2018), which I have tried 

to do as much as possible. 

The data analysis process within this research was an area of learning for me. 

As I progressed through the stages, I had to put aside the drive to finalise things as 

soon as possible, and instead lean into it as an iterative and órecursiveô (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022, p. 92) process. I had to remind myself that my interpretation and 

analysis would gradually develop over time, and found that stepping away from the 

process before returning to it after a break was beneficial. I also found that my 

knowledge and awareness of the process itself developed as I implemented the 

stages. This meant that when I started, I was unsure how the end product would 

look, and I have resonated with discussion from Braun and Clarke (2022) around 

managing anxiety and uncertainty when carrying out thematic analysis. 
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3.2.8. Ethical Considerations 

Several ethical considerations have been considered in the empirical chapter 

of this thesis portfolio, and I have reflected further on some of these. I recognise that 

ethical issues are intrinsic throughout the research process, including formulation of 

research questions, through to data collection, analysis and dissemination (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2017). This was supported by completing a 

thorough ethical approval process, but also considering my development of ethical 

research behaviour and capacity to sense, judge and act in an ethically committed 

way throughout the research (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2017). This is linked to 

professional culture, and I feel that the centrality of ethics within EP professional 

standards and guidelines supported me with this. Overall, I felt that the topic of DA 

was fairly ósafeô, as it is something that is frequently discussed within EP practice, 

and is not considered to be especially sensitive or emotional. I feel that the risks 

were therefore reduced (British Educational Research Association; BERA 6, 34; BPS 

CoHRE 2.4; HCPC Standards of Conduct Performance and Ethics; SoCPE 6.1, 6.2), 

and this hopefully contributed to participants feeling comfortable during the research 

process. 

BPS CoHRE 2.3 refers to social responsibility, including the aim of generating 

psychological knowledge being to support beneficial outcomes and contribute to a 

ócommon goodô. In addition, BPS CoHRE 2.2 refers to ensuring that research 

contributes to the development of knowledge and understanding. By completing a 

thorough literature review and carefully considering the objectives of my research, I 

hope that findings will contribute to the professional knowledge base, and has 

therefore been a worthwhile use of time for me and for participants. I also hope that 

EPs who participated in this study may have felt that their involvement was 

inherently worthwhile, by offering an opportunity for professional reflection on DA 

practice, in a context where this time is often not afforded. From my experience of 

completing the interviews and focus group, I am hopeful that this may have been the 

case, and I did receive positive comments from some participants afterwards which 

was encouraging. 

Another interesting ethical principle for reflection was the dual role that I held, 

as both a researcher but also a TEP in the Educational Psychology Service (EPS) 
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where I was conducting the research (BERA 19; HCPC SoP 2.12). As mentioned in 

the empirical chapter, consideration was given to this dual role and steps were taken 

to minimise any ethical issues arising from this, including use of gatekeepers, 

separate email addresses and emphasising the voluntary nature of the study. 

However, it was the case that I had prior professional relationships with some 

participants, and/ or had some shared experience with them in terms of working in 

the same EPS. This is referred to by Garton and Copland (2010) as óacquaintance 

interviewsô. From my experience, I wonder if this could have been a positive thing, in 

terms of building rapport and perhaps the interview being a more enjoyable process 

for participants. At times, our shared experience was used by participants to co-

construct the interview (Garton & Copland, 2010), for example when referring to 

processes specific to the EPS we work in. I also feel that having a prior relationship 

reduced any power imbalance between us that may have been more inherent in 

alternative situations between a researcher and participant (referred to in BERA 19 

and BPS CoHRE 2.4, 4.11), as previous interactions may have had a different 

dynamic. However, during the focus group, it may be that participants were less 

likely to openly challenge my interpretations as they were known to me as 

colleagues. Therefore it should be acknowledged that their feedback may have a 

positive leaning due to my dual role. 

The broader dual role as a TEP and researcher has also been interesting to 

navigate. I feel that I identify more with my role as TEP, as this is more closely linked 

to my professional identity. This was challenging when conducting the interviews and 

focus group, as I wonder if at times my instinct was to fall into more of a TEP role, as 

though I was having more of a learning or reflective conversation with colleagues. 

This also may have been linked to conducting my research within my placement 

service, as the participants and I were having to negotiate and reconcile new 

identities as interviewer and interviewee (Garton & Copland, 2010). Had this not 

been the case, I wonder if it might have felt easier to keep my roles and identities 

separate.  
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3.3. Contribution to Knowledge and Implications for Practice 

3.3.1. Proposed Dissemination 

Effective dissemination of research has been suggested to narrow the gap 

between research and practice, supporting evidence-based practice (Sedgwick & 

Stothard, 2021). There are also ethical imperatives for dissemination, for example 

BERA (2018) guideline 72 refers to a responsibility to make findings public for the 

benefit of others, and guideline 5 refers to informing participants about the outcomes 

of research in relevant and useful ways. Participants were informed of planned 

dissemination on the information sheet and consent form (BPS CoHRE 4). It has 

been suggested that using a multi-stranded communications approach for 

dissemination is more likely to be successful, and that this should be appropriate for 

the target audience (Harmsworth & Turpin, 2000). Initially, I plan to disseminate my 

findings at a service level by presenting my research during an upcoming projects 

and research day. As participants were recruited from my placement service, this will 

hopefully give some participants an opportunity to hear feedback directly. In addition, 

I intend to produce a summary document of my findings which can be distributed to 

all participants and more widely within the service. During the interviews a number of 

participants expressed interest in my findings, and sharing findings in this way feels 

important, particularly as I had hoped that a benefit of EPs participating would be 

supporting their reflective practice around DA.  

I also hope to share my research more widely within the profession and 

beyond. Harmsworth and Turpin (2000) refer to three main dissemination purposes, 

and I feel that these could all be relevant to this study. For example, awareness 

could be facilitated through a medium such a blog, that could be accessible to 

people who may not need detailed understanding of the research findings but would 

find awareness helpful. This could include school staff, or parents, and may support 

understanding of what DA is, what they can expect and why EPs may choose to use 

it. Dissemination for understanding and action could be targeted towards EPs who 

require deeper knowledge of the findings and may adjust their practice as a result. 

This could be achieved through publishing findings in a peer-reviewed journal such 

as Educational Psychology in Practice, presenting a webinar or sharing at regional or 

national conferences. This may also require a consideration of implementation 
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science, to facilitate sustainable change at an organisational level (Sedgwick & 

Stothard, 2021). In addition, this thesis will be published open access on the 

University of East Anglia (UEA) digital repository, so that anyone wishing to access 

the full text, for example if conducting future research on the topic of DA, will be able 

to do so. 

3.3.2. Contribution to Knowledge Within the Field of Educational Psychology 

To the best of my knowledge, this is the first study to use a realist evaluation 

framework to explicitly explore the contexts, mechanisms and outcomes that may be 

important in EP use of DA. Implications for EPs from this research have been 

explored in more detail in the empirical chapter, and include developing 

understanding of how EPs use DA in practice, developing theoretical frameworks 

and best practice approaches for guidelines and training, use as a reflective tool for 

EPs, developing awareness of DA amongst other stakeholders and supporting DA 

implementation at a systemic level. This study has contributed to answering calls for 

increased research into EP use of DA, to support the development of guidelines and 

regulation for the training, supervision and practice of DA by EPs (Green & Birch, 

2019), and use of a realist evaluation approach to explore the contexts and 

mechanisms that may contribute to outcomes when EPs use DA (Stacey, 2017). In 

addition, it is hoped that this study will support EPs to adhere to professional 

guidelines (Health and Care Professions Council, 2023) in terms of their application 

of theory and evidence in their practice, and embodying the role of óscientist-

practitionerô (Fallon et al., 2010, p. 4). 

This study also adds to the existing literature on EP views of DA, and 

triangulates previous findings (for example Murphy, 2023; Stacey, 2017) with an 

original sample of EPs. I hope that future research may be able to further develop 

the initial programme theory and CMO hypotheses, perhaps exploring them in 

alternative contexts, using different methods for further triangulation, or from the 

perspectives of a range of stakeholders. 

I feel that using a realist evaluation framework has supported this study to 

have an original contribution to the literature base, by providing a structure and focus 

on the contexts, mechanisms and outcomes involved in DA. Therefore, I hope that it 

may have provided another useful example of how a realist evaluation framework 
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can be used to evaluate areas relevant to EP work to support understanding of how 

psychological processes may work in real-world practice, as suggested by Matthews 

(2003).  

3.3.3. Contribution to Personal Knowledge and Skill Development 

The process of completing this research has enhanced my personal 

knowledge and skills in several ways. Prior to completing this Doctorate, I had not 

encountered ontology and epistemology, nor ever considered my personal position. I 

think perhaps I have previously subconsciously adopted a more positivist position, 

for example judging research through standards such as bias and generalisability 

(Varpio et al., 2021), and I wonder whether this is linked to my previous teaching in 

psychology and experience in primarily quantitative methods. Although exploring 

theoretical orientations was initially overwhelming, through my experiences on the 

course in teaching, practice and research, my understanding has developed, and I 

anticipate that this will continue to evolve. Through this process I feel that I am now 

able to appreciate how different types of research might fit with different areas, 

questions and approaches, as well as situating my own position within this.  

Throughout this research process my experience and skills in qualitative 

methodology have greatly developed, from a place of conscious incompetence 

(Rogers et al., 2013) and minimal prior experience. I found teaching sessions and 

my own reading helpful in beginning to distinguish between different qualitative 

methods, and deciding what would be most appropriate for my research. In particular 

I found it valuable to look at examples in research relating to EP practice, a context 

that was familiar to me. This allowed me to decide on the most appropriate 

techniques for my own study. From then on, I found my understanding and 

confidence with these techniques gradually developed as I worked through the 

process, towards conscious competence (Rogers et al., 2013), and this will be 

helpful if I am involved in qualitative research in the future.  

My knowledge, understanding and skills in application of realist evaluation 

methodology have also developed over the course of this research, as this was not 

something I had previously encountered. The literature on realist evaluation is vast, 

and at times can seem abstract, therefore determining how I could apply this 

framework within the pragmatic demands of my research required patience. As a 
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result of this, I now feel more confident in interpreting and understanding studies that 

have used this methodology, and could use realist evaluation frameworks to shape 

future research that I may conduct. 

DA is an approach that I use within my practice, and hope to develop further. 

Through this research process, for example when exploring the literature, 

interviewing participants and completing data analysis, I have developed my 

understanding of the theory underpinning DA, and the ways in which it can be 

applied in practice. I feel that this has allowed me to reflect on my own assessment 

practices, and I have gained ideas about approaches I would like to use in the future. 

I am grateful to my participants for sharing their enthusiasm and experiences with 

me, and I hope that this research may help to inspire and support EPs and TEPs in 

their practice. 

Throughout my academic journey so far, this thesis is the largest piece of 

work that I have completed and one that has been over 2 years in development. At 

times, the scale of the project has felt intimidating, particularly alongside other 

course demands. I have drawn on skills in time-management and planning, 

particularly in terms of breaking things down into steps and taking these one at a 

time, rather than thinking too far ahead. I have also needed to show flexibility in 

being adaptable to changes and new suggestions, and a perseverance to keep 

going through the more challenging elements of the process. Nearing submission, it 

feels like a huge achievement. 

3.4. Conclusion 

This final chapter of the thesis portfolio has provided a reflective and reflexive 

account of my experiences throughout the research process. I hope that by justifying 

and reflecting on decisions that I have made, understanding of my research and its 

implications have been enhanced. I have also endeavoured to illustrate my skills as 

a reflective and reflexive practitioner by considering how I have influenced this 

research, and how it has developed my own knowledge and skills. These are 

competencies which I anticipate to be invaluable in future research I may be involved 

in, and throughout my practice as a qualified EP. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Literature Searches Completed 

Database Search terms Seach details 

UEA Library (hosted by EBSCO) ñDynamic assessmentò AND [ñEducational psychologyò OR 

ñEducational Psychologistò OR ñEducational Psychologistsò] 

Abstract 

Academic journals AND 

Dissertations/ Theses 

Scopus ñDynamic assessmentò AND [ñEducational psychologyò OR 

ñEducational Psychologistò OR ñEducational Psychologistsò] 

Abstract 

Articles 

APA PsycInfo (via EBSCO) ñDynamic assessmentò AND [ñEducational psychologyò OR 

ñEducational Psychologistò OR ñEducational Psychologistsò] 

Abstract 

Academic journals and Dissertations 

ERIC ñDynamic assessmentò AND [ñEducational psychologyò OR 

ñEducational Psychologistò OR ñEducational Psychologistsò] 

Abstract 

Taylor and Francis Online ñDynamic assessmentò AND [ñEducational psychologyò OR 

ñEducational Psychologistò OR ñEducational Psychologistsò] 

Abstract 

Educational Psychology in 

Practice Journal (Taylor and 

Francis Online) 

ñDynamic assessmentò All articles 

BPS Explore ñDynamic assessmentò All periodical articles 
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Appendix B: Definitions of DA 

Table B1 

Definitions of DA, Partly Reproduced From Stacey (2017) 

Reference Definition 

Lidz (1991, p. 6) óAn approach that follows a test-intervene-retest format, and that focuses on 

learner modifiability and on producing suggestions for interventions that appear 

successful in facilitating improved learner performance. Dynamic assessment also 

provides information regarding functional and dysfunctional metacognitive 

processes, as well as regarding intensity of intervention involved in producing 

change.ô 

Waters and 

Stringer (1997, 

p. 97) 

'In offering an individual an assessment task, the assessor is concerned to set the 

best possible conditions for the individual, to observe the cognitive strengths and 

weaknesses of the individual as they attempt the task, and to use those 

observations as feedback to determine the nature and amount of mediation ('the 

connecting and enriching link') required to enable the individual to succeed on that 

task.' 

Deutsch and 

Reynolds (2000, 

p. 312) 

óAssessments based on adult mediation represent intensive, time-limited 

interactions where the assessor is not looking for the average performance of a 

child, but is searching for samples of maximal performance as an indication of 

his/her ZPD and is also seeking means to help him/her to move through it.ô 

Elliott (2000, p. 

61) 

óA measure that directly assesses the process of learning, by means of adult-child 

scaffolded interaction, and examines the child's potential to learn (given 

appropriate intervention).ô 

Tzuriel (2000b, 

p. 180) 

óThe term Dynamic Assessment refers to an assessment of thinking, perception, 

learning and problem solving by an active teaching process aimed at modifying 

cognitive functioning. Dynamic Assessment differs from conventional static tests in 

regard to its goals, processes, instruments, test situation and interpretation of 

results.' 
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Reference Definition 

Lauchlan and 

Elliott (2001, p. 

648) 

'Dynamic Assessment aims to help the child gain a better grasp of the nature of the 

task, draw upon important cognitive and metacognitive processes and, by 

addressing the affective realm, build feelings of competence. As a result, such 

assessment should provide important diagnostic information about the child's ability 

to learn, maintain and transfer new skills.ô 

Haywood and 

Tzuriel (2002, p. 

40) 

óA subset of interactive assessments that includes deliberate and planned 

mediational teaching and the assessment of the effects of that teaching on 

subsequent performance.ô 

Elliott (2003, p. 

16) 

óAn umbrella term used to describe a heterogeneous range of approaches that are 

linked by a common element, that is, instruction and feedback are built into the 

testing process and are differentiated on the basis of an individual's performance.ô 

Lussier and 

Swanson (2005, 

p. 66) 

óProcedure that attempts to modify performance, via examinersô assistance, in an  

effort to understand learning potential.ô 

Yeomans (2008, 

p. 105) 

'Dynamic Assessment examines the processes, rather than the products of 

learning. It identifies strengths and weaknesses in the process skills or cognitive 

functions of the learner. The unique feature of Dynamic Assessment that 

differentiates it from other major assessment paradigméis that intervention is an 

integral part of the assessment process.' 

Lawrence and 

Cahill (2014, p. 

192) 

óDA provides an assessment of thinking, perception, learning and problem solving 

using an active teaching process aimed at modifying cognitive functioningé It 

involves an assessor actively intervening during the course of the task with the goal 

of intentionally inducing changes in the learnerôs level of functioning.ô 

Lidz (2014, p. 

296) 

óA procedure that provides adjustments in response to the response of the learner 

to the embedded interventions sufficient to generate useful and meaningful 

recommendations for intervention which promote learner competence. The nature 

of these adjustments provides the content we need for individualised educational 

programs and for monitoring student progress over time.ô 

Stacey (2017, p. 

21) 

óDynamic assessment describes approaches to assessment which focus on 

illuminating the cognitive processes and affective factors impacting on a childôs 

performance through the child and assessor working together on a task. Integral to 

the assessment is the active role of the assessor in trying to create the optimum 



183 
 

 

 

  

Reference Definition 

conditions for the child to learn both content needed for the task and more general 

processes that can be applied to both the task and beyond. Working in this way 

allows the assessor to gauge the childôs responsiveness to support and to use 

these observations to subsequently inform tailored intervention in the classroom 

which will help the child learn more effectively.ô 
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Appendix C: Studies Reporting DA Outcomes 

Table C1 

Summary of Studies Reporting DA Outcomes 

Reference 
Methodology (data 

gathered, DA tasks and 

analysis method used) 
Participants Suggested Outcomes of DA 

 Child Teacher EP Parent 

Elliott et al. 

(1996) 

Case study 

 

Sub-test of the CMB 

requiring sequential 

skills 

 

Reflection of the EP 

on the case 

1 EP Providing an 

environment which 

helped the child to 

become less 

apprehensive of the 

test situation. 

Teacher gained a more 

optimistic view of the 

childôs learning 

difficulties. 

 

Teacher gained 

insights about how 

teaching approaches 

could be altered to 

meet the childôs needs. 

Clearer identification of 

the cognitive processes 

underlying the childôs 

performance. 

 

The opportunity to 

explore affective factors 

contributing to the 

childôs performance. 

 

Birnbaum 

and 

Deutsch 

(1996) 

Case study. 

 

Complex Figure 

Drawing. 

 

16 word memory 

test (LPAD). 

 

1 EP  Provided information 

about progress as a 

result of repetition, the 

type of mediation which 

supported the child, his 

cognitive functions and 

affective factors 

impacting on learning 

potential. 

Provided information 

about progress as a 

result of repetition, the 

type of mediation which 

supported the child, his 

cognitive functions and 

affective factors 

impacting on learning 

potential. 
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Reference 
Methodology (data 

gathered, DA tasks and 

analysis method used) 
Participants Suggested Outcomes of DA 

 Child Teacher EP Parent 

Reflection of the EP 

on the case. 

Freeman 

and Miller 

(2001) 

Questionnaire and 

quantitative analysis. 

 

Participants given a 

purpose and two 

examples of reports 

based on different 

types of 

assessment. 

59 SENDCos  DA rated as being more 

useful than norm-

referenced measures 

understanding 

studentsô difficulties 

and as a basis for 

future planning for that 

student. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Landor et 

al. (2007) 

Semi-structured 

interviews, although 

some teachers 

completed these as 

questionnaires. 

 

Thematic analysis. 

 

A range of DA 

materials including 

the CATM and CMB, 

checklists of 

cognitive functions 

and affective factors. 

14 children and 

their class 

teachers 

Perceptions of general 

positive change from 

children and teachers.  

 

Improvement in 

teaching and learning 

strategies and in the 

childôs understanding of 

these strategies. 

 

Perceptions of general 

positive change from 

children and teachers. 

 

Improvement in 

teaching and learning 

strategies and in the 

childôs understanding of 

these strategies. 
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Reference 
Methodology (data 

gathered, DA tasks and 

analysis method used) 
Participants Suggested Outcomes of DA 

 Child Teacher EP Parent 

Lauchlan et 

al. (2007) 

Case study. 

 

Analogies subtest 

from the CMB, 

creation of learning 

profile with the child. 

 

Reflection of the EP 

on the case. 

1 EP Positive changes in the 

childôs confidence, 

independence and 

effort. 

 

Child was happier to 

attend school and 

motivated to repeat the 

DA. 

   

Wills 

(2008) 

 

Lawrence 

and Cahill 

(2014) 

 

Note: these 

studies report 

the same data 

so have been 

presented 

together. 

Semi-structured 

interviews/ focus 

groups. 

 

Thematic analysis. 

 

Standardised DA 

tools including the 

CATM, CITM and 

CMB. 

9 children, 8 

parents and 7 

teachers 

DA was described as a 

positive experience for 

the child due to being 

child centred, focused 

on the process of 

learning and allowing 

experience of success 

and improvement. 

DA positively impacted 

upon the childôs 

emotional wellbeing, 

self-perceptions, self-

esteem, self-belief in 

learning situations, 

motivation, learning, 

behaviour and social 

relationships. 

DA provides valuable 

and useful information 

for teachers, parents 

and children with 

Special Educational 

Needs (SEN). 

 

DA encouraged parents 

and teachers to 

consider the context 

around the child and 

their needs, and their 

view of the problem 

shifted from within the 

child to consideration of 

the environmental 

context and their role 

 DA provides valuable 

and useful information 

for teachers, parents 

and children with SEN. 

 

DA provided useful 

information to parents 

and teachers, and their 

view of the problem 

shifted from within the 

child to consideration of 

the environmental 

context and their role 

within this. This was 

linked with a more 

optimistic view of the 

child and their future, 
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Reference 
Methodology (data 

gathered, DA tasks and 

analysis method used) 
Participants Suggested Outcomes of DA 

 Child Teacher EP Parent 

within this. This was 

linked with a more 

optimistic view of the 

child and their future, 

demonstrating a holistic 

impact of DA on the 

child. 

demonstrating a holistic 

impact of DA on the 

child. 

Stacey 

(2017) 

Case study 

 

Semi-structured 

interviews with EP 

and SENDCo; 

structured 

observations; 

scrutiny of written 

information; 

questionnaire 

completed by 

SENDCo pre- and 

post- the 

assessment. 

 

óUsed a variety of 

published tests and 

toys. 

 

1 EP, 1 

SENDCo 

 Impacted upon the 

beliefs of the SENDCo, 

and their approach to 

working with the child. 

 

Changes to the childôs 

individual education 

plan as a result of the 

DA process. 

Challenging 

assumptions about 

what might help 

support the child, 

reminding them of the 

childôs strengths, and 

feeling more 

comfortable with their 

approach to working 

with the child. 
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Reference 
Methodology (data 

gathered, DA tasks and 

analysis method used) 
Participants Suggested Outcomes of DA 

 Child Teacher EP Parent 

Pattern-matching 

logicô, based on 

Miles and Huberman 

(1994); statistical 

analysis of 

quantitative data 

where appropriate. 
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Appendix D: Contexts Hypothesised to Impact DA Outcomes 

Table D1 

Summary of Contexts Hypothesised to Impact DA Outcomes 

Reference Contexts hypothesised to impact DA outcomes 

Yeomans 

(2008) 

Factors hypothesised to bridge the gap between assessment and intervention in the 

context of DA: 

o Using language familiar to school staff when discussing DA. 

o Follow up to assessment involving direct contact with school staff, aiming to 

explain and discuss the findings of DA and address concerns about the 

implementation of interventions. 

o Sharing common assessment and intervention goals. 

o Sharing a common curriculum context. 

o Sharing a common language. 

Lauchlan and 

Carrigan 

(2013) 

o Focusing on a small number of learning principles. 

o Using a consultation approach alongside DA. 

Lidz (2014); 

Lidz and 

Haywood 

(2014) 

o Using a consultation approach alongside DA. 

Stacey 

(2017) 

Proposed óbest practiceô DA activity system: 

o EPs should emphasise useful information obtained from DA when promoting 

and explaining DA to clients. 

o EP services should provide a range of tools for EPs to use when carrying out 

DA 

o EPs require access to a range of training opportunities. 

o Service managers should support EPs to use DA. 

o Promote use of DA with children with language difficulties, due to concerns 

around verbal demands of many standardised cognitive assessment. 

o DA should be viewed as a useful tool within a consultative model of practice, 

including DA being observed or carried out jointly with a person concerned about 

the child, followed by a joint problem solving session. 

o Involvement of adults in the DA process should be promoted to challenge 

beliefs about the childôs ability and model a mediational teaching style. 

o Services should recognise the importance of their own support for the 

approach and challenge cultural beliefs held by partners. 
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Reference Contexts hypothesised to impact DA outcomes 

o EPs should embrace their professional judgement, and capacity for decision 

making and choice within their DA practice 

o Time required for EPs to develop the skills needed to carry out DA should be 

recognised and supported through CPD. 

o EPs need to develop a wider range of tools for assessment and recording, 

sharing ideas within the profession will support with this. 

o EPs should develop tools which allow recording of observations and thoughts 

whilst leading the assessment. 
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Appendix E: Process of Template Analysis 

Stage 1: Development of A Priori Coding Template 

Table E1 

A Priori Coding Template 

 

Table E2 

A Priori Coding Template With Literature References 

Contexts Mechanisms Outcomes 

1a - Involving school staff in 

the DA process 

2a ï School staff 

understanding and 

perceptions of CYP needs 

3a ï Environmental changes 

made by school staff 

1b ï Use of DA in certain 

situations 

2b ï CYP experience of the 

DA 

3b - CYP changes their 

perception of themselves 

and their learning 

1c ï Service level factors 

such as resources, support 

and time available to EPs 

2c ï EP understanding of 

cognitive and affective 

learning factors impacting 

the CYP 

3c ï EP has a clearer view 

of CYP strengths and needs 

1d ï Resources used by 

individual EPs in DA 

2d ï EP willingness to use 

DA 

3d ï Longer term positive 

outcomes for CYP 

1e ï Perceptions around 

different kinds of 

assessment 

  

Context/ 

Mechanism/ 

Outcome 

Link to a 

priori 

template  

Description References 

Context 1a Involving school staff in the DA 

process. 

Yeomans (2008); Stacey (2017) 

Context 1a Using familiar and accessible 

language when discussing DA with 

school staff. 

Yeomans (2008) 
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Context/ 

Mechanism/ 

Outcome 

Link to a 

priori 

template  

Description References 

Context 1a Using consultation as part of DA. Lauchlan and Carrigan (2013); Liz 

(2014); Lidz and Haywood (2014); 

Stacey (2017) 

Context 1b Use of DA for CYP with certain 

needs where standardised 

assessment may be less 

appropriate. 

Stacey (2017); Minks et al. (2020) 

Context 1c EPs have the training and resources 

(including time and support) required 

to carry out DA competently. 

Stacey (2017); Deutsch and 

Reynolds (2000); Kennedy (2006); 

Murphy (2023); Stringer et al. (1997) 

Context 1d Tools for EPs to support assessment 

and recording of observations and 

thoughts. 

Stacey (2017); Deutsch and 

Mohammed (2008); Lauchlan and 

Carrigan (2013) 

Context 1e Perceptions and view around 

different kinds of assessment. 

Deutsch and Reynolds (2000); 

Hymer et al. (2002); Murphy (2023); 

Atfield et al. (2023) 

Mechanism 2a School staff change their perceptions 

of the CYPôs needs. 

Stacey (2017); Wills (2008); 

Lawrence and Cahill (2014) 

Mechanism 2a School staff increase their 

understanding of the CYPôs needs. 

Elliott et al. (1996); Birnbaum and 

Deutsch (1996); Deutsch and 

Reynolds (2000); Freeman and Miller 

(2001) 

Mechanism 2a School staff have a more optimistic 

view of the CYP. 

Elliott et al. (1996); Wills (2008); 

Lawrence and Cahill (2014) 

Mechanism 2b CYP less apprehensive of the test 

situation 

Elliott et al. (1996) 

Mechanism 2b CYP experiences success. Wills (2008); Yeomans (2008) 

Mechanism 2b DA is child-centred, can be 

responsive to CYPôs needs. 

Wills (2008); Murphy (2023) 

Mechanism 2b Children are involved in the follow up 

to the assessment. 

Lauchlan and Carrigan (2013); 

Landor et al. (2007) 

Mechanism 2b DA positive experience for the CYP. Wills (2008); Atfield et al. (2023) 
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Context/ 

Mechanism/ 

Outcome 

Link to a 

priori 

template  

Description References 

Mechanism 2c EP gains information about the 

cognitive and affective factors 

impacting the CYPôs learning. 

Elliott et al. (1996) 

Mechanism 2d EPs feel comfortable in their 

approach working with the CYP. 

Stacey (2017); Murphy (2023) 

Mechanism 2d EP feels supported by their service 

to complete DA. 

Stacey (2017) 

Outcome 3a School staff make environmental 

changes to support the CYPôs needs. 

Elliott et al. (1996); Landor et al. 

(2007); Stacey (2017) 

Outcome 3b CYPôs understanding of learning 

strategies increased. 

Landor et al. (2007) 

Outcome 3b CYP self-perceptions are impacted. Lauchlan et al. (2007); Wills (2008); 

Lawrence and Cahill (2014); Deutsch 

and Reynolds (2000) 

Outcome 3c EP has a clearer view of the CYPôs 

strengths and needs, to inform 

intervention recommendations. 

Elliott et al. (1996) 

Outcome 3d Positive outcomes for CYP 

(independence, effort, happier to 

attend school, emotional wellbeing, 

learning behaviour, social 

relationships, motivation). 

Landor at al. (2007); Lauchlan et al. 

(2007); Wills (2008); Lawrence and 

Cahill (2014) 
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Stage 2: Initial Coding 

Example Transcript Extract 

Researcher   5:39 

Yeah. 

And so in terms of those outcomes of dynamic assessment, what would you say that 

they are for? 

I guess you think of it sort of for the child and then for the teacher maybe. 

And also for yourself. 

What what's the result of that process? 

 

Participant 2   5:59 

I think for the child it would definitely be a positive. 

Hopefully a positive experience and it's interesting. 

I've just had a student, ohh she just finished today and she's had a go at some 

dynamic assessment and I think one of her core erm competencies is that, yeah, 

was to do a standardized assessment and and just thinking about how using both of 

those tools left her feeling and left maybe hypothesize about how the pupil, the 

student might have felt from that was really interesting exercise to do. 

But erm yeah, usually. 

Well, dynamic assessment is is positive. 

The child's made progress, erm so it's a positive experience for the child. 

It may hopefully give the child a bit of insight to how they learn and um how they 

approach tasks erm. 

Yeah, and I think for some I do tend to invite sort an adult in to observe the 

mediation. 

Whether or not that always happens is um depend is depending on if the teacher can 

leave the class etcetera. 

But again, it's just thinking about how to approach a task, and most of the time 

they're quite sort of ñwow, they've done itò and it's that opportunity to observe, I think 

is quite erm a positive one in itself. 

But yeah, and you, you're looking at the cognitive abilities of the child as well. 
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So hopefully a bit of an insight on how they learn and how to support their learning 

going forward, I think. 

 

Researcher   7:51 

That'd be an outcome for you or for the teacher, or both, yeah. 

 

Participant 2   7:57 

Hopefully both. 

But yeah, yeah. 

For me as well, it gives me an insight into to what works and some of their cognitive 

strengths and and areas that may need supporting so. 

 

Researcher   8:01 

Do you tend to like, do you share the key information with teachers at all? 

I guess sometimes they come and observe as a. 

 

Participant 2   8:22 

I try to or. 

It would either be the teacher or the SENCo, depending on. 

Obviously if the teacherôs teaching it's sometimes quite awkward to feedback at that 

point, erm and I'll put it in the report. 

I'll umm, err try to phrase my reports around sort of erm, mediation strategies 

What's helped 

And strengths as well. 

So. Which isnôt always that helpful if it needs to go to panel [laughter]. 

But umm yeah. 

 

Researcher   8:56 

Umm yeah. 

So sometimes the teachers get that verbal feedback, sometimes it's reports, 

sometimes they're there. 
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Yeah. 

And I suppose 

Do you think? 

Yeah, there are any more outcomes in terms of for that teacher like, I wonder what 

could make that, is there a difference that's made as a result of them observing, and 

why that might be? 

 

Participant 2   9:23 

Do you know, I've never sort of followed that up and that that would be a really good 

thing to do erm. 

I suppose I'm, I'm just hoping that they'll take on board. 

I think as well it shows that sometimes just a small tweak or small amount of support 

can make quite a big difference, especially if weôre thinking metacognitively, and and 

looking at those cognitive skills erm, rather than focusing on delivering content, 

which I think a teacher may be more inclined to do. 

I think itôs looking at those skills based stuff and that metacognitive stuff, and, 

hopefully that makes a difference. 

 

Researcher   10:07 

Yeah. 

And yeah, going back when you spoke about those, the outcomes for the child and 

in terms of it being a positive experience, I'm wondering if you could like talk a bit 

more about that and maybe what it is about dynamic assessment that allows that 

compared to maybe you mentioned, like compared it to a standardized assessment? 

 

Participant 2   10:36 

I suppose it's that errorless learning. 

I suppose is a term we use in [Local Authority], isn't it? 

And other places as well. 

But it's that itôs that your, you do it together, so the child isn't failing where they do in 

standardized assessments you have to. 

I can't even remember how many they have to fail at five before you end the task, 
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and they're not daft. 

They know when they've not got it right, they they're um. 

Yeah. 

And how demoralizing is that? 

To sort of be faced with all these five questions that you can't answer. 

And so yeah, I think I think it's a lot more strength based what you can do. 

I try to, try to make it very explicit what I think are positives in their learning and how 

they've done, done things and how it's changed. 

We compare the before and after and  and think about what made the difference. 

So, what was it that we did differently? 

And I think it's that collaboration thatôs really sort of, I think you start off with the 

mediation and then it's kind of sitting back and letting them use the strategies you've 

mediated to to maybe finish the task or complete the next task. 

And yeah, Iôm just thinking about the CAT-M and thin- 

Yeah. 

So youôd mediate one and then they test again. 

So yeah, they then get to do it by themselves umm independently. 

 

Researcher   12:26 

Yeah, no that's interesting. 

And like for yourself, you were talking about the outcomes as like getting that 

exploration of cognitive skills, err but also like the mediation skills. 

What? 

What's kind of going on when you're doing it? 

What are you sort of thinking about and what is it about the dynamic assessment 

that's helping develop that understanding for you? 

 

Participant 2   12:46 

So I think I use umm itôs a tick sheets probably a good thing. 

So itôs got a list of all the cognitive abilities and cognitive skills so around input, 

elaboration and output. 

Erm and I might do that immediately. 



198 
 

 

Sort of during might do it during or and so immediately afterwards and that helps me 

think about the mediation techniques. 

And umm yeah, that kind of frames my thinking erm yeah, and that mediated. 

I don't know how many elements of mediated learning. 

So, you, you are thinking erm about what needs to be put in place for them, the 

mediated learning and the Feuerstein stuff and that kind of models my thinking as 

well. 

What what elements of that were really important and was it the relationship? 

Was it the umm visuals? 

Was it was what element of it helped scaffold if that makes sense as well? 

 

Researcher   13:54 

And are there any other outcomes for you in terms of, I suppose it comes back to like 

why you're using dynamic assessment and what that kind of in terms of like your 

practice, how does that fit? 

 

Participant 2   14:12 

Yeah, I think it's for me. 

It's quite an ethical outcome. 

I think erm some of the standardized assessments is kind of general knowledge and 

umm you either know it or you don't know and it just to me, it's not necessarily a sign 

of a lack of intelligence, especially some of the verbal stuff, is. 

I, I'm just thinking of vocabulary based stuff and even the you have to know what the 

words mean for to do the similarities assessment. 

That's very much based on your life experiences erm and whereas dynamic 

assessment isn't so much. 

So I've worked over the years in in quite deprived areas erm yeah, and it's more 

about youôre looking at potential as well rather than a static measure of what they 

know and what they don't know and what they can do at that point in time. 

And I think for me, with standardized assessments. 

You're not telling the school or parents anything. 

They don't already know, cause they'll know if there's a memory problem or their 
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verbal skills aren't great, but I think the co- dynamic assessment stuff that's gained is 

more insightful. 

It's more positive to feedback to parents as well, and to to school staff, so it's a more 

positive outcome as an EP and I think that's what we're trained to do is to think about 

next steps and ways forward rather than which the cognitive assessment type things 

don't give us. 

 

Researcher   15:44 

Yeah, no that's interesting. 

And you mentioned I outcomes for parents, which is sort of something that I've seen 

a bit about. 

But yeah, so Iôm wond- I don't know if you've got any experience of like feeding back 

to parents or do you think it impacts them at all? 

 

Participant 2   16:21 

Yeah. 

And I think as a parent myself. 

I just think it's the language we use, erm it's not a deficit model. 

It's a very strength based model erm so you're starting, it's a lot more positive about 

things that will support erm and especially if it's things that they can do at home as 

well. 

And it's just small twinges of how erm how we can work with that child. 

I think is a lot more positive and constructive is probably the right word. 

Than giving them lots of numbers and saying they're at the first percentile compared 

to 100. 

Yeah, it's quite personal, yeah. 

And it I think it shows maybe a more person centered erm approach as well. 
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Example Transcript Extracts with Familiarisation Notes in the Comments 

   

  






































































































































































































