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Abstract

Virtual Schools hold a distinctive position within the English education system, operating at the
interface of education, social care, and wider multi-agency networks to promote the educational
achievement and wellbeing of care-experienced children and young people (CYP). Professionals
working within these contexts navigate complex ethical, relational, and systemic demands, often
while supporting CYP for whom experiences of trauma, displacement, and identity disruption may
make belief particularly significant in their lives. While existing literature explores professional
values, ethics, and identity within education and social care separately, there is a notable absence
of research examining how Virtual School professionals navigate their own personal belief systems
within practice. This research addresses this gap by exploring how educational professionals em-
ployed by Virtual Schools navigate the intersection of their personal belief systems (religious,
atheist, or secular) and their professional responsibilities when working with care-experienced
CYP. Situated within a critical realist framework, the study adopted a qualitative design, generat-
ing data through semi-structured interviews with seven professionals and analysing them using
Reflexive Thematic Analysis. Findings are organised around four themes: belief woven into prac-
tice; different ways of navigating belief in practice; belief acting as a moral compass; and when
belief meets institutional reality. Belief was found to shape professional identity, decision-making,
and perseverance, often below conscious awareness, while institutional cultures offered limited
space for reflection on how belief shapes practice. The study contributes to understanding of how
belief is navigated within Virtual School practice and highlights implications for Educational Psy-
chologists in facilitating reflective, ethically attuned practice. Limitations relating to sample size
and self-selection are acknowledged, and future research directions are proposed, including work

centring the voices of care-experienced CYP.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1  Overview

This thesis explores how educational professionals working within Virtual Schools navi-
gate their personal belief systems in their practice with care-experienced children and young peo-
ple (CYP). It focuses on the intersection between practitioners’ belief systems and their profes-
sional decision-making within a context characterised by relational complexity, multi-agency
working, and the support of a highly vulnerable population. By exploring how belief is lived, ne-
gotiated, and enacted in practice, the study aims to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of
professional practice within Virtual School contexts and its implications for supporting care-expe-
rienced CYP, particularly in shaping how Educational Psychologists (EPs) might facilitate reflec-

tive spaces and support values-informed practice within these systems.

1.2 Context

Care-experienced CYP are among the most vulnerable populations in the English education
system. Many have lived through abuse, neglect, or family breakdown, and for some, entering care
brings further loss, of home, of school, of the familiar relationships that hold a sense of self to-
gether. Their educational progress, emotional wellbeing, and sense of belonging depend in large

part on the quality of the professional relationships and systems around them (NICE, 2021).

Care-experienced CYP, as the term is used throughout this thesis, encompasses those for
whom local authorities and Virtual Schools hold a statutory duty to promote educational achieve-
ment under the Children and Families Act 2014 and associated Department for Education (DfE)
guidance (DfE, 2018). This includes CYP currently looked after under the Children Act 1989, that
is, under a care order or accommodated by a local authority for more than 24 hours, as well as

those who have previously been in care. This definition also includes Unaccompanied Asylum-
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Seeking Children (UASC), who are generally granted looked after status under the Children Act
1989 through Section 20 accommodation, though the specific legal route may vary across local
authorities. Although previously looked after CYP include those who have been adopted, statutory
guidance positions Virtual School involvement with this group as less direct and more advisory in
nature (DfE, 2018), meaning they are typically less embedded within the multi-agency profes-
sional networks that are the focus of this study. This terminology reflects contemporary inclusive
language that recognises the ongoing impact of care experiences, rather than reducing CYP to

administrative categories.

This is also an increasingly diverse population. Recent data indicate that nearly 29% of
looked after children come from ethnically diverse backgrounds (DfE, 2025), and the number of
UASC within the care system has risen substantially, from approximately 4,150 in 2021 to a peak
of 7,440 in 2024 (DfE, 2025). For many of these CYP, personal belief systems serve as founda-
tional worldviews through which displacement, loss, and uncertainty are made meaningful, func-
tioning not merely as coping strategies but as sources of identity, continuity, and belonging in
contexts of profound disruption (Scott et al., 2022). Belief, in this sense, is not peripheral to the
lives of care-experienced CYP but central to how many of them make sense of who they are and

what has happened to them.

It 1s within this context that Virtual Schools occupy a distinctive position. Virtual Schools
are statutory educational services established under the Children and Families Act 2014, which
requires every local authority in England to appoint a Virtual School Head responsible for promot-
ing the educational achievement of looked after and previously looked after CYP (DfE, 2018).
Unlike conventional schools, Virtual Schools do not operate as physical institutions with enrolled

pupils. Instead, they function as coordinating services, working across education, social care,
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health, and care placements to monitor educational progress, advocate for individual CYP, and
build the capacity of the professional networks around them. This positioning places Virtual School
professionals at the intersection of multiple professional cultures, each shaped by its own values,
ethical frameworks, assumptions about practice, and conditions for what can be spoken, reflected

on, or acted upon.

Professionals within Virtual Schools occupy a range of roles, including advisory teachers,
Educational Psychologists (EPs), Speech and Language Therapists, and senior leaders such as Vir-
tual School Heads and Assistant Heads. These are inherently multi-professional spaces, bringing
together practitioners across a range of roles whose work is defined not by any single professional
identity but by their shared coordination around each child. While focusing on one role, such as
the Virtual School Head, given their statutory responsibility for promoting educational achieve-
ment, might seem a logical starting point, this would risk overlooking the organisational and rela-
tional complexity that characterises this context. Belief navigation does not occur in isolation
within a single role; rather, it is shaped through the interactions, tensions, and shared decision-
making that unfold across the wider professional network surrounding each child. This study there-
fore explores how belief is navigated across the workforce as a whole, rather than within any one

professional position.

Yet the intersection between practitioners' beliefs and their professional practice with this
population has received limited research attention. Despite growing recognition that personal val-
ues and worldviews shape professional identity and decision-making across education and social
care (Plante, 2014; Dinham, 2018), belief systems remain largely absent from professional guid-
ance, training frameworks, and reflective practice within Educational Psychology and related

fields (British Psychological Society (BPS), 2021, Respect and Integrity; Health and Care Profes-
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sions Council (HCPC), 2023, Standard 5.3). This absence appears particularly notable within Vir-
tual School contexts, where professionals coordinate support across education, social care, and
health for care-experienced CYP from refugee and asylum-seeking backgrounds, whose religious
and cultural identities may be central to their sense of belonging and continuity in contexts of
displacement and loss (Scott et al., 2022). Although professionals supporting UASC represent a
particularly relevant group, the present study addresses this gap across the Virtual School work-
force as a whole, for the reasons outlined above. It does so by exploring how belief is navigated
within Virtual School practice, shaping professional understanding, ethical reasoning, and rela-

tional engagement with care-experienced CYP.

The present study is situated within the field of Educational Psychology, where increasing
attention has been given to cultural competence and sensitivity to diversity in professional practice
(BPS, 2023, Standard 3g; HCPC, 2023, Standards 5.1 & 5.3). While these frameworks
acknowledge religion and belief, they tend to frame practitioners' own belief systems primarily as
potential sources of bias to be managed (BPS, 2023, Standard 3g; HCPC, 2023, Standards 5.1 &
5.3), rather than as meaningful dimensions of professional identity to be understood and reflected
upon. As a result, comparatively little attention has been given to how practitioners’ own belief
systems are experienced and navigated within practice. This is relevant given evidence that belief
can form a central component of professional identity and shape how practitioners approach their
work with CYP and families (Plante, 2014; Dinham, 2018). For EPs working within or alongside
Virtual Schools, where the cultural and religious diversity of care-experienced CYP continues to
grow (DfE, 2025), this gap carries particular practical significance, especially given EPs’ potential

role in supporting reflective, relational, and systemically informed practice.
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For the purposes of this study, a ‘significant personal belief system’ is defined as a strong
personal connection to religious beliefs, atheist principles, or secular values that shape an individ-
ual's worldview, moral and ethical frameworks, and approach to life. This may be expressed
through formal religious practices, personal spirituality, commitment to atheist or humanist prin-
ciples, or secular ethical frameworks. The term 'significant' distinguishes belief systems that ac-
tively shape how a person understands and engages with the world, including in their professional
role, from beliefs that may be held or endorsed but do not meaningfully inform how they act or
engage, whether or not that influence is consciously recognised. This term was chosen deliberately.
Rather than pointing only to how strongly a belief is held, which can mean different things to
different people, it is meant to capture belief that has a genuine and defining impact on a person's
life and practice. This inclusive framing recognises that non-religious worldviews can be as iden-
tity-shaping and practice-informing as religious ones (Lee, 2015; Woodhead, 2017) and informs

the study's inclusion criteria (see Methodology chapter).

The context under which professionals were invited to reflect on personal belief are them-
selves important to acknowledge. Data collection took place in 2025 against a backdrop of height-
ened public and political discourse around immigration, multiculturalism, and religious identity,
including increased scrutiny of Muslim and Jewish communities in the context of global conflicts
(Becker, 2023; Community Security Trust, 2025; Hopkins, 2007). This climate shaped the condi-
tions in which professionals were invited to reflect on personal belief and is likely to have influ-
enced both who felt comfortable participating and what participants chose to share. These dynam-

ics are considered further in the Methodology chapter.

1.3 Positionality

In this section, I establish my positionality and how it informed the research process.
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As a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP) with experience navigating different belief
systems across cultural contexts, I approached this study recognising that personal worldviews are
lived and meaningful, while also socially expressed and interpreted within professional settings

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Hofstede, 2001).

My positioning as someone who has experienced cultural transition and belief-related iden-
tity negotiation provided both analytic sensitivity and potential blind spots. Growing up in Croatia
during a period of social and political upheaval sensitised me to how belief systems can shift from
private identity markers to publicly charged social forces. This experience shaped my interest in

how professionals navigate belief within institutional environments.

My prior experience working within a Virtual School provided contextual familiarity with
the professional terrain of this study. During that time, I became aware of how much practitioners
brought to their work that went beyond formal training, a particular way of seeing a child, a quiet
persistence in the face of systemic barriers, an attentiveness to what mattered to a young person
that seemed rooted in something deeper than professional knowledge alone. I found myself won-
dering whether some of this was connected to who these practitioners were at a more personal
level, to the values and experiences that had shaped them long before they entered their profes-
sional roles. This curiosity, and the observation that it was rarely explored within professional

development or reflective practice, became the starting point for this research.

My Educational Psychology training further shaped this perspective through systemic and
relational approaches to practice, which emphasise the interaction between individuals and their
social, cultural, and organisational contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This lens informed my inter-

est in how Virtual School professionals navigate belief within complex, multi-layered systems.
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At the same time, my role as researcher required reflexive awareness of how this layered
familiarity might shape interpretation. Rather than seeking to eliminate subjectivity, I approached
my positioning as an analytic resource to be engaged with reflexively (Braun & Clarke, 2019;

Finlay, 2002). The implications of this stance are developed further in the Methodology chapter.

1.4 Theoretical Perspectives

This study is informed by several interconnected theoretical perspectives that shaped both
the research design and the interpretation of findings. Rather than applying a single framework,
the study draws on complementary lenses that support attention to the individual, relational, and

systemic dimensions of belief system navigation within professional practice.

The study adopts a critical realist ontological and epistemological position (Bhaskar, 1975;
Sayer, 2000), which holds that social phenomena, including belief systems, exist as real aspects of
lived experience, while recognising that our understanding of them is always shaped by social,
cultural, and institutional contexts. This position enabled me to treat participants' belief systems as
genuine and meaningful dimensions of their professional identities, while exploring how the ex-
pression and navigation of those beliefs were shaped by organisational structures, professional
norms, and relational dynamics. These implications are elaborated on further in the Methodology

chapter.

Bronfenbrenner's (1979, 1994) ecological systems theory provides a further orienting
framework. Virtual School professionals work within complex, multi-layered systems, operating
at the intersection of education, social care, and health, and their practice is shaped by interactions
across these interconnected contexts. An ecological lens supports understanding belief system nav-
igation as shaped by relational, organisational, cultural, and policy contexts, rather than solely as

an individual process. This perspective is particularly relevant within Virtual School contexts,
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where the professional networks surrounding each child involve multiple agencies, each with its

own professional culture, values, and expectations.

Finally, the study also draws on psychoanalytic thinking, particularly the work of Bion
(1962) on the relationship between emotional experience and thinking, and Menzies Lyth
(1988/1960) on social defence systems within organisations. These ideas informed attention to
how belief may operate below conscious awareness, shaping how practitioners perceive and re-
spond to professional situations, and to how organisational cultures may function defensively to
avoid engagement with the anxiety that genuine reflection on belief and values would require.
These ideas are revisited in the Discussion chapter to deepen understanding rather than impose a
predetermined framework. Additional theoretical resources are drawn upon there where they offer

insight into specific dynamics and practice implications.

Together, these theoretical lenses support an understanding of belief as simultaneously per-
sonal and systemic, real and contextually shaped, conscious and implicit. They informed not a
rigid theoretical model but a set of sensitising ideas that guided the research process and helped
make sense of the complexity participants described. It is also worth acknowledging that the way
I conceptualised belief systems shifted over the course of the project. My initial focus was on
religious belief, but as I engaged more deeply with the literature and came up against the practical
realities of recruitment, I came to understand belief systems more broadly, recognising that secular
and atheist worldviews can be just as identity-shaping and practice-informing as religious ones
(Lee, 2015; Woodhead, 2017). I develop this further in the Methodology chapter, along with the

pragmatic and philosophical thinking behind it.
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1.5 Research Aims

The primary aim of this study was to explore how educational professionals employed by
Virtual Schools navigate their personal belief systems when working with care-experienced CYP.
Specifically, it examined the intersection between personal belief systems and professional prac-

tice within the distinctive context of supporting this population.

This is a context in which practitioners may hold belief systems or cultural perspectives
that may or may not align with those of the CYP they support, and in which the personal
worldviews of both professionals and CYP shape the quality and nature of relational practice. The
study sought to understand how professionals navigate these dynamics, balancing personal beliefs
with ethical, relational, and organisational responsibilities. By attending to both direct relational
work and the wider systems that shape care and education, the research aimed to highlight the

often-unspoken identity negotiations that occur within these complex professional contexts.

1.6 Roadmap

The thesis is organised across five chapters. Following this introduction, the Scoping Re-
view chapter maps the existing literature across education, psychology, and social care, identifying
what 1s known about how professionals navigate belief systems in their work with care-experi-
enced CYP and establishing the gap that this study addresses. The Methodology chapter presents
the philosophical and methodological foundations of the study, detailing the critical realist posi-
tioning, the use of semi-structured interviews, and the analytic approach using Reflexive Thematic
Analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2022), alongside a reflexive account of the research process.
The Findings chapter presents the four themes developed through analysis: belief woven into prac-
tice; different ways of navigating belief in practice; belief acting as a moral compass; and when

belief meets institutional reality. The Discussion chapter interprets these findings in relation to
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existing literature and theory, considers their implications for Virtual School practice and Educa-
tional Psychology, and addresses the strengths, limitations, and future directions of the research,

including a personal reflection on its implications for my developing practice.
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2 SCOPING REVIEW

2.1 Chapter Overview

Building on the rationale established in the introduction, this chapter presents a scoping
review undertaken to map the existing literature on belief, professional practice, and work with
care-experienced CYP across education, psychology, and social care. Preliminary searches indi-
cated that, although separate bodies of literature examine professional values, cultural competence,
and belief systems across education, social care, and psychology, these areas are rarely considered
together. While each field offers relevant insights, there is limited research exploring how these
domains intersect within Virtual School contexts, the unique educational services supporting

looked after CYP.

Scoping reviews are particularly suited to exploring emerging fields where research may
be scattered across disciplines, enabling researchers to identify existing knowledge while docu-
menting significant gaps (Arksey & O'Malley, 2005; Tricco et al., 2016). This methodology was
therefore well suited to establishing whether the specific intersection of belief system navigation,

professional practice, and Virtual School work had been addressed.

These aims are addressed through Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) five-stage framework, as
refined by Levac et al. (2010), applied systematically across education, psychology, and social care
literature. Table 1 provides an overview of the framework and the steps taken at each stage of this

review, with each stage detailed in the sections that follow.



Table 1

22

Overview of the Arksey and O'Malley Methodological Framework for Conducting a Scoping Re-

view

The five stages

Steps taken for current review

Stage 1

Identifying the review question

Formulated review question: What research exists on how
professionals navigate personal belief systems when working
with care-experienced CYP in educational contexts?

Defined key concepts: significant belief systems, care-experi-
enced CYP, professional practice in educational contexts.
Identified target population: educational professionals em-
ployed by Virtual Schools, with broader inclusion due to lim-
ited direct literature.

Established search parameters to include education, psychol-
ogy, and social care databases.

Clarified purpose as gap-identification and mapping related

research domains rather than comprehensive synthesis.

Stage 2

Identifying the relevant studies

A comprehensive search strategy was employed using elec-
tronic databases and hand searching to gather both published
and unpublished studies.

Two systematic searches were conducted using the EBSCO
platform across multiple databases, using different search

term combinations to vary the breadth of retrieval. These were
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supplemented by hand searches using Google Scholar to iden-
tify grey literature and recent publications not captured
through the database searches.

To balance breadth and comprehensiveness within the capac-
ity of the researcher (Levac et al., 2010), titles and abstracts
of studies identified through the searches were read for inclu-
sion and exclusion.

A total of 792 records were screened across both search
streams, comprising 482 records from EBSCO database
searches and 310 from hand searching using Google Scholar,
where titles were screened first before abstracts were re-
viewed in detail.

The systematic approach demonstrated limited literature di-
rectly addressing the intersection of belief system navigation,
professional practice, and work with care-experienced chil-

dren.

Stage 3

Study selection

A transparent selection process followed Arksey and O’Mal-
ley’s (2005) and Levac et al.’s (2010) framework.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed iteratively to
reflect the review focus (see Table 3). After duplicate removal,
482 records were screened and 88 full-texts reviewed. Three

additional studies were identified through hand searching.
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Seventeen studies met the final inclusion criteria and were

grouped under three themes.

Stage 4

Charting the data

Extracted key information (author, year, sample, design, fo-
cus, findings) into a data-charting table (Table 3).

Applied a thematic organisation process, drawing on Braun
and Clarke’s (2022) guidance on identifying and organising
patterns across data, to compare the studies’ aims, conceptual
focus, and findings. This supported the development of three
overarching themes: (a) belief, policy, and the professional
landscape; (b) navigating belief, ethics, and identity in prac-
tice; and (c) relational practice within educational and care
systems. Summarised study aims, participant groups, and

methodological approaches to identify patterns and gaps.

Stage 5
Collating, summarising and re-

porting the results

Conducted narrative synthesis linking findings across the
three themes.

Analysed conceptual relationships between belief, ethics, and
professional practice across education and social care.
Identified the evidence gap relating to Virtual School profes-

sionals and formulated research questions to guide the study.
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2.2 Stage 1: Identifying the Review Question
2.2.1 Aims and Objectives

This review specifically aimed to identify gaps in knowledge and explore how related re-
search domains might inform understanding of the intersection between belief systems, profes-

sional practice, and support for care-experienced CYP.

A scoping review was particularly suited to this exploratory aim, capturing the breadth of
available research across disciplinary boundaries between psychology, education, and social care
(Arksey & O'Malley, 2005; Peters et al., 2015), and enabling identification of what research exists,
how it has been conducted, and where significant gaps remain (Levac et al., 2010; Tricco et al.,

2016; Munn et al., 2018; Mak & Thomas, 2022).

Consistent with scoping review methodology, no formal quality appraisal was conducted.
Instead, I provide reflective commentary that critically considers the scope, focus, and methodo-
logical approaches of the included studies, consistent with scoping review guidance that prioritises
breadth over evaluative assessment (Arksey & O'Malley, 2005). This aligns with my critical realist
position, which emphasises understanding the mechanisms and assumptions shaping research, ra-

ther than ranking studies according to fixed appraisal criteria.

The central review question is: What research currently exists on how professionals em-
ployed by Virtual Schools navigate personal belief systems (religious, atheist, or secular) in their

work with care-experienced CYP?

2.2.2 Population
The focus of this review is on educational professionals employed by Virtual Schools.

Given the limited literature specifically addressing Virtual School contexts, the review necessarily
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draws on broader research examining how professionals navigate belief systems in relation to sup-
porting care-experienced CYP across educational and social care settings. This broadening was a
methodological decision reflecting how underexplored this area remains within Virtual School

contexts, rather than a shift in the review's core focus on Virtual School practice.

2.2.3 Definitions
As defined in the Introduction, the key terms used throughout this study, ‘significant per-
sonal belief system’ and ‘care-experienced CYP’, retain the meanings established there and inform

the scope of this review.

‘Professional practice’ is used here to encompass both direct work with CYP and the
broader decision-making, policy implementation, and strategic and consultative work carried out
by professionals in educational contexts, while excluding purely administrative or managerial

roles.

2.3 Stage 2: Identifying the Relevant Studies

2.3.1 Search Strategy

While the formal searches were conducted between July and September 2025, a final
search was conducted in April 2026 to ensure the inclusion of the most recent literature. EBSCO
was selected as the primary search platform because it provides integrated access to a wide range
of education, psychology, social care, and health databases relevant to this interdisciplinary topic.
While platforms such as ProQuest or Web of Science could have been used, the databases most
aligned with the review question, including PsycInfo, ERIC, Education Source, SocINDEX, and
MEDLINE, are all accessible through EBSCO. Although no single platform indexes all relevant

literature, these databases provided broad coverage across the disciplines relevant to the review
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question within a single, consistent search environment. The search therefore accessed multiple
databases, including APA PsyclInfo, APA PsycArticles, APA PsycBooks, Psychology and Behav-
1oural Sciences Collection, Education Source, ERIC, SocINDEX with Full Text, MEDLINE, and

CINAHL.

Searches were restricted to English-language, peer-reviewed sources published from 2014
onwards, coinciding with the Children and Families Act 2014 which made Virtual School Head
appointments statutory (Department for Education, 2018), and limited to UK studies to reflect the
relevant policy and practice environment. Keyword searches were conducted across the databases
(see Table 2), and results were screened by title then abstract in line with standard scoping review

procedure (Arksey & O'Malley, 2005).

Table 2

Search Terms and Boolean Operators Used Across EBSCO Database Searches

Search mapping term Search terms

Belief systems "religion" OR "religious*" OR "spiritual*" OR "faith" OR
"secular" OR "atheist*" OR "belief system*" OR

AND "worldview" OR "personal values"

Professional practice "professional practice" OR '"professional identity" OR
"workplace values" OR "work values" OR "professional eth-

AND ics" OR "role conflict" OR "professional boundaries"

Professional roles "teach*" OR "educator*" OR "social work*" OR "psy-
cholog*" OR "virtual school*" OR "virtual school head*"

AND OR "VSH" OR "educational professional*"




28

"looked after" OR "previously looked after" OR "care expe-

Target population
rienced" OR "children in care" OR "foster care" OR "vulner-
able children" OR "young people in care" OR "vulnerable
AND
young people"
Geographic limitation "UK" OR "United Kingdom" OR England OR Britain OR
"Great Britain"
AND
Date restriction 2014 onwards

It is acknowledged that final search term decisions may have limited retrieval. The term
“personal values” was included in the belief and worldview search string to capture the personal
dimension of belief systems central to the review question. Related terms such as “professional
values” and “moral values” were not included, as “professional values” may overlap with literature
on codes of practice and professional standards, while “moral values” may retrieve philosophical
or ethical theory literature with limited relevance to practice. Instead, terms such as “workplace
values” and “work values” were used to retain a focus on values as enacted within professional
contexts. Similarly, “professional ethics” was used in place of the broader term “ethics” to reduce
retrieval of tangential results, although this may have limited inclusion of some relevant studies.
Terminology relating to care-experienced children also varies across local authorities, with some
boroughs adopting newer terms such as “children we care for.” The search strategy therefore pri-
oritised terminology commonly used within academic literature and database indexing (e.g.,

29 ¢¢

“looked-after children,” “children in care,” “care-experienced,” and “foster care”), which also

align with national policy frameworks. While this supports consistency and retrieval within bibli-
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ographic databases, it may have excluded studies using less widely adopted or locally specific
terminology. The use of a broader search term such as “foster” was considered; however, “foster
care” was retained to improve specificity, as broader truncation may have increased retrieval of
irrelevant results (e.g., “fostering” used in non-care contexts).These decisions reflect the need to
balance comprehensiveness with specificity within an exploratory scoping review (Arksey &

O’Malley, 2005) and are recognised as areas that future research might refine.

2.3.2 Search Process

Two separate systematic searches were conducted using carefully constructed search terms
with Boolean operators. The searches combined multiple concept clusters using "AND" operators
to identify literature addressing the intersection of belief systems, professional practice, and work

with vulnerable children. Search terms are presented in Table 2.

The first search yielded 103 results. The second, broader search (with the professional prac-
tice terms removed to capture additional relevant literature) yielded 482 results, which included
all studies identified in the first search. This decision was informed by preliminary searches, which
indicated that the “professional practice” cluster was overly restrictive, as many relevant studies
addressed professional roles and decision-making implicitly rather than being explicitly indexed
under this terminology. In contrast, belief system and population-related terms were retained as
core conceptual anchors, as removing these resulted in a substantial loss of relevance to the review
question. After removing duplicates, a total of 482 unique titles were screened for relevance. Fol-

lowing title screening, 74 abstracts were reviewed in detail.
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2.3.3 Hand Searches

To supplement the database searches and identify additional relevant studies, hand searches
were conducted using Google Scholar, which allows broader retrieval beyond database indexing
and can capture more recent publications not yet indexed. This process involved screening 310
paper titles, from which 14 abstracts were reviewed. Hand searching yielded three additional rel-
evant studies, which were added to those identified through the database searches for full-text

screening.

While the database searches were restricted to peer-reviewed sources to ensure a consistent
level of academic rigour and relevance to professional practice, the use of Google Scholar enabled
the incidental identification of some non—peer-reviewed material, including a small number of
theses. These were retained where they were directly relevant to the review question and provided
empirical insight into professional practice with care-experienced CYP. However, a systematic
search of grey literature was not undertaken, and the review therefore primarily reflects peer-re-
viewed research. No dedicated thesis databases (e.g., EThOS) were searched as part of this process.
This reflects a pragmatic balance between breadth and feasibility within an exploratory scoping

review (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).

2.4 Stage 3: Study Selection
2.4.1 Geographical Scope

UK-based studies were included to ensure relevance to the statutory and professional con-
text in which Virtual Schools operate. The Children and Families Act (2014) made the role of the
Virtual School Head statutory in every English local authority, and subsequent DfE guidance
(2018) sets out the responsibilities of these services in promoting the educational progress of care-

experienced children. These frameworks, alongside professional standards for educational and
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psychological services (BPS, 2023; HCPC, 2023), create a distinctive regulatory and organisa-
tional environment that shapes professional identity and practice. While comparable systems sup-
porting children in care may exist internationally, the statutory configuration of Virtual Schools,
associated policy frameworks, and defined professional roles are specific to the UK context. The
geographical scope was therefore limited to ensure alignment with the policy and practice context

being explored.

2.4.2 Selection Process

The study selection followed Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) scoping review framework,
with additional guidance from Levac et al. (2010) to enhance transparency and rigour. Inclusion
and exclusion criteria were developed iteratively to reflect the study’s focus on belief systems,
professional practice, and work with care-experienced CYP. These criteria were applied across all
stages of screening and are summarised in Table 3, which outlines the parameters used to determine

study eligibility by population, concept, context, type of literature, and language.

Developing the criteria involved some difficult decisions about what to include and what
to leave out. The broader literature on educational professionals and their practice, and research
on relational practice more generally, were both areas where the review could easily have ex-
panded. While these bodies of literature offered relevant insights, including them would have taken
the review beyond its specific focus. Studies were therefore included only where they directly
addressed how belief systems, professional values, or worldviews shaped practice in educational
or social care contexts, with inclusion determined by relevance to care-experienced CYP and as-
sociated professional systems rather than professional group alone. Research exploring relational

or inclusive practice without reference to belief or professional identity was excluded, even where



32

it involved care-experienced CYP. These boundaries helped maintain a clear focus on the review

question throughout.

Across both search streams, 792 records were screened in total, with 88 full-text articles
read in full and assessed against the inclusion and exclusion criteria to determine their relevance
to the review question, with decisions guided by the study’s focus on belief systems, professional

practice, and care-experienced CYP.

After applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria (see Table 3), 17 studies were included
in the final synthesis, 14 identified through database searches and 3 through hand searching. These
studies represent empirical, UK-based research examining how belief systems, values, and
worldviews influence professional identity, decision-making, and relational practice with care-ex-

perienced CYP.

Table 3

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for Scoping Review

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion

Population Educational and multi-agency profes- Studies focusing solely on CYP
sionals (e.g., teachers, EPs, social work- without a professional perspec-
ers, speech and language therapists) tive; studies set in purely clinical
working within Virtual School contexts or medical contexts not connected
or directly with care-experienced CYP to Virtual School contexts, care-

in the UK, with inclusion determined by experienced CYP, or closely re-
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relevance to this population rather than

professional title alone.

lated education and social care

systems.

Concept Research exploring how significant be- Studies addressing culture, ethnic-
lief systems, worldviews, or profes- ity, or diversity without reference
sional values shape identity, decision- to belief systems, worldviews, or
making, or practice in educational or so- values influencing professional
cial care contexts. practice; theoretical papers with-

out empirical data.

Geographic UK-based studies. Non-UK contexts.

context

Temporal Con-

Post-2014 (inclusive) to reflect current

Studies published prior to 2014, as

text / Date policy and professional frameworks. they do not reflect current policy
Range or professional frameworks.

Professional Studies situated within Virtual Schools, Studies situated outside these con-
Context education, or social care contexts. texts (e.g., health, criminal justice,

general public policy).

Focus of study

Studies involving practitioner perspec-
tives, professional practice, or service

delivery.

Studies that do not include prac-
tice-based data (e.g., policy-only,

conceptual, or commentary-only

papers).
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Type of litera- Peer-reviewed journal articles, doctoral Opinion pieces, policy commen-

ture theses, and grey literature directly rele- taries, or conceptual essays with-
vant to UK professional practice. out empirical evidence.
Language Published in English. Non-English language publica-
tions.

2.4.3 Additional Contextual Literature

In addition to the 17 included studies, a small number of contextual references were drawn
upon to support interpretation and discussion (Flanagan, 2020; Pargament & Hahn, 1999; Shah,
2024). While not included in the formal synthesis, these papers helped clarify conceptual bounda-
ries and informed the discussion of implications for Virtual Schools and educational psychology

practice.

2.4.4 Final Sample

The final sample included qualitative, mixed-method, and evaluative designs. While the review
prioritised studies involving professional perspectives, three studies (Cohman et al., 2024; Scott et
al., 2022; Warden et al., 2017) focusing primarily on care-experienced CYP or service-user expe-
riences were retained where they offered direct contextual insight into belief systems, identity,
belonging, or relational conditions relevant to professional practice. The studies addressed three

overarching themes:

1) Belief, policy, and the professional landscape: exploring how religion, belief, and policy frame-

works influence professional identity, values, and decision-making (Abbas, 2017; Cheruvallil-
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Contractor et al., 2022; Dinham, 2018; Scott et al., 2022; Stanley et al., 2017; Tedam, 2014;

Warden et al., 2017).

2) Navigating belief, ethics, and identity in practice: examining how practitioners navigate the

3)

relationship between personal worldviews, ethical commitments, and professional standards
(Dinham, 2018; Westwood, 2022).

Relational practice within educational and care systems: focusing on how professionals within
education, social care, and Virtual School contexts support care-experienced CYP through ev-
idence-informed teaching and relational approaches, including attachment-aware, trauma-in-
formed, and collaborative practice (Carroll et al., 2019; Cohman et al., 2024; Couprie, 2023;
Jaggar, 2018; Matchett, 2022; Murden, 2023; Peterson et al., 2017; Pickles, 2020; Rose et al.,
2017).

These themes were developed through the thematic organisation process outlined in Table 1,

where the studies’ aims, conceptual focus, and findings were compared to identify overarching

patterns. These themes provided the organising structure for data charting and synthesis in the

following section. One study (Dinham, 2018) contributed to both Theme 1 and Theme 2, reflecting

the breadth of its conceptual focus across policy, belief literacy, and professional ethics. Unlike the

empirical studies in the sample, it offers a conceptual and analytical contribution, proposing a

religious literacy framework with direct relevance to both policy and practice dimensions of the

review. Taken together, the included studies offer a multi-level perspective on how professionals

navigate belief, identity, and ethics within education and care systems, directly addressing the re-

view's central aim.
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2.5 Stage 4: Charting the Data
2.5.1 Sample

The included studies are listed below in alphabetical order by first author: Abbas (2017);
Carroll et al. (2019); Cheruvallil-Contractor et al. (2022); Cohman et al. (2024); Couprie (2023);
Dinham (2018); Jaggar (2018); Matchett (2022); Murden (2023); Peterson et al. (2017); Pickles
(2020); Rose et al. (2017); Scott et al. (2022); Stanley et al. (2017); Tedam (2014); Warden et al.

(2017); Westwood (2022).

Collectively, the included studies represent diverse professional perspectives on working

with care-experienced CYP across UK education and social care contexts.

At the core of this evidence base are studies examining Virtual School and Designated
Teacher practice. Three studies directly explored how these professionals implement approaches
when supporting care-experienced CYP, including unaccompanied asylum-seeking CYP (Couprie,
2023; Matchett, 2022; Murden, 2023). Carroll et al. (2019) examined how Designated Teachers
implement high quality teaching approaches and professional development to support children in
care within school settings, offering insight into evidence-informed practice across North East
England. Also included was a study examining inclusive educational provision and relational ap-
proaches for care-experienced and unaccompanied asylum-seeking CYP within school settings
(Peterson et al., 2017). Together, these studies provide the most direct insight into the educational

contexts and professional roles central to this research.

Extending outward, the review captured studies examining the broader educational land-
scape within which Virtual Schools operate. These explored school-based practices around family
engagement, belonging, and inclusion (Rose et al., 2017; Cohman et al., 2024; Pickles, 2020), as

well as supervision and emotional dimensions of practice in local authority settings (Jaggar, 2018).



37

The review also included research from social work and multidisciplinary contexts, where
professionals' beliefs, values, and identities explicitly shape their practice with minoritised com-
munities. These studies offered crucial insights into how faith, policy, and professional identity
influence ethical decision-making and culturally responsive practice (Cheruvallil-Contractor et al.,
2022; Dinham, 2018; Scott et al., 2022; Stanley et al., 2017; Tedam, 2014; Warden et al., 2017;
Westwood, 2022). Abbas (2017) further contributed insight from an educational governance con-
text, examining how Islamophobic policy discourse and counter-terrorism frameworks racialise

Muslim identity in state schools.

This cross-sectoral sample illuminates how belief systems, ethics, and identity operate
across the interconnected professional networks that support care-experienced CYP, with particu-

lar relevance for understanding Virtual School practice.

2.5.2 Methodology of the Literature
This section outlines the methodological characteristics of the 17 included studies, sum-
marising research designs, data collection methods, and analytic approaches, and highlighting

dominant patterns and their implications for the evidence base.

2.5.2.1 Data Collection.
Qualitative designs predominated across the reviewed literature, reflecting the exploratory

and interpretive nature of research into professional belief systems, ethics, and relational practice.

Five studies employed semi-structured interviews, enabling in-depth exploration of profes-
sionals’ values, experiences, and decision-making processes (Abbas, 2017; Couprie, 2023; Mat-
chett, 2022; Murden, 2023; Westwood, 2022). Two further studies used qualitative interviews an-

alysed using IPA and thematic analysis respectively. Scott et al. (2022) conducted individual inter-
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views (some with professional interpreters) to explore coping among unaccompanied asylum-
seeking young people, while Cheruvallil-Contractor et al. (2022) used semi-structured interviews

with adopters and social workers, analysed using an inductive six-phase thematic approach.

Two studies complemented individual interviews with focus groups or group discussions
to capture collective reflection and interprofessional dialogue, particularly in research examining

collaborative approaches (Carroll et al., 2019; Jaggar, 2018).

Four studies adopted document analysis, surveys, or mixed-method approaches to integrate
policy review or quantitative outcome data with qualitative insights (Carroll et al., 2019; Cohman
et al., 2024; Peterson et al., 2017; Warden et al., 2017). These designs provided additional context
by linking practitioners’ experiences with organisational structures, policy frameworks, and edu-

cational outcomes.

Finally, several doctoral, grey literature, and evaluative sources contributed additional
practice-based insight. Pickles (2020) combined interviews, reflective accounts, and case-based
data. Rose et al. (2017) drew on practitioner-generated case studies, analysed thematically using
Friedman's Outcomes Based Accountability framework, to examine the impact of attachment-
aware school practice on home-school relationships. Three remaining studies drew on non-primary
data sources. Stanley et al. (2017) used an autoethnographic design based on composite case nar-
ratives analysed through Actor Network Theory; Tedam (2014) conducted a critical literature re-
view drawing on documented cases and existing research without collecting primary data; and
Dinham (2018) developed a conceptual framework drawing on secondary literature, policy analy-

sis, and an action research programme in UK higher education.



39

2.5.2.2 Data Analysis.

Consistent with the qualitative designs described above, most studies adopted interpreta-
tive analytic approaches. Thematic Analysis (TA) was a commonly used method to identify pat-
terns within professionals’ accounts of belief, ethics, and relational practice (e.g., Jaggar, 2018;
Matchett, 2022; Westwood, 2022). This approach enabled nuanced interpretation of interview and

focus group data exploring values, decision-making, and relational experiences.

Several studies adopted interpretative or evaluative qualitative frameworks to capture the
lived and reflective dimensions of professional experience. For example, Rose et al. (2017) used
Friedman's Outcomes Based Accountability framework to structure practitioner-generated case
studies, analysed thematically following Miles, Huberman and Saldafia, to assess the impact of
attachment-aware school practice on home-school relationships. Couprie (2023), Murden (2023),
and Scott et al. (2022) used IPA; Couprie to explore Designated Teachers' lived experiences of
implementing attachment-aware approaches, Murden to explore Designated Teachers' lived expe-
riences of supporting unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, and Scott et al. (2022) to explore
unaccompanied asylum-seeking young people's experiences of coping following forced migration,

including the role of religious worldviews.

A smaller group of studies combined thematic and documentary or policy analysis, partic-
ularly where data were drawn from reports, policy documents, or evaluation materials (e.g., Carroll
et al., 2019; Peterson et al., 2017; Warden et al., 2017). Doctoral and grey literature sources such

as Pickles (2020) used RTA to integrate practitioner reflection and organisational insight.

Across the reviewed literature, these approaches reveal a shared interpretive orientation,

privileging depth and reflexivity over quantification. Together, they illustrate a methodological
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landscape attuned to exploring how belief, identity, and ethics are negotiated within the relational

and organisational contexts of professional practice.

2.5.3 Reflections on the Chosen Literature

Taken together, the reviewed studies reflect a predominantly qualitative evidence base that
prioritises depth of insight over empirical scope. This orientation aligns well with research across
education, social care, and applied psychology, where the aim is typically to generate contextually
rich, reflexive understanding rather than generalisable findings. However, many studies rely on
small or single-site samples, which limits their transferability to broader professional populations
and contexts. Doctoral and local authority evaluations, such as Jaggar (2018), Pickles (2020), and
Murden (2023), exemplify this pattern, providing rich, practice-based perspectives grounded in
specific organisational settings, often small practitioner cohorts within local authority fostering or
educational services. While such work offers authenticity and contextual depth, the specificity of

these settings means findings may not translate readily to other professional settings.

Several evaluative and practice-based studies provided limited detail on data analysis pro-
cedures or researcher reflexivity. Peterson et al. (2017), for example, offered no discussion of re-
searcher positionality or how the thematic analysis process was applied to the data. Similarly,
Stanley et al. (2017) relied on a single practitioner's field notes with no triangulation and offered
limited reflexive engagement with alternative interpretations, though the authors do explicitly
acknowledge these constraints as inherent to their autoethnographic approach rather than over-
looked limitations. This limits the ability to assess analytic rigour and interpretive consistency
across the field. In contrast, more recent doctoral work (e.g., Couprie, 2023; Murden, 2023)
demonstrates greater methodological transparency, with clearer articulation of analytic procedures,

theoretical frameworks, and researcher positioning.
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A further limitation concerns professional representation. Much of the literature focuses on
school-based practitioners or social workers, with only five studies exploring the perspectives of
Virtual School professionals or examining the cross-agency collaboration that characterises their
practice. DTs emerged as a particularly relevant professional group within the included studies,
though they were not specified as an explicit search term, having been captured through the broader
“teacher*” wildcard applied during searching. Consequently, the belief negotiations and relational
dynamics occurring within and between professional systems in Virtual School contexts remain

underexplored.

It is also worth acknowledging the relationship between this review and the broader litera-
ture on relational practice. Studies examining relational and inclusive practice were excluded from
the formal synthesis unless they directly addressed belief systems or professional identity, in order
to maintain focus on the review question. However, relational practice represents an important and
growing field that intersects with the present study's focus, particularly in relation to how profes-
sionals enact values through relationships with care-experienced CYP. This boundary was a delib-
erate methodological decision rather than a dismissal of relational practice as a relevant concept,
and the present study can be understood as contributing to this broader literature by exploring how
personal belief systems shape the relational and ethical dimensions of professional practice in Vir-

tual School contexts.

Collectively, the reviewed literature provides a valuable yet uneven evidence base. It offers
meaningful insight into how belief, identity, and ethics shape professional practice, but would ben-
efit from greater methodological transparency, broader interprofessional representation, and
deeper examination of how personal belief systems are navigated within the relational contexts of

Virtual School work.



Table 4

Summary of the Scoping Review Literature (UK-based studies, 2014-2025)
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Author & Year Title Sample Methodology Focus Main Findings
Abbas, T. Trojan Horse Plot One key informant Qualitative interview- The impact of the The affair reflected entrenched anti-
(2017) and the Fear of interviewed across based study using a 2014 “Trojan Muslim sentiment rather than evi-
Muslim Power in three face-to-face grounded theory ap- Horse” contro- dence of extremism. Counter-terror-
British State sessionsin2015and proach; semi-struc- versy on Muslim ism policy frameworks securitised
Schools 2016, supplemented tured interviews ana- communities and education, marginalised Muslim
by access to private lysed  thematically educational gov- communities, and undermined suc-
correspondence be- with attention to in- ernance in Bir- cessful school improvement, illus-
tween Alam and sider perspective and mingham; the role trating how faith-based identity be-
school  investiga- reflexivity; documen- of Islamophobia comes pathologised within neocon-
tors. tary analysis of inves- and counter-terror- servative educational governance.
tigation reports and ism discourse inra-
media sources. cialising  Muslim
identity in state
schools.
Carroll, Black The Education of 456 Designated Multi-strategy design High quality teach- HQT for children in care centres on
& Bettencourt Children in Care Teachers (DTs) comprising an e-sur- ing (HQT) prac- quality of instruction, positive rela-

(2019)

across 12 local au-

vey, face-to-face child

tices for children in

tionships, and fostering independ-
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thorities in North
East England; 13
children in care (8
primary, 5 second-

ary) from 9 LAs

interviews, lesson ob-
servations, and DT fo-
cus groups; survey
data analysed using
descriptive statistics,
qualitative data via

thematic analysis

care in mainstream
schools; additional
provision beyond
HQT; professional
learning and devel-
opment (PLD) of
DTs

ence. PLD was dominated by attach-
ment and SEMH training, with in-
consistent implementation across set-
tings. DTs identified influencing
change and navigating role bounda-
ries as professional challenges, sug-
gesting tensions in how practitioners
manage competing responsibilities

within their settings.

Cheruvallil-
Contractor, S.,
Halford, A., &
Boti Phiri, M.
(2022)

in North East Eng-
land
The Politics of

Matching: Ethnic-
ity, Religion and
Muslim-heritage
Children in Care
in the UK

28 participants: 5
adopters, 4 prospec-
tive adopters, and
19 social workers,
recruited via gate-
keepers, adoption
charities, and Mus-

lim news outlets.

Qualitative study
grounded in the soci-
ology of religion;
semi-structured inter-
views analysed using
six-phase  thematic
analysis with an in-
ductive coding ap-
proach; reflexive at-
tention to researcher
positionality through-

out.

The impact of the
Children and Fam-
ilies Act 2014,
which removed the
legal requirement
to consider ethnic-
ity in adoption
matching, on social
work practice and
adoptive family de-
cision-making in

relation to Muslim-

Despite the 2014 legislative change,
social workers continued seeking
ethnically and religiously compatible
matches, and all adopters insisted on
children who “looked like them.” Mi-
noritised children continued to expe-
rience lengthy waits, indicating the
law had not achieved its aims. A
shortage of Muslim adopters per-
sisted due to cultural taboos, theolog-
ical misunderstandings, and commu-
nity distrust of social care. The au-

thors conclude that culturally compe-
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heritage children in

care in England.

tent adopter recruitment is needed,
and that wider dynamics of societal
minoritisation are replicated within

the care system.

Cohman, Golm The

&
(2024)

Sargeant Between

Association
School
Belonging and
Wellbeing in
Looked After Ad-
olescents: A Pilot

Study

17 looked after

young people
(CLA) and 17
matched non-
looked after young
people (NLA), aged
11-17 M = 14.12),
recruited  through
virtual schools, one
secondary  school
and a post-16 set-

ting in the UK

Mixed-methods anon-
ymous online survey
incorporating  vali-
dated measures of
school belonging,
mental health, affect,
life satisfaction, peer
relationships, self-es-
teem and bullying
victimisation; ana-
lysed using t-tests,
Mann-Whitney U,
Spearman's  correla-
tions and moderation
analysis; one open
qualitative  question
on factors supporting

school belonging.

The relationship
between school be-
longing and mental
wellbeing in
looked after ado-
lescents; group dif-
ferences between
CLA and NLA
young people
across belonging,
wellbeing, peer re-
lationships and

bullying.

School belonging was associated
with mental wellbeing outcomes for
all participants. No significant group
differences were found on belonging
or most mental health measures,
though CLA reported significantly
lower peer relationship quality. Care
status significantly moderated the re-
lationship between school belonging
and bullying, with a strong negative
association for looked after young
both
groups highlighted friends, teachers,

people only. Qualitatively,
school atmosphere, personal charac-
teristics and extracurricular activities

as important for belonging.
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Couprie (2023) An Exploration of
the Views and Ex-
periences of Des-
ignated Teachers
in Helping to Cre-
ate an Attachment

Aware School

Five Designated
Teachers (DTs)
from primary

schools in Southeast
England, inter-
viewed retrospec-
tively one year after
joining the Attach-

ment Aware Schools

Qualitative, explora-
tory design; semi-
structured interviews
analysed using Inter-
pretative Phenomeno-

logical Analysis (IPA)

The lived experi-
ences of DTs im-
plementing an At-
tachment  Aware
School (AAS); mo-
tivations, facilitat-
ing factors, barri-

ers, and observed

changes

Five superordinate themes were
identified: defining features of the
AASA (relational, nurturing, trauma-
informed ethos); motivations to join;
facilitating factors (leadership sup-
port, intrinsic motivation); barriers
(staff resistance, emotional exhaus-
tion, competing priorities); and visi-
ble changes (improved relationships,
revised behaviour policies, changes
to the physical environment). The
AASA supported whole-school sys-
temic change, shifting practice away

from punitive, behaviourist

ap-
proaches toward trauma-informed,
relational pedagogy. Implications for
Educational Psychologists' practice

were noted.

Dinham (2018) Religion and Be-
lief in Health and
Social Care: The

Award (AASA) pro-
ject
Action research

programme in UK
higher  education

settings; draws on

Conceptual and ana-
lytical article using a
religious literacy

framework; draws on

The inadequacy of
health and social
care professionals'

engagement with

Health and social care professions re-
main ill-equipped to engage with re-
ligion and belief, shaped by secular

assumptions and reliance on vague
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Case for Religious

Literacy

existing  surveys,

comparative inter-
national studies, and
professional stand-
ards documents
across social work,
nursing, and coun-

selling.

secondary literature,
policy analysis, and
action research; pro-
poses a four-element
framework (Category,
Disposition,

Knowledge, Skills).

religion and belief
diversity; the case
for developing reli-
gious literacy as a
core professional
competency in a
post-secular  con-

text.

proxies such as “spirituality”. A four-
element religious literacy frame-
work, addressing category, disposi-
tion, knowledge, and skills, is pro-
posed as a context-specific, action-
research-based response to improve

training and practice.

Jaggar (2018)

The Supervising
Social Worker in
an Inner City:
How Practitioners
Perceive and Ex-
perience Their

Role

Five qualified su-
social

(SSWs)

pervising
workers
from one local au-
thority fostering ser-
vice in the East

Midlands, UK

Focus (two

group
meetings); Interpreta-
tive Phenomenologi-
cal Analysis (IPA);
social constructionist
epistemology; collab-
orative and second-

order research design.

How SSWs per-
ceive and experi-
ence their role su-
pervising and sup-
porting foster car-
ers, explored

through a systemic

lens.

Three themes emerged: relating to
foster carers ('being human'), work-
ing with risk and uncertainty, and
working within a system ('being pro-
fessional'). SSWs valued emotional
connection and 'making a difference’
but experienced tension between re-
lational practice and procedural de-
mands. Discomfort arose when per-
sonal values conflicted with agency
expectations. Strengths-based and

systemic practice models are recom-

mended to better align practitioner
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values with organisational objec-

tives.

Matchett
(2022)

Tt starts when
teachers are train-
ing": The role of
generalist and des-
ignated teachers in
the  educational
experiences of

children in care

21 care-experienced
young people aged
18-27; 3 senior chil-
dren's services pro-
fessionals in an

English local au-

thority

Semi-structured inter-
views (individual and
group);  qualitative
thematic analysis fol-
lowing Braun &

Clarke (2013)

How care-experi-
enced young peo-
ple perceive sup-
port from general-
ist and designated

teachers (DTs).

Generalist teachers were highly val-
ued, often providing support well be-
yond their statutory role. The DT role
was poorly understood and rarely uti-
lised by pupils or colleagues. Rela-
tionships with key adults were most
effective when naturally co-con-
structed rather than formally as-

signed.

Murden (2023)

Designated Teach-
ers' Experiences of
Supporting Unac-
companied Asy-
lum-Seeking Chil-
dren within Sec-
ondary  Schools:
An  Interpretive

Phenomenological

Analysis

Five Designated

Teachers across
three Local Authori-
in the South

West of England

ties

Qualitative; semi-
structured interviews
analysed using Inter-
pretative Phenomeno-

logical Analysis (IPA)

The lived experi-
ences of Desig-
nated Teachers
supporting Unac-
companied  Asy-
lum-Seeking Chil-
dren (UASC) in
secondary schools,
and implications

for Educational

Participants understood UASC' ex-
periences primarily through a trauma
lens, though some also recognised
children's resilience. Exposure to
trauma narratives impacted partici-
pants' personal lives and emotions in
both positive and negative ways,
with compassion fatigue and vicari-
ous trauma relevant here. While op-
erationally supported by colleagues,

participants felt emotionally isolated,
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Psychology prac-

tice.

with limited multi-agency support
and barriers to seeking help from
family and friends. Coping strategies
were employed to manage these de-
mands, and supervision and training
from Educational Psychologists were

identified as key desired supports.

Peterson, Inclusive Educa- 12 UASR pupils Single-site case study; Inclusive practices The Ready for School programme
Meehan, Dur- tional Provision (aged 12-16, 11 semi-structured staff for newly-arrived produced statistically significant
rant & Ali for Newly-Ar- male, 1 female) interviews; pupil fo- UASR children at gains in English across all four do-
(2017) rived Unaccompa- from Afghanistan, cus groups; school Hartsdown Acad- mains. UASR pupils showed high at-
nied Asylum- Syria, Pakistan, Iraq policy documents and emy, Margate; per- tendance and attitudes to learning ex-
Seeking and Refu- and Eritrea; 10 staff quantitative data (at- ceived social, cul- ceeding school averages. Inclusion
gee Children members including tendance, Kent Steps, tural and academic was supported through EAL provi-
(UASR): A Study the Principal, EAL attitude to learning outcomes; barriers sion, carer liaison and a whole-school
in a Single School teachers, subject scores); thematic to progression into ethos. Key challenges included com-
in Kent teachers, teaching analysis further and higher peting accountability pressures, hos-
assistants and a education. tile community discourses, and un-
family liaison of- derdeveloped post-16 pathways.
ficer
Pickles (2020)  Children in Care: 9 Virtual School Qualitative; semi- How VSHs support VSH teams vary widely in size and
A Systematic Re- Heads or related structured interviews; autistic children in capacity. Distinguishing autism from




49

view of Stake- staff across 8 local RTA (Braun & Clarke, care and how infor- attachment needs is a consistent chal-
holder Experi- authorities in Eng- 2006); social-con- mation about au- lenge. Relationships and clarity
ences and a Study land (5 female, 4 structivist and inter- tism diagnoses is around professional responsibility
of Virtual School male pretivist  epistemol- shared across agen- are key to effective support. An
Heads’  Support ogy cies. adapted Bioecological Model of De-
for Children on velopment is proposed as a practice
the Autism Spec- framework.
trum
Rose, Gilbert, Attachment Aware 10 case studies (9 Mixed methods; case The impact of the Implementing attachment-based
McGuire- Schools: Working boys, 1 girl, aged 5- studies generated by Attachment Aware strategies, particularly Emotion
Snieckus, Gus, with Families to 13) drawn from 49 practitioners  using Schools (AAS) Coaching, improved home-school
Mclnnes & Enhance Parental collected across two Friedman's Outcomes programme on communication and parental confi-
Digby (2017)  Engagement and Local Authorities in Based Accountability home-school rela- dence, promoted shared practice be-

Home-School Re-

lationships

England; children
1dentified as vulner-
able or at risk of ex-

clusion

framework; thematic
analysis
Miles, Huberman &

Saldafia

following

tionships and pa-
rental engagement;
secondary  objec-
tive of a wider pilot
focused primarily
on well-being, be-

haviour and attain-

ment.

tween home and school, and led to
improved family dynamics. Parents
reported feeling heard and supported,
with reductions in behavioural inci-

dents at home and school.
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Scott, Mason &
Kelly (2022)

“After god, we
give strength to
each other”:
young people's ex-
periences of cop-
ing in the context
of unaccompanied

forced migration

Five  unaccompa-
nied young males
(aged 16-17) of Su-
danese, Syrian, Eri-
trean and Kurdish
origin, living in
semi-independent

local authority ac-
commodation in or
near London; four
Muslim, one Chris-

tian

Interpretative  Phe-
nomenological Anal-
ysis (IPA); individual
interviews; three con-
ducted with profes-
sional interpreters; so-
cial constructivist and
culturally  relativist

stance

Lived experiences
of coping among
unaccompanied
asylum-seeking
young people in
the UK; culturally
relative under-
standings of resili-
ence, independ-
ence, and religious

faith.

Young people took active roles in
managing extensive loss and adapt-
ing to a new society. Independence
was developed through connection to
others and cultural roots. Religion
functioned as a foundational
worldview rather than merely a cop-
ing strategy. Religious struggle was
identified as a potential risk factor for

isolation and distress.

Stanley,

&
(2017)

Guru

Coppock

A Risky Time for
Muslim Families:
Professionalised

Counter-Radicali-

sation Networks

Two composite au-
toethnographic case
narratives of Mus-
(Mr
Malik and Mr Sha-

lim families

bir) drawn from one
practitioner's  field

notes

Autoethnographic ap-
proach using compo-
site case narratives;
analysed through
Latour's Actor Net-
work Theory (ANT);
qualitative and reflex-

ive in design

The impact of the
UK Prevent Duty
(2015) on social
work practice and
decision-making

with Muslim fami-
lies; ethical ten-
sions between safe-
guarding, human

rights and counter-

The Prevent Duty has shifted social
work toward securitised, pre-crime
risk work, marginalising families and
suppressing ethical debate.
Strengths-based approaches such as
Signs of Safety and Family Group
Conferencing are proposed as more

humane alternatives.
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terrorism  obliga-

tions.

Tedam (2014)

Witchcraft Brand-
ing and the Abuse
of African Chil-
dren in the UK:
Causes, Effects

and Professional

Intervention

No primary data
collected; draws on
existing literature,
case examples and
the author's per-
sonal and profes-

sional experience

Critical literature re-
view using a chil-
dren's rights frame-
work; draws on docu-
mented cases and ex-

isting research

Causes, effects and
professional  re-
sponses to child
abuse linked to
witchcraft accusa-
tions within some
African communi-

ties in the UK.

Witchceraft branding is an ongoing
safeguarding concern in the UK.
Causes include unwelcome life
events, religious beliefs and cultural
values. Effects range from neglect to
death. Culturally competent practice,
professional training and collabora-
tive working are proposed as key re-
sponses, grounded in a UNCRC

framework.

Warden,
Scourfield &
Huxley (2017)

Islamic Social
Work in the UK:
The Service User

Experience

495 service user da-
tabase; 42 quality of
life assessments; 36
satisfaction surveys;
8 qualitative inter-

views

Mixed methods: qual-
itative interviews, sat-
isfaction survey, qual-
ity of life assessment
(adapted
MANSA), and data-

tool

base analysis

The significance of
an Islamic social
work organisation
(ISSA Wales) for
Muslim service us-
ers, including satis-
faction, outcomes
and reasons for en-

gagement.

78% reported improved well-being,
though quality of life data showed no
significant change except in social
life. Service users valued religious
authenticity, cultural understanding,
confidentiality and a non-proselytis-
ing approach, highlighting the poten-
tial value of faith-based organisations

for diverse Muslim service users.
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Westwood
(2022)

Can religious so-
cial workers prac-
tice affirmatively
with LGBTQ ser-
vice  recipients?
An  exploration
within the regula-

tory context

70 online comments
posted in response
to a Community
Care article by Felix
Ngole, a Christian
fundamentalist so-
cial work student
expelled by the Uni-
versity of Sheffield

Qualitative  content
analysis of moderated
online comments; in-
ductive coding; inter-
sectional, relational
and anti-oppressive

conceptual lens

Whether religious
social workers,
particularly Chris-
tian fundamental-
ists, can deliver af-
firmative, anti-op-
pressive services to
LGBTQ people,
examined within
UK regulatory and

legal contexts.

Deep tensions exist between funda-
mentalist religious beliefs and anti-
oppressive social work values. While
some believed compartmentalisation
was possible, critics argued tolerance
falls short of genuine affirmation and
risks  microaggressions.  Current
equality legislation is insufficiently
calibrated to address subtle, rela-
tional harms. An urgent research

agenda is proposed.
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2.6 Stage 5: Reporting the Results
This stage provides a narrative synthesis of the selected literature, organised around the three

themes identified through data charting:

Belief, policy, and the professional landscape: focusing on how policy frameworks, institutional
discourses, and professional standards shape practitioners’ engagement with belief and identity;
Navigating belief, ethics, and identity in practice: exploring how professionals interpret and bal-
ance personal worldviews with ethical and professional expectations; and

Relational practice within educational and care systems: considering how belief and values are
enacted through collaboration, consultation, and relationship-centred work within education and

care systems.

Despite these insights, the literature does not directly address how Virtual School professionals
navigate personal belief systems, confirming the gap this study seeks to address. Existing research
highlights related strategies such as compartmentalisation, selective disclosure, and values trans-
lation (Flanagan, 2020; Shah, 2024), but does not examine how these operate within the multi-
agency context of Virtual Schools. This is particularly significant given their role in coordinating
support across education, social care, and health, each shaped by distinct professional cultures and
expectations around belief and neutrality. These professionals work with care-experienced CYP in
contexts of increasing religious and cultural diversity (DfE, 2025), while navigating networks

shaped by differing paradigms of belief, ethics, and professional boundaries.

The complexity of this work is heightened because care-experienced CYP often face additional
vulnerabilities, including trauma, instability, disrupted attachments, and identity displacement,
which may intensify the relevance of belief systems in both their own lives and professional re-

sponses (Pargament & Hahn, 1999; Scott et al., 2022). For some, belief may provide continuity
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and meaning; for others, it may be a site of conflict or loss. Professionals must therefore navigate
both their own belief—practice interface and support CYP whose relationships with belief, culture,
and identity may be complex or in flux. The following section focuses on belief, policy, and the
professional landscape, drawing together evidence from related professional fields to begin map-

ping this underexplored area of research.

2.6.1 Belief, Policy, and the Professional Landscape

The literature highlights how policy frameworks, regulatory standards, and wider political
discourses shape professional engagement with belief and identity in education and social care.
Across these studies, belief emerges as a complex and dynamic aspect of professional life, func-
tioning as a source of moral guidance, a possible source of bias, and, in some contexts, a perceived
challenge to professional neutrality. This creates a tension between institutional expectations of

impartiality and the lived ethical and cultural realities of professional practice.

Three interconnected subthemes are explored below, together illustrating how belief and
policy interact to shape professional identity, ethical judgement, and inclusive practice, and how

professionals’ decisions are shaped by personal values as much as by policy directives.

2.6.1.1 Policy Frameworks and the Regulation of Belief.
Two studies critically examine how policy frameworks structure professional responses to

belief in practice.

Stanley et al. (2017) explore the impact of the Prevent agenda, a statutory counter-terrorism
duty requiring public sector professionals to identify and refer individuals at risk of radicalisation,
and counter-radicalisation frameworks on social work and family support services, arguing that

the professionalisation of surveillance redefined care as risk management. While their autoethno-
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graphic approach, drawing on a single practitioner's field notes and composite case narratives,
offers valuable insight into the moral complexity faced by practitioners, the single-practitioner
perspective and composite case design limits the scope of its conclusions. Moreover, the authors’
strongly critical stance toward Prevent, though theoretically coherent, may underemphasise exam-
ples of professional agency or adaptive practice within that policy environment. Nevertheless, the
paper makes an important contribution by exposing how national security discourse can margin-
alise faith-based identities and redefine professional care in politically charged ways. It also reveals
the moral and epistemic tensions that arise when practitioners must balance policy compliance
with personal and professional ethics. Although situated within social work, these dynamics could
resonate with the experiences of Virtual School professionals, who similarly navigate belief-re-
lated dilemmas within safeguarding and inclusion frameworks that demand both ethical sensitivity
and policy adherence. Such parallels highlight the need for interprofessional collaboration

grounded in shared ethical understanding across education, social care, and safeguarding.

Abbas (2017) similarly analyses the Trojan Horse controversy in Birmingham, situating it
within broader narratives of neoconservatism, Islamophobia, and educational governance. His
conceptual critique convincingly links policy responses to the racialisation of Muslim identity, yet
it offers limited empirical data on the experiences of frontline practitioners such as classroom
teachers. Abbas also highlights how belonging in a neoconservative policy landscape becomes
conditional on the moderation of religious identity, a dynamic that constrains authentic expressions
of belief within professional and educational spaces. While the paper lacks practitioner-level data,
it powerfully depicts how political and media discourses produce climates of anxiety that profes-

sionals must navigate when negotiating belief, identity, and ethics in educational contexts.



56

2.6.1.2 Institutional Understandings of Religion and Diversity.

Cheruvallil-Contractor et al. (2022) explore how ethnicity and religion shape adoption
practice in the UK following changes to the Children and Families Act (2014). Using qualitative
interviews with adopters and social workers, their study reveals persistent tensions between policy
directives promoting transracial placements and practitioners' and families' desire for ethnic and
religious continuity. Although situated within social work, the study highlights how professionals'
interpretations of faith and belonging influence decisions affecting care-experienced children.
Their concept of 'minoritisation' demonstrates how policy frameworks can inadvertently margin-
alise faith-based identity needs, paralleling tensions in educational settings where professionals
navigate belief within secular institutions. While conceptually strong, the study relies primarily on
practitioner perspectives, offering limited insight into how these policy tensions are experienced

by children or families themselves.

Tedam (2014) examines cases of child abuse linked to witchcraft branding within African
diaspora communities in the UK, noting that schools were frequently the source of initial referrals.
Drawing on literature review and documented case analyses, she argues that effective safeguarding
in such contexts requires professionals to balance evidence-informed assessment with cultural and
religious literacy. The study highlights how professionals' limited cultural and religious literacy
can result in inadequate or inappropriate responses to this form of abuse. While the reliance on
secondary case reviews constrains transferability, Tedam’s discussion of misunderstanding, fear,
and the need for interprofessional collaboration remains highly relevant. Her findings highlight
educational settings' role in recognising belief-related harm, with clear relevance for Virtual
Schools' statutory responsibilities for promoting the welfare and educational achievement of care-

experienced children (Children and Families Act, 2014; DfE, 2018). Both studies illustrate how
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institutional frameworks across social work and education can struggle to engage meaningfully

with religious and cultural diversity, with significant consequences for care-experienced children.

2.6.1.3 Professional Literacy and Engagement with Belief.

Warden et al. (2017) evaluate an Islamic social work organisation in the UK, exploring
how faith-informed practice can complement or challenge secular models of service delivery. Their
mixed-method findings suggest that religious literacy, authenticity, and a non-proselytising ap-
proach were central to service users' satisfaction, with cultural sensitivity and gender awareness
further enhancing accessibility. The use of service user narratives offers grounded insight into how
a lack of cultural and religious responsiveness in mainstream services shaped clients' experiences.
However, the study's primary focus on service user perspectives means it offers limited direct in-
sight into professional belief navigation itself, and its framing can imply a sharper distinction be-
tween 'Islamic' and 'Western' practice paradigms than the diversity within Muslim communities
may warrant. Nonetheless, its emphasis on religious literacy and structural awareness offers a use-
ful foundation for understanding how belief shapes ethical and inclusive practice, with clear rele-

vance to educational contexts where practitioners similarly navigate belief, policy, and inclusion.

Dinham (2018) extends this discussion by advocating for religious literacy as an essential
component of professional education across health and social care. Drawing on an action research
programme in UK higher education, he questions the assumption that secularism equates to neu-
trality, arguing that belief is central to human experience but is often overlooked in professional
training through broad and loosely defined terms such as ‘spirituality’. While the work is primarily
situated within health and social care, its core ideas are relevant to educational contexts, where

culturally responsive practice is increasingly recognised as integral to inclusion. Although the pa-
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per relies more on conceptual argument than empirical data, which limits its evidential weight, its

clarity enhances its value for training and cross-sector professional development.

Scott et al. (2022) extend this discussion through their qualitative IPA study with unaccom-
panied asylum-seeking young people, exploring how coping following forced migration is shaped
by activity, connection, independence, and religious worldview. Their findings show that religion
functioned not merely as a coping strategy but as a foundational worldview providing routine,
meaning, and continuity amid displacement and loss. The authors also note that severe distress can
unsettle belief, increasing risks of isolation, which highlights the importance of culturally affirm-
ing spaces that respect religious identity. Although the small sample limits transferability, the study
has clear implications for Virtual School staff supporting unaccompanied asylum-seeking CYP.
While Scott et al. (2022) approaches belief from the perspective of young people rather than pro-
fessionals, it helpfully informs the case for professional belief literacy by illustrating what is at

stake when practitioners lack culturally grounded understanding of faith.

Together, Warden et al. (2017), Dinham (2018), and Scott et al. (2022) suggest that belief
is not peripheral to professional practice but central to how both practitioners and the people they
serve make sense of their experiences, pointing to the value of genuine religious literacy rather

than procedural awareness alone.

2.6.2 Navigating Belief, Ethics, and Identity in Practice

The second theme explores how professionals balance personal belief with ethical and pro-
fessional expectations. This theme draws on a small but significant body of literature, with West-
wood (2022) and Dinham (2018) providing complementary perspectives on how belief is negoti-

ated within professional practice. Together, they highlight a wider gap in understanding how prac-
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titioners interpret their own values in roles demanding impartiality and inclusion; a gap particularly

significant for Virtual Schools, operating at the intersection of education and social care.

Westwood (2022) addresses this directly, using content analysis of 70 online responses to
a Community Care article by a Christian social work student expelled for posting homophobic
content, to examine how practitioners negotiate personal faith alongside anti-discriminatory, anti-
oppressive practice. Her data point to a clear tension, as some practitioners argue that belief can
be separated from practice, while others suggest that beliefs incompatible with LGBTQ affirmation
sit uneasily alongside social work’s relational and emancipatory values. Westwood suggests that
compartmentalisation may be insufficient, as practitioners can still enact subtle microaggressions
that undermine relational practice, even in the absence of explicit discrimination. She further ar-
gues that being required to uphold values that conflict with personal beliefs may create a sense of
tension within practitioners’ sense of identity. However, her reliance on moderated online com-
mentary rather than direct practitioner accounts limits insight into how these tensions are navigated
in everyday practice, and the polarised nature of the case may encourage more oppositional posi-
tions. Her framing of belief primarily as a source of conflict also risks overlooking how faith can

serve as a foundation for empathy and ethical motivation.

Dinham (2018) extends this discussion by suggesting that professionals across health and
social care may be underprepared to engage with religion and belief, having been trained within
predominantly secular frameworks that position belief as peripheral rather than central to practice.
He proposes a religious literacy framework that goes beyond knowledge of religious traditions to
include reflective awareness, referring to professionals’ capacity to recognise and reflect on their
own emotional responses and underlying assumptions about religion and belief. This reflective

dimension is particularly relevant here, as it suggests that without structured opportunities to ex-



60

amine their own belief-related assumptions, professionals may be less able to navigate the ethical
dilemmas Westwood identifies. Taken together, Westwood and Dinham suggest that the challenge
extends beyond managing competing values to developing the reflective awareness needed to en-
gage with belief, both one’s own and others’, as a meaningful and complex dimension of profes-

sional practice.

The following section explores how belief and values are enacted within relational and

systems-based practice across education and care systems.

2.6.3 Relational Practice within Educational and Care Systems

The first two themes explored how policy frameworks shape professional engagement with
belief and identity, and how practitioners navigate the tensions between personal worldviews and
professional expectations. This third theme moves from the internal dimensions of that navigation
to consider how belief and values are enacted through relational practice within the broader organ-

isational systems surrounding care-experienced CYP.

Within Virtual School contexts, this takes on a distinctive character. Virtual School profes-
sionals operate largely as coordinators and bridge-builders across the professional networks sur-
rounding each child, positioning them at the intersection of multiple professional cultures, each

with its own values and approaches to supporting vulnerable children.

Three subthemes are developed across this section, exploring how reflection and supervi-
sion support practitioners in connecting personal values with professional purpose, the emotional
demands of sustaining relational practice, and how that practice is coordinated across professional

systems.
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2.6.3.1 Reflection, Supervision, and Professional Identity.

The first subtheme explores how structured opportunities for dialogue and self-exploration
enable practitioners to connect personal values with professional purpose. Two studies highlight
this from different but complementary angles: Jaggar (2018) from within social care, and Couprie

(2023) from an educational context involving Virtual Schools.

Jaggar (2018) explores the lived experiences of supervising social workers in an inner-city
local authority in the East Midlands using IPA with five practitioners. Her findings reveal that
participants drew heavily on personal values, particularly a sense of humanity and moral respon-
sibility, to navigate the emotional and ethical demands of their role. A key tension emerged be-
tween practitioners’ desire for relational, person-centred practice and the increasingly process-
driven demands of their organisational context. Participants described discomfort when organisa-
tional expectations conflicted with their own values, and a sense of satisfaction when personal and
professional goals were more closely aligned. Jaggar also highlights supervision as a potentially
valuable space for bringing together the personal and professional self, although she notes that it
is not often used in this way in practice. The study's small, single-site sample limits transferability,
and the absence of explicit discussion of belief means its relevance here is inferential rather than
direct. Nevertheless, it offers a valuable account of how personal values shape professional identity

within complex organisational systems.

Couprie (2023) extends this into an educational context, exploring the experiences of five
Designated Teachers involved in a pilot Attachment Aware Schools Award project delivered in
partnership with an Educational Psychology Service and a Virtual School. Using IPA, she finds
that DTs were motivated by strong personal and moral commitments, including compassion and a

belief in relational approaches, that drove their engagement with the project. Participants described
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satisfaction when the school ethos resonated with these values, but strain when competing priori-
ties or emotional exhaustion limited progress. Couprie also identifies cognitive dissonance as a
barrier to change, where staff whose personal belief systems aligned with more punitive ap-
proaches to behaviour found it harder to embrace an attachment-informed framework. While belief
is not addressed explicitly, participants' accounts suggest that personal values and professional
identity were deeply intertwined in how they made sense of their work. The small, homogeneous
sample and specific pandemic context limit transferability, though the study offers rare first-hand
insight into how values-driven practice is enacted within the systems connecting schools, Virtual

Schools, and Educational Psychology Services.

Taken together, these studies highlight the importance of reflection in supporting profes-
sionals to connect personal values with practice and navigate the demands of their work with vul-
nerable CYP. However, neither study considers how this unfolds for Virtual School professionals

or how personal belief systems shape professional decision-making in this context.

2.6.3.2 Relational Practice and its Emotional Demands.

The second subtheme explores how relational practice with care-experienced CYP is en-
acted in everyday educational contexts, and what this demands of the practitioners who sustain it.
Three studies explore this from different but complementary perspectives: Matchett (2022) from
the perspectives of care-experienced young people themselves, Rose et al. (2017) from an attach-
ment-informed whole-school intervention, and Murden (2023) from the lived experiences of DTs

supporting UASC.

Matchett (2022) draws on semi-structured interviews with 21 care-experienced young peo-
ple aged 18 to 27, alongside three professionals in an English local authority. Her findings show

that young people consistently valued organic, co-constructed relationships with generalist teach-



63

ers, developed through regular informal contact and mutual care. In contrast, the formal DT role
was often poorly understood and rarely experienced as helpful, with some associating it with an
unwanted visibility of their care status. Valued teachers were described as those who went beyond
their formal remit, with relationships developing through proximity and trust rather than allocation.
The sample was predominantly female and drawn from a single local authority, limiting transfer-
ability. Nevertheless, the study remains highly relevant, suggesting that personal qualities such as

empathy and genuine interest shape relational outcomes beyond organisational structures.

Rose et al. (2017) extend this into attachment-informed practice, reporting on case study
findings from the Attachment Aware Schools pilot commissioned by two local authority Virtual
Schools. Using an outcomes-based case study approach across ten cases, the study focuses on
home-school relationships and the use of Emotion Coaching as a shared relational strategy. The
findings suggest increased home-school engagement, greater alignment between school and family
practices, and improvements in family dynamics, with Emotion Coaching supporting more recip-
rocal rather than purely transactional collaboration. The study has several limitations, including a
small sample, no control group, limited follow-up, and a focus on positive outcomes. In addition,
the authors’ involvement in founding Emotion Coaching UK introduces a potential conflict of in-
terest. Even so, the study offers valuable insight into how attachment-informed approaches can
shape the relational systems around CYP, with clear relevance to Virtual Schools working at the

intersection of school, family, and care.

Murden (2023) shifts attention to the emotional experiences of practitioners themselves.
Her IPA study with five DTs supporting UASC in the South West of England found that partici-
pants tended to understand children’s experiences through a trauma lens, and that ongoing expo-

sure to these narratives had a significant impact on their personal lives and emotional wellbeing.
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The participants described experiences consistent with compassion fatigue and vicarious trauma,
though they also spoke of fulfilment and a sense of privilege in the work. A consistent finding was
a sense of emotional isolation. While practical support from colleagues was available, participants
often felt alone in managing the emotional demands of the role, alongside limited multi-agency
collaboration and barriers to seeking personal support. Supervision was widely desired but largely
inaccessible. The small, relatively homogenous sample and specific focus on unaccompanied asy-
lum-seeking children limit how far the findings can be applied more widely. However, the study
shows that without adequate support, practitioners may be less able to sustain the relational quality

identified as important in Matchett’s study.

Taken together, these three studies suggest that effective relational practice depends on
both the conditions that enable it, including attachment-informed frameworks, home-school col-
laboration, and whole-school ethos, as well as the personal and professional resources of the prac-
titioners who carry it. The following subtheme turns to the broader systems within which this

practice is embedded.

2.6.3.3 Relational Practice and Collaboration Across Systems: Roles, Responsibili-

ties and Outcomes.

The third subtheme explores how relational practice with care-experienced CYP is coordi-
nated across professional systems, and what this requires of the practitioners and organisations
responsible for it. The studies gathered here span different roles, including DTs, Virtual School
Heads, and whole-school teams, and different populations, including looked after children, UASC,
and autistic children in care. Together, they highlight the structural conditions that enable or con-

strain effective collaboration, the professional challenges of navigating competing responsibilities
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across complex systems, and the consequences for CYP when those conditions are well or poorly

aligned.

Carroll et al. (2019) provide the broadest empirical base for this subtheme, drawing on a
multi-method study of DT practice across twelve local authorities in North East England. The
study combined a survey of over 400 DTs with child interviews, lesson observations, and focus
groups. High-quality teaching for children in care was found to centre on the quality of instruction,
positive classroom relationships, and the promotion of independent learning. Professional devel-
opment was largely focused on attachment and SEMH training, although its implementation was
inconsistent. DTs described navigating competing role demands and influencing change within
their schools as ongoing professional challenges. Carer involvement emerged as the most com-
monly reported form of additional support, while cross-professional conferencing was identified
in focus groups as a valued collaborative practice. Although the descriptive design means the study
cannot show cause and effect, the scale of the study strengthens the argument that effective practice

depends as much on coordination across systems as it does on individual professional skill.

Pickles (2020) shifts the lens to the strategic level, exploring through qualitative interviews
with nine Virtual School Heads (VSH) across eight local authorities how VSHs support autistic
children in care and how information about autism diagnoses is shared across agencies. Her find-
ings highlight that VSHs are centrally motivated by relationship-building across professional sys-
tems, acting as bridges between education, social care, and health to advocate for autistic children
in care. Structural variation across local authorities, alongside ambiguity around professional re-
sponsibility, creates significant tensions for VSHs navigating competing organisational demands.
Pickles proposes an adapted Bioecological Model as a practice framework, emphasising the im-

portance of clarity around roles and sustained inter-agency relationships. Read alongside Carroll
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et al. (2019), her study suggests that the relational coordination identified at the DT level depends
on enabling conditions at the strategic level that are far from uniformly in place, with direct rele-

vance to how Virtual Schools function as systems rather than simply as collections of practitioners.

Peterson et al. (2017) extend this discussion to a specific inclusion context, examining pro-
vision for newly arrived UASC in a single Kent secondary school through a mixed-methods design
combining staff interviews, pupil focus groups, and quantitative school data. Inclusion was sus-
tained through relational practices linking schools, carers, and local authorities, supported by
whole-school leadership, a multicultural ethos, and active community engagement. Pupils de-
scribed largely positive experiences within school but reported religion-based discrimination in
the wider community, highlighting the importance of the school as a protective relational space.
The single-site design limits generalizability. Still, the study illustrates how cross-agency relation-
ships between schools, carers, and local authority services can function as ethical spaces where
values of care, respect, and cultural understanding are enacted in practice, highlighting their direct
relevance to how Virtual School professionals navigate inclusion and belonging for care-experi-

enced and asylum-seeking CYP.

Cohman et al. (2024) bring a different but complementary perspective by attending to what
is at stake for CYP when collaboration across systems succeeds or fails. Their pilot mixed-methods
study, exploring school belonging and wellbeing in 17 looked after and 17 matched non-looked
after adolescents, found that school belonging was associated with mental wellbeing across both
groups, with no significant difference in belonging scores between them. The study’s most notable
finding was that care status shaped the relationship between school belonging and bullying. For
looked after young people, lower belonging was strongly associated with higher levels of bullying

victimisation. Looked after young people also reported lower quality peer relationships, and were
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less likely to describe friends as a source of belonging. The small sample, cross-sectional design,
and restriction to foster care placements limit transferability. Nevertheless, the study suggests that
relational factors, particularly peer relationships and protection from bullying, may be especially
important for care-experienced young people. This highlights that professional practices within
these systems are not abstract, but have direct consequences for the young people at the centre of

Virtual School work.

Together, these studies suggest that effective relational practice depends not only on indi-
vidual commitment but on the quality of the systems within which it is enacted. Carroll et al.
(2019) and Pickles (2020) highlight structural tensions and role ambiguities, while Peterson et al.
illustrate what values-driven collaboration can look like in practice. Cohman et al. (2024) add an
outcomes perspective, showing that poor relational conditions may disproportionately affect care-
experienced young people. However, how professionals’ personal belief systems shape their nav-

igation of these systems remains underexplored.

2.7 Conclusion and Research Questions (RQs)
2.7.1 Synthesis of Key Findings
Across these themes, the literature suggests that belief is not a peripheral or private aspect
of professional practice, but a dynamic and often implicit force shaping how practitioners interpret,
respond to, and relate to care-experienced CYP. Policy frameworks, organisational expectations,
and professional standards construct belief as something to be managed, regulated, or rendered
neutral, yet the studies reviewed consistently demonstrate that personal values and worldviews
remain embedded within decision-making, ethical judgement, and relational practice.
Professionals are therefore required to navigate a complex and often unarticulated tension

between personal belief systems and expectations of impartiality, particularly within multi-agency
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contexts where differing professional cultures shape what is considered acceptable, ethical, or ap-
propriate. This tension is not resolved through simple strategies such as compartmentalisation, but
instead appears to be negotiated relationally, emotionally, and contextually, often without explicit

support or shared frameworks.

At the same time, the literature highlights that relational practice, widely recognised as
central to supporting care-experienced CYP (Matchett, 2022; Rose & Gilbert, 2017), is shaped not
only by organisational structures but by the personal qualities, values, and emotional capacities
that practitioners bring to their work. However, across all three themes, there remains little explo-
ration of how these dynamics unfold in the context of Virtual School professionals.

2.7.2 Identifying the Gap

Despite a growing body of literature exploring belief, ethics, and professional identity
across education, social care, and health, there remains a notable absence of research examining
how these dynamics are experienced and navigated by educational professionals working within
Virtual Schools.

This absence is particularly significant given the distinctive role of Virtual Schools in co-
ordinating support for care-experienced CYP across education, social care, and health systems.
Professionals in these contexts are likely to encounter complex and sometimes competing expec-
tations around belief, neutrality, and professional responsibility, yet little is known about how they
experience and make sense of navigating their belief systems in their direct work with care-expe-

rienced CYP.

While existing research identifies strategies such as compartmentalisation, selective dis-
closure, and values translation, it offers limited insight into how personal belief systems shape

professional decision-making and approaches to supporting care-experienced CYP from diverse
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backgrounds. In addition, although the literature highlights the importance of relational and sys-
temic factors, there is limited attention to how practitioners understand and interpret the conditions
that support or challenge them in balancing personal belief systems with professional responsibil-
ities.

Taken together, these gaps point to the need for research that centres the lived experiences
of Virtual School professionals, explores how belief is translated into practice, and examines how
beliefs are shaped, negotiated, and enacted across these systems. These gaps are addressed through

the following research questions.

2.7.3 Research Questions (RQs)
To address this gap and fulfil the study’s overarching aim in exploring how educational pro-
fessionals in Virtual Schools navigate their personal belief systems in their work with care-expe-

rienced CYP, this research is guided by the following questions:

RQI1: How do educational professionals employed by Virtual Schools navigate their personal
belief systems (religious, atheist, or secular) when working directly with care-experienced
CYP?

RQ2: In what ways do personal belief systems influence professional decision-making and ap-
proaches to supporting care-experienced CYP from diverse backgrounds?

RQ3: How do educational professionals employed by Virtual Schools perceive the factors that
support or challenge them in negotiating their personal belief systems within their profes-
sional responsibilities, and what conditions shape these experiences?

2.7.4 From Review to Inquiry
This scoping review has established both the importance of belief systems in professional

practice and the absence of research examining these dynamics within Virtual School contexts. In
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doing so, it has confirmed the rationale for an exploratory, qualitative approach that centres the
perspectives of Virtual School professionals themselves. This study builds on these findings by
examining how Virtual School professionals understand and navigate their personal belief systems

within everyday practice.

The following chapter outlines the methodological approach adopted to address these re-

search questions.
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3 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Chapter Overview

This chapter provides a detailed account of the methodological foundations of the study,
showing how philosophical positioning informed and shaped the research process. It begins by
establishing the study's critical realist ontological, epistemological, and axiological positioning,
including the role of researcher reflexivity, before presenting the research design and rationale for
adopting a qualitative approach. Rather than treating philosophical considerations as procedural
formalities, the chapter explores how these interconnected positions actively shaped decisions
across all stages of the research, from the formulation of the research approach through to analysis
and write-up. Reflexivity is treated as integral to this process throughout, with the chapter detailing
the strategies used to maintain reflexive awareness and analytic transparency. From this philosoph-
ical foundation, the chapter moves through the practical dimensions of the research process, ad-
dressing participant recruitment, data collection using semi-structured interviews, and analysis
through RTA (Braun & Clarke, 2022). It concludes with the strategies used to ensure quality and
ethical rigour, with particular attention to the sensitive nature of exploring belief systems in pro-
fessional practice and the unique considerations of working with professionals who support care-
experienced CYP.
3.2 Research Positioning and Philosophical Stance
3.2.1 Ontology

Ontology concerns the nature of reality and what exists independently of human perception
(Crotty, 1998; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). For this study, I adopted a critical realist stance, which
holds that reality consists of both observable and unobservable phenomena that exist inde-

pendently of human perception. However, critical realism also acknowledges that our understand-
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ing of these phenomena is inevitably shaped by social, cultural, and historical contexts (Bhaskar,

1975).

This position rejects both positivist views that reality can be fully captured through obser-
vation alone and relativist views that reality is entirely socially constructed (Sayer, 2000; Al-Saadi,
2014). Instead, critical realism recognises a stratified reality where phenomena exist at different
levels, from empirical observations to underlying structures and mechanisms that influence lived
experience, even when not directly observable (Danermark et al., 2002). This includes attention to
generative mechanisms, underlying processes that produce observable effects but may not them-

selves be directly observable (Bhaskar, 1975).

For this study, I treated personal belief systems as real phenomena, while recognising that
how they are expressed, narrated, and made sense of in professional contexts is shaped by social,
cultural, and institutional conditions (Sayer, 2000). These beliefs represent genuine aspects of par-
ticipants' worldviews and identities, influencing their values, decision-making, and practice ap-

proaches regardless of external validation.

Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, this ontological position recog-
nises that cognitive, emotional, and behavioural aspects of functioning develop through ongoing
interaction with interconnected social, cultural, and organisational systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979,
1994). This systemic perspective underpins much Educational Psychology practice, emphasising
attention to individuals’ needs, abilities, and difficulties as real aspects of functioning, alongside
sensitivity to the social, cultural, and institutional contexts that shape these experiences. This per-
spective is particularly relevant within Virtual School contexts, where professionals’ work with

care-experienced CYP is shaped by multiple, interacting systems. This position reflects a commit-
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ment to ethically grounded and evidence-informed practice that balances attention to individual

experience with sensitivity to contextual influence.

This ontological position enabled me to attend to participants' belief systems as authentic
and meaningful dimensions of their experiences, while examining how Virtual School contexts
shape their professional navigation. This is consistent with expectations that practitioners identify
and reflect on their personal values and address tensions between personal and professional com-
mitments (BPS, 2023, Standards 2g & 2i; HCPC, 2023, Standard 5.3). Critical realism therefore
offers a coherent foundation for this study, accommodating the complexity between personal be-
liefs and professional practice by acknowledging that beliefs genuinely influence decision-making
while recognising this influence is mediated by organisational structures, professional norms, and

the needs of vulnerable CYP.

3.2.2 Epistemology

Epistemology concerns how knowledge is constructed, validated, and understood, address-
ing fundamental questions about what constitutes valid knowledge, how we come to know reality,
and the relationship between researcher and researched (Crotty, 1998; Guba & Lincoln, 1994).
Consistent with my critical realist ontological stance, I adopted a critical realist epistemological
position. This position holds that while reality exists independently of our perception, our
knowledge of it is always partial, socially conditioned, and historically situated (Bhaskar, 1975).
Importantly, as Al-Amoudi and Willmott (2011) emphasise, critical realism acknowledges that
knowledge claims are always shaped by social and historical conditions, while still holding that
reality itself exists independently of how it is described. This position therefore sits between pos-

itivist epistemologies, which seek objective and generalisable truth, and purely constructionist ap-
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proaches, which would treat belief systems as entirely constituted through language and social

interaction (Sayer, 2000).

From a critical realist perspective, knowledge about belief systems and professional prac-
tice emerges through interaction between real phenomena and the contexts that shape their expres-
sion (Bhaskar, 1978; Archer et al., 2016). Central to this stance is Bhaskar's (1975) distinction
between the intransitive and transitive dimensions of knowledge. In this study, the intransitive
dimension refers to the objects of knowledge, including belief systems, professional experiences,
and organisational structures, that exist independently of the research process. The transitive di-
mension refers to the theories, concepts, and interpretive frameworks through which those objects
are understood, which are always socially produced and historically situated. This distinction is
important because it maintains that belief systems are real and consequential in professionals' lives,
while acknowledging that what can be known about them through research is necessarily partial

and shaped by the conditions under which knowledge is produced.

For this study, this meant that the knowledge produced was understood not as a definitive
account of how belief systems function within Virtual School practice, but as a contextualised
engagement with how these particular professionals understood and navigated belief within their
specific professional and organisational settings. What counted as valid knowledge was not pre-
diction or generalisation, but a situated understanding of the processes and conditions through
which belief shaped professional experience, including processes that may operate beyond partic-
ipants' immediate conscious awareness. | remained aware that critical realism, as encountered
through my academic and professional training, is itself grounded in Western philosophical tradi-
tions (Al-Amoudi & Willmott, 2011; Harding, 1998), which reinforced the importance of treating

it as a guiding framework rather than a fixed template, and of prioritising participants' own fram-
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ings of belief and professional practice rather than fitting accounts into predetermined theoretical

categories.

3.2.3 Axiology and Researcher Positioning

Axiology concerns the role of values in research, specifically how researchers’ beliefs and
values shape methodological choices and interpretative processes (Thompson, 2010; Guba & Lin-
coln, 1994). Savin-Baden and Major (2023) identify three central considerations for researcher
positioning: recognising one’s own stance and underlying assumptions; reflecting on the relation-
ship between researcher and participants; and acknowledging how values influence all stages of
the research process. In qualitative inquiry, this aligns with the understanding that subjectivity is
not a threat to rigour but a resource for generating insight, particularly within reflexive approaches

such as RTA (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Finlay, 2002).

My approach to this study was shaped by values developed through a range of formative
personal and professional experiences. Growing up in Croatia during the war in the 1990s offered
early insight into how belief systems can both unite and fragment communities. Later, immigration
to the UK further shaped my understanding of identity negotiation in intercultural contexts. These
perspectives were refined through professional work with diverse communities and, more specif-
ically, within Virtual School contexts, where 1 observed how educational professionals navigate
complex intersections of identity in their work with care-experienced CYP, often in ways that went

beyond formal training and seemed rooted in deeply held personal values.

Taken together, these experiences shaped my view that seeking to understand different per-
spectives is more constructive than judging them. While my early experiences highlighted the di-

visive potential of ideological differences, subsequent professional work led me to understand that
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individuals holding markedly different values can collaborate effectively and even enrich one an-

other's practice when interactions are grounded in mutual respect and openness.

My personal values centre on inclusion, equity, and the recognition that individuals, re-
gardless of their belief systems, should be understood within their own frameworks of meaning.
This informed a commitment to research that attends to the complexity and fluidity of identity
navigation, rather than imposing fixed analytic categories. These considerations informed how

belief was approached throughout the study, from recruitment framing through to analysis.

This axiological positioning, in combination with the study's critical realist ontological and
epistemological stance and the focus of the research questions, informed the overall methodolog-
ical design. These were not simply background considerations, they made a qualitative approach
not only pragmatically appropriate but philosophically coherent. A methodology that prioritised
participant voice, contextual depth, and the researcher's active interpretive role was a coherent

choice given the values and philosophical commitments outlined above.

3.3 Research Design

Building on the study's critical realist ontology and epistemology, a qualitative exploratory
design was adopted to examine how Virtual School professionals navigate the relationship between
personal belief systems and professional practice. This approach aligns with the study's aim to
explore how belief is understood and navigated in practice, rather than test predefined hypotheses
or variables, and resonates with the emphasis placed by both the BPS (2023, Standards 2i & 3g)
and HCPC (2023, Standards 5.3 & 10.3) on reflective, inclusive, and contextually informed prac-

tice, particularly when working with diverse and vulnerable populations.
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This design was well suited for exploring this under-researched and sensitive area, selected
for its capacity to capture the complexity and nuance of professionals' perspectives at the intersec-
tion of personal belief, ethical responsibility, and the organisational and multi-agency contexts of
Virtual School practice when supporting care-experienced CYP. It enabled participants to reflect
on and articulate perspectives that are not yet well understood within the existing evidence base
and that may not easily surface within more structured or quantitative methodologies. By priori-
tising participant voice and contextual depth, this approach supported nuanced exploration of eth-

ical, relational, and identity-based dimensions of professional practice.

Existing professional frameworks tend to position belief primarily as something to be mon-
itored rather than explored as a meaningful dimension of professional identity and practice (BPS,
2023, Standard 3g; HCPC, 2023, Standard 5.3; Plante, 2014), an area this study sought to address.
Semi-structured interviews were therefore selected as they enabled participants to articulate per-
spectives on belief and professional practice in their own terms, with greater flexibility than more
structured or quantitative methods would allow (Finlay, 2002), while allowing flexibility to pursue
issues relevant to individual professional contexts. This method supported exploration of belief

system navigation across varied roles, settings, and organisational structures.

RTA (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2022) was selected as the analytic approach as it is theoreti-
cally flexible, compatible with a range of ontological and epistemological positions, and well
suited to a critical realist framework that treats participants' accounts as accounts of real profes-
sional experiences while recognising the researcher's active role in constructing meaning from
them (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Unlike other approaches to thematic analysis that prioritise agree-
ment between multiple coders or the application of predetermined coding frameworks, RTA posi-

tions researcher subjectivity as a resource rather than a threat to quality, consistent with the axio-
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logical commitment to reflexivity outlined above. Its capacity to support both semantic and latent
analysis, and to develop themes from participants' accounts rather than from predetermined theo-
retical categories, made it particularly appropriate for exploring how belief systems are understood

and negotiated within professional practice.

This approach also differs from phenomenological methodologies such as Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which typically seeks a homogeneous participant group to ex-
plore shared individual experience of a phenomenon in depth. By contrast, this study purposively
recruited a heterogeneous group of professionals across varied belief positions and roles, with the
aim of identifying patterned meaning across that diversity rather than exploring individual experi-

ential essence.

Reflexivity was treated as integral to the research process rather than as a procedural add-
on, informing decisions across all stages of the study, from recruitment and data generation to
analysis and write-up, requiring ongoing critical engagement with how my values, assumptions,
and identities shaped the research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Finlay, 2002). This reflexive
stance supported analytic transparency and coherence, ensuring that interpretations were under-

stood as situated and partial rather than neutral or universally generalisable.

3.4 Ethical Considerations

3.4.1 Ethical Approval

Ethical approval for this study was initially granted by the Tavistock and Portman NHS
Foundation Trust Research Ethics Committee (TREC) in March 2025 (see Appendix A). Following
lower-than-anticipated recruitment and further conceptual clarification of the study focus, an

amendment was submitted in June 2025 and approved in late August 2025 (see Appendix D). Ap-
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proval to conduct the research was also obtained from the Principal Educational Psychologist at
my placement service, who reviewed and signed off the research proposal prior to data collection
(see Appendix O). The amendment is discussed in detail in ethical amendment and final strategy

section below.

The research adhered throughout to the ethical principles outlined in the BPS Code of Eth-
ics and Conduct (2021), the BPS Code of Human Research Ethics (2021), and the HCPC Standards
of Conduct, Performance and Ethics (2024), ensuring respect for participants' autonomy, dignity,

confidentiality, and wellbeing.

3.4.2 Informed Consent

Participants were provided with detailed information about the research, both in a written
information sheet and verbally prior to the interview (see Appendix F for Participant Information
Sheet and Appendix G for Consent Form). Given the sensitive nature of exploring personal belief
systems in professional contexts, particular care was taken to ensure that participants fully under-
stood the focus of the study. All participants provided written consent confirming their under-
standing of the study's aims, data handling protocols, and their right to withdraw. Full details of
the consent process, including ongoing consent and the right to withdraw, are described in the data

collection section below.

3.4.3 Potential Benefits to Participants

Although the study was not designed to provide emotional or therapeutic support, partici-
pants may have benefited from the opportunity to speak with a fellow educational professional
who understands the complexities of working within Virtual Schools and the nuanced role that

personal belief systems can play in professional practice. Engaging in a focused, respectful dis-
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cussion with someone who recognised the significance of personal belief systems in shaping val-

ues and practice may have provided a sense of validation and space for personal reflection.

This combination of shared professional understanding and openness to belief-related iden-
tity may have helped create an environment in which participants felt heard, respected, and safe to
reflect on perspectives that may not routinely be explicitly discussed within everyday professional
dialogue. For some, the opportunity to articulate how they navigate personal beliefs in complex
educational contexts may have brought clarity or reassurance. While not intended as a form of
support, the interview process may have facilitated reflective engagement with personal and pro-

fessional values in a way that participants found meaningful.

3.4.4 Confidentiality

All interview data were de-identified to protect participant identities. Pseudonyms were
assigned, and identifying details such as names, schools, or locations were removed from tran-
scripts. However, participants' belief system identities (religious, atheist, or secular) were retained
where relevant to understanding the data, with participants' explicit consent, as belief identity was
central to the analytic focus of the study. The importance of confidentiality was reiterated during
the consent process and again before each interview began. Participants were made aware that,
due to the small number of participants and the specificity of their roles in Virtual Schools, com-

plete anonymity could not be guaranteed even with pseudonymisation.

3.4.5 Data Protection

Data were handled in accordance with GDPR and relevant Trust and University data man-
agement policies. De-identified data will be retained for 6-10 years in line with Trust policy, with
access restricted to the researcher and supervisor. Full details of recording, transcription, storage,

and deletion procedures are described in the data collection section below.
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3.4.6 Social Responsibility

My position as a TEP with prior Virtual School experience required careful consideration
of relational boundaries. Several participants were known to me professionally prior to the study,
through previous roles within Virtual School contexts or shared local authority networks. In one
instance, I had previously held a line management role in relation to a participant, although no
current managerial or supervisory relationship existed at the time of recruitment.

These prior professional connections positioned me in a partial insider role and required
explicit attention to power, familiarity, and the potential for perceived obligation. To mitigate this,
recruitment materials emphasised the voluntary nature of participation, and no direct invitation to
participate was issued where there had previously been a line management relationship. All par-
ticipants initiated contact independently following circulation of study information. At the outset
of each interview, I reiterated that participation was voluntary, that there were no professional
consequences associated with involvement, and that the conversation was research-focused rather

than consultative or supervisory.

Care was taken to avoid offering advice or professional input during interviews, even where
discussions touched on ethical tensions or practice dilemmas. This supported the maintenance of
appropriate boundaries and reduced the likelihood of role confusion or evaluative dynamics. De-
spite these steps, I acknowledge that prior professional relationships, particularly where a line
management role had previously existed, may have shaped what participants felt comfortable shar-

ing or how they related to me during the interview.

Beyond relational considerations, safeguarding responsibilities were also carefully consid-
ered. Although participants were discussing their professional work rather than personal clinical

matters, their roles involved vulnerable care-experienced CYP. Clear procedures were in place
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should safeguarding concerns or significant ethical issues arise during interviews, including sign-
posting to appropriate organisational support structures where necessary. No such incidents oc-

curred.

3.5 Research Quality

3.5.1 Commitment to Quality

The study was informed by Braun and Clarke’s (2022) evaluation questions for RTA, which
provided a framework for ensuring that the analytic process was transparent, well-justified, and
closely tied to the dataset. These questions supported a reflective and methodical approach, helping
to maintain both depth and flexibility in interpretation. Yardley's (2000) qualitative research prin-
ciples further informed the study's approach, supporting attention to sensitivity to context, com-
mitment to rigour, transparency and coherence, and impact and importance throughout the research
process. This commitment to quality was embedded across all stages of the research, from refining
inclusion criteria in response to recruitment challenges to sustaining recursive engagement during

coding and theme development.

3.5.2 Transparency and Coherence

The analytic process was supported by regular supervisory meetings, which created struc-
tured opportunities to interrogate assumptions and refine interpretive decisions rather than simply
reaching agreement (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Supervisory dialogue functioned as a critical space
for examining the coherence, distinctiveness, and evidential grounding of developing codes and

themes.

Transparency was further supported through the systematic documentation of analytic de-

cisions during coding and theme development. Reflexive memos were produced alongside coding



83

tables (see Appendix H for example), capturing emerging interpretations, points of uncertainty,
and shifts in analytic focus. This documentation enabled me to trace how initial codes were reor-

ganised, refined, and ultimately drawn upon in generating themes.

Together, supervisory dialogue and reflexive documentation supported analytic coherence
and ensured that interpretive claims remained grounded in participants’ accounts while remaining

open to critical scrutiny.

3.6 Recruitment Strategy
3.6.1 Initial Approach and Challenges

The initial recruitment strategy involved contacting Educational Psychology services
(EPS) in local authorities to recruit participants from Virtual Schools. Following ethical approval
(see Appendix A), Principal Educational Psychologists (PEPs) in London boroughs and wider local
authorities were contacted and asked to circulate study information to Virtual School professionals
within their services using an example email (see Appendix B). However, this approach proved
largely ineffective. The multiple layers of communication made it difficult to directly reach eligible

participants, limiting the reach of recruitment and reducing opportunities for timely engagement.

In response, and consistent with the approved approach of extending recruitment through
broader professional networks where initial responses were insufficient, the strategy was revised
to include direct engagement with Virtual Schools. A publicly available list of Virtual School Head
(VSH) email addresses across England, obtained from a Freedom of Information request to the
Department for Education (published via WhatDoTheyKnow), was used to contact Virtual Schools
directly. Each VSH was contacted by email with an overview of the study and the recruitment flyer
(see Appendix C) and invited to participate if their role involved direct work with care-experienced

CYP, or to share study information with relevant team members who met the inclusion criteria.
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Alongside this direct approach, recruitment was also advertised more widely through pro-
fessional networks. Specifically, the recruitment poster was shared on professional social media
platforms, an email was circulated via the EPNet mailing list, and study information was sent to
the Children in Care, Adopted & Otherwise Permanently Placed special interest group on
edpsy.org.uk. These additional channels were intended to increase reach among educational pro-

fessionals with direct links to Virtual Schools.

Despite this multi-pronged approach, the initial response was limited. Three professionals
contacted me expressing interest in the study but indicated they did not meet the inclusion criteria
as they did not identify as religious. It is also possible that the wider socio-political climate at the
time of recruitment, marked by heightened public scrutiny of religious and cultural identities, may
have contributed to the low response rate, with some professionals potentially feeling uncomfort-
able disclosing personal belief positions in a research context (see Section 3.9.3 for further discus-
sion of this context). Across recruitment channels, professional networks and social media plat-
forms generated no responses, while direct contact via VSHs proved the most effective route, albeit
still constrained by both the restrictive nature of the original criteria and the broader contextual

factors outlined above.

In light of the low response rate, an additional recruitment strategy was implemented. |
contacted 15 colleagues from the doctoral programme and asked them to forward study infor-
mation to their Virtual School colleagues or to Principal Educational Psychologists acting as

known gatekeepers. This approach resulted in one further expression of interest.
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3.6.2 Ethical Amendment and Final Strategy

The limited response rate suggested that the original inclusion criteria, which focused on
professionals with a religious identity, may have been too narrow to capture the diversity of belief
systems present within Virtual School teams. This prompted recognition that non-religious belief
frameworks can be as identity-shaping and practice-informing as religious beliefs, and may simi-
larly influence professional values, decision-making, and approaches to supporting diverse popu-
lations (Lee, 2015; Woodhead, 2017). In light of this, an amendment to the ethical approval was
submitted in June 2025 and granted in late August 2025 (see Appendix D for amended TREC
application), broadening the inclusion criteria to encompass professionals who self-identified as
holding a significant belief system, religious, secular, or atheist, that meaningfully shaped their
worldview and professional practice (see Tables 5 and 6 for full inclusion and exclusion criteria
and rationale). This coincided with the summer holiday period, when many educational profes-
sionals were on leave, creating additional challenges during the initial post-amendment phase. Im-
portantly, the amendment did not alter the core research questions, methodology, or data collection
procedures. Rather, it clarified and extended the conceptual framing of belief systems to better
reflect both the literature and the diversity of professional identities encountered during recruit-

ment.

Following approval of the amendment, professionals who had previously expressed inter-
est, as well as new contacts reached through the same recruitment channels using the revised in-
clusion criteria, became eligible to participate. In addition, snowball sampling was employed, with
participants invited to share study information with colleagues who met the inclusion criteria.
These adjustments increased the pool of potential participants and strengthened the feasibility of

recruitment, ultimately securing participation from seven professionals working in Virtual
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Schools. Recruitment outcomes meant that several participants worked within the local authority
where [ was on placement, which is acknowledged in the strengths and limitations of the study.
Participants represented a range of self-described belief positions and professional roles, providing
sufficient diversity of perspectives to address the study's research questions, despite ongoing re-
cruitment challenges. This recruitment journey highlighted the importance of flexibility in quali-
tative research design and the value of direct engagement with target populations rather than rely-

ing solely on institutional gatekeepers.

Table 5

Participant Inclusion Criteria and Rationale

Criteria Rationale

Must be an educational professional working di-
rectly with care-experienced CYP in Virtual Ensures participants have recent, relevant
Schools within the last academic year or three experience with the target population.

terms.

Must identify with a significant belief system (reli- Ensures participants can provide insight
gious, atheist, or secular) that shapes their into how personal beliefs influence pro-

worldview and professional practice. fessional decision-making.

Must be willing to reflect on and discuss their belief Ensures participants can engage meaning-

system in relation to their professional practice. fully with the research questions.




87

Table 6

Participant Exclusion Criteria and Rationale

Criteria Rationale

Ensures participants have direct experi-

ence of working educationally with care-
Professionals in purely administrative or manage-

experienced young people. Virtual School
rial roles.

Heads were not excluded where their role

included direct work with CYP.

Individuals who do not identify with a significant Maintains focus on the research question
belief system that shapes their worldview and prac- regarding belief-informed professional

tice. practice.

3.7 Number of Participants

Following Braun and Clarke’s (2022) guidance that sample size decisions in RTA should
be treated as provisional and guided by analytic purpose rather than fixed numerical targets, this
study aimed to recruit a small to moderate number of participants. Braun and Clarke emphasise
that qualitative researchers make informed estimates at the design stage based on the study’s focus,
participant specificity, and method of data generation, while remaining open to adjusting sample

size in response to the nature of the data produced.

An initial target of six to eight participants was therefore set. This reflected the study’s
narrow and specialist focus on belief system navigation within Virtual School contexts, the use of

in-depth semi-structured interviews, and a commitment to reflexive, inductive analysis across the
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dataset. At the outset, it was not possible to know the richness of the data in advance; rather, this
estimate reflected the anticipated potential for depth given the professional expertise of partici-

pants and the exploratory nature of the research questions.

In line with Braun and Clarke’s (2022) emphasis on analytic depth, and informed by the
concept of information power (Malterud et al., 2016), decisions about final sample size were made
iteratively during data collection rather than being fixed in advance. The narrow analytic focus,
high specificity of the participant group, and the reflexive, in-depth nature of the dialogue sup-
ported smaller-sample feasibility within this framework. Recruitment continued until the interview
data were judged to be sufficiently detailed and meaningful to support robust engagement with the

research questions.

In this study, sufficient data were understood not as thematic saturation but as the point at
which participants were able to reflect in depth on belief system navigation in professional con-
texts, where conceptually similar issues were recurring across accounts, and where each research
question could be addressed through multiple, analytically relevant perspectives. Interviews were
engaged, reflexive discussions of belief, identity, and practice, characterised by increasing conver-
gence around key tensions and strategies in professional navigation.

Recruitment ultimately resulted in a sample of seven participants, accessed through multi-
ple channels: previous professional contacts, a doctoral programme colleague, and snowball sam-
pling. Participants were professionals working within Virtual Schools across different local au-
thorities in England and included Educational Psychologists, advisory teachers, Virtual School
Assistant Headteachers, and Speech and Language Therapists. Although Speech and Language
Therapists are typically situated within health services, those participating in this study were em-

ployed within Virtual School contexts, working directly with care-experienced CYP under an ed-
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ucational remit, and are therefore understood as educational professionals within the scope of this
study. The range of professional roles represented offered insight into how belief system navigation
varied across different professional positions within the same organisational context, though the
study did not seek to systematically compare these roles.

Participants identified with significant belief systems that shaped their worldview, values,
and daily life, including two practising Christians, three with spiritual perspectives (encompassing
Buddhist-influenced values and personal spiritual exploration), and two with secular/atheist
worldviews emphasizing humanistic and professional ethical frameworks.

The table below summarises key participant characteristics. Consistent with the confiden-
tiality considerations outlined above, and with participants' consent regarding the reporting of be-
lief identity, professional roles are reported at group level rather than linked to individuals, so that
only non-identifying characteristics are presented here.

Table 7

Summary of Participant Characteristics

Participant ~ Gender Self-described belief position

P1 Female Spiritual (Buddhist-influenced)

P2 Female Spiritual (Buddhist-influenced)

P3 Male Secular / atheist (Catholic upbringing)
P4 Female Spiritual (personal exploration)

P5 Female Secular / atheist

P6 Female Christian (Catholic)

P7 Male Christian




90

The adequacy of the final sample was therefore judged in relation to the study’s narrow
analytic focus, the specificity of the participant group, and the depth and coherence of the data
generated, rather than by reference to numerical thresholds. While additional participants may have
offered further perspectives, both the depth of the dataset and the constraints of the doctoral time-

line supported the decision to proceed with analysis rather than extend recruitment further.

3.8 Data Collection

The following section outlines the data collection procedures, focusing on the use of semi-
structured interviews to explore participants’ experiences of belief system navigation within their

professional practice.

3.8.1 Rationale for Semi-structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the most appropriate method of data genera-
tion for this study because they enabled participants to reflect on and describe how they experi-
enced and made sense of navigating personal belief systems within professional practice. This
aligned with the study's critical realist epistemological position, which understands knowledge as
situated, partial, and shaped through social, cultural, and institutional contexts. This method ena-
bled professionals to articulate their experiences within their own frameworks of meaning, while
allowing for exploration of how belief systems are expressed within organisational and relational
contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Danermark et al., 2002).

A shared set of core questions (see Appendix E) provided sufficient structure to support
cross-case pattern identification through RTA, while the flexibility to follow up on individual ac-
counts allowed exploration of the varied belief positions, professional roles, and organisational
contexts represented across the sample. This was important given that participants held diverse

belief systems and occupied different roles within Virtual Schools, meaning that a fully standard-
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ised approach would have risked constraining the depth and relevance of their accounts. Individual
interviews were also preferred over group formats given the personal and potentially sensitive
nature of discussing belief systems within professional contexts, where participants may have felt
less comfortable disclosing or reflecting openly in the presence of colleagues.

In this study, participants' accounts were understood as offering situated insight into belief
system navigation within Virtual School professional practice. However, consistent with the
study's epistemological stance, these accounts were not understood as transparent reflections of
reality. Rather, they were recognised as shaped by multiple contextual influences, including pro-
fessional discourse, organisational expectations, and the interview context itself, including partic-
ipants' awareness that they were speaking to me as a researcher in a formal setting. The knowledge
produced through these interviews therefore offered a situated understanding of how these partic-
ular professionals understood and navigated their personal belief systems within professional prac-
tice, rather than universal principles applicable across all professional contexts.

3.8.2 Interview Process and Procedures

Participants who expressed interest in the study contacted me by email. Eligibility was
confirmed against the inclusion criteria, after which a suitable interview date and time were agreed.
Participants were offered a choice between online and in-person interviews to support accessibility
and comfort. Six participants chose to be interviewed online, while one opted for an in-person
interview.

Written informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection, as
detailed in Section 3.4.2. Data were collected through semi-structured individual interviews con-

ducted between June and October 2025. Interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. Six inter-
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views were conducted online via Tavi Zoom, the institution’s secure video-conferencing platform,
and one interview took place in person at the Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust.

Offering both interview formats served several practical and methodological purposes. It
enabled participation from professionals located across different local authorities in England, re-
ducing geographical and time-related barriers. Providing choice also supported participant auton-
omy and comfort, which was particularly important given the sensitive nature of discussing per-
sonal belief systems in professional contexts (Deakin & Wakefield, 2013). Online interviews ad-
ditionally accommodated the demanding schedules of Virtual School professionals and allowed
participants to take part from familiar environments. Previous research suggests that this can fa-
cilitate openness and disclosure, particularly when discussing personal or potentially sensitive top-
ics (Janghorban et al., 2014).

Consent to audio-record interviews was obtained through the consent form and verbally
reconfirmed immediately prior to recording. Interviews were conducted in quiet, private settings
to minimise distractions and safeguard confidentiality. For online interviews, I participated from
my home office, while participants joined from private workspaces or home offices. All online
participants chose to have their cameras switched on, which supported the interviewing process by
enabling me to observe non-verbal cues and respond sensitively to participants' comfort and en-
gagement. The in-person interview was conducted in a private meeting room at the Tavistock and
Portman NHS Foundation Trust, providing a professional and confidential environment that sim-
ilarly supported direct observation of non-verbal communication. The secure Tavi Zoom platform
ensured that confidentiality and data protection standards were upheld, with audio recordings
stored directly to the University of Essex OneDrive system rather than on local devices, with ac-

cess restricted to myself and my supervisor. Tavi Zoom's automated transcription feature was used
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to generate initial transcripts, which were then manually reviewed against the audio recordings to
ensure accuracy. This was particularly important for correcting errors in specialist terminology
related to Virtual School practice and education. During this process, all identifying information,
including names of individuals, schools, and local authorities, was removed to protect confidenti-
ality. Participants' belief system identities were retained alongside pseudonyms in line with the
consent agreement, given their analytic relevance.
3.8.3 Interview Schedule Development

The semi-structured interview schedule was developed in relation to the research aims and
questions and was designed to explore how participants experienced and made sense of navigating
personal belief systems within their professional roles in Virtual School contexts (see Appendix
E). The schedule comprised a small number of open-ended questions organised broadly into back-
ground, experiential, reflective, and closing sections. It was designed to balance structure with
flexibility, ensuring that key areas relevant to the research questions were explored while allowing
participants to shape the direction and emphasis of the conversation in ways that reflected what
was most meaningful to them. While the core questions provided a shared structure across inter-
views, follow-up questions were generated responsively during the interview itself, informed by
participants' accounts and the direction of the conversation. These follow-ups were used to encour-
age elaboration, clarification, and reflection, particularly when participants discussed complex or
sensitive aspects of belief system navigation, without steering them toward particular interpreta-
tions.

At the start of each interview, I introduced myself, explained the purpose of the study, and
clarified the research-focused nature of the conversation. Ethical considerations, including confi-

dentiality, the voluntary nature of participation, and the right to withdraw, were discussed prior to
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commencing. Given my position as a Trainee Educational Psychologist, I also explicitly distin-
guished the interview from professional consultation or supervision, to reduce role ambiguity and
support open reflection.

Consistent with a critical realist orientation, the questions were designed to access partici-
pants’ interpretations of real professional experiences while attending to the organisational, rela-
tional, and cultural contexts in which these experiences occurred. The emphasis was on inviting
participants to describe experiences in their own terms, rather than eliciting predetermined cate-
gories or positions.

Questions were phrased to avoid assumptions about whether or how belief systems influ-
enced professional practice. For example, rather than asking whether beliefs affected participants’
work, questions invited reflection on experiences of navigation and intersection. This approach
supported the inclusion of diverse belief positions and allowed participants to articulate their ex-
periences within their own frameworks of understanding.

Interviews were concluded once participants indicated that they had shared what they felt
was important about their experiences, ensuring that accounts were participant-led while remain-
ing aligned with the study’s research focus.

3.8.4 Interview Quality Considerations

Rather than conducting a formal pilot interview, all interviews were included in the analy-
sis, consistent with Braun and Clarke's (2022) position that early interviews within an RTA ap-
proach are analytically meaningful data in their own right rather than preliminary test cases. Treat-
ing the initial interview as a pilot would have risked excluding a conceptually rich account from a
small and specialist dataset. Instead, interview quality was supported by my existing experience

of conducting research interviews, having previously used semi-structured interviews for a the-
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matic analysis study during my Master's degree, as well as my ongoing professional practice as a
Trainee Educational Psychologist, which involves regular consultation with schools and families
requiring similar skills in sensitive questioning, active listening, and creating conditions for open
reflection. These skills were further developed through additional strategies.

These strategies included extensive supervisory review of the interview schedule prior to
data collection, with particular attention to question phrasing, ethical sensitivity, and alignment
with the research aims. Ongoing supervision throughout the data collection phase provided struc-
tured opportunities for reflexive evaluation of interview conduct, question focus, and researcher
positioning. This process allowed interviewing skills to develop iteratively while maintaining
methodological consistency across interviews. Throughout, interview quality and analytic rigour
were the priority, consistent with the sample size rationale outlined in Section 3.7.

3.8.5 Post-interview Procedures

Following each interview, participants were offered a debrief period in which they could
reflect on their experience of participation and ask any questions. They were reminded of their
right to withdraw their data within the four-week period prior to de-identification and were pro-
vided with contact details for both myself and my supervisor should any concerns arise. Infor-
mation about external support services, including Education Support Partnership, Mind, and Sa-
maritans, was also provided, although no participants indicated a need for additional support. In
line with ethical approval and data protection requirements, original audio files were permanently
deleted in accordance with the study's data management and confidentiality protocols.

Following each interview, I also recorded brief reflexive notes documenting my immediate

impressions, emotional responses, relational dynamics, and emerging analytic questions. These
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reflections formed part of the reflexive audit of the analytic process and informed subsequent cod-
ing and theme development (see Appendix H for an example).
3.9 Data Analysis Process and Reflexivity
3.9.1 Reflexivity in the Data Analysis Process

Consistent with a critical realist epistemology and an RTA approach, reflexivity was treated
as integral to the analytic process rather than as a standalone declaration of researcher identity.
While my positionality informed the design of the study, reflexive engagement was particularly
central during data analysis, where decisions were made about meaning, patterning, and theme
development across participants’ accounts. Analysis was understood as an active, inductive pro-
cess engaging with participants’ accounts of real professional experiences, while recognising that
both those accounts and my interpretations were shaped by organisational, relational, and socio-

cultural contexts.

My prior professional experience within a Virtual School, alongside my position during the
research as a TEP, located me in what Dwyer and Buckle (2009) describe as the “space between”,
occupying a partial insider-outsider position. This positioning provided contextual sensitivity to
participants’ accounts while also requiring ongoing reflexive attention to how familiarity, profes-

sional assumptions, or perceived proximity might shape interpretation.

In addition, my broader experience of navigating multiple, intersecting identities informed
reflexive sensitivity to how belief systems were described as integrated, backgrounded, or fore-
grounded within professional practice. Rather than presuming the relevance or impact of belief
systems in advance, reflexive attention supported an analytic stance that prioritised participants'
own framings of when and how belief systems became meaningful in their work. Participants self-

categorised their belief identities during interviews, most commonly as religious, secular, or spir-
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itual. These self-descriptions were not treated as fixed analytic categories; instead, I remained re-
flexively attentive to how they might shape interpretation, including through my own assumptions
and prior positioning. This approach aligned with the study's inductive analytic commitments and
strengthened the credibility of theme development by making the interpretive role of the researcher

explicit and transparent.

3.9.2 Methodological Implications

Within this study, reflexivity functioned as an ongoing methodological practice shaping
analytic decision-making. During coding and theme development, reflexivity involved remaining
open to varied and context-dependent accounts of belief system navigation, resisting the imposi-
tion of predefined narratives (e.g., tension, conflict, or coherence), and allowing patterns of mean-

ing to emerge inductively through sustained engagement with participants’ accounts.

Reflexive strategies, including supervision and reflexive journalling, were used as struc-
tured mechanisms for examining moments of resonance, surprise, or uncertainty in the data. These
moments prompted scrutiny of analytic choices and supported the development of themes
grounded in participants’ accounts rather than researcher expectation. This process supported
openness to multiple, non-exclusive interpretations, consistent with a critical realist commitment

to situated and partial knowledge.

3.9.3 Ongoing Reflexivity

The interviews were conducted in 2025 during a period of heightened global and political
tensions, including conflicts in Gaza and Ukraine, intensified public discourse around immigration
and multiculturalism, and increased scrutiny of religious and cultural identities, particularly affect-

ing Muslim and Jewish communities (Becker, 2023; Community Security Trust, 2025; Hopkins,
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2007;). This wider context formed an important backdrop to the study and shaped the ways in

which discussions of personal belief systems took place within professional settings.

The sensitivity of this context became apparent during recruitment. As mentioned earlier
in this chapter, the initial low response rate was interpreted as potentially reflecting both the re-
strictive framing of belief and the wider socio-political climate. From a critical realist perspective,
this suggests that willingness to participate may have been shaped by multiple interacting factors,
including professional relevance and participants' comfort in disclosing personal beliefs within a

potentially scrutinised environment.

In response, I adopted a reflexively cautious approach during interviews, explicitly ac-
knowledging the sensitivity of the topic, foregrounding confidentiality, and allowing participants
to determine the depth and direction of discussion. This supported participant-led accounts and

reduced pressure to articulate beliefs in ways that felt evaluative or uncomfortably exposing.

Beyond these practical considerations, ongoing reflexivity also involved attention to how
the philosophical stance underpinning the study shaped knowledge production. Critical realism
provided a useful framework for engaging with belief systems as real aspects of social life whose
expression is shaped by social, relational, and institutional contexts (Bhaskar, 1975; Sayer, 2000).
At the same time, as outlined in the epistemological discussion earlier in this chapter, I remained
aware that critical realism itself is situated within particular cultural and intellectual traditions,
which reinforced the importance of treating it as a guiding framework rather than a fixed template

throughout the analytic process.

Reflexivity in this study operated at three interconnected levels: attending to the wider

political and social context in which participation took place, remaining aware of the cultural and
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historical situatedness of the philosophical stance adopted, and engaging critically with my own
positioning in relation to the research context. Taken together, these layers of reflexivity supported
an analytic approach that centred participants’ voices while making my interpretive role as re-

searcher explicit, thereby strengthening the credibility and transparency of the analysis.

3.9.4 Interpretive Knowledge Construction and Researcher Subjectivity

Recognising that knowledge is always partial and contextually shaped raises important
questions about the researcher's role in constructing it. From a critical realist epistemological per-
spective, knowledge is understood as contextual and interpretive, while still referring to phenom-
ena that exist independently of how they are described (Collier, 1994). In this study, understanding
how Virtual School professionals navigate personal belief systems was developed through sus-
tained interpretive engagement with participants' accounts of their professional practice, analysed
through RTA with attention to patterns of meaning across the dataset, recognising these accounts

as contextually shaped interpretations of underlying professional experiences.

Analysis was not treated as the discovery of pre-existing themes, nor as the imposition of
meaning onto participants' accounts. Rather, meanings and themes were actively developed
through sustained, reflexive engagement with participants' accounts, while recognising that access
to these experiences, and participants' own interpretation and understanding of them, was mediated
by language, professional norms, and the research context. This approach maintains a clear dis-

tinction from both naive realism and strong social constructionism.

Within this framework, researcher subjectivity was not viewed as bias to be eliminated but
as an analytic resource when engaged reflexively (Finlay, 2002). My experience of engaging with
religious and secular belief frameworks across different contexts, alongside professional training

and cross-cultural transition, supported sensitivity to the nuanced ways belief systems may be nav-
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igated in practice. At the same time, this positioning required ongoing critical attention to potential

assumptions or blind spots that could shape analytic focus.

Analytic decisions, including how data were coded, patterns identified, and themes devel-
oped, were therefore understood as interpretive acts shaped by my positioning as a researcher and
TEP, while remaining grounded in participants’ accounts. Rather than treating similarity between
participant accounts and my own experiences as confirmation, moments of resonance or uncer-
tainty were approached as prompts for closer analytic scrutiny, supported through reflexive jour-

nalling and supervision.

Alongside the researcher's interpretive role, the forms of understanding that participants
themselves bring to their accounts are equally central to how knowledge is produced in this study.
Participants were approached as knowledgeable practitioners whose accounts reflect situated
forms of professional reasoning, drawing on multiple forms of understanding including experien-
tial knowledge from professional practice, values and commitments rooted in belief frameworks,
cultural perspectives, and institutional or professional training. Rather than privileging one type of
knowledge over another, the analysis attended to how these different sources of understanding
were integrated within participants' descriptions of practice. This orientation aligns with contem-
porary professional guidance within Educational Psychology, which emphasises reflective, rela-
tional, and contextually informed practice, including respect for service users' values and auton-
omy and sensitivity to culture and diversity (BPS, 2023, Standards 21, 3a & 3g; HCPC, 2023,

Standards 2.5, 5.1 & 10.3).

From a critical realist perspective, the knowledge generated through this research repre-
sents an interpretive engagement with participants’ accounts of real professional experiences, ra-

ther than a claim to objective or exhaustive truth. Findings are thus presented as situated and par-
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tial, shaped by the research context and analytic process, while offering meaningful insight into
how belief system navigation is understood and experienced within Virtual School professional

practice.

3.9.5 Limitations of Knowledge Claims

The epistemological position adopted in this study recognises that there are limits to the
claims that can be made through this research. Findings represent contextualised understandings
of belief system navigation within specific organisational and professional contexts rather than
generalisable truths (Bhaskar, 1978; Sayer, 2000), and reflect the perspectives of seven profes-
sionals working in Virtual Schools at a particular time. The strengths and limitations of the study,
including the methodological implications of these epistemological commitments, are addressed

in further detail in the discussion chapter.

3.10 Reflexive Thematic Analysis

This section outlines the analytic process undertaken using RTA (Braun & Clarke, 2022).
Analysis was approached as an iterative and interpretive process, through which patterns of mean-
ing were actively generated through sustained engagement with the dataset, rather than treated as
pre-existing within it. Consistent with the study's critical realist positioning, participants' accounts
were treated as accounts of real professional experiences, while recognising that both these ac-
counts and my interpretations were shaped by relational, organisational, and socio-cultural con-
texts. Within this framework, belief systems were not treated as fixed categories or variables but
as meaningful dimensions of participants' professional lives, understood through their own fram-
ings. RTA supported this approach by enabling patterns of meaning to be explored without reduc-
ing belief to predefined typologies, while requiring ongoing reflexive engagement with how my

positioning shaped analytic decisions.
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The phases of RTA are described below to illustrate how codes and themes were progres-
sively refined, reorganised, and conceptualised over time. Reflexivity is foregrounded throughout,
not as a discrete stage, but as integral to analytic decision-making and theme development. This
account aims to demonstrate analytic coherence and transparency in how the final thematic struc-
ture was constructed. Throughout, analytic rigour was supported through recursive engagement
with the data, sustained reflexive interrogation of interpretive decisions, and ongoing attention to
the coherence, distinctiveness, and conceptual depth of developing themes.

3.10.1 Phase 1: Familiarisation with Data

As described in the data collection section, initial transcripts were generated using Tavi
Zoom's automated transcription feature and then manually reviewed and corrected by me against
the audio recordings. This review process was treated as an initial stage of familiarisation rather
than a purely technical task (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Listening to the recordings while transcribing
supported immersion in tone, pacing, and moments of emotional emphasis. This process facilitated
early engagement with both the content and affective dimensions of participants’ accounts, ena-
bling sensitivity to nuance, hesitation, and emphasis. Audio files were securely stored and deleted
four weeks after transcription and de-identification, in line with the consent agreement and data
management plan.

Following transcription, I engaged in repeated reading of each transcript alongside analytic
note-taking. Initial notes captured early impressions, tensions, resonances, and questions arising
from the data. Familiarisation involved both immersion and critical engagement, attending not
only to what participants said but to how they constructed meaning in relation to belief systems

and professional practice. In line with RTA, I asked analytic questions such as: How is belief po-
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sitioned within this account? What assumptions underpin this framing? What moral or professional

worlds are being constructed? What alternative interpretations might be possible?

I also engaged in reflexive self-questioning throughout this phase, attending to my own
emotional and intellectual responses to the data. Early analytic questions and areas of curiosity
were captured in a provisional reflexive analytic map created during this phase (see Appendix I),
reflecting the exploratory nature of familiarisation rather than the development of formal themes.
I considered why particular extracts stood out to me, what personal or professional assumptions
may have shaped my interpretations, and how my positionality could influence what was fore-
grounded or backgrounded. This reflexive interrogation aimed to cultivate analytic depth alongside

critical distance.

By the end of this phase, I had developed a broad conceptual ’lay of the land’ (Braun &
Clarke, 2022), including sensitivity to variation across participants’ accounts and early patterns of
meaning. Rather than constituting fully formed themes, these ideas represented provisional ana-
lytic directions that I would later interrogate, refine, and potentially discard. They were treated as
tentative and subject to revision, forming part of an ongoing, recursive analytic process rather than

fixed interpretations.

3.10.2 Phase 2: Coding

Coding began alongside continued immersion in the dataset. During the early stages, I en-
gaged in extensive, fine-grained coding characterised by close attention to participants’ language,
emotion, values, professional actions, biographical references, and systemic contexts (see Appen-
dix J for example of early transcript annotation and Appendix K for corresponding coding table

extract).
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Initially, coding was conducted manually using printed transcripts and marginal annota-
tions. This approach supported close engagement with the textual material and allowed flexibility
in tracking emerging ideas, questions, and analytic observations directly alongside the data. Tran-
scripts were colour-coded to reflect developing analytic interests and points of interpretive im-

portance.

However, as the volume and granularity of codes increased, I found it increasingly chal-
lenging to hold the breadth of codes and cross-case connections in view. In response, I transferred
all manual codes and annotations into an Excel spreadsheet, creating a structured coding table that
enabled ongoing re-engagement with, and refinement of, codes across the dataset. This shift was
pragmatic rather than epistemological; it supported analytic transparency and traceability without

altering the interpretive stance underpinning the analysis.

During this phase, I produced extensive reflexive memos alongside coding. Reflexivity
was embedded within the analytic process itself rather than confined to a separate diary, with
memos capturing questions, assumptions, emerging interpretations, and moments of uncertainty

directly linked to specific excerpts of data.

Early coding generated a large number of detailed semantic codes. This was not treated as
evidence of analytic imprecision, but reflected maximal engagement with the dataset, supporting
sensitivity to nuance and contextual meaning-making (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Coding operated
along a semantic—latent continuum rather than as a fixed binary, with interpretive depth developing

through sustained engagement with the dataset.

As coding progressed, the analytic focus shifted from generating additional codes to en-

gaging more explicitly with interpretation. While early coding primarily captured what participants
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said, felt, and did, later coding increasingly attended to how these meanings operated in practice,
for example, how beliefs were used to justify decisions, navigate organisational expectations, man-
age ethical tensions, or sustain professional identity within the constraints of the systems in which

they worked.

This shift became particularly evident during the coding of Interview 4 (see Appendix L),
which marked a clear turning point in the analytic process. Where earlier coding had been predom-
inantly descriptive, this interview prompted a move toward more explicit interpretive engagement,
with greater attention to underlying assumptions and meaning-making processes. This evolving
analytic sensitivity shaped subsequent engagement with the dataset, with attention directed toward
patterns of meaning taking shape across the dataset, while remaining open to new and different

insights.

Throughout this phase, coding remained recursive and reflexively shaped. Codes did not
mechanically accumulate into themes; rather, they functioned as analytic resources that I drew
upon in constructing themes as patterns of shared meaning across the dataset. Themes were not
treated as inherent within the data awaiting discovery, but as interpretive outputs generated through
sustained, iterative engagement with the data, coding tables, reflexive memos, and supervisory

dialogue.

3.10.3 Phase 3: Generating Initial Themes

Following coding, I began the process of generating initial themes by exploring patterns of
shared meaning across the dataset. In line with RTA, this stage was treated as generative and pro-
visional rather than confirmatory (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The aim was not to finalise themes, but
to experiment with different ways of clustering codes in order to identify broader organising ideas

relevant to the research questions. Consistent with a critical realist position, this involved attending
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not only to surface patterns within participants’ accounts, but also to the underlying assumptions,

moral orientations, and structural conditions shaping those accounts.

To support this process, I returned to the original coding table and associated reflexive
memos, revisiting extracts and manually reorganising codes into provisional groupings. Although
codes had been collated within Excel for traceability, theme development involved stepping back
from the spreadsheet and engaging more flexibly with the material. I printed code lists, annotated
clusters, and drafted visual thematic maps to explore possible relationships between codes (see
Appendices J, K, and M). This process enabled the flexible reorganisation of codes and candidate

themes as conceptual relationships were tested, questioned, and revised.

Early clustering produced a number of overlapping candidate themes, including: belief and
identity; moral discomfort; advocacy and resistance; system pressures; emotional impact; profes-
sional judgement; power tensions; and resilience. These clusters reflected different ways of organ-
ising patterned meaning, rather than settled analytic conclusions. Many codes could plausibly sit
within more than one grouping. For example, extracts describing sadness or frustration could be
read as emotional impact, but also as manifestations of moral discomfort or responses to systemic
constraint. Similarly, instances of challenging authority could be understood as advocacy, as ex-

pressions of professional judgement, or as negotiations of power.

Throughout this phase, I engaged in sustained reflexive questioning. I repeatedly asked: Is
this pattern primarily about belief? Or is it about power? Care? Emotional survival? Advocacy? At
times, I also felt a strong pull to organise candidate themes directly around the research questions.
While this approach initially appeared efficient and coherent, I became increasingly aware that
forcing early clusters into a question-led structure risked narrowing the analytic possibilities prem-

aturely. Instead, I worked to remain open to patterns that cut across, complicated, or extended
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beyond the research questions, allowing the analysis to develop conceptually before imposing

structural alignment.

This stage was characterised by ongoing analytic negotiation. Provisional clusters often
overlapped conceptually, raising questions about whether patterns reflected distinct thematic
groupings or different facets of a broader organising idea. There was also tension between retaining
descriptive richness and moving toward greater abstraction. Some clusters appeared compelling at
a semantic level but lacked a unifying conceptual thread when considered across the dataset. Ra-
ther than seeking premature coherence, I allowed clusters to remain tentative while continuing to

interrogate what, analytically, held them together.

Visual thematic mapping (see Appendix M) supported this process by making visible the
relationships, overlaps, and tensions between candidate themes. Through iterative reorganisation
and continued engagement with the data and memos, certain clusters began to cohere around a
more integrated organising concept. The analytic focus gradually shifted from discrete experiential
categories (e.g., emotional impact, system pressures, advocacy) toward a broader understanding
of belief as shaping professional moral sense-making within institutional contexts, recognising that
participants’ accounts reflected both lived experience and the structural conditions within which
professional judgement was exercised. This conceptual condensation did not occur linearly, but

through recursive movement between codes, clusters, extracts, and reflexive reflection.

By the end of this stage, the analysis consisted of a smaller set of more conceptually devel-
oped candidate themes, which were subsequently refined and reviewed in the next stage of analy-

Sis.
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3.10.4 Phase 4: Developing and Reviewing Themes

As the candidate themes began to take shape, the analysis moved into a phase of further
development and review. Consistent with RTA, this stage was not a simple process of checking
whether themes ““fit,” but an active and recursive phase of further development (Braun & Clarke,
2022). It involved re-engaging with both the coded data extracts and the full dataset to refine the

scope, boundaries, and conceptual coherence of each candidate theme.

The first level of review focused on the internal coherence of candidate themes in relation
to their collated extracts. I examined whether the data within each theme meaningfully cohered
around a central organising concept, rather than representing a collection of related but analytically
disconnected topics. Where candidate themes appeared overly broad, fragmented, or descriptively
organised, I returned to the extracts to interrogate what shared meaning, if any, held them together.
In several instances, early clusters required reworking. For example, what initially appeared as
distinct groupings (e.g., emotional impact, advocacy/resistance, power tensions, system pressures)
were found to be conceptually interwoven when examined more closely. Rather than representing
separate thematic patterns, they reflected interconnected dimensions of how belief was enacted,

negotiated, or constrained within institutional contexts.

The second level of review involved returning to the full dataset to ensure that developing
themes adequately captured the breadth and nuance of participants’ accounts. This required reading
extracts back within their interview context, checking that thematic interpretations remained
grounded in the wider narrative of each account. It also involved attending to patterns of tension
and contradiction. In line with RTA, contradictions were not treated as analytic inconsistencies to

be resolved, but as potentially meaningful features of the data. In some cases, tension itself became
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central to the developing theme, particularly where belief appeared to operate simultaneously as

moral resource and site of strain.

Throughout this phase, I was attentive to the distinction between topic summaries and
shared meaning themes. Some provisional clusters risked functioning as descriptive categories
(e.g., resilience or professional judgement) rather than analytically developed patterns organised
around a coherent idea. To guard against this, I repeatedly asked: What is the organising concept
of this theme? Does it tell a meaningful story about belief and professional practice, or does it
simply summarise content? This interrogation supported further refinement of the analysis, ena-

bling the development of a more integrated organising concept.

Developing and reviewing themes was therefore characterised by recursive movement be-
tween codes, extracts, thematic maps, and the full dataset. Visual thematic mapping (see Appendix
N) supported this process by making visible overlaps, boundaries, and relationships between can-
didate themes. Through iterative refinement, provisional clusters were reorganised into a smaller
number of more conceptually integrated themes that together told a coherent analytic story about

belief as shaping professional moral sense-making within institutional realities.

By the end of this phase, the thematic structure was conceptually clearer and more cohe-
sive, while still grounded in participants’ accounts and responsive to the research questions. This

process enhanced the overall quality and rigour of the analysis.

3.10.5 Phase 5: Refining, Defining and Naming Themes
This phase focused on refining, defining, and naming the themes in a way that clearly con-
veyed their analytic meaning, ensuring that each theme represented a coherent pattern of shared

meaning organised around a central concept rather than a descriptive summary of what participants
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discussed. For example, early candidate themes included 'system pressures,’ which gathered ex-
tracts about line management constraints, capacity, and procedural framing, and sat closely linked
to ‘power tensions,’ capturing patterns of hierarchical silencing and authority overriding profes-
sional judgement. Returning to the extracts and asking what connected these early themes, I rec-
ognised that neither was about system pressure or power in itself, but about what happened when
participants' belief-informed values came up against institutional realities. This led to the develop-
ment of Theme 4, ‘When belief meets institutional reality,” which brought these patterns together
under a single organising concept, capturing the friction, discomfort, and micro-resistance that

arose at that intersection.

Refinement involved returning to collated extracts and the full dataset to interrogate the
scope and boundaries of each theme. I asked a series of guiding questions, drawing on Braun and
Clarke's (2022) criteria for theme development: What is the central organising concept here? What
holds these extracts together? What does this theme include, and what does it exclude? How is it
distinct from other themes? How does it contribute to answering the research questions? This pro-
cess required careful consideration of overlap between themes, particularly where issues of iden-
tity, morality, power, and institutional constraint intersected. In some instances, boundaries were

adjusted and extracts relocated to ensure conceptual clarity and analytic distinctiveness.

Writing concise working definitions for each theme proved particularly valuable. Drafting
and redrafting these definitions enabled me to test whether the themes captured patterned meaning
across participants’ accounts, rather than relying on intuitive coherence. Where definitions felt
overly broad or descriptive, I returned to the data to clarify the underlying organising idea. This

iterative process strengthened both internal coherence within themes and clarity between them.
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Naming the themes was treated as an analytic act rather than a cosmetic one. Theme titles
were crafted to reflect their interpretive framing and organising concept, rather than simply their
content. Care was taken to avoid labels that reduced themes to topics (e.g., “emotional impact” or
“system pressures”) and instead to select names that conveyed process, positioning, or relational
dynamics where appropriate. In some cases, wording was refined multiple times to ensure that

names captured analytic depth while remaining accessible to the reader.

Throughout this phase, reflexivity remained central. I considered how my own professional
and personal positioning may have influenced the framing and emphasis of themes, and supervi-

sory dialogue supported further interrogation of their conceptual robustness.

By the end of this stage, the final themes and subthemes were clearly defined and formal-
ised. The resulting thematic structure (see Figure 1) presents a coherent analytic account of how
belief systems are navigated within professional practice in Virtual School contexts, demonstrating

both shared patterns and meaningful variation across participants’ accounts.

3.10.6 Phase 6: Write-up

The final phase of RTA involved crafting a coherent and analytically compelling account
of the findings. In line with Braun and Clarke (2022), writing was treated as a further stage of
analysis rather than a neutral reporting exercise. This required continued reflexive engagement
with the data to ensure that themes were conceptually clear, internally coherent, and grounded in

participants’ accounts.

Each theme was introduced through a concise analytic overview outlining its central or-
ganising concept, followed by subthemes that elaborated key dimensions of the pattern (see Figure

1 for an overview of the final thematic structure). Data extracts were selected to illustrate analytic
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claims and were integrated with interpretive commentary, ensuring that participants’ voices were

foregrounded while analysis remained explicit.

Where variation or tension appeared within or across accounts, these were treated as ana-
lytically meaningful rather than as inconsistencies to be resolved. Consistent with a critical realist
position, the themes are presented as interpretive constructions generated through sustained en-
gagement with the dataset, offering a situated account of belief system navigation within Virtual

School professional practice.
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4 FINDINGS

4.1 Chapter Overview

This chapter presents the findings of the study, organised around four themes. The structure
is designed to capture both the distinct dimensions of participants' experiences and the connections
between them. The thematic map (Figure 1) shows how the themes relate to one another, not as a
hierarchy, but as an interconnected account of how belief operated in the professional lives of

Virtual School educational professionals working with care-experienced CYP.

The four themes explore different aspects of this process. Theme 1, Belief woven into prac-
tice, focuses on how belief became part of professional identity, shaped through early experiences.
Theme 2, Different ways of navigating belief in practice, explores how participants expressed,
held, or stepped back from belief depending on context. Theme 3, Belief acting as a moral com-
pass, examines the role of belief in guiding judgement, supporting sense-making, and sustaining
engagement with the work. Theme 4, When belief meets institutional reality, explores what hap-
pened when belief-informed values came into tension with organisational structures and expecta-

tions.

Each theme and subtheme is explored in detail, with data extracts used to illustrate the anal-
ysis. Ellipses (...) are used where portions of extracts have been omitted for clarity, without altering
their meaning. Pseudonyms are used throughout to protect participants' identities. Interpretive
commentary accompanies each extract, making the analytic reasoning explicit and transparent.
Where variation or tension within themes is important to the analysis, this is acknowledged and

explored rather than resolved, consistent with the study's reflexive thematic analytic approach.



Figure 1

Thematic Map
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4.2 Theme 1: Belief Woven into Practice

For all participants, belief was not experienced as something brought to work from outside,
but as something already woven into how they understood themselves as professionals. Rather
than existing as a separate, private dimension of identity that required conscious management at
the threshold of professional life, belief had become integrated into participants' ways of seeing,
relating, and responding, to the point where, for some, the boundary between personal belief and
professional orientation was difficult to locate. This theme explores how early experiences shaped
a professional moral self, and how that self-extended beyond professional life to shape how par-
ticipants understood themselves across all domains of living. Taken together, the two subthemes
suggest that for all participants, belief-informed professional identity was not constructed in the
workplace but brought to it, and understanding how it was then navigated, expressed, and tested

within that workplace is what the themes that follow explore.

4.2.1 Early Experiences Shaping Professional Moral Self

For all participants, early experiences, whether of religious upbringing, personal biography,
or formative encounters with difference and hardship, left an enduring moral imprint that shaped
how they understood themselves as professionals in adult life. These early experiences did not
simply provide a moral code to follow; they shaped a way of being in the world that subsequently
became inseparable from professional identity. Importantly, this was not always immediately vis-
ible to participants themselves. For some, it only became apparent through the reflective process
of the interview, suggesting that early biographical shaping had become so embedded that it oper-

ated as a taken-for-granted orientation rather than a consciously held position.

Participant 3 (P3) described how a Catholic upbringing, while no longer practised in adult

life, had nonetheless left a lasting moral imprint. Rather than experiencing the transition away from
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religious practice as a rejection of his earlier self, he understood it as a continuity, the values cul-

tivated through early religious life had persisted even as formal belief fell away:

I never... felt like I ever was rejecting the values of of of my, of my upbringing in my
religion. I never rejected the values...I just became an adult and it's just that my rational
brain can't get, can't really accept the sort of, you know, supernatural side of things, you
know, and all that. It's not, it's not about rejecting values. (P3)

He elaborated on what those early experiences had actually cultivated:

... my experience as a child was religion was was a very nurturing one at home and at
school it was a very caring and very nurturing, very much about, you know, looking after
other people... There's a very charitable, you know, aspect to the whole thing. So of course

that that nurtured my mind in that way. (P3)

For P3, it was the quality of his early religious experience, its emphasis on care, nurture,
and looking after others, that had shaped his moral orientation, rather than the doctrinal content of

the belief system itself.

A similar pattern emerged in Participant 2’s (P2's) account, where a Buddhist-influenced
worldview had developed gradually from early experiences and personal reflection. She described
how forming her own beliefs involved both inheritance and conscious choice, taking what reso-

nated from her upbringing and actively moving away from what did not:

...based on our own experiences growing up, own parenting experience, you know experi-
ences of being parented and the culture that we grew up in, which kind of shapes us, but

then equally as we grow up... we form our own beliefs and there are bits that we might
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have grown up with that we absolutely hated. And then I think you can make a very con-

scious choice. (P2)

This reflexive relationship with early experience was grounded in a complex personal bi-
ography, including an emotionally restrictive family environment, years of personal therapy, and
her own experience of adopting children. Rather than leaving these experiences behind, P2 de-

scribed them as having shaped her capacity for empathy and compassion directly:

...looking back years of analysis later... making peace with my own story through my own
psychotherapy over a long time and kind of gradually piecing my own life story together
has helped me... I've kind of processed my own life experiences... I guess I've lived
through quite a lot of complexity and I guess it hopefully just... allows you to be... a little

bit less judgmental. A little bit more compassionate. (P2)

For P2, professional moral identity had not been constructed through professional training
alone but through the long work of making sense of her own life, a process that had produced both
a deep commitment to non-judgement and a strong belief that it is probably no coincidence that

she ended up doing the work she does.

For Participant 6 (P6) and Participant 7 (P7), religious upbringing provided a more explic-
itly foundational moral structure that continued to shape professional identity in adult life. P7 de-
scribed his Christian faith as having laid the groundwork for the principles that now guided his
professional practice: “I feel that if I didn't have that foundation, I don't think I would have certain

principles that I have now.” (P7)
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For P7, this was not experienced as constraint but as resource, a settled moral ground from
which professional decisions could be made with clarity and confidence, without the need for on-

going negotiation or doubt.

P6's relationship with her Catholic upbringing was more nuanced. While she identified as
a practising Catholic, she was clear that faith functioned as a guide rather than a rulebook, some-

thing she drew on selectively, shaped by lived experience rather than doctrinal prescription:

I think the main tenant of my kind of faith is ensuring that I help others and do the best for
them as much as possible. And I don't always believe in everything that the Catholic Church
says... but in terms of my belief, it's just always helping others, always being kind. I kind

of view my faith as a bit of a road map. (P6)

For P6, early religious formation had cultivated a core ethical orientation, kindness, helping
others, speaking up when something is wrong, that translated directly into her professional prac-

tice, even where the institutional content of that religion felt less relevant or applicable.

Participant 1’s (P1's) account showed how early personal experience had directly shaped
her professional empathy. She described growing up with a mother whose poor health meant that
circumstances beyond her control shaped family life significantly, an experience that had culti-
vated a deep understanding of how life situations, rather than personal failings, can determine

outcomes for families:

I grew up with my mum, who didn't have, hasn't had very good health... I think then you
start to think actually things could have been very different. You know, for someone who's

in very different circumstances and doesn't have that support network around them... |
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suppose it probably that does impact on my work in terms of trying like spending more

energy, trying to understand their needs and trying to advocate for them. (P1)

For P1, this early biographical experience had produced a professional orientation
grounded in equity and non-judgement, a belief that people should be seen as people, and that
circumstances, not character, explain behaviour. This translated directly into how she approached

assessment, report writing, and advocacy within her Virtual School role.

Participant 5's (P5's) account was distinctive in that her moral orientation was not rooted
in any named religious tradition. She was explicit that she had not been brought up religiously and
did not identify as religious. Instead, her values constituted what she described as a personal code,
inseparable from who she was, centred on social justice, advocacy, hearing children's voices, and
doing what is right. This had been shaped through lived experience and personal reflection rather
than through religious formation. For P5, the biographical roots of professional moral identity were
less about a specific formative event and more about an accumulating sense, developed over time,

that her values and her work were inseparable.

Participant 4’s (P4's) account was the most distinctive in this regard. She began the inter-
view with notable hesitancy around the language of belief, describing her initial instinct as being
to separate professional principles from personal belief entirely. However, as the interview pro-
gressed, it became increasingly clear that her deepest professional commitments had biographical
roots she had not initially connected to her professional identity. Most significantly, she described
growing up in a family shaped by intergenerational trauma, with both parents having experienced

abuse in childhood and her father having spent time in and out of care:
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Both my parents were... experienced abuse in their childhood... my dad grew up in and
out of care... I kind of feel like I can relate to some of the experiences of our children in

care in a way that perhaps someone that hasn't grown up in that context can't. (P4)

For P4, these early experiences had cultivated a form of relational understanding, a capac-
ity to imagine what care-experienced CYP go through, that she described as something no amount
of professional training alone could have produced. That this connection only became visible
through the reflective process of the interview is itself telling, suggesting that the shaping influence
of early experience on how practitioners understand and relate to the CYP they work with can

operate below the level of conscious awareness until reflective space is created to examine it.

It is worth pausing here to reflect on my own positioning in relation to this subtheme. The
accounts that stayed with me most during analysis were those where early hardship had been trans-
formed into professional compassion, particularly P1, P2, and P4. Having my own professional
background working alongside care-experienced CYP, I was conscious of being drawn to these
narratives, and of the possibility that this pull might lead me to give more weight to accounts that
reflected values I already held. I tried to hold this awareness throughout the analysis, not as a
reason to set these accounts aside, but as a reminder to keep checking whether the significance I
was giving them came from what participants themselves were saying, rather than from my own
resonance with their experiences. Coming back to the data repeatedly, the biographical rooting of
professional values and ways of relating did feel genuinely central across all seven accounts, even
where it looked different or emerged less readily, which gave me more confidence that this pattern
reflects something real about how belief and professional identity develop in this kind of work,

rather than something I had read into the data.
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Looking across all seven accounts, something consistent emerges that goes beyond indi-
vidual biography. Early experiences, whether of religious upbringing, family hardship, personal
loss, or encounters with difference, seem to leave a particular kind of moral imprint that does not
simply fade over time but becomes woven into how practitioners see and respond to the world.
From a critical realist perspective, these experiences appear to work as generative mechanisms,
shaping professional moral orientations at a deeper level than conscious choice or professional
training alone can account for. What makes this particularly interesting is that for several partici-
pants, this shaping had become so embedded that it was no longer visible to them as something
that had shaped them, it had simply become who they were. The fact that it only surfaced through
the reflective space of the interview suggests that this kind of deeply rooted moral orientation often
goes unnamed and unexamined in professional life. For those working with care-experienced CYP
in Virtual School contexts, where the emotional and ethical demands of the role are significant,
this matters, because what sustains practitioners, and what shapes the quality of their practice, may
be something that existing professional development frameworks rarely create space to

acknowledge or explore.

4.2.2 Belief Shaping Identity Across Life Domains

For most participants, belief did not operate only within professional life but shaped how
they understood themselves across all domains, including work, family, relationships, and com-
munity. Rather than compartmentalising belief as something belonging to one area of life, partici-
pants described their values as running consistently through everything they did, making the

boundary between personal and professional identity difficult, and for some impossible, to locate.
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P7 expressed this most directly and with the greatest sense of clarity. For him, Christian
faith was not something he brought to work and left at home, it was simply part of who he was in

every context:

They're married together. Yeah, I would say definitely. Even not just with your young peo-
ple you work with... it's your colleagues as well. It's the way you interact with a member

of public... it's not just down to work, it's everything, even including family. (P7)

For P7, this integration was uncomplicated and experienced as a source of consistency and
strength, belief provided a stable ethical thread that ran through all areas of life, and professional

practice was simply one context in which that thread became visible.

A similar pattern emerged in P3's account, though rooted in a secular humanist rather than
religious worldview. He described the boundary between who he was at work and who he was
outside of it as essentially non-existent: “I don't see a dividing line in that sense. I am at work who

I am not at work.” (P3)

For P3, the values he brought to his professional relationships, a belief in shared humanity,
the importance of relating to people as people rather than categories, were the same values he
carried into every other area of his life. Professional identity was not a separate role to inhabit but

a natural extension of a consistently held worldview.

However, not all participants experienced this integration as clear or straightforward. For
PS5, whose moral orientation was rooted in a personal code rather than any named belief system,
the integration of belief across life domains was real but also experienced as something that had
to be actively managed: “It's much harder to separate, isn't it? Because it's just that that's who I

am... if it's just like a code that you live by it's very hard to leave that behind or separate it.” (P5)
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For P5, belief being woven across all domains of life was not a source of stability in the
way it was for P7, it was also a source of weight. The fact that her values were inseparable from
her identity meant that the ethical demands of professional life were never fully left behind, and
the emotional toll of the work was carried into personal life in ways that were difficult to contain.
This tension between integration as strength and integration as burden is one that surfaces again in

subsequent themes

Looking across the subtheme, what emerges is that belief shaping identity across life do-
mains was a consistent pattern, but one that felt different depending on the nature and clarity of
the belief system involved. Where belief was experienced with internal clarity and coherence, the
integration across life domains felt sustaining and largely uncomplicated. Where belief was more

fluid or less named, that same integration could feel both grounding and demanding.

As someone who also experiences the boundaries between personal values, professional
ethics, and lived experience as genuinely blurry, I was conscious of a particular resonance with
this subtheme. I tried to remain attentive to whether this familiarity was drawing me toward certain
accounts, and to keep returning to what participants themselves were saying rather than what felt

intuitively recognisable to me.

4.3 Theme 2: Different Ways of Navigating Belief in Practice

Theme 1 established that belief was woven into professional identity for all participants,
shaped by early experiences and carried consistently across life domains. Where that theme traced
the roots of that integration, this theme turns to how belief was carried and expressed in practice,
not as a fixed or uniform approach, but as something participants navigated differently depending
on context, relationship, and the degree of psychological safety they experienced in a given pro-

fessional setting.
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Three patterns of navigation were identified across the data. The first, making belief visi-
ble, captures those moments where participants actively drew on or expressed their beliefs in prac-
tice, through advocacy, speaking up, challenging colleagues, or allowing values to shape profes-
sional decisions openly. The second, holding belief quietly, captures a different but equally pur-
poseful stance, carrying belief into work without foregrounding it, allowing it to inform practice
from the background rather than the foreground. The third, stepping back from belief, captures
moments where participants consciously set belief aside, either because professional evidence or
judgement took precedence, or because the context made expression feel inappropriate, unsafe, or

counterproductive.

It is important to note that these are not fixed categories or ways of being. Most participants
moved between all three positions at different points, depending on context, and for some, partic-
ularly P35, this movement was a conscious and ongoing negotiation rather than a settled pattern.
What the three subthemes capture, therefore, is not who participants were, but how belief was
navigated, a set of situated practices rather than fixed dispositions. This distinction is consistent
with the study's critical realist understanding of belief as something that operates through mecha-

nisms that are activated differently depending on context, relationship, and institutional structure.

4.3.1 Making Belief Visible

For several participants, belief was not something held privately or carried quietly into
work, it was something that surfaced actively in practice, shaping how they spoke, what they chal-
lenged, and how they advocated for CYP. Making belief visible was not experienced as a deliberate
performance of values, but as an embodied and often unavoidable response to situations that felt

ethically wrong or inconsistent with deeply held commitments.
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P6 described this most vividly. For her, faith created a sense of moral obligation that made

silence in the face of injustice feel impossible, even when speaking up carried professional risk:

If something is wrong, I can't not say anything, and I don't know if that's how I was brought
up or if that's my faith... maybe it is my faith because we're always told to kind of speak
the truth. And I find if there's anything that is not ethical, even if I go against my service
and it does not make me popular, which has happened, but if it's in my ethics, [ will do it.

(P6)

For P6, making belief visible was not a choice so much as a deeply felt obligation rooted
in her Catholic upbringing and professional ethics working together. Belief and professional iden-
tity had become so aligned that acting against one felt like acting against both. This was evident
in concrete professional moments. For example, challenging a class teacher who spoke badly about
a child in front of a parent, advocating with her manager for additional assessment time to ensure
a child's views were heard; and actively reframing negative professional discourse around CYP
through strengths-based practice. This alignment illustrates how belief operated not as an external

influence on practice, but as an internalised moral structure shaping professional judgement.

P1 offered a different but equally revealing example of making belief visible. Rather than
through direct confrontation, her beliefs surfaced through professional documentation, using re-

ports as a vehicle for advocacy and contextual understanding:

I think it just makes me want to emphasise that more within my reports to make sure that
other professionals understand where these children are coming from... emphasising the
links and that these behaviours or this communication is because of this... to make sure

that they understand the reasons behind. (P1)
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For P1, making belief visible operated through the written word rather than spoken chal-
lenge. Her commitment to equity and non-judgement became visible in how she framed children's
behaviour, ensuring that contextual factors were foregrounded rather than allowing deficit inter-
pretations to go unchallenged. Belief here was not announced but enacted, woven into the texture

of everyday professional tasks.

However, as P5's account illustrates, making belief visible was rarely unconditional. While
she described moments of clear and confident advocacy, for example stopping a Personal Educa-
tion Plan (PEP) meeting to challenge fear-based framing of a child, or challenging senior leader-
ship about the unequal representation of CYP's cultural and religious backgrounds in VS’ events,

she was equally clear that the decision to make belief visible was always a calculated one:

I navigate spaces. So I guess as a professional, if I feel safe that I can have an opinion then
I will really run with it... if I feel that this is going to put me or the team or the children in

a bit of a difficult position then I might just drop it completely. I won't say anything. (P5)

For P5, making belief visible was therefore not a stable or consistent practice but a contex-
tually sensitive one, something she moved in and out of depending on her reading of the environ-
ment, the relationships involved, and the likely consequences of speaking. What this conditionality
reveals is that the visibility of belief in practice is not simply a function of how strongly it is held,

but of the structural and relational conditions that make expression feel safe or possible.

That gap between what P5 believed and what she felt able to express was something I found
myself sitting with during analysis. With P6 and P5, I was aware of a pull toward admiration for
the way both held CYP's voices in mind even when speaking up carried real professional risk, and

I tried to remain attentive to how this might shape what I privileged in their accounts, particularly
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given my own commitments around advocacy and participation. Returning to P5's data however,
what also struck me was that her account was not a romanticised one, the emphasis on calculation,
restraint, and emotional demand suggested something closer to fatigue than courage, which felt
important to hold onto analytically. With P1, the resonance was quieter but equally worth naming,
a shared belief in the importance of contextual explanation that I was conscious might lead me to

overweight her use of documentation as advocacy.

Taken together, these accounts suggest that making belief visible was less about assertive-
ness and more about the alignment between deeply held values and the perceived safety of the
professional context. Visibility took different forms, from direct spoken challenge to advocacy
enacted through professional documentation, shaped not only by strength of belief but by profes-

sional role, relationships, organisational culture, and anticipated consequences.

4.3.2 Holding Belief Quietly

Not all participants expressed belief through visible advocacy or direct challenge. For
some, belief operated differently, informing professional judgement, shaping relational practice,
and guiding how situations were interpreted, without being named, announced, or foregrounded.
Holding belief quietly was not a passive or less committed stance; it was an equally purposeful
way of carrying values into practice, one where belief worked from the background rather than the

foreground.

P3 illustrated this most clearly. His humanist values, a deep commitment to shared human-
ity, non-judgement, and relating to people as people rather than categories, were evident across
how he described his work. Yet he rarely named these as beliefs in any explicit sense. They oper-
ated as a quiet but consistent lens through which he approached colleagues, families, and care-

experienced CYP:
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...you know you've met so many people from so many different faiths and cultures and
backgrounds and I can honestly say, and I would always say this to people, I can honestly
count on one hand the amount of people who who have been anything other than open and
generous and warm and and and communicative and cooperative and caring about me... I

really believe that the vast majority of people in the world are good and generous... (P3)

For P3, this orientation was so embedded in how he understood himself and his work that
it required no conscious activation or management. Belief was not something he brought to pro-
fessional encounters so much as something he simply was, a worldview so integrated into his way
of seeing that it operated beneath the level of deliberate choice. I was aware during analysis of a
strong personal resonance with this emphasis on shared humanity, and I tried to remain attentive
to the risk of reading his account too readily as confirmation of a worldview I already held, return-
ing to the data to ensure I was attending to what was specifically his meaning-making rather than

a reflection of my own.

P4's account offered a different but complementary illustration of holding belief quietly.
As established in Theme 1, she initially resisted the language of belief altogether, preferring to
speak through professional commitments and practice principles rather than named values. Yet
throughout the interview, her child-centred orientation, the practice of empathetically imagining
what each child's experience felt like, writing reports in a way that treated the child with respect
and dignity, as if addressing their future adult self, holding the child in mind amid the noise of
multi-agency meetings, revealed a deeply held moral stance that shaped everything she did: “I
spend quite a lot of time in my thoughts, trying to imagine what life is like for them, facing these

particular experiences and history.” (P4)
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For P4, belief was held quietly not as a deliberate strategy but because it had become so
thoroughly integrated into professional practice that it no longer presented itself as belief. It was
simply how she worked, a taken-for-granted moral orientation that only became visible through
sustained reflection. What stayed with me during analysis was precisely that initial resistance to
belief language, rather than reading it as an absence of belief, I found myself interpreting it as
evidence of how thoroughly belief can become embedded in professional identity, to the point
where it is no longer experienced as belief at all, but simply as professional practice, as the unre-
markable, taken-for-granted way of doing the job. That interpretive move felt important to name,

since it shaped how I approached her data throughout the analysis.

P7 offered a third variation. His Christian faith was internally clear and settled, as estab-
lished in Theme 1, but in professional contexts he held it quietly, allowing it to inform his non-

judgement and compassion without naming it explicitly:

My core values on religion said that you can't judge, only God. So I am not in a position to
judge that person. I may not agree with what they've done or what they're involved in, but

again I don't judge. I just need to carry out my job and show compassion. (P7)

For P7, holding belief quietly was not about concealment but about translation, faith pro-
vided the moral foundation, and professional practice was where that foundation expressed itself,

quietly and consistently, through how he showed up in every encounter.

Taken together, these accounts suggest that holding belief quietly was not an absence of
deeply held beliefs, but a deeply integrated way of practising. Belief worked as a background
orientation, shaping how situations were read, how relationships were approached, and how pro-

fessional judgement was exercised, without needing to be named or announced. Rather than being
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held back, belief found its way into everyday professional life through how practitioners showed

up, related, and responded.

4.3.3 Stepping Back from Belief

The third pattern of navigation was in some ways the most analytically complex. Stepping
back from belief did not mean abandoning values or acting inauthentically, rather, it captured those
moments where participants consciously chose to set belief aside because the situation demanded
a response that belief alone could not fully guide. In this sense, stepping back from belief was itself
a values-driven act, shaped by the same belief-informed professional stance that informed the other

two patterns of navigation.

P6 provided the most vivid and precise illustration of this. When a young child disclosed
to her for the first time that they did not want to be a boy anymore, P6 found herself in a moment
where her Catholic faith offered limited guidance, and where she made a conscious choice to step

back from it:

At that point, I didn't feel really informed. I wanted to know the research, the evidence,
rather than lean on my faith in those particular circumstances. I guess my faith at that point

was just, love this person as they are. (P6)

What stands out here is not that P6 abandoned her faith, but that she drew on a different
dimension of it, distilling it to its most fundamental principle, love and acceptance, while con-
sciously setting aside doctrinal uncertainty. Professional evidence and the child's immediate need
took precedence, and her belief adapted rather than disappeared. This moment illustrates how step-
ping back from belief was rarely a complete withdrawal but a selective and situationally sensitive

repositioning.
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Analysing this moment was ethically complex, given that it involved a child's disclosure
of their gender identity. I was conscious of the need to represent P6's account accurately and with-
out judgement, while also remaining attentive to the child's perspective embedded within her nar-
rative. What struck me most was not her uncertainty about doctrine but her instinct to protect the
child, which itself felt like belief in action, even in the moment she described stepping back from
it.

P2's account illustrated a different form of stepping back, one driven not by doctrinal un-
certainty but by the recognition that a belief framework, applied without question, risked obscuring
rather than highlighting what mattered. Reflecting on the experience of children being moved be-
tween placements with their belongings in a carrier bag, she described a moment where her Bud-
dhist-influenced values met a reality they could not easily fit: “...the whole Buddhist thing is, you
know, possessions, you know, it’s not about possessions. But actually, if it’s not about possession,

surely it’s about feelings and connections.” (P2)

What this moment captures is the movement within the statement itself. P2 began by reach-
ing for a familiar belief framework, one that might have offered reassurance or a way of making
sense of the situation from a distance, and then caught herself, recognising that applying it here
would mean stepping over the child's lived experience rather than toward it. The stepping back
was not from belief altogether but from one layer of it, a shift toward what she understood to be a
deeper principle, that if material possessions were not what mattered, then feelings and connections
must be, and those too were being disrupted. In this sense, P2's stepping back worked differently
from P6's. Where P6 set aside doctrinal content in favour of a more fundamental faith principle in
response to a child's immediate need, P2 questioned her own philosophical framework in the mo-

ment, holding it up against the reality in front of her and finding that it needed adjusting rather
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than simply applying. Both, however, shared a common underlying logic. Stepping back from
belief was not a withdrawal from values but a deeper engagement with them, prompted by the
recognition that the situation asked for something more than belief in its most familiar form could

offer.

P7 offered a quieter but equally revealing illustration. When a young person on his caseload
went to prison, he described the situation using the word "unfortunately", a word that reflected his
belief-informed reading of the situation as genuinely sad, regardless of what it meant for perfor-

mance statistics. His manager challenged this:

Senior management thought, why are you saying unfortunately? That's a good thing. And
I was like, it's unfortunate that the young person has gone to prison... for them it's not
unfortunate because their stats look good, but for me, on a personal situation, it's like un-

fortunate because that person is now in custody and away from their family. (P7)

P7 changed the word. In that moment, he stepped back from his belief-informed way of
naming the situation in response to organisational expectation. What makes this analytically inter-
esting is its subtlety, this was not a dramatic ethical confrontation but a small, precise moment
where belief and institutional priority pulled in different directions, and where P7 made a quiet
accommodation. Unlike P6's and P2's stepping back, which were internally motivated by the
child's immediate need, P7's was externally prompted, shaped by organisational pressure rather
than professional judgement. Together, the three accounts suggest that stepping back from belief

could be driven by very different forces, and did not always feel the same from the inside.

Taken together across all three subthemes, belief navigation was rarely straightforward or

fixed. Participants moved between making belief visible, holding it quietly, and stepping back from
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it depending on context, relationships, and the demands of the situation. What remained consistent
was not the form belief took, but its presence as an orienting force. Crucially, these shifts were
shaped less by the intensity of belief itself than by relational safety, professional role and power,
organisational norms, and anticipated consequences. Belief navigation therefore emerged as a sit-
uated practice, shaped through the ongoing interplay between internal moral orientation and exter-
nal institutional conditions. What these patterns of navigation did not fully capture, however, was
what belief was doing internally, the inner work of orienting, sustaining, and making sense, which

1s where Theme 3 turns.

4.4 Theme 3: Belief Acting as a Moral Compass

Where Theme 2 explored the different ways in which participants navigated belief in prac-
tice, this theme turns to what belief did internally, how it oriented participants morally, helped
them make sense of ethically complex situations, and sustained them through the emotional and
professional demands of working with care-experienced CYP. Where Theme 2 captured the outer
expression of belief, this theme captures its inner function, the way belief acted as a moral com-
pass, providing direction, stability, and meaning in contexts where both were sometimes difficult

to find.

Three dimensions of this inner function were identified across the data. The first subtheme,
belief shaping moral stance within work, examines how belief provided participants with a con-
sistent ethical orientation, a way of showing up in professional relationships that was grounded in
values rather than procedure. The second, belief reframing internal negotiation, explores how par-
ticipants drew on belief to make sense of difficult moments, conflicts, and uncertainties, using it
as a lens through which challenging professional experiences could be interpreted and held. The

third, belief as a resource for perseverance, examines how belief sustained participants through the
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cumulative emotional and ethical demands of their roles, providing something to draw on when

the work felt overwhelming or the system felt immovable.

4.4.1 Belief Shaping Moral Stance Within Work

For all participants, belief provided more than a set of values to draw on, it shaped a fun-
damental moral stance toward the people they worked with, and toward the work itself. This stance
was not something participants consciously activated in each professional encounter but something
that had become embedded in how they showed up, colouring how they interpreted behaviour,
how they related to families and colleagues, and how they understood their professional responsi-

bility toward care-experienced CYP.

P7 illustrated this most directly. For him, Christian faith provided a clear and settled moral
limit around judgement, one that shaped his practice with a steadiness that required no ongoing

negotiation:

...my core values on religion said that you can't judge, only God. So I am not in a position
to judge that person. I may not agree with what they've done or what they're involved in,
but again I don't judge. I just need to carry out my job and show compassion. (P7)

For P7, belief functioned as a moral anchor, structuring how care and compassion were
understood without the need for reflexive reworking or internal struggle. What struck me analyti-
cally about P7's account was its distinctiveness within the dataset. Most participants described
belief as something still being explored, questioned, or negotiated. P7's account of settled ethical
certainty felt different, and I was conscious of the risk of reading that difference as less sophisti-
cated or less reflexive simply because it appeared uncomplicated. Returning to his data, what be-

came clear was that the consistency of his moral stance was itself meaningful, suggesting that for
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some practitioners, belief and practice can sit comfortably together without ongoing tension, and

that this too is a meaningful way of navigating professional life.

P6's account added another dimension to this. For her, Catholic faith had shaped a profes-
sional stance rooted in curiosity and forgiveness, a way of approaching behaviour that resisted

reactive judgement in favour of understanding:

...the idea of forgiveness and the idea of having a better understanding and being curious
and not holding onto big emotions all the time... how can you be mad with someone when
you know all their circumstances?... it's that frame of mind, isn't it? The meta of thinking
of what's going on for people. (P6)

For P6, forgiveness had been translated into professional curiosity, a reframing that made
judgement feel not only ethically wrong but practically unnecessary. What I found analytically
interesting here was the question of whether this translation was consciously managed or had be-
come so absorbed into professional habit that it operated automatically. Her language, “that frame
of mind”, suggested the latter, raising the same question that ran through Theme 1: at what point
does belief become indistinguishable from who practitioners are and how they orient themselves

toward the people and situations they encounter?

For P1, the moral stance was rooted not in religious faith but in a humanist commitment to
equity and shared humanity, a belief that people should be seen as people, and that circumstances

rather than character explain behaviour:

So I think I'm trying to take a more empathetic view in terms of... there were pressures
within the systems and I think that all systems are kind of stretched and overworked. So

just trying to have more empathy and understanding things from their points of view. (P1)
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For P1, this stance extended beyond her work with CYP and families to how she ap-
proached other professionals, resisting the judgement of colleagues who were themselves working
within stretched and overworked services. Belief here functioned as a consistent ethical orientation
that shaped not just what she did but how she saw, making empathy less a professional technique

and more a way of being in the world.

Across all three accounts, what emerges is that belief shaping moral stance was not about
applying a set of rules to professional situations but about inhabiting a particular way of seeing,
one that had become so integrated into professional identity that it operated as a taken-for-granted

orientation rather than a conscious choice.

4.4.2 Belief Reframing Internal Negotiation

Where the previous subtheme explored how belief shaped a consistent moral stance toward
others, this subtheme examines something more dynamic, the internal work belief did when par-
ticipants faced uncertainty, difficulty, or conflict within themselves. For some participants, belief
provided a way of reframing challenging professional experiences, making sense of them, or hold-
ing them without being destabilised. This was not about resolving tension but about finding a way

to sit with it that felt meaningful rather than simply burdensome.

P4's account provided a particularly detailed illustration of this. As established in earlier
themes, she initially resisted the language of belief, yet throughout the interview it became increas-
ingly clear that her professional sense-making was deeply shaped by a set of values she had not
initially named as such. One of the most striking moments was her description of how she held
difficult professional situations, particularly those where she felt her judgement was being over-

ridden or her approach misunderstood:
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There are times when I feel I have spent so much time reading, thinking, talking about a
certain young person, and then it may be that I am in supervision... and my supervisor
questions my approach. I always feel like because I'm... because I feel like I know what is
needed when I'm challenged, that I need to be doing something differently... I struggle

with being open to that. (P4)

What is analytically interesting here is not the conflict itself but how P4 held it. Rather than
becoming cynical or disengaged, she returned repeatedly to her child-centred values as a reframing
device, using them to make sense of why the tension existed and to reconnect with what mattered
most in her work. Belief did not resolve the conflict but gave her a way of understanding it that
preserved her sense of professional purpose. Reflecting on this, I was struck by how much of P4's
internal negotiation only became visible through the interview itself, and I remained conscious
throughout the analysis that my questioning may have created a reflective space that scaffolded
her articulation of something that had previously operated below the level of conscious awareness.
That possibility shaped how carefully I tried to represent her account, attending to what she said

rather than what I might have invited.

P3 offered a complementary illustration. His optimism, a deeply held belief in the funda-
mental goodness of people, was not simply a passive worldview but something he actively main-
tained in the face of experiences that might have challenged it. What makes this relevant to this
subtheme is the internal negotiation that underpinned that maintenance. P3 was not naively opti-
mistic but consciously aware that his belief in human goodness was a perspective he had to actively

hold, shaped by his own relatively privileged experience:

Maybe I'm just lucky because maybe it just comes from the fact that I've lived a life, quite

a long life now, and very, very rarely met people who don't meet that expectation... But of
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course, you could move somewhere and have a terrible experience the first week and that

could immediately shape your view of people. (P3)

For P3, belief reframed internal negotiation not by resolving doubt but by providing a con-
scious and considered stance toward it, acknowledging the limits of his own perspective while
choosing to maintain an optimistic orientation as something that sustained both his professional

and personal sense of self.

What struck me here was how explicitly P3 named the contingency of his own worldview,
acknowledging that his belief in human goodness was not a universal truth but a perspective shaped
by his particular life experiences. This reflexive awareness was distinctive within the dataset, and
I noted in my memos that I was conscious of how much it resonated with my own tendency toward
optimism. I tried to remain attentive to whether that resonance was leading me to privilege this
reflexivity in his account more than the data warranted, while also recognising that his willingness

to interrogate his own belief system was itself a meaningful finding.

P6’s account added a further dimension to this subtheme. Unlike P4 and P3, whose internal
negotiation centred on holding difficulty or maintaining an optimistic stance, P6’s account revealed
something about the mechanism of reframing itself. When asked where her faith sat in relation to
her professional role, she paused before offering a reflection that appeared to emerge in the mo-

ment rather than from a pre-prepared understanding:

It’s funny because I don’t really explicitly feel like... I feel like through this conversation
my faith is being externalised and I can imagine it as this little thing right next to me and

how often is that little thing a little reminder in my work. (P6)
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What is striking here is not the content of the reframing but the fact that P6 was discovering
it as she spoke. Her use of the word “funny” and the shift into present tense suggest that this was
not a rehearsed account but something surfacing through the reflective space of the interview. The
image of faith as “this little thing right next to me” captures a form of internal negotiation that is
neither dramatic nor deliberate, but quiet and ongoing, a background presence that gently redirects
attention toward values when the demands of the role might otherwise pull it elsewhere. This adds
something important to the subtheme. Where P4’s reframing involved returning to child-centred
values in the face of professional challenge, and P3’s involved consciously maintaining optimism
despite its acknowledged limits, P6’s reframing operated at a level she had not fully recognised

until the interview made it visible.

Within this subtheme, what emerges is that belief reframing internal negotiation was not
about achieving certainty or resolution but about finding a way to stay oriented in the face of
difficulty. Belief provided not answers but a way of holding questions, making the internal nego-
tiation feel purposeful rather than something that pulled practitioners away from their professional
footing. Importantly, this reframing took different forms, from the conscious and deliberate to the
barely recognised, suggesting that the internal work belief does in professional life is not always

visible to practitioners themselves until reflective space is created to explore it.

4.4.3 Belief as a Resource for Perseverance

The final aspect of belief acting as a moral compass was its capacity to carry practitioners
through the cumulative demands of working with care-experienced CYP. Working with care-ex-
perienced CYP in Virtual School contexts meant regular exposure to complex trauma, barriers in
the system, and situations where the gap between what participants believed should happen and

what actually happened was significant. In those instances, belief functioned as a resource that
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made it possible to keep going, not by removing the difficulty but by giving it meaning, or by

providing something to draw on when professional and emotional reserves felt depleted.

P2's account illustrated this in a way that was both reflective and clear. Her Buddhist-in-
fluenced values, particularly the emphasis on compassion, staying present, and accepting what
cannot be controlled, provided a way of holding the cumulative weight of the work without be-
coming overwhelmed by it. She described the emotional toll of working within systems that felt

stretched beyond capacity, and the ongoing effort of maintaining her values within them:

Sometimes you just feel... quite helpless like you just can't... make an inroad in that sys-
tem. Sometimes the systems are just so complicated and such a mess... that can leave you

feeling really quite sad... you can feel quite sad, quite helpless. (P2)

Yet despite this, P2 described continuing to make mental notes, returning to situations, and
persisting in the face of systemic resistance. For her, belief in the importance of the relational and
contextual dimensions of practice sustained a kind of steady tenacity, a refusal to let systemic

pressure erode what she understood to be essential to good work.

P5's account developed this further. For her, advocacy functioned not only as a professional
practice but as a way of holding the emotional impact of the work, transforming distress into action

in the absence of formal containment structures:

When I first started it did really hit me quite a lot actually... you're hearing very, very sad
stories every single day... I think that is quite heavy... but then on the plus side then you

just advocate more... So then maybe the children end up with the better service. (P5)

For PS5, belief sustained perseverance by giving distress a direction, converting what might

otherwise have felt paralysing into purposeful action. It is worth pausing here to note a reflexive
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tension in how I read this account. There is something compelling about advocacy as a response
to emotional weight, and I was aware of a pull to read it as principled and resourceful. At the same
time, I tried to hold in mind that relying on advocacy as a containment strategy in the absence of
clinical supervision also raises questions about whether practitioners are adequately supported
within the systems and services they work in, and that romanticising this as belief-led resilience

risks obscuring what might also be an unmet need.

P6’s account illustrated how belief helped practitioners keep going through challenging
aspects of their work. She described faith as something that actively replenished her capacity to

keep going, using a vivid and precise metaphor that she returned to more than once:

...I think having that faith fills up my bucket and reminds me of my values that are in my
practice. It's definitely like a road map. Like to kind of really guide me into thinking about

what's important for my practice. (P6)

For P6, faith was not simply a background orientation but an active resource, something
she consciously drew on to reconnect with her values when the demands of the role felt depleting.
The image of faith filling her bucket captures something important about how belief functioned in
this context; not as a solution to difficulty but as a renewable source of meaning and direction that

made sustained engagement with difficult work feel possible.

Across this subtheme, belief emerged as a resource for perseverance, though not in any
simplistic sense of optimism or resilience. Rather, it functioned as a process of meaning-making,
a way of understanding why the work mattered, even when its conditions made it difficult to sus-
tain. From a critical realist perspective, belief can be understood as a generative mechanism, real

in its effects yet not always visible in practice. As a generative mechanism, belief here did more
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than shape how practitioners interpreted their work; it also shaped whether they were able to re-
main engaged with it over time, particularly where structural conditions within the system offered

limited support.

4.5 Theme 4: When Belief Meets Institutional Reality

Where Theme 3 explored what belief did internally, how it oriented participants morally,
sustained them through difficulty, and helped them make sense of complex professional situations,
Theme 4 turns outward. It examines what happened when belief-informed practice encountered
the external realities of institutional life, including organisational power structures, constraints
within systems, and professional cultures that did not always align with participants' values. Where
Theme 3 captured belief as an internal resource, this theme captures the friction that arose when

that resource met structures and expectations that pulled in a different direction.

Three aspects of this friction were identified across the data. The first subtheme, organisa-
tional power taking precedence over belief-led meaning, examines those moments where institu-
tional expectations, hierarchical authority, or priorities within the system overrode participants'
belief-informed professional judgement. The second, moral discomfort and ethical strain, explores
the emotional and ethical consequences of that institutional encounter, the discomfort and strain
that arose specifically when organisational structures or professional cultures made it difficult or
impossible to practise in ways consistent with participants' values. The third, micro-resistance and
acceptance of limits, examines how participants responded, the small, purposeful acts of resistance
they enacted within constraints, and the moments where they came to accept that some limits could

not be moved.
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4.5.1 Organisational Power Taking Precedence Over Belief-led Meaning

For several participants, there were moments where institutional structures, hierarchical
authority, or organisational culture actively took precedence over belief-informed professional
judgement. These were not moments of general organizational pressure but precise encounters
where the power differential between individual practitioners and the institutions within which
they worked became visible, moments where what participants believed should happen was over-

ridden by what the institution required or expected.

PS5 described this most vividly. Despite holding clear and strongly felt values around advo-
cacy, participation, and speaking up for CYP, she described contexts where the presence of louder
voices, more senior authority, or an unsafe team culture made expressing those values feel impos-
sible: “So you don't, you just, you know, follow the rules, do what you meant to do, clock off,

clock in.” (P5)

For P5, organisational power did not simply constrain belief-informed practice, it tempo-
rarily suspended it. The language of clocking off before clocking in is itself worth noting. Whether
intentional or not, the reversed order subtly captures the experience PS5 is describing, that disen-
gaging from her values came first, with simply turning up and following rules becoming the only
thing that remained. This suggests a disconnection between professional identity and professional
performance that belief-informed practice, under different conditions, worked to close. What
struck me here was the political dimension of her account, the way organisational culture and
hierarchical power shaped not just what she could do but what she felt safe saying. [ was conscious
of a strong resonance with this, given my own professional experience of navigating institutional
cultures where certain values are more welcomed than others. I tried to remain attentive to whether

this resonance was shaping how I weighted her account, while also recognising that the pattern she
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described was not unique to her, appearing in different forms across the dataset, which gave me
greater confidence that it reflected something real about the structural conditions of Virtual School

practice.

P4's account illustrated a different form of the same dynamic. Her resistance to conducting
cognitive assessments with care-experienced CYP, rooted in a genuine concern that such assess-
ments could be retraumatising, was repeatedly met with institutional expectation that assessment

was precisely what her role required:

I think they bandy the word assessment around and they don't really stop to think what that
means... she said to me, when are you going to start your assessment?... it kind of became
clear that she was talking about a cognitive assessment... I had to kind of stop myself from
saying what do you think we're doing sitting around here all together, gathering, talking

about this young person. (P4)

For P4, organisational power operated through professional language, the word “assess-
ment” carrying institutional expectations that narrowed what her role was understood to be, re-
gardless of her own professional judgement about what the child needed. Unlike other participants
who drew explicitly on belief as a framework for their practice, P4 understood her resistance
through the language of professional ethics and child-centred values rather than named belief.
From a critical realist perspective however, her professional judgement was nonetheless shaped by
deeper biographical experience and values that, as established in Theme 1, operated below the
level of conscious articulation. Whether or not she experienced it as belief-led, the friction between
her approach, grounded in both professional knowledge and deeply held values, and institutional
expectation was real, requiring ongoing effort to explain, justify, and negotiate her practice within

a system that had predefined expectations of what an EP should do.
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P6 illustrated yet another dimension of this dynamic. When she was asked to provide an
addendum to another EP's report, with no additional time allocated and no opportunity to gather
the child's views, she experienced a direct conflict between her belief that children's voices were

ethically non-negotiable and the institutional expectation that corners could be cut:

I've been given an addendum advice of six hours of another EP's report and it has no views,
and it has no assessment and I'm not going to be given extra time. And this goes against
my ethical... my ethics and my beliefs, because this child has had a form of an assessment

where their views have not been considered. (P6)

For P6, this was not an abstract ethical concern but a concrete moment where institutional
resource constraints directly overrode her belief-informed professional standards. Her response,
arguing with her manager for additional time, illustrates the friction that this theme is concerned

with, and anticipates the micro-resistance explored in the third subtheme.

Across these accounts, what emerges is that organisational power taking precedence over
belief-led meaning was not experienced as a single dramatic confrontation but as a recurring pat-
tern of encounters, moments where the gap between what participants believed and what the insti-
tution required or expected became impossible to ignore. The mechanisms through which this oc-
curred varied: silencing through organisational culture, narrowing through professional language,
constraining through resource allocation. But the pattern was consistent. In each case, participants
experienced moments where their belief-informed professional judgement came into direct tension

with institutional priorities, and where the institution held greater power to determine the outcome
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4.5.2 Moral Discomfort and Ethical Strain

Where the previous subtheme outlined the structural mechanisms through which institu-
tional power overrode belief-informed practice, this subtheme turns to what that experience felt
like from the inside. For several participants, the tension between their belief-informed values and
institutional or professional cultures that did not recognise or support those values generated a
particular kind of discomfort. This was not simply frustration or disagreement, but a deeper ethical

strain linked to feeling unable to practise in ways that aligned with their sense of self.

P1 illustrated this in a relatively contained but persistent way. She described the discomfort
of working within a team culture where colleagues were judgmental toward other professionals,
social workers in particular, in ways that conflicted directly with her own values around empathy
and systemic understanding: “Sometimes it can be hard to... listen to other views when they're not

quite so empathetic or sympathetic towards others.” (P1)

For P1, this was not a dramatic confrontation but a quieter, recurring strain, a sense of
holding values that felt out of step with the culture around her. What made it ethically significant
was not the disagreement itself, but the ongoing effort it required, sustaining her own values while
continuing to function professionally within a team she experienced as misaligned with her beliet-
informed stance. The strain was less about conflict than about the ongoing labour of holding a

different way of seeing in a context that did not always make space for it.

P5's account illustrated a more acute and sustained form of ethical strain. For her, the ex-
perience of having to silence herself, of navigating spaces where her values felt unwelcome or
unsafe to express, had a cumulative emotional and psychological toll that went beyond profes-
sional discomfort: “I felt squashed like I felt like you didn't have a voice. You can't speak and like

at times like that was quite frightening, quite intimidating.” (P5)
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For P35, the ethical strain was not only about specific moments of silencing but about what
those moments did over time, eroding her sense of professional agency and making the expression
of belief-informed values feel increasingly conditional and risky. What is particularly meaningful
here is the language of fear, “frightening” and “intimidating” suggest that the cost of expressing
belief-informed values in certain contexts was experienced not just as professional risk but as
something more personally threatening. I found P5's account particularly difficult to sit with during
analysis, the intensity of her experience of being silenced resonated with something I recognised,
and I was conscious of the risk that this emotional response might lead me to weight her account
more heavily than others. I tried to hold that awareness throughout, returning to the data repeatedly
to check whether the significance I gave to her experience was warranted by the data, and on
reflection, the pattern she described was sufficiently consistent with other accounts in the dataset

to justify the attention given to it here.

What emerges within this subtheme is that moral discomfort and ethical strain were not
occasional or easily resolved experiences but persistent features of professional life for these par-
ticipants. The strain arose not from belief itself but from the gap between belief-informed values
and the professional cultures and institutional structures within which those values had to be ex-
pressed, or, in some cases, suppressed. This gap, and the ongoing effort it required, is what distin-
guishes this subtheme from the internal negotiation explored in Theme 3. Where Theme 3 explored
how belief helped practitioners hold and reframe difficulty from within, here the difficulty arose
because institutional conditions actively undermined the conditions needed for that holding to be

possible.
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4.5.3 Micro-resistance and Acceptance of Limits

The final subtheme explores how participants responded to the institutional friction de-
scribed in the previous two subthemes. For most, the response was neither straightforward re-
sistance nor straightforward compliance but something more nuanced, a combination of small,
purposeful acts of resistance enacted within constraints, and a gradually developed acceptance that
some limits could not be moved. Micro-resistance demonstrates that participants were not passive
recipients of institutional power, and acceptance of limits reflects an honest and sometimes diffi-
cult recognition that belief-informed practice could not always be fully enacted within the struc-

tures within which it operated.

P2 illustrated micro-resistance in its quietest but most persistent form. Rather than direct
confrontation, her response to systemic constraint was to keep returning, making mental notes,
revisiting situations, and maintaining her relational and contextual approach even when the system
did not make space for it: “Sometimes you just feel quite helpless like you just can't... make an
inroad in that system... that can leave you feeling really quite sad... but you just keep going, don't

you, because that's what you do.” (P2)

For P2, micro-resistance was less about challenging the system directly and more about
refusing to let it erode the belief-informed values she understood to be at the heart of good practice.
Her persistence was quiet but deliberate, a sustained commitment to relational, compassionate
practice that continued even when systemic conditions made it difficult. Reflecting on this, I was
conscious of a pull to read her persistence as principled and admirable, and I tried to remain atten-
tive to the possibility that what might also be at work here was an absence of adequate support

within her organisation and service, leaving practitioners to sustain belief-informed practice
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through their own persistence rather than meaningful support from within the structures they

worked in.

PS5 illustrated a more explicitly strategic form of micro-resistance. As established in earlier
themes, she was acutely aware of when it was safe to speak and when it was not, and her navigation
of that boundary was itself a form of resistance, preserving her values and her professional agency

within conditions that did not always welcome them:

Sometimes I don't say anything... sometimes I don't do them as well because I just think
it's going to rock the boat too much or I can't be bothered with the argument with someone
that has a louder voice than me or whatever. (P5)

What this highlights is not only the resistance but the acceptance of limits that accompanied
it. P5S was explicit that she sometimes dropped things entirely, not because she had abandoned her
values but because the effort of pushing against louder voices or an unreceptive culture felt, at
times, simply too costly. This acceptance was not always a sophisticated strategic choice but some-
times something closer to self-protection and exhaustion, a recognition that individual agency had
limits, and that sustaining belief-informed practice sometimes meant knowing when not to spend
it.

This combination of micro-resistance and acceptance of limits appeared, in different forms,
across other accounts. P4 described a persistent effort to negotiate her professional role from within
institutional expectations, advocating for child-centred practice in small, incremental ways rather
than through direct confrontation. P6 similarly described using her faith as a sustaining resource
that allowed her to keep pushing where she could while accepting what she could not change, her

road map guiding her through constraints rather than around them.
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Across this subtheme, what emerges is that micro-resistance and acceptance of limits were
not opposing responses but complementary ones, two dimensions of the same pragmatic and val-
ues-informed way of working within institutional reality. Participants did not simply accept insti-
tutional power, nor did they resist it entirely. Instead, they found ways of preserving what mattered
most within the constraints they faced, while being honest with themselves about where those
constraints could not be moved. From a critical realist perspective, belief appears here not only as
something that shaped how practitioners understood their work, but as a resource that helped them

find and hold onto moments of agency within structures that did not always support them.

Taken together, the four themes presented in this chapter show that belief is not incidental
to Virtual School practice, it is central to how practitioners understand their role, sustain their en-
gagement, and navigate ethical complexity. They also show that the institutional conditions within
which these practitioners work do not always create space for that belief to be expressed, sup-
ported, or acknowledged. The implications of this are taken up in the discussion chapter that fol-

lows.
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S DISCUSSION

5.1 Introduction to the discussion

This study explored how educational professionals in Virtual Schools experience and make
sense of navigating their personal belief systems when working with care-experienced CYP. Three
research questions guided the inquiry: how practitioners navigate their personal belief systems
within their professional role; in what ways do personal belief systems influence professional de-
cision-making and approaches to supporting care-experienced CYP from diverse backgrounds;
and how do practitioners perceive the factors that support or challenge them in negotiating their
personal belief systems within their professional responsibilities, and what conditions shape those

experiences

The findings demonstrate that belief was not incidental to participants' professional lives
but central to them. Across all four themes, belief functioned as an active moral lens operating
simultaneously at multiple levels, shaping professional identity through early biographical experi-
ence, informing the varied and contextually sensitive ways practitioners expressed or held back
belief in practice, sustaining them through the emotional and ethical demands of the work, and
encountering the structural and organisational realities of Virtual School contexts in ways that were
not always enabling. Crucially, this was consistent across diverse belief positions, though the forms

it took varied considerably across individuals and contexts.

This discussion takes up these findings across three levels of analysis, each mapping onto
the research questions. The first, understanding belief as lived and relational, explores the bio-
graphical and identity dimensions of the findings, addressing how practitioners experienced and
made sense of belief as part of their professional selves. The second, belief in decision-making:

beyond neutrality, considers how belief shaped professional judgement and practice, and what this
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means for how neutrality and decision-making are understood in this context. The third, navigating
constraints: systems, policy, and identity, examines the institutional and structural dimensions, ad-
dressing what supports or challenges practitioners in balancing belief with professional responsi-
bility. Each section integrates relevant literature, considers theoretical implications, and identifies
implications for practice. The chapter then addresses strengths, limitations, and reflexivity, before

turning to future research, dissemination, and a closing personal reflection.

5.2 Understanding Belief as Lived and Relational

Addressing the first research question, which explored how Virtual School professionals
navigate their personal belief systems when working with care-experienced CYP, this section sug-
gests that belief was not something brought to professional work from outside. It was already there,
woven into how participants understood themselves as professionals, shaped through early bio-
graphical experience, and carried consistently across all domains of life. This section considers
what this means analytically, how it connects to existing literature, and what it implies for practice

within Virtual School contexts and for Educational Psychology within those contexts.

The way the professional moral self is shaped through early and personal experience, evi-
dent across Theme 1, finds little direct parallel in the existing literature. Research has focused
predominantly on practitioners' skills, knowledge, and role boundaries, rather than on the deeper
formative processes shaping who they are in practice. However, the present findings resonate with
Jaggar's (2018) observation that supervising social workers drew heavily on personal values, par-
ticularly a sense of humanity and moral responsibility, to navigate the emotional demands of their
role. This suggests that professional identity in relational work with vulnerable CYP is shaped by
something more foundational than training alone. Couprie (2023) points in a similar direction,

finding that DTs' engagement with attachment-aware practice was driven by strong personal and
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moral commitments that were already in place before their formal professional development. What
the present study adds is a more explicit focus on how those commitments are shaped through
personal and biographical experience, and on the specific role of belief as the framework through
which they were cultivated and sustained across all seven participants, regardless of their profes-

sional role or belief position.

This finding speaks directly to the gap Dinham (2018) identified across health and social
care that professionals are often trained within secular frameworks that treat belief as peripheral,
leaving them underprepared to engage with their own belief-related assumptions. This observation
has particular resonance within Virtual School contexts, where practitioners navigate complex,
multi-agency work with care-experienced CYP from increasingly diverse cultural and religious
backgrounds (DfE, 2025) yet rarely have structured opportunities to examine how their own belief
systems are shaping that navigation. While Dinham's work highlights the importance of religious
literacy, the present findings point in a complementary but distinct direction. What the findings
demonstrate is the need for practitioners to develop reflexive awareness of their own belief sys-
tems. These are often so embedded within professional identity that they are not recognised as
belief at all, but experienced simply as how one works, or who one is as a practitioner. It also has
implications for EP training specifically. The BPS and HCPC standards that shape EP training
emphasise cultural competence, reflective practice, and sensitivity to diversity (BPS, 2023; HCPC,
2023). Belief is named within both frameworks, with the BPS requiring trainees to demonstrate
understanding of religion or belief as relevant to professional practice (BPS, 2023, Standard 3g)
and to reflect on personal values and their implications for practice (BPS, 2023, Standard 21), and
the HCPC requiring registrants to recognise the potential impact of their own values, beliefs and

personal biases on practice (HCPC, 2023, Standard 5.3). However, in each case belief is framed
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either as a dimension of diversity to understand in others, or as something to recognise in oneself
for the purpose of ensuring non-discriminatory treatment, rather than as a dimension of profes-
sional identity requiring sustained reflexive attention. The present study suggests this is a mean-
ingful gap, both for Virtual School professionals and for the EPs who work alongside them.
Knowledge acquisition alone is insufficient to address this gap. What is needed is something closer
to reflexive awareness, the capacity to examine what one is already doing, and why, through sus-
tained reflection, supervision, and dialogue that can bring implicit assumptions into conscious

awarencess.

Bion's (1962) thinking offers a helpful way of understanding this. Bion argued that thinking
emerges from the processing of emotional experience, suggesting that what we feel, and how we
have learned to process those feelings, shapes what becomes available to conscious thought. Ap-
plied to these findings, this helps explain why belief often operated below conscious awareness
for participants. The moral imprint shaped through early experiences, whether through religious
upbringing, family hardship, or encounters with difference, had become part of how participants
made sense of and responded to their professional experiences. Rather than being applied to situ-
ations, these orientations shaped how practitioners perceived and engaged with them from the out-
set. This moves beyond the compartmentalisation model found in some literature (Westwood,
2022; Flanagan, 2020), which implies belief and professional practice exist as separable domains
to be actively managed. Even research that recognises this intertwining of worldview and profes-
sional identity (Arthur et al., 2019) tends to focus on what is consciously held or articulated, leav-
ing the less visible processes through which integration takes place largely unexplored. The find-
ings suggest that belief operates as a lens shaping professional understanding and practice. From

a critical realist perspective, this positions belief as a generative mechanism. It is real in its effects
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and shaping practice at a deeper level, yet not always visible in professional behaviour or conscious
reflection. For EPs working within Virtual School contexts, this has a clear implication. Under-
standing how belief operates in practice requires attention to context and relationships, rather than

relying solely on practitioners’ stated values.

Theme 2 extends this understanding further. The way belief was expressed in practice was
neither fixed nor uniform. The three navigation patterns identified: making belief visible, holding
belief quietly, and stepping back from belief, are better understood not as fixed ways of being, but
as dynamic ways of responding shaped by professional role, relational safety, organisational cul-
ture, and anticipated consequences. Seen in this way, the findings further complicate Westwood’s
(2022) account of compartmentalisation, which tends to present separation as a more stable and
consciously managed process. Instead, a more fluid picture is revealed. Practitioners move be-
tween positions, and whether belief is expressed openly, held quietly, or stepped back from entirely
depends as much on structural and relational conditions as on the belief itself. As P5 captured it,
practitioners “navigate spaces”, reading the environment and adjusting how belief is expressed
accordingly. Figure 2 illustrates the fluid movement between these three forms, reflecting the con-
textually sensitive nature of belief navigation in practice. Belief navigation, in this sense, is better
understood as a situated practice, carried out in context (Schon, 1983), rather than a fixed attribute

of the individual practitioner.
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Figure 2

Three forms belief takes in practice among Virtual School educational professionals.

Expressed openly

making belief
visible

Held quietly Stepped back from

present but

set aside entirely
unspoken

It is also important to consider what the quieter forms of navigation reveal. The existing liter-
ature focuses on moments of explicit tension or disclosure, when belief becomes visible through
conflict or ethical dilemma (Stanley et al., 2017; Westwood, 2022). The present study suggests that
holding belief quietly may be equally significant, precisely because it is less visible and therefore
less likely to be explored or supported in practice. This includes Virtual School professional de-
velopment structures such as supervision, continuing professional development (CPD), and reflec-
tive practice spaces, as participants' accounts suggested. This extends equally to EPs working
within Virtual School contexts, where opportunities for this kind of reflection are not always avail-

able.
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Taken together, these findings carry important implications for practice within Virtual School
contexts. Virtual School professionals occupy a corporate parenting role, carrying a statutory re-
sponsibility to promote the wellbeing and educational achievement of care-experienced CYP (DfE,
2018). One framework that speaks directly to this, and one that some participants explicitly named
in describing their work, is Attachment, Regulation and Competency (ARC) (Blaustein & Kinni-
burgh, 2010). Central to ARC's attachment domain is the recognition that effective caregiving re-
quires caregivers to recognise, understand, and manage their own emotional and physiological
responses as an ongoing relational process. This principle is equally relevant to Virtual School
professionals in their corporate parenting role. If belief shapes emotional responses and relational
orientations below conscious awareness, practitioners need structured opportunities to reflect on
how their own belief-informed ways of seeing are influencing their practice, particularly when
working with care-experienced CYP, whose own belief systems may act as important sources of
continuity and identity (Scott et al., 2022). Extending ARC in this way is less a conceptual leap
and more a recognition that Virtual School professionals are part of the wider caregiving network
around care-experienced CYP. Like the caregivers ARC was originally designed to support, they
bring their own histories, belief systems, and emotional orientations into these relationships, and

these warrant similar attention.

The Social GRACES framework (Burnham, 2012) offers a practical way of supporting this
kind of reflection within Virtual School contexts. Developed within systemic practice, GRACES
supports practitioners to consider multiple dimensions of social identity, such as gender, race, re-
ligion, culture, and spirituality, that shape how they engage with others, often outside of conscious
awareness. Applying this framework within supervision or reflective spaces can help Virtual

School professionals approach belief not as something to be managed, but as part of who they are
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in their professional role, shaping perception, relational style, and judgement across the complex,
multi-agency contexts of their work. For EPs working in Virtual School contexts, where space for
reflective work exists, it can offer a structured way to open up these conversations with Virtual

School colleagues.

In practice, however, supervision and reflective practice spaces capable of holding this kind
of exploration are, according to participants' accounts, largely absent from current Virtual School
structures. Practitioners described carrying the emotional and ethical weight of their work without
formal containment, relying instead on personal belief, individual resilience, or informal peer sup-
port. Addressing this gap is where EP involvement becomes particularly significant. Creating re-
flective spaces within Virtual School teams, where belief, identity, and their influence on practice
can be named and examined, falls naturally within the EP role of building systemic capacity (BPS,
2023, Standards 7g & 7h; Fallon et al., 2010). It is not an additional layer of intervention. It is what
thoughtful, systemically informed EP practice looks like in this context, and it begins with EPs

being willing to engage in this reflexive process alongside the practitioners they support.

5.3 Belief in Decision-Making: Beyond Neutrality

This section addresses the second research question, which explored the ways in which
personal belief systems influence professional decision-making and approaches to supporting care-
experienced CYP. A central finding was that belief was not incidental to how participants made
professional decisions. Rather, it shaped them, quietly, consistently, and often without conscious
awareness. Understanding this requires a shift away from the assumption that professional deci-
sion-making can or should be neutral. Instead, the focus turns to what belief actually does in prac-

tice when it meets the everyday demands of Virtual School work.
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Seen in this way, the expectation of professional neutrality runs deep across education and
social care, with practitioners routinely expected to set aside personal beliefs in favour of objective,
evidence-based responses (Dinham, 2018). Yet in relational work, setting belief aside may be less
straightforward than professional frameworks assume (Westwood, 2022). The findings of this
study suggest that neutrality, understood as the absence of belief in professional judgement, is not
quite what it appears. For participants, belief shaped how they interpreted CYP's behaviour, how
they positioned themselves relationally, how they decided what to say and what to leave unsaid. It
was present in the room even when it was not named. Stanley et al.'s (2017) analysis of the Prevent
agenda illustrates how the expectation of neutrality can silence practitioners' moral responses, re-
framing care as risk management and leaving little space for the ethical complexity that relational
work actually demands. The present findings suggest something similar operates more quietly
within Virtual School contexts, not through explicit policy directives, but through professional
cultures that treat belief as something to be kept private, and neutrality as the default professional

stance.

Melanie Klein's (1946) thinking offers one way of understanding why this split between
the professional and the personal is so persistent. Klein described a tendency to divide experience
into opposing categories as a way of managing anxiety, often between what feels known and man-
ageable and what feels uncertain or threatening (Klein, 1946). Applied here, the insistence on neu-
trality can be understood as a form of splitting, where belief gets placed on the problematic side
of the divide and objectivity on the safe side. This makes intuitive sense. In professional contexts,
acknowledging personal belief can feel risky, as though it might undermine credibility or compli-
cate relationships with colleagues. But there is a cost to this. When belief is split off from profes-

sional identity rather than held within it, it does not disappear. It simply operates without scrutiny.
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Menzies Lyth (1988/1960) extends this thinking to the organisational level. Her analysis
of social defence systems shows how organisations develop practices and routines that protect staff
from the anxiety inherent in their work. Over time, these defences can become normalised and
largely invisible, taken for granted as part of everyday practice. Applied to education and social
care contexts more broadly, and to Virtual Schools in particular, the expectation of neutrality can
be understood as one such social defence. It offers practitioners a socially sanctioned position that
reduces the need to sit with the moral and emotional complexity that belief in practice can bring.
Uncomfortable questions, such as What am I bringing to this interaction? or How might my values
be shaping this decision in ways I have not yet explored?, become easier to avoid when neutrality

is the professional default.

Bion's (1962) thinking sharpens this further. Where Menzies Lyth (1988/1960) attends to
the organisational, Bion turns to the individual mind. His account of thinking as the processing of
emotional experience suggests that claims to neutrality may function as an avoidance of thought,
a way of closing down the uncomfortable questions that genuine reflection on belief would require.
Participants who described stepping back from belief or holding it quietly in contexts where ex-
pression felt unsafe, were not simply being professionally cautious; they were navigating real emo-
tional and relational risks. Without spaces in which those risks could be held and explored, the
kind of thinking Bion describes, including tolerating uncertainty, sitting with discomfort, and ask-

ing what one is bringing to a relationship, was often unavailable to them.

These dynamics extended beyond individual practitioners and played out across the pro-
fessional networks surrounding each child. From an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner,
1979), educational professionals working within Virtual School contexts operate at the intersection

of multiple systems, including schools, social care teams, health services, and foster families, each
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shaped by its own professional culture, values, and assumptions about belief systems and neutral-
ity. The connections between these systems, the conversations between carers, teachers, and VS
professionals about CYP's needs and progress, are where belief-informed interpretations meet,
sometimes harmoniously and sometimes in tension. A VS educational professional whose belief
system cultivates a strong orientation toward relational trust may find themselves navigating a
school culture oriented toward behavioural compliance, or a social care framework oriented toward
risk. These intersections are where decision-making happens, and where the influence of belief on
practice is most significant yet often remains unspoken. The implications of this silence extend
directly to care-experienced CYP, whose needs may be understood and responded to very differ-
ently across professional networks, depending on the belief systems of those involved, without

those differences ever being named or explored.

These dynamics have important implications for how EPs work within Virtual School con-
texts. As discussed in the preceding section, EPs are well placed to create reflective spaces in which
belief can be named and explored. Building on this, the focus here extends beyond recognising
belief to understanding how it shapes decision-making in practice, particularly in work with care-
experienced CYP from diverse cultural and religious backgrounds, where belief may play a central
role in identity and belonging (Scott et al., 2022). One way of supporting this is through an adapted
use of the Reflecting Team approach (Andersen, 1987). Originally developed within systemic fam-
ily therapy, the Reflecting Team creates a structured space in which a small group observes a con-
sultation or case discussion and then offers reflections, not solutions, but observations about what
they noticed, what stood out, and what felt significant. Adapted for use within Virtual School pro-

fessional development or case consultation, this approach may help to create the kind of non-
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defensive environment in which practitioners can begin to notice what they are bringing to their

thinking about a child, without the pressure of immediate response or evaluation.

Alongside Reflecting Teams, the Social GRACES framework (Burnham, 2012) offers a
supportive structure for this work. When used in this way, it provides a structured way of noticing
how dimensions of identity, including religion, culture, and belief, may be shaping how CYP's
situation is understood and discussed. This is not about exposing practitioners' beliefs, but about
creating the conditions in which belief-informed assumptions can surface and be explored with

curiosity rather than judgement.

The ARC framework (Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2010) remains relevant, particularly its fo-
cus on regulation. ARC recognises that adults need to be sufficiently regulated themselves in order
to support the children in their care. Where belief shapes emotional responses below conscious
awareness, and where organisational cultures of neutrality discourage reflection on those re-
sponses, practitioners may find themselves dysregulated in ways that are difficult to name or ad-
dress. Framing this not as professional failure, but as an unmet need for support, opens a more
compassionate and productive way of understanding what Virtual School educational profession-

als require to carry out their work effectively.

In this context, the role of EPs becomes less about challenging neutrality directly, which
may invite defensiveness, and more about creating the reflective spaces in which practitioners can
begin to consider what they bring to their work without fear of judgement. This represents a shift
from promoting neutrality towards supporting reflective capacity, a shift that sits comfortably
within the EP role as a facilitator of systemic reflection and professional learning within Virtual

School contexts.
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5.4 Navigating Constraints: Systems, Policy, and Identity

So far, belief has been explored as something lived, relational, and active in professional
decision-making. This section shifts focus to the wider contexts in which that practice is situated.
The third research question asked what supports or challenges practitioners in balancing personal
belief with professional responsibility, and what conditions shape those experiences. Findings from
Theme 4 suggest that the most significant challenges participants described were not primarily
internal. Participants were not generally uncertain about what they valued or how they wished to
practise. Instead, difficulty arose at the intersection between belief-informed practice and the or-
ganisational cultures, power dynamics, and structural constraints within which that practice had to

operate.

A consistent pattern across participants’ accounts was the experience of institutional power
taking precedence over belief-informed professional judgement. This took different forms, from
silencing within team cultures, to professional language that narrowed how roles were understood,
to resource constraints that overrode ethical commitments. What united these experiences was not
their specific form, but their structural character. The friction participants described was not inter-
personal, but systemic, arising from the gap between what belief-informed practice required and

what institutional structures allowed or expected.

This resonates with Stanley et al.’s (2017) analysis of how dominant policy discourse can
constrain practitioners’ moral responses, leaving limited space for the ethical complexity that re-
lational work demands. While the mechanisms differ, the parallel is meaningful. In both contexts,
practitioners are navigating tensions between deeply held professional values and institutional

frameworks that do not always allow those values to be enacted. The present findings offer a
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clearer account of how this tension is lived in everyday professional practice, often in ways that

remain unspoken and rarely explored within the systems in which practitioners work.

These tensions are not solely the product of local organisational cultures. They are, in part,
built into the policy framework itself. The statutory guidance (DfE, 2018) requires every local
authority to appoint a Virtual School Head but offers relatively little direction about how Virtual
School teams should be staffed beyond this. In one sense, this is understandable. It allows services
to respond flexibly to the specific needs of their local cohort of care-experienced CYP, and differ-
ent local authorities will face different challenges. But it also means that the professional expertise
available within any given Virtual School can vary considerably with meaningful implications for
practice. Practitioners are working across the intersection of education, social care, health, and
safeguarding, and the present findings suggest that belief, identity, and relational dynamics are
quietly shaping practice in ways that often go unexplored. In this context, the question of who is
in the room, and what knowledge and skills they bring, is not a minor one. The EP role, grounded
in systemic thinking, reflective practice, and psychological formulation (BPS, 2023, Standards 5d,
7g & 10b), has something distinctive to offer here. Where that involvement is limited or absent, it

remains an unrealised resource for the professionals and, ultimately, the CYP they support.

Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological framework offers a useful way of understanding why
these tensions extend beyond any individual practitioner's experience. At the level of the mac-
rosystem, the broader cultural, institutional, and policy contexts that shape everything beneath
them become particularly relevant. The statutory frameworks, professional cultures, and organisa-
tional assumptions participants described are not simply neutral contexts. They actively shape what
belief-informed practice is permitted to look like, and whose values are granted institutional legit-

imacy. The moral discomfort participants described was not a personal failing. It was a structural
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consequence of working within systems whose governing frameworks do not always make room

for the values-informed, relationally attuned practice that care-experienced CYP need.

Menzies Lyth's (1988/1960) analysis of social defences remains relevant here. Where the
preceding section applied her thinking to the individual practitioner's management of neutrality,
Theme 4 reveals the organisational dimension of that same dynamic. The institutional cultures
participants encountered, those that normalised silencing, narrowed professional roles, or posi-
tioned belief as irrelevant to practice, can themselves be understood as social defence systems.
They offer practitioners and organisations a way of avoiding the anxiety that genuine engagement
with belief, values, and their influence on practice would require. The cost, as participants' ac-
counts suggest, is not only felt by practitioners in the form of ethical strain, but ultimately by the
care-experienced CYP whose support depends on those practitioners being able to bring their full
professional and ethical selves to the work. There is also a quieter question here. If the systems
within which practitioners work respond to belief, values, and difference with silence or suppres-
sion, what does this model for the care-experienced CYP moving through those same systems?
For CYP whose own belief systems, cultural identities, and ways of making sense of the world
may already feel marginalised or unrecognised, encountering professionals who cannot openly
engage with these dimensions of experience may reinforce, rather than challenge, that sense of
invisibility.

What makes it possible for practitioners to speak, think, and reflect within these conditions
is not simply a matter of individual confidence or professional training. As outlined earlier, where
organisational cultures operate as social defence systems, the capacity for reflection becomes
shaped by the relational climate of those systems. Edmondson's (2018) concept of psychological

safety speaks directly to this. Where it is absent, people tend to comply on the surface while re-
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maining silent about what they think or feel, prioritising self-protection over genuine engagement.
Participants’ accounts reflect this pattern closely. Across the dataset, speaking up carried real in-
terpersonal risk, and the organisational conditions that might have supported genuine reflection
were largely absent. Silence, in this context, was not professionalism, but a predictable response

to an environment in which the interpersonal costs of honesty felt too high.

What Edmondson's framework (2018) adds is clarity about where the responsibility for
change actually lies. Psychological safety is not created by telling practitioners it is safe to speak.
It is created through how leaders behave, whether they treat the work as genuinely complex and
uncertain rather than already resolved, whether they invite real participation rather than compli-
ance, and whether they respond to honesty and challenge in ways that make speaking up feel
worthwhile rather than risky. For Virtual School contexts, this matters both for how teams are led
and for how EP involvement is understood and positioned. Where leaders model curiosity about
their own assumptions, hold space for ethical uncertainty, and respond to practitioners' doubts with
interest rather than anxiety, the conditions for genuine reflection become possible. Where they do
not, silence will continue to be misread as agreement, when it may simply reflect the fact that

speaking felt too costly.

From this perspective, the EP role comes into sharper focus. If psychological safety is cre-
ated through leadership behaviour, through modelling curiosity, inviting genuine participation, and
responding to uncertainty with interest rather than anxiety, then EPs are well placed to support this
process. This is not through imposing frameworks or providing answers, but through bringing that
quality of engagement into the spaces where Virtual School professionals think together about

CYP.
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As discussed earlier, approaches such as the Reflecting Team (Andersen, 1987) and the
Social GRACES framework (Burnham, 2012) offer practical ways of structuring these conversa-
tions. They create conditions in which practitioners can begin to notice and name what they bring
to their thinking, including the belief-informed assumptions that often operate below the level of
conscious awareness, without fear of judgement or evaluation. In this sense, EP involvement
within Virtual School contexts is less about delivering expertise and more about shaping the con-
ditions in which reflective practice can take place. It is about making it possible for practitioners
to engage in the kind of thinking that the findings of this study suggest is both necessary and, at

present, largely absent from their professional experience.

What participants’ accounts ultimately showed is that belief-informed practice was not only
constrained by institutional structures, but also sustained by practitioners in small, often unseen
ways. This was evident in acts of persistence, careful navigation, and a continued commitment to
values that were not always recognised or supported in the systems in which they worked. That
this sustaining work was largely carried by individuals, often privately and without formal con-
tainment, highlights a consistent theme in the discussion that the conditions needed for reflective,
values-informed practice are not yet consistently in place within Virtual School contexts. Address-
ing this is not a matter of individual professional development, but an organisational and systemic
question. While EPs are well placed to support Virtual School teams in beginning to explore it, the
structural conditions within which they work are also shaped by policy frameworks that could
provide clearer direction on the staffing, supervision, and reflective infrastructure needed for this
kind of practice. The findings of this study suggest that strengthening these conditions warrants
further attention, both within Virtual School services themselves and within the policy frameworks

that shape how those services are organised.
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5.5 Synthesis and Implications for Practice

Looking across the findings as a whole, the findings suggest that belief in Virtual School
professional practice is not a single thing operating at a single level. It is simultaneously biograph-
ical, shaped through early experience and personal history; relational, present in how practitioners
interpret, decide, and engage with care-experienced CYP; and structural, encountering institutional
conditions that can either support or constrain belief-informed practice. The contribution of this
study is to make that simultaneity visible within Virtual School contexts, where it has previously

received limited attention.

This points toward several practice implications, both for Virtual School services and for

Educational Psychology.

For Virtual School services, the findings suggest a need to focus on the conditions that

make reflective, values-informed practice possible:

o Reflective spaces and supervision capable of holding ethical and emotional complexity,

rather than only procedural concerns.

e Frameworks such as ARC (Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2010) and Social GRACES (Burn-

ham, 2012) to open conversations about belief, identity, and how they shape practice.

e QGreater attention to the staffing and structural conditions that determine whether this
kind of reflection can take place at all, including consideration of the policy frame-

works within which Virtual Schools operate.

For Educational Psychology, the findings point to a distinctive contribution:
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o EPs are well placed to support the reflective practice that participants described as
both necessary and largely absent. This involvement is less about delivering expertise
and more about shaping the conditions in which Virtual School colleagues can think

together about belief, identity, and their influence on practice.

e Approaches such as the Reflecting Team (Andersen, 1987) and Social GRACES (Burn-
ham, 2012) offer practical structures for this work, and the EP role of building systemic
capacity (BPS, 2023, Standards 7g & 7h) provides a clear professional foundation for
it.

o The findings also have potential implications for EP training, where belief is currently
framed as a dimension of diversity to recognise in others or as bias to manage in one-
self, rather than as a meaningful dimension of professional identity warranting sus-

tained reflexive attention.

The cost of leaving these conditions unaddressed is not felt only by practitioners, but ulti-
mately by the care-experienced CYP whose support depends on practitioners being able to bring

their full professional and ethical selves to the work.

5.6 Strengths, Limitations, and Reflexivity

In keeping with the study’s critical realist and reflexive qualitative positioning, the
strengths and limitations of the research are understood not as separate methodological checklists,
but as interconnected aspects of a study shaped by context, researcher positioning, and the condi-
tions in which knowledge was produced. This study addresses a gap in the literature by centring
the lived experiences of Virtual School professionals and examining how personal belief systems

shape professional identity, decision-making, and practice. Semi-structured interviews enabled



170

participants to articulate experiences that are not explicitly explored in the existing literature and
rarely find space in professional discourse, while RTA provided an approach capable of attending
both to what participants said and to the wider meanings shaping their accounts. The study’s criti-
cal realist positioning gave the work a coherent philosophical foundation, treating belief as real
and having an impact while remaining attentive to the social and institutional conditions that shape

how it is expressed and understood.

The study also benefited from being conducted by a practitioner-researcher with direct ex-
perience of Virtual School contexts. This positioning supported contextual sensitivity and profes-
sional credibility, both of which were important when exploring a topic that does not often find
clear space in professional discourse. Participants were speaking with someone who understood
the professional terrain they were describing, which may have supported openness and depth of
reflection. At the same time, this positioning was not neutral. The same familiarity that supported
openness also carried the possibility of assumption and selective attention, making reflexive scru-

tiny necessary throughout the research process.

The findings should also be read with several limitations in mind, beginning with the size
and shape of the sample. The study drew on a small sample of seven participants, which was ap-
propriate to its narrow analytic focus and in-depth interview design, but it also limits the breadth
of perspectives represented. All participants were willing to reflect on personal belief in a research
context, and that willingness is unlikely to be universal. Those who experienced the topic as too
uncomfortable, professionally risky, or irrelevant to how they understood their work are not rep-
resented in the dataset, and their accounts may have led the analysis in different directions. The
findings therefore offer a situated and partial account, transparent about what they can and cannot

claim.
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The recruitment process also shaped the dataset and forms part of the reflexive account of
how this knowledge was produced. The initial inclusion criteria, focused on religious identity,
proved too narrow, and an ethical amendment was required to broaden participation to include
secular and atheist belief positions. This was both methodologically appropriate and conceptually
strengthening. It is also important to note that much of the eventual recruitment took place through
professional networks, doctoral programme contacts, and snowball sampling. Some participants
were known to me professionally before the study, and in one case a prior line management rela-
tionship had existed. Careful attention was paid throughout to voluntary participation, role clarity,
and the avoidance of perceived pressure. However, it would be difficult to claim that these rela-
tional conditions played no part in shaping what participants chose to share. The data cannot be

understood as separate from these conditions, but as produced through them.

During analysis, my insider-outsider positioning required particular reflexive attention.
The professional familiarity that had supported rapport and sensitivity during data collection also
carried the risk of assumed understanding in interpretation, of hearing what felt recognisable rather
than attending carefully to what was actually being said. Reflexive journalling, supervisory dia-
logue, and ongoing engagement with the data were therefore used throughout the analytic process
to interrogate moments of resonance, surprise, and uncertainty, and to keep the analysis grounded
in participants’ accounts rather than my own. These strategies supported analytic transparency
without suggesting that researcher subjectivity could be set aside, which would be neither appro-

priate nor consistent with the epistemological position underpinning the study.

The use of interviews also introduces some limitations. Participants’ accounts reflect how
they make sense of their experiences and how they choose to represent them in a research conver-

sation. They cannot fully capture the complexity of everyday professional practice, nor the ways
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belief systems may shape action below the level of conscious reflection, which was itself one of
the study’s key analytic insights. The interview context may have enabled some articulation of
these processes, but it could not access what remained unspoken, implicit, or expressed in practice

rather than reflected upon.

Finally, the broader socio-political climate in which the interviews were conducted may
also have shaped the data that were generated. Participants reflected on personal beliefs during a
period of heightened public and political attention to immigration, multiculturalism, and religious
identity (Becker, 2023; Community Security Trust, 2025; Hopkins, 2007). This wider context may
have shaped who felt comfortable participating, what participants chose to disclose, and the lan-
guage available to them for describing their beliefs. The findings should therefore be understood
as accounts shaped not only by professional experience, but also by the wider social and relational
conditions in which speaking felt possible. Taken together, these considerations do not diminish
the study’s contribution, but locate it clearly as a situated, reflexively produced account of how

belief system navigation is experienced and understood within Virtual School practice.

5.7 Future Research
This study points to several directions for future research, emerging both from what the

findings revealed and from what the current methodology could not fully capture.

One clear direction for future research is to hear directly from care-experienced CYP them-
selves. This study focused on the professionals who support them, but if belief shapes how practi-
tioners understand, relate to, and make decisions about the CYP in their care, then hearing from
CYP themselves feels like an essential next step, particularly for those whose own belief systems,
cultural identities, and ways of making sense of the world may already feel marginalised or unrec-

ognised. Future research that centres their voices directly, exploring how they experience the be-
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liefs, values, and orientations of the professionals around them, would make a meaningful contri-

bution to both the literature and to practice.

The interview-based methodology of this study was well-suited to exploring how partici-
pants made sense of their experiences but could not capture how belief operates in the moment of
professional practice. Future research using observational methods, or approaches that sit closer
to the everyday texture of Virtual School work, would offer a complementary perspective, captur-

ing what is enacted rather than what is reflected upon, and attending to the gap between the two.

A larger and more diverse sample would also extend these findings. Including professionals
who might not readily identify with a significant belief system could give insight into whether and
how the patterns identified here hold across a wider range of professional identities and organisa-
tional contexts. Comparative research across local authorities with different organisational cultures
and levels of EP involvement would be particularly valuable in understanding how context shapes
belief navigation. Similarly, future research might explore how belief system navigation varies
across different professional roles within Virtual School contexts, a dimension the present study
was not designed to examine systematically but which the diversity of the sample suggested may

be worth exploring in greater depth.

Finally, future research could look more closely at EP practice within Virtual School con-
texts specifically. How EPs navigate their own belief systems in consultative and reflective work
remains unexplored, and whether the kind of reflective spaces this study advocates for are currently
being created, and what makes them effective when they are, would be worth exploring directly.
Beyond description, there is also scope for evaluative or practice-based research that trials what it

actually looks like for EPs to facilitate this kind of reflection within Virtual School teams, and
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what difference it makes for the practitioners involved. That kind of research would move the

conversation from what should happen to what does happen, and what works.

5.8 Dissemination and Impact Strategy

The findings of this study are relevant to multiple audiences. For the academic community,
submission to Educational Psychology in Practice is the primary target, given the journal's focus
on EP research with direct implications for practice. Debate, the professional magazine of the
Division of Educational and Child Psychology (DECP), offers a complementary route to reach a
broader EP readership in a more accessible format, allowing the key arguments to reach practition-
ers who may not regularly engage with peer-reviewed literature. Presentation at the DECP Annual
Conference would provide a further opportunity to share the work with colleagues and invite crit-

ical dialogue.

Beyond academic and professional audiences, a central aim of dissemination is to support
practice change. I plan to share the study's findings with the local authority in which I will be
working as a newly qualified EP, with a view to collaborating with Virtual School colleagues to
explore how reflective spaces might be developed and trialled in practice. From there, the aim is
to connect with other Virtual Schools and local authorities to share what is learned and support
wider engagement with these ideas. Alongside this, there is potential to develop CPD opportunities
for Virtual School professionals and EPs, drawing directly on the frameworks discussed in this
thesis, including Social GRACES and ARC, as practical tools for supporting reflection on belief
and professional identity. This represents an opportunity to move the conversation from what the

research advocates for to what it might look like in applied practice.

At apolicy level, the findings make a case for greater clarity around EP involvement within

Virtual School structures, an area where current statutory guidance remains limited. Sharing find-
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ings through professional networks and special interest groups, including the National Association
of Virtual School Heads (NAVSH), EPNet, and the Children in Care, Adopted & Otherwise Per-
manently Placed EP-CCAPP interest group, offers a route into that conversation and a way of
reaching the practitioners and leaders best placed to engage with and respond to what this research

raises.

Finally, this study points toward the need for reflective spaces that attend to belief and
worldview as dimensions of professional identity, alongside the range of social and cultural differ-
ences that frameworks like Social GRACES already invite practitioners to consider. Belief can sit
quietly alongside these other dimensions, shaping practice in ways that go unexplored even within
spaces designed for reflection. One of the hopes for this research is that it helps bring that dimen-
sion more explicitly into view, so that reflective practice within Virtual School contexts can engage

more fully with what practitioners bring to their work.

5.9 Conclusion and Personal Reflection

This research began, in some ways, long before I started writing it. Growing up in Croatia
during a period of war and political upheaval, I learned early that belief systems are rarely just
private, they become social forces, shaping how communities hold together or fracture, how people
are seen or unseen, how identity is claimed or contested. Immigration to the UK taught me some-
thing different. Navigating multiple worlds and multiple ways of being requires a particular kind
of attentiveness to what people carry with them that is not always visible on the surface. These
experiences did not give me answers, but they gave me a question, one that eventually found its
way into this research. How do professionals hold, express, and navigate belief within the institu-
tional environments they work? And what does it mean when that question has remained unex-

plored?
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Working within a Virtual School before undertaking this research gave me a sense of the
context. I had seen how much practitioners brought to their work, not just skill and knowledge, but
something more difficult to name. A particular way of seeing a child. A refusal to give up on a
situation that others had written off. A quiet attentiveness to what mattered to a young person that
went beyond what any training had specifically taught. I found myself thinking, without yet being
able to articulate it, that some of this was connected to who these practitioners were at a deeper
level, to the values and experiences that had shaped them long before they arrived in their profes-
sional roles. This research gave me the language and the framework to begin understanding what

I had observed.

What I did not fully anticipate was what the data itself would teach me. Returning again
and again to the transcripts, sitting with participants' words, resisting the pull toward premature
interpretation, this was itself a kind of lesson in the value of patient attention. The same openness
and curiosity that underpins critical realism as a philosophical stance, the willingness to hold com-
plexity rather than resolve it too quickly, turned out to be not just an epistemological commitment
but a personal one. I think it is probably why I spent so long in the data. There was always some-

thing more to notice.

What struck me most, across seven accounts that were in many ways very different from
each other, was how much richness there is in that difference. Each participant brought a distinct
belief position, a different set of early experiences, a different way of making sense of the world,
and yet across all of them, something recognisably shared. A commitment to the CYP they worked
with that went beyond role definition. A deep sense of responsibility about what it means to show
up for CYP whose lives have often been shaped by circumstances beyond their control. The form

that commitment took differed, and what motivated and sustained it was rooted in very different
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places. But it was unmistakably present, rooted in early experiences and personal belief, shaping

who these practitioners were, not just what they had been trained to do.

That feels like the most important thing this research has given me to carry forward. We
are all shaped by our early experiences, by what we were taught to value, by what we witnessed,
by the ways we learned to make sense of the world. Those experiences do not disappear when we
enter professional life. They come with us, quietly or not so quietly, shaping what we notice, how
we respond, what we find hard to walk past. And as EPs working alongside care-experienced CYP,
we are ourselves part of the early experiences of the CYP we work with. That is an invitation to
bring the same curiosity and reflexivity to ourselves that this research has tried to bring to the
practitioners who participated in it. To keep asking what we carry, our beliefs, our early experi-
ences, our ways of making sense of the world, and what that means for the CYP in whose lives we

play a part.
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7  Appendices
Appendix A: Ethical Approval Letter

Dear Azra,
Thank you for your patience while we process your application. | apologise for the delayed response.
| am pleased to inform you that your application has been approved

You may now proceed with your research project as outlined in your proposal.

Failure to obtain prior approval for such changes may result in academic and/or research misconduct.

With regards fo privacy, please ensure that meetings with yourself and your participants are conducted in a safe environment, ensuring confidentiality is fully maintained.
Your updated TREC form is also attached for your records
If you have any further questions or require any clarification, please do not hesitate fo contact me.

May | take this opportunity of wishing you every success with your research.

NHS

The Tavistock and Portman
NHS Foundation Trust

Best wishes,

www.tavistockandporiman.nhs.uk

Michael Franklyn (he/him)

Academic Governance and Quality Officer
Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust
miranklyn@tavi-port.nhs.uk
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Appendix B: Example Email Sent to PEPs

Dear Virtual School Colleagues,

| am writing to invite you to participate in my research study exploring how professionals navigate their religious identity alongside their professional role when working with care-experienced
young people. As a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP) at the Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust, | am seeking participants who:

* Have worked directly with care-experienced children in educational settings within the last year (this can include even a single in-person encounter with a child);
« Have a deep religious identity that shapes your worldview and values (this can be spiritual in nature; regular church/worship attendance is not required);
* Arewilling to discuss how these aspects intersect in your professional practice.

Participation involves a single 60-90 minute interview (in-person or online). This research has been approved by the Tavistock Research Ethics Committee, with all data handled confidentially
and in accordance with GDPR.

By participating in this research, you will contribute to:

* Developing more culturally sensitive approaches for supporting care-experienced young people;
* Understanding how to better navigate the intersection of personal beliefs and professional practice;
* Enhancing policies and support systems in Virtual Schools.

| have attached a detailed information leaflet to this email. Anyone who might be interested can contact me directly at aklempic@tavi-port.nhs.uk. The leaflet provides comprehensive
information about the research aims, eligibility criteria, and confidentiality measures.

Thank you for your support.
Best wishes,

Azra Klempic
Trainee Educational Psychologist
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PARTICIPANTS.
NEEDED -

Do your personal beliefs shape your work as a Virtual
School professional? | am researching how staff navigate

their belief systems (religious, secular, or atheist) alongside
their professional role when working with care-experienced

young people.

Share your experiences with us.

Who Can Participate?

You may be eligible if you:
Have worked directly with care-
experienced children and young
people in educational settings
within the last academic year or
three terms

Have strong personal beliefs
(religious, secular, or atheist)
that shape your worldview,
values, and daily life.

Are open to reflecting on your
personal beliefs in relation to

your professional practice

What's involved?

One-to-one interview lasting 60
-90 minutes

Choice of in-person interview at
the Tavistock and Portman NHS
Foundation Trust or online via
Tavi Zoom

Discussion of your experiences
navigating personal beliefs in your
professional role.

Opportunity to contribute to
understanding how belief
systems influence support for

care-experienced young people.
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By sharing your experiences, you will help:

Develop more culturally sensitive approaches for
supporting care-experienced children and young people.
Improve understanding of how professionals balance
personal beliefs with professional practice.

Contribute to enhancing support systems in Virtual

Schools.

Confidentiality

« All interviews will be confidential

« Data will be de-identified and stored in line
= with GDPR

» Participation is entirely voluntary

@ Contact

If you are interested in participating or would like more information,
please contact me, Azra Klempic, Trainee Educational Psychologist
at aklempic@tavi-port.nhs.uk

This research has been approved by the
Tavistock Research Ethics Committee (TREC)
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Appendix D: Amended TREC Application
The Tavistock and Portman m

NHS Foundation Trust

Tavistock and Portman Trust Research Ethics Committee (TREC)

APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL REVIEW OF STUDENT RESEARCH PROJECTS

This application should be submitted alongside copies of any supporting documentation
which will be handed to participants, including a participant information sheet, consent

form, self-completion survey or questionnaire.

Where a form is submitted and sections are incomplete, the form will not be considered by TREC

and will be returned to the applicant for completion.

For further guidance please contact Paru Jeram (academicquality(@tavi-port.nhs.uk)



mailto:academicquality@tavi-port.nhs.uk
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If yvou already have ethical approval from another body (including HRA/IRAS) please sub-

mit the application form and outcome letters. You need only complete sections of the TREC

form which are NOT covered in vour existing approval

Is your project considered as ‘research’ according to the HRA tool?

(http://www.hra-decisiontools.org.uk/research/index.html)

Yes

ble? (see section 7)

Will your project involve participants who are under 18 or who are classed as vulnera- | No

Will your project include data collection outside of the UK?

SECTION A: PROJECT DETAILS

Project title
Navigating Personal Beliefs in Professional Practice: Perspectives of Virtual
School Educational Professionals Working with Care-Experienced Children and
Young People

Proposed project | March 2025 Anticipated project | May 2026

start date end date
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Principal Investigator (normally your Research Supervisor): Dr Maria Wedlock

Please note: TREC approval will only be given for the length of the project as stated above up to a

maximum of 6 years. Projects exceeding these timeframes will need additional ethical approval

Has NHS or other ap- | YES (NRES ap- [ ]
proval been sought | proval)
for this research in-

[

cluding through sub-
YES (HRA approval)
mission via Research
Application System []
(IRAS) or to the | g¢her

Health Research Au-

thority (HRA)?
NO

If you already have ethical approval from another body (including HRA/IRAS) please submit the

application form and outcome letters.

SECTION B: APPLICANT DETAILS

Name of Researcher | Azra Klempic

Programme of Study | Child, Community and Educational Psychology (M4), doctorate course

and Target Award
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Email address aklempic@tavi-port.nhs.uk

Contact telephone | 07887722935

number

SECTION C: CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

Will any of the researchers or their institutions receive any other benefits or incentives for taking
part in this research over and above their normal salary package or the costs of undertaking the

research?
YES[ ] NO[X

If YES, please detail below:

Is there any further possibility for conflict of interest? YES [ | NO [X

Are you proposing to conduct this work in a location where you work or have a placement?
YES[X] NO[]

If YES, please detail below outline how you will avoid issues arising around colleagues being involved in

this project:

Clear separation of roles will be maintained between my placement work and research activities. Any

discussions about research participation will occur outside of regular professional interactions.
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Participants will be explicitly informed that their decision to participate (or not) will have no impact on

our professional relationship or their work within the Virtual School.

During interviews, [ will establish clear boundaries between my role as a researcher versus my role as a

trainee Educational Psychologist (EP), making it explicit when we are engaging in research activities ver-

sus professional work.

Is your project being commissioned by and/or carried out on be-
half of a body external to the Trust? (for example; commissioned
by a local authority, school, care home, other NHS Trust or other

organisation).

*Please note that ‘external’ is defined as an organisation which is ex-

ternal to the Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust (Trust)

YES[ ] NO[X

If YES, please add details here:

Will you be required to get further ethical approval after receiv-

ing TREC approval?

If YES, please supply details of the ethical approval bodies below
AND include any letters of approval from the ethical approval bodies
(letters received after receiving TREC approval should be submitted

to complete your record):

YES[ ] NO[
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If your project is being undertaken with one or more clinical services or organisations external to the

Trust, please provide details of these:

If you still need to agree these arrangements or if you can only approach organisations after you have
ethical approval, please identify the types of organisations (eg. schools or clinical services) you wish to

approach:

I will work through Educational Psychology (EP) services in other local authorities to recruit participants

from Virtual schools

Do you have approval from the organisations detailed above? | YES[ | NO X NA[ ]

(this includes R&D approval where relevant)

Please attach approval letters to this application. Any approval letters
received after TREC approval has been granted MUST be submitted

to be appended to your record
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SECTION D: SIGNATURES AND DECLARATIONS

APPLICANT DECLARATION

I confirm that:

The information contained in this application is, to the best of my knowledge, correct and up to date.

I have attempted to identify all risks related to the research.

I acknowledge my obligations and commitment to upholding ethical principles and to keep my supervisor
updated with the progress of my research

I am aware that for cases of proven misconduct, it may result in formal disciplinary proceedings and/or
the cancellation of the proposed research.

I understand that if my project design, methodology or method of data collection changes I must seek an
amendment to my ethical approvals as failure to do so, may result in a report of academic and/or research

misconduct.

Applicant (print | Azra Klempic

name)

Signed

V7
7

Date 30/01/2025
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FOR RESEARCH DEGREE STUDENT APPLICANTS ONLY

Name of Supervi- | Dr Maria Wedlock
sor/Principal Investi-

gator

Supervisor -

Does the student have the necessary skills to carry out the research?

YES[X] NO[]

Is the participant information sheet, consent form and any other documentation appropriate?

YES[X] NO[]

Are the procedures for recruitment of participants and obtaining informed consent suitable and sufficient?

YES[X] NO[]

Where required, does the researcher have current Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) clearance?

YES[X] NO[]

Signed ‘
MWedlod

Date 29.01.25




COURSE LEAD/RESEARCH LEAD

Does the proposed research as detailed herein have your support to proceed? YES [X] NO [ ]

Signed

\u &*\[ laj‘l\c L

Date 30/01/2025

SECTION E: DETAILS OF THE PROPOSED RESEARCH

Provide a brief description of the proposed research, including the requirements of partic-
ipants. This must be in lay terms and free from technical or discipline specific terminology
or jargon. If such terms are required, please ensure they are adequately explained (Do not

exceed 500 words)

This research seeks to explore how educational professionals employed by Virtual Schools nav-
igate their personal belief system identities when working with care-experienced children and
young people (CYP). The study is particularly timely and relevant given the increasing religious
and cultural diversity among care-experienced CYP, with 29% of Looked After Children (LAC)
coming from diverse backgrounds (Department for Education [DfE], 2023). This includes rising
numbers of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC) in England, for whom religious
or personal belief system identity often plays a crucial role in their sense of stability and belong-

ing (Chase, 2013; DfE, 2023). The role of professionals, who bring their own varied religious,
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atheist, or secular belief systems alongside their cultural identities - becomes increasingly sig-
nificant in this context. However, regardless of whether a CYP and their supporting professional
share similar or different backgrounds, these dynamics can influence how support and guidance
are given, and ultimately, how the professionals navigate their own identity. The study aims to
understand how professionals balance their personal belief systems with their professional re-
sponsibilities while supporting these vulnerable students, recognising that this intersection can
significantly impact the culturally sensitive support provided to care-experienced CYP (Nelson

& Yang, 2023; Everington et al., 2011).

I am seeking to interview 6-8 educational professionals employed by Virtual Schools across
local authorities in the UK who work directly with care-experienced CYP. To be eligible, par-

ticipants must:

(1) have worked directly with care-experienced CYP through their Virtual School role within
the last academic year or the last three terms (which may span over two academic years), where

direct work means:

e Providing individual or group support sessions with CYP
e Delivering educational interventions to CYP

e Conducting assessments directly with CYP

e Meeting with CYP for mentoring or educational planning
e Facilitating learning or wellbeing activities with CYP

These interactions can occur either:

e In-person, i.e. at educational settings

e Through video meetings
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This work must be:

Part of their Virtual School responsibilities;
e NOT including work with care-experienced CYP that occurs solely through statu-
tory assessment or traded work outside of their Virtual School role;
e NOT including work that is exclusively consultative with adults around the CYP;
e NOT including purely administrative or managerial responsibilities.
(2) identify with a significant belief system (religious, atheist, or secular) that shapes their

worldview, values, and daily life

(3) are open and willing to reflect on and discuss their belief system identity in relation to their

professional practice.

A significant belief system is defined as a strong personal connection to religious beliefs, atheist
principles, or secular values that shapes one's worldview and approach to life. This may be ex-
pressed through formal religious practices, personal spirituality, adherence to religious beliefs,

commitment to atheist/humanist principles, or secular ethical frameworks.

Participants will be excluded if they do not demonstrate a belief system (religious, atheist, or

secular) that significantly influences their worldview, values, or daily life.

Participants will be invited to take part in semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 60-
90 minutes. Interviews will be conducted either in person at the Tavistock and Portman NHS
Foundation Trust or via Tavi Zoom, based on participant preference. The interviews will explore

how professionals experience and manage the intersection between their personal belief systems
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and professional roles, particularly when supporting care-experienced CYP who may come from
diverse religious and cultural backgrounds (McMurray et al., 2011; Simkiss, 2019). In line with
UK GDPR, participants will have the right to withdraw their data up until the point of de-iden-
tification, which will occur 4 weeks following their interview. After this date, all research data
will be de-identified through the removal of identifying information such as names and places
from the transcripts, except religious or personal belief system identity, which will be identified
in the research findings where relevant to understanding the data. This approach is essential
given the study's focus on how belief system identity influences professional practice. Following
transcription, all digital recordings will be securely destroyed. Participants will not be required

to provide any reason for withdrawing from the study.

The interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis using Reflexive Thematic
Analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This methodology will allow for an in-depth examina-

tion of participants' lived experiences and meaning-making processes.

Provide a statement on the aims and significance of the proposed research, including po-
tential impact to knowledge and understanding in the field (where appropriate, indicate
the associated hypothesis which will be tested). This should be a clear justification of the
proposed research, why it should proceed and a statement on any anticipated benefits to

the community. (Do not exceed 700 words)

The intersection of religious identity and personal belief systems with professional practice in
educational settings, particularly in supporting care-experienced children and young people
(CYP), presents a complex and understudied area of research. As educational environments be-

come increasingly diverse, professionals engage in ongoing processes of navigating their per-
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sonal beliefs - whether religious, secular, or atheist - alongside their professional responsibilities

(Nelson & Yang, 2023; Everington et al., 2011).

While studies have examined how teachers navigate religious identity in diverse educational
contexts (Moulin, 2015; Jarvis, 2008), there is a significant gap in understanding how profes-
sionals in Virtual Schools manage this intersection. This gap is particularly notable in the context
of supporting care-experienced children, who often present complex needs and diverse back-

grounds (McMurray et al., 2011; Simkiss, 2019).

Furthermore, there is an even more pronounced absence of research exploring how professionals
with secular, atheist, or non-religious belief systems navigate their personal values in similar
professional contexts, despite growing recognition of the significance of non-religious identities

in contemporary society (Lee, 2015).

Recent research demonstrates that atheist and secular worldviews, like religious beliefs, can be
important parts of a person's identity and may shape professional decision-making, values, and
approaches to supporting diverse populations. Lee's (2015) UK-based research distinguishes
between "insubstantial" secularity (merely absence of religion) and "substantial" secularity (in-
volving beliefs, ritual practices, and identities that are alternative to religious ones), showing
that secular identities can be just as meaningful and identity-shaping as religious ones. This is
supported by additional research showing that secular and atheist worldviews can involve iden-
tity navigation processes similar to those shaped by religious beliefs, particularly in professional
contexts (Lee, 2014; Woodhead, 2017; Brewster et al., 2016). Given the emergence of a new

secular cultural majority in Britain (Woodhead, 2017), understanding how both religious and
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non-religious belief systems influence professional practice with diverse populations is increas-

ingly important.

The research aims to investigate how educational professionals in Virtual Schools experience
and make sense of navigating their personal belief systems (religious, atheist, or secular) when
working directly with care-experienced children and young people. It focuses on understanding
how these professionals balance their personal belief systems with their professional responsi-
bilities, considering both the relational interactions with care-experienced CYP and the broader

systemic aspects that shape their work.

This research is particularly timely given the rise in unaccompanied asylum-seeking children
(UASC) in England (DfE, 2023), which adds significant complexity to professional practice due
to these CYP's diverse religious and cultural backgrounds. For UASC, who are typically con-
sidered looked after children under local authority care, religious identity often plays a crucial

role in their sense of stability and belonging (Chase, 2013).

The findings have the potential to significantly impact policy, practice, and professional devel-
opment in educational psychology. By exploring the complex interplay between belief systems
(religious, secular, and atheist), professional practice, and support for vulnerable CYP, this study
aims to contribute both practical and theoretical insights to the field. Ultimately, this research
seeks to foster the development of more inclusive and effective practices that better serve the

needs of care-experienced CYP while supporting the professionals who work with them.

The study addresses a critical gap in current understanding about how personal belief systems

influences professional practice in educational settings, particularly in supporting vulnerable
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groups (Hartwick, 2014; Arthur et al., 2019). In doing so, it aims to enhance culturally sensitive

support in increasingly diverse educational environments.

Provide an outline of the methodology for the proposed research, including proposed
method of data collection, fasks assigned to participants of the research and the proposed
method and duration of data analysis. If the proposed research makes use of pre-estab-

lished and generally accepted techniques, please make this clear. (Do not exceed 500 words)

This study will employ a qualitative approach to explore participants' experiences and perspec-
tives of navigating personal belief systems in their professional practice. The data will be ana-
lysed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The research is
grounded in a critical realist ontological position, acknowledging the subjective nature of indi-

vidual experiences and the role of interpretation in understanding these experiences.

Data Collection: Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with 6-8 educational profession-
als from Virtual Schools. Each interview will last approximately 60-90 minutes and will be con-
ducted either in person at the Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust or via Tavi Zoom,
based on participant preference. All interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed for anal-

ysis.

Tasks for Participants: Participants will engage in a semi-structured interview exploring how
they experience and manage the intersection between their belief systems (religious, secular, or
atheist) and professional roles, particularly when supporting care-experienced CYP who may

come from diverse religious and cultural backgrounds.
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Data Analysis: The analysis will follow RTA's six-phase process (Braun & Clarke, 2006), in-

cluding:

o Familiarisation with the data through repeated reading

o Systematic coding of the entire dataset

e Generating initial themes

e Reviewing and developing themes

e Refining, defining, and naming themes

e Writing up the analysis
The analysis phase will acknowledge the researcher's active role in the analytical process, ac-
knowledging how their own positioning and theoretical assumptions shape the identification and
interpretation of themes. This methodological approach will enable a rich, contextualised under-
standing of how educational professionals experience and manage the intersection of their per-

sonal belief systems and professional roles when working with care-experienced CYP.

Data storage and security:

o Interview recordings will be transcribed verbatim;
o Transcripts will be downloaded and stored on the secure University of Essex OneDrive
server;
o All transcripts will undergo de-identification, after which original recordings and de-
identified transcripts will be permanently deleted;
De-identification will include removing:
o Personal names

e Location identifiers
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e Specific events that could identify participants
e Any other identifying information except religious identity which will be retained where
relevant to understanding the data.

Long-term data management:

e De-identified data will be retained for 6-10 years in accordance with the Tavistock and
Portman NHS Trust Data Protection and Handling Policies;

o Ifused for future research or publication, de-identified data will be transferred to a pass-
word-protected device;

o All data storage and handling will comply with GDPR requirements and Trust policies.

SECTION F: PARTICIPANT DETAILS

Provide an explanation detailing how you will identify, approach and recruit the participants for the
proposed research, including clarification on sample size and location. Please provide justification for
the exclusion/inclusion criteria for this study (i.e. who will be allowed to / not allowed to participate)

and explain briefly, in lay terms, why these criteria are in place. (Do not exceed 500 words)

Participant sampling will be purposive, where the researcher relies on their own judgment to choose partic-
ipants in line with the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The study aims to recruit 6-8 educational profession-
als from Virtual Schools' across local authorities in the UK. This sample size aligns with RTA methodology
recommendations (Braun & Clarke, 2006), allowing for in-depth analysis while capturing a range of expe-

riences.
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Recruitment Process:

Initial contact through Educational Psychology Services:
Contact EP services by:
e Searching for publicly available contact details of Principal Educational Psychologists (PEPs)
on Local Authority websites or contacting EP services via general service emails.
e Reaching out to Local EP services where I have existing professional connections through train-
ing placements
e Share research information with EP services who work with Virtual Schools;
e Request EPs to facilitate introduction to their linked Virtual School;
e Offer to either share research flyer/poster (see Appendix E) or present briefly at team meetings.
Following EP facilitated introductions:
e Connect with Virtual School Head;
e Share detailed information about the research;
e Begin snowball sampling where initial participants may suggest colleagues who meet the criteria.
After two weeks, if insufficient responses:
e Follow up through EP contacts and Virtual School Heads.
e Extend recruitment through broader professional networks.
Once potential participants express interest:
e Provide detailed information sheets (see Appendix A)
e Upon reviewing information, participants complete consent form (see Appendix B)
e Arrange interview at preferred location/format.

The information sheets will detail




213

e Research aims and purpose

e What participation involves

e Data de-identification and storage procedures

e Right to withdraw and data destruction protocols
e Confidentiality assurances

Inclusion Criteria

Participants must have worked directly with care-experienced CYP through their Virtual School role within
the last academic year or the last three terms (which may span over two academic years). This ensures
participants have recent, relevant experience working with the target population. Direct work means:

e Providing individual or group support sessions with CYP

e Delivering educational interventions to CYP

e Conducting assessments directly with CYP

e Meeting with CYP for mentoring or educational planning

e Facilitating learning or wellbeing activities with CYP

e These interactions can occur either:

e In-person, i.e. at educational settings
e Through video meetings

This work must be:

e Part of their Virtual School responsibilities;
e NOT including work with care-experienced CYP that occurs solely through statutory assessment or
traded work outside of their Virtual School role;

e NOT including work that is exclusively consultative with adults around the CYP;
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e NOT including purely administrative or managerial responsibilities.

Participants must identify with a significant belief system (religious, atheist, or secular) that shapes their
worldview, values, and daily life. A significant belief system is defined as a strong personal connection to
religious beliefs, atheist principles, or secular values that shapes one's worldview and approach to life. This
may be expressed through formal religious practices, personal spirituality, adherence to religious beliefs,
commitment to atheist/humanist principles, or secular ethical frameworks.

Participants must be open and willing to reflect on and discuss their belief systems in relation to their pro-
fessional practice. This ensures participants can engage meaningfully with the research questions.

Exclusion Criteria

Professionals who hold purely administrative or managerial roles This ensures participants have direct ex-
perience working with care-experienced young people.

Individuals who do not demonstrate a belief system (religious, atheist, or secular) that significantly influ-
ences their worldview, values, or daily life.

Location

Interviews will be conducted either:

e In person at the Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust
e Via Tavi Zoom This flexibility in location aims to make participation accessible while ensuring ap-
propriate privacy for discussions.
The criteria are designed to ensure participants can provide rich, detailed accounts of navigating religious
identity in their professional practice while working directly with care-experienced children and young peo-

ple.
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Informed consent process

An information sheet (see Appendix A) will be used to explain the research to participants. Consent pro-

cesses will include:

verbal explanation of the aims of the project, boundaries of confidentiality, right to withdrawal, data protec-
tion rights detailed, opportunity for questions and discussion, details about data storage and security
measures, information about how findings will be used and disseminated, clarification of time commitments
and expectations, clear explanation that this is a research interview, not a therapeutic conversation, infor-
mation about available workplace support services (e.g., occupational health), and explanation that they can
pause or stop the interview at any time.

I will confirm consent in writing. Participants will have adequate time to review all information and ask

questions before providing written consent.

The consent form (see Appendix B) will document their agreement to participate in recorded interviews, the
use of de-identified quotes, data storage procedures, and publication plans. Throughout the research process,
consent will be treated as ongoing, with verbal reconfirmation obtained at the start of each interview and

regular reminders of participants' right to withdraw at any time without consequence.

Personal belief system disclosure:

Participants will be explicitly informed that:

o Their personal belief system identity will be identified in the research findings where relevant to
understanding the data;
e Their real names will be replaced with pseudonyms, but their personal belief system identity may be

mentioned alongside these pseudonyms when discussing specific experiences;
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e Due to the small sample size and specific nature of their roles, complete anonymity cannot be guar-
anteed even with pseudonymization;
e They can withdraw from the study if they are not comfortable with this level of disclosure. This will
be clearly communicated during recruitment, detailed in the information sheet (see Appendix A),
and explicitly included in the consent form (see Appendix B).
IThe structure and staffing of Virtual Schools can vary across local authorities, with decisions about roles
and responsibilities made at the discretion of the Virtual School Head, as outlined in the Department for
Education's statutory guidance (DfE, 2022). While participants may hold different roles within their respec-
tive Virtual Schools, the inclusion criteria ensure a cohesive participant group through their shared experi-
ence of working directly with care-experienced children and young people, having a significant belief sys-
tem (religious, atheist, or secular), and being willing to reflect on how these intersect in their professional

practice.

Please state the location(s) of the proposed research including the location of any interviews. Please
provide a Risk Assessment if required. Consideration should be given to lone working, visiting private

residences, conducting research outside working hours or any other non-standard arrangements.

If any data collection is to be done online, please identify the platforms to be used.

Interviews will be conducted in one of two ways, based on participant preference:

In person:

e Location: Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust;
e Interviews will be audio-recorded using Tavi Zoom's recording feature on a laptop, with video disabled;

e Interviews will be conducted during standard working hours;
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e The location provides a professional, secure environment with appropriate support staff present.

Online:

Platform: Tavi Zoom (institutional platform);

o Interviews will be recorded using Zoom's built-in recording feature, capturing audio only;
e Recordings will be stored securely following Trust data protection protocols;

e Participants will be informed when recording begins and ends;

e All recordings will be saved directly to the secure Trust network, not to local devices;

e Ensures confidentiality and data security;

o Participants can join from a private location of their choosing.

No interviews will be conducted in private residences or outside standard working hours. All interviews,
whether online or in-person, will be scheduled during regular business hours to ensure appropriate institu-

tional support is available if needed.

The Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust provides a safe, professional environment with estab-
lished security protocols and staff presence, minimizing risks associated with lone working. For online in-

terviews, the use of the institutional Tavi Zoom platform ensures secure and confidential communication.

Will the participants be from any of the following groups?(7ick as appropriate)

[] Students or Staff of the Trust or Partner delivering your programme.
<] Adults (over the age of 18 years with mental capacity to give consent to participate in the research).
[ ] Children or legal minors (anyone under the age of 16 years)!

[] Adults who are unconscious, severely ill or have a terminal illness.
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[ ] Adults who may lose mental capacity to consent during the course of the research.
[] Adults in emergency situations.
Adults? with mental illness - particularly those detained under the Mental Health Act (1983 & 2007).

Participants who may lack capacity to consent to participate in the research under the research requirements

of the Mental Capacity Act (2005).

Prisoners, where ethical approval may be required from the National Offender Management Ser-

vice (NOMYS).

Young Offenders, where ethical approval may be required from the National Offender Management Service

(NOMS).
[ ] Healthy volunteers (in high risk intervention studies).

Participants who may be considered to have a pre-existing and potentially dependent® relationship with the

investigator (e.g. those in care homes, students, colleagues, service-users, patients).

[ ] Other vulnerable groups (see Question 6).

[ ] Adults who are in custody, custodial care, or for whom a court has assumed responsibility.
[] Participants who are members of the Armed Forces.

!If the proposed research involves children or adults who meet the Police Act (1997) definition of vulnera-
bility’, any researchers who will have contact with participants must have current Disclosure and Barring

Service (DBS) clearance.
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2 “Adults with a learning or physical disability, a physical or mental illness, or a reduction in physical or

mental capacity, and living in a care home or home for people with learning difficulties or receiving care in

their own home, or receiving hospital or social care services.’ (Police Act, 1997)

3 Proposed research involving participants with whom the investigator or researcher(s) shares a dependent
or unequal relationships (e.g. teacher/student, clinical therapist/service-user) may compromise the ability
to give informed consent which is free from any form of pressure (real or implied) arising from this relation-
ship. TREC recommends that, wherever practicable, investigators choose participants with whom they have
no dependent relationship. Following due scrutiny, if the investigator is confident that the research involving
participants in dependent relationships is vital and defensible, TREC will require additional information
setting out the case and detailing how risks inherent in the dependent relationship will be managed. TREC

will also need to be reassured that refusal to participate will not result in any discrimination or penallty.

Will the study involve participants who are vulnerable? YES[ | NO [X]
For the purposes of research, ‘vulnerable’ participants may be adults whose ability to protect their own
interests are impaired or reduced in comparison to that of the broader population. Vulnerability may arise

from:

the participant’s personal characteristics (e.g. mental or physical impairment)

their social environment, context and/or disadvantage (e.g. socio-economic mobility, educational attain-
ment, resources, substance dependence, displacement or homelessness).

where prospective participants are at high risk of consenting under duress, or as a result of manipulation or

coercion, they must also be considered as vulnerable
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children are automatically presumed to be vulnerable.

7.1. If YES, what special arrangements are in place to protect vulnerable participants’ interests?

N/A

If YES, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) check within the last three years is required.

Please provide details of the “clear disclosure”:

Date of disclosure:

Type of disclosure:

Organisation that requested disclosure:

DBS certificate number:

(NOTE: information concerning activities which require DBS checks can be found via

https://www.gov.uk/covernment/publications/dbs-check-eligible-positions-cuidance). Please do not include

a copy of your DBS certificate with your application

Do you propose to make any form of payment or incentive available to participants of the research?

YES[ ] NO[X

If YES, please provide details taking into account that any payment or incentive should be representative of

reasonable remuneration for participation and may not be of a value that could be coercive or exerting undue



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dbs-check-eligible-positions-guidance
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influence on potential participants’ decision to take part in the research. Wherever possible, remuneration in
a monetary form should be avoided and substituted with vouchers, coupons or equivalent. Any payment
made to research participants may have benefit or HMRC implications and participants should be alerted to

this in the participant information sheet as they may wish to choose to decline payment.

What special arrangements are in place for eliciting informed consent from participants who may not
adequately understand verbal explanations or written information provided in English; where par-
ticipants have special communication needs; where participants have limited literacy; or where chil-

dren are involved in the research? (Do not exceed 200 words)

Not applicable. All participants will be professionals working in Virtual Schools who use English in their

daily work. No children or individuals with special communication needs are involved in this study.
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SECTION F: RISK ASSESSMENT AND RISK MANAGEMENT

Does the proposed research involve any of the following? (7ick as appropriate)

[ ] use of a questionnaire, self-completion survey or data-collection instrument (attach copy)
[ ] use of emails or the internet as a means of data collection

[ ] use of written or computerised tests

X interviews (attach interview questions)

[ ] diaries (attach diary record form)

[ ] participant observation

[] participant observation (in a non-public place) without their knowledge / covert research
X audio-recording interviewees or events

[ ] video-recording interviewees or events

[ ] access to personal and/or sensitive data (i.e. student, patient, client or service-user data)

without the participant’s informed consent for use of these data for research purposes

[ ] administration of any questions, tasks, investigations, procedures or stimuli which may be
experienced by participants as physically or mentally painful, stressful or unpleasant during or

after the research process
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[ ] performance of any acts which might diminish the self-esteem of participants or cause them

to experience discomfiture, regret or any other adverse emotional or psychological reaction

[ ] Themes around extremism or radicalisation

[] investigation of participants involved in illegal or illicit activities (e.g. use of illegal drugs)
[] procedures that involve the deception of participants

[ ] administration of any substance or agent

[ ] use of non-treatment of placebo control conditions

[] participation in a clinical trial

[ ] research undertaken at an off-campus location (risk assessment attached)

[ ] research overseas (please ensure Section G is complete)

Does the proposed research involve any specific or anticipated risks (e.g. physical, psycho-

logical, social, legal or economic) to participants that are greater than those encountered

in everyday life?

YESX] NO[]

If YES, please describe below including details of precautionary measures.
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While the physical risks are minimal, there are potential psychological risks that may exceed
those encountered in everyday life. The in-depth discussions about religious identity and pro-

fessional practice may:

Prompt participants to reflect more deeply than usual on potentially challenging situations they
have encountered;

Surface complex emotions or ethical dilemmas they have faced when balancing religious iden-
tity with professional responsibilities;

Lead to psychological discomfort when exploring the interplay between religious identity and
professional duties.

To mitigate these risks, participants will be:

Informed of these potential risks before participating;
Reminded they can pause or stop the interview at any time;
Given access to appropriate support resources;

Oftered breaks during interviews if needed;

Provided with post-interview debriefing.

Where the procedures involve potential hazards and/or discomfort or distress for
participants, please state what previous experience the investigator or researcher(s) have

had in conducting this type of research.

While there is potential for psychological distress during in-depth discussions about religious
identity and professional practice, I have relevant experience at multiple levels. During my

Master's research, I conducted semi-structured interviews with adults, developing skills in
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research interviewing. I also have previous experience working in a Virtual School, which

provides me with valuable insight into the professional context of the participants.

In my current role as a trainee Educational Psychologist, I regularly engage in sensitive
dialogues with staff and families, which involves active listening, maintaining professional
boundaries, and creating safe spaces for discussion. These consultations often involve complex
and emotional topics, requiring careful management of feelings and responses.

In terms of managing any potential discomfort or emotional responses that may arise during
interviews, [ have received training in psychoanalytic concepts such as transference and
projection through the Tavistock training. This theoretical understanding will help me make
sense of and contain any feelings that emerge during the interviews. I will ensure participants
are informed of potential risks before participating, reminded they can pause or stop at any time,

and offered breaks as needed.

I will be supported through multiple supervision channels, including:
e Monthly personal supervision

e  Weekly placement supervision

e Regular research supervision

All supervision is provided by qualified Educational Psychologists with extensive research

experience at the Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust

Provide an explanation of any potential benefits to participants. Please ensure this is
framed within the overall contribution of the proposed research to knowledge or practice.

(Do not exceed 400 words)
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NOTE: Where the proposed research involves students, they should be assured that accepting the
offer to participate or choosing to decline will have no impact on their assessments or learning
experience. Similarly, it should be made clear to participants who are patients, service-users and/or
receiving any form of treatment or medication that they are not invited to participate in the belief

that participation in the research will result in some relief or improvement in their condition.

The participants in this study may benefit from the opportunity to reflect deeply on their profes-
sional practice and belief systems (religious, atheist, or secular) in a structured, supportive en-
vironment. This kind of focused reflection is not often available in busy professional settings

yet can contribute significantly to professional development and self-awareness.

Through participation in the research, professionals may:

Gain deeper insights into how they navigate their belief systems (religious, atheist, or secu-
lar) in their work;

e Develop greater awareness of their decision-making processes;

e Have protected time to reflect on their professional practice;

e Contribute to developing more culturally sensitive approaches in their field.

The study's findings will contribute to a broader understanding of how belief systems (religious,
atheist, or secular) influence professional practice in educational settings, particularly when sup-

porting vulnerable groups. This knowledge may help:

e Inform professional development practices in Virtual Schools;
e Enhance support systems for professionals managing complex identity intersections;
e Develop more inclusive and culturally sensitive approaches to supporting care-experienced

children and young people;
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e Bridge the gap between belief system identity research in educational practice and support
for care-experienced children.

Participants will be offered a summary of the research findings, allowing them to:

e See how their experiences connect with those of other professionals;

e Qain insights into shared challenges and strategies;

e Apply these insights to their own practice;

e Contribute to developing more effective support systems in their field.

These benefits align with the study's broader aim of enhancing culturally sensitive/responsive
support in increasingly diverse educational environments while supporting the professionals

who provide these services.

Provide an outline of any measures you have in place in the event of adverse or unexpected
outcomes and the potential impact this may have on participants involved in the proposed

research. (Do not exceed 300 words)

Given that discussions about personal belief systems and professional practice can be sensitive,

the following measures will be in place:

At the beginning of the interview:

e [ will explain the sensitive nature of the topic and acknowledge that some questions (see
Appendix C) may prompt deep reflection;

o [ will explicitly state that participants can choose not to answer any questions without need-
ing to provide a reason;

e [ will ask participants how they would prefer to indicate if they are feeling uncomfortable or

would like to pause;
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e [ will establish clear signals or phrases they can use to indicate distress or need for breaks.

During Interviews:

e [ will monitor participants' emotional state throughout the interview;

e [ will offer breaks or opportunity to pause if needed;

e [ will check in with participants about their experience at the end of the interview;

e [ will maintain clear professional boundaries regarding the distinction between research in-
terviews and therapeutic conversations.

Support Mechanisms:

Participants will have access to contact details for both the researcher and research supervisor;

Participants will be reminded of their usual professional support systems through:

e Written information in the participant information sheet (see Appendix A);

e Verbal reminders during the pre-interview briefing and post-interview debrief;

A debrief document listing available support including:

e Their workplace supervision arrangements;

e Their occupational health services where available.

As a precautionary measure, the following support services will be provided to all participants:

e Education Support Partnership - A UK charity providing mental health and wellbeing sup-
port specifically for education professionals;

e Mind - Mental health charity offering information and support services;

e Samaritans - 24/7 helpline providing emotional support.

Safeguarding:

If any safeguarding concerns arise regarding care-experienced young people, these will be ad-

dressed through appropriate professional channels and processes, specifically:
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e Following the local authority's designated safeguarding procedures;
e Contacting the Virtual School Head and/or Designated Safeguarding Lead as appropriate;
e Documenting concerns according to professional requirements.
Participants will be reminded of their professional obligations regarding safeguarding, for ex-
ample:
e Their duty to report any concerns about a child's welfare;
e Their responsibility to follow their organisation's safeguarding policies;
e The importance of maintaining clear documentation of any concerns.
Clear protocols for sharing any concerns that arise during interviews:
If a participant discloses information suggesting a child is at risk:
e The interview will be paused;
e The participant will be reminded of their safeguarding duties;
o They will be supported to contact their Virtual School Head and/or Designated Safeguarding
Lead;
e The incident will be documented.
If historical safeguarding concerns are discussed:
e [ will check whether these were previously reported;
e I[fnot reported, the participant will be supported to report through appropriate chan-
nels (see above).

e The incident will be documented.

Provide an outline of your debriefing, support and feedback protocol for participants in-
volved in the proposed research. This should include, for example, where participants may

feel the need to discuss thoughts or feelings brought about following their participation in
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the research. This may involve referral to an external support or counseling service, where

participation in the research has caused specific issues for participants.

Following each interview, participants will be offered time to reflect on their experience of par-
ticipating in the research and discuss any thoughts or feelings that emerged during the interview.
As established during the informed consent process, participants will be encouraged to under-
stand that while they are engaging in research interviews rather than therapeutic conversations,
they have access to various support systems.

Participants will be reminded of their existing professional support networks, including super-
vision structures within their settings. They will receive information about how to contact both
the researcher and the research supervisor if they have any questions or concerns following their
participation. They will also be informed about when and how they can access a summary of
the research findings, providing them an opportunity to see how their experiences connect with
those of other professionals in the field and potentially apply these insights to their own practice.
While the interviews are not expected to cause distress, as they focus on professional practice
and religious identity, participants will be reminded of support services available through their

workplace, such as occupational health services.

Please provide the names and nature of any external support or counselling organisations
that will be suggested to participants if participation in the research has potential to raise

specific issues for participants.

While no significant distress is anticipated from participating in the research, participants will
be reminded of their existing professional support networks, including supervision structures

within their workplace and any employee assistance programs they have access to.
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Additionally, if participants express the need for external support or counselling following their
involvement in the research, the following organisations will be suggested for their professional
and confidential support services:

Education Support Partnership

Education Support Partnership is a UK-based charity providing mental health and wellbeing
support specifically for education professionals. Services include free and confidential help-
lines, counselling, and online resources.

Website: https://www.educationsupport.org.uk

Mind
Mind is a leading mental health charity offering information, support, and counselling services
for individuals experiencing emotional or psychological distress.

Website: https://www.mind.org.uk

Samaritans

Samaritans is a 24/7 helpline providing emotional support and listening services for anyone in
distress, including professionals navigating complex personal and professional challenges.
Website: https://www.samaritans.org

These organisations have been chosen for their expertise in providing high-quality support ser-
vices for professionals in emotionally demanding roles. Information about these services will

be included in the debriefing materials provided to participants.

Where medical aftercare may be necessary, this should include details of the treatment
available to participants. Debriefing may involve the disclosure of further information on
the aims of the research, the participant’s performance and/or the results of the research.

(Do not exceed 500 words)



https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/
https://www.mind.org.uk/
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Not applicable. This research involves interviews with professionals about their work experi-

ences and does not involve any medical procedures or interventions requiring aftercare.

FOR RESEARCH UNDERTAKEN OUTSIDE THE UK

Does the proposed research involve travel outside of the UK?

[ ]YES X NO

If YES, please confirm:

[]1 have consulted the Foreign and Commonwealth Office website for guidance/travel advice?

http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/

[[]1 have completed ta RISK Assessment covering all aspects of the project including consid-

eration of the location of the data collection and risks to participants.

All overseas project data collection will need approval from the Deputy Director of Education
and Training or their nominee. Normally this will be done based on the information provided in
this form. All projects approved through the TREC process will be indemnified by the Trust

against claims made by third parties.

If you have any queries regarding research outside the UK, please contact academicqual-

ity(@tavi-port.nhs.uk:

Students are required to arrange their own travel and medical insurance to cover project work

outside of the UK. Please indicate what insurance cover you have or will have in place.



http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/
mailto:academicquality@tavi-port.nhs.uk
mailto:academicquality@tavi-port.nhs.uk
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Please evidence how compliance with all local research ethics and research governance require-
ments have been assessed for the country(ies) in which the research is taking place. Please also

clarify how the requirements will be met:

The research will be conducted entirely within the UK and follows all UK research ethics guide-

lines. The study will comply with:

The British Psychological Society's (BPS) Code of Ethics and Conduct (2021)

The Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) Standards of Conduct, Performance and Eth-
ics (2024)

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) requirements for data protection

Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust research governance procedures

As all research activities will take place within UK jurisdiction, no additional international re-

search ethics or governance requirements apply

SECTION G: PARTICIPANT CONSENT AND WITHDRAWAL

Have you attached a copy of your participant information sheet (this should be in plain
English)? Where the research involves non-English speaking participants, please include
translated materials.

YESX] NoO[]

If NO, please indicate what alternative arrangements are in place below:

Have you attached a copy of your participant consent form (this should be in plain Eng-
lish)? Where the research involves non-English speaking participants, please include

translated materials.
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YES[X] NO[]

If NO, please indicate what alternative arrangements are in place below:

The following is a participant information sheet checklist covering the various points that

should be included in this document.
DX Clear identification of the Trust as the sponsor for the research, the project title, the Re-
searcher and Principal Investigator (your Research Supervisor) and other researchers along

with relevant contact details.

X Details of what involvement in the proposed research will require (e.g., participation in
interviews, completion of questionnaire, audio/video-recording of events), estimated time com-

mitment and any risks involved.

X] A statement confirming that the research has received formal approval from TREC or other

ethics body.

X If the sample size is small, advice to participants that this may have implications for confi-

dentiality / anonymity.

DX A clear statement that where participants are in a dependent relationship with any of the
researchers that participation in the research will have no impact on assessment / treatment /

service-use or support.

X] Assurance that involvement in the project is voluntary and that participants are free to with-

draw consent at any time, and to withdraw any unprocessed data previously supplied.

<] Advice as to arrangements to be made to protect confidentiality of data, including that con-

fidentiality of information provided is subject to legal limitations.
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X] A statement that the data generated in the course of the research will be retained in accord-

ance with the Trusts ’s Data Protection and handling Policies.: https://tavistockandport-

man.nhs.uk/about-us/governance/policies-and-procedures/

<] Advice that if participants have any concerns about the conduct of the investigator, re-
searcher(s) or any other aspect of this research project, they should contact Head of Academic

Registry (academicquality(@tavi-port.nhs.uk)

X] Confirmation on any limitations in confidentiality where disclosure of imminent harm to

self and/or others may occur.

The following is a consent form checklist covering the various points that should be in-
cluded in this document.

X Trust letterhead or logo.

X Title of the project (with research degree projects this need not necessarily be the title of

the thesis) and names of investigators.
<] Confirmation that the research project is part of a degree

X] Confirmation that involvement in the project is voluntary and that participants are free to

withdraw at any time, or to withdraw any unprocessed data previously supplied.

DX Confirmation of particular requirements of participants, including for example whether in-
terviews are to be audio-/video-recorded, whether anonymised quotes will be used in publica-

tions advice of legal limitations to data confidentiality.



https://tavistockandportman.nhs.uk/about-us/governance/policies-and-procedures/
mailto:academicquality@Tavi-Port.nhs.uk
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X If the sample size is small, confirmation that this may have implications for anonymity any

other relevant information.

X The proposed method of publication or dissemination of the research findings.

[ ] Details of any external contractors or partner institutions involved in the research.
[] Details of any funding bodies or research councils supporting the research.

X Confirmation on any limitations in confidentiality where disclosure of imminent harm to

self and/or others may occur.

SECTION H: CONFIDENTIALITY AND ANONYMITY

Below is a checklist covering key points relating to the confidentiality and anonymity of

participants. Please indicate where relevant to the proposed research.

[] Participants will be completely anonymised and their identity will not be known by the in-
vestigator or researcher(s) (i.e. the participants are part of an anonymous randomised sample

and return responses with no form of personal identification)?

[ ] The responses are anonymised or are an anonymised sample (i.e. a permanent process of
coding has been carried out whereby direct and indirect identifiers have been removed from

data and replaced by a code, with no record retained of how the code relates to the identifiers).
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[X] The samples and data are de-identified (i.e. direct and indirect identifiers have been removed
and replaced by a code. The investigator or researchers are able to link the code to the original

identifiers and isolate the participant to whom the sample or data relates).

[] Participants have the option of being identified in a publication that will arise from the re-

search.

X] Participants will be pseudo-anonymised in a publication that will arise from the research.

(i.e. the researcher will endeavour to remove or alter details that would identify the participant.)
[X] The proposed research will make use of personal sensitive data.

[_] Participants consent to be identified in the study and subsequent dissemination of research

findings and/or publication.

Participants must be made aware that the confidentiality of the information they provide
is subject to legal limitations in data confidentiality (i.e. the data may be subject to a sub-
poena, a freedom of information request or mandated reporting by some professions).
This only applies to named or de-identified data. If your participants are named or de-
identified, please confirm that you will specifically state these limitations.

YES[X] NO[]

If NO, please indicate why this is the case below:
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NOTE: WHERE THE PROPOSED RESEARCH INVOLVES A SMALL SAMPLE OR
FOCUS GROUP, PARTICIPANTS SHOULD BE ADVISED THAT THERE WILL BE
DISTINCT LIMITATIONS IN THE LEVEL OF ANONYMITY THEY CAN BE AF-

FORDED.

SECTION I: DATA ACCESS, SECURITY AND MANAGEMENT

Will the Researcher/Principal Investigator be responsible for the security of all data col-

lected in connection with the proposed research? YES ] NO [ ]

If NO, please indicate what alternative arrangements are in place below:

In line with the 5™ principle of the Data Protection Act (1998), which states that personal
data shall not be kept for longer than is necessary for that purpose or those purposes for

which it was collected; please state how long data will be retained for.

[ ]1-2years [_]3-5 years [X] 6-10 years [_]| 10> years

NOTE: In line with Research Councils UK (RCUK) guidance, doctoral project data should

normally be stored for 10 years and Masters level data for up to 2 years

Below is a checklist which relates to the management, storage and secure destruction of
data for the purposes of the proposed research. Please indicate where relevant to your

proposed arrangements.
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[ ] Research data, codes and all identifying information to be kept in separate locked filing

cabinets.

X] Research data will only be stored in the University of Essex OneDrive system and no other

cloud storage location.
DX Access to computer files to be available to research team by password only.

[ ] Access to computer files to be available to individuals outside the research team by password

only (See 23.1).
DX] Research data will be encrypted and transferred electronically within the UK.

[ ] Research data will be encrypted and transferred electronically outside of the UK.

NOTE: Transfer of research data via third party commercial file sharing services, such as
Google Docs and YouSendlIt are not necessarily secure or permanent. These systems may also
be located overseas and not covered by UK law. If the system is located outside the European
Economic Area (EEA) or territories deemed to have sufficient standards of data protection,

transfer may also breach the Data Protection Act (1998).

Essex students also have access the ‘Box’ service for file transfer: https://www.essex.ac.uk/stu-

dent/it-services/box

[ ] Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, e-mails or telephone numbers.

X Collection and storage of personal sensitive data (e.g. racial or ethnic origin, political or

religious beliefs or physical or mental health or condition).



https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/nlzlCQ0YPSkDXPmUxUb3M?domain=essex.ac.uk
https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/nlzlCQ0YPSkDXPmUxUb3M?domain=essex.ac.uk
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[X] Use of personal data in the form of audio or video recordings.
DX] Primary data gathered on encrypted mobile devices (i.e. laptops).

NOTE: This should be transferred to secure University of Essex OneDrive at the first oppor-

tunity.

<] All electronic data will undergo secure disposal.

NOTE: For hard drives and magnetic storage devices (HDD or SSD), deleting files does not
permanently erase the data on most systems, but only deletes the reference to the file. Files can
be restored when deleted in this way. Research files must be overwritten to ensure they are
completely irretrievable. Software is available for the secure erasing of files from hard drives
which meet recognised standards to securely scramble sensitive data. Examples of this software
are BC Wipe, Wipe File, DeleteOnClick and Eraser for Windows platforms. Mac users can use

the standard ‘secure empty trash’ option; an alternative is Permanent eraser software.

[] All hardcopy data will undergo secure disposal.

NOTE: For shredding research data stored in hardcopy (i.e. paper), adopting DIN 3 ensures
files are cut into 2mm strips or confetti like cross-cut particles of 4x40mm. The UK government
requires a minimum standard of DIN 4 for its material, which ensures cross cut particles of at

least 2x15mm.

Please provide details of individuals outside the research team who will be given password

protected access to encrypted data for the proposed research.

Not applicable.
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Please provide details on the regions and territories where research data will be electroni-

cally transferred that are external to the UK:

None.
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SECTION J: PUBLICATION AND DISSEMINATION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

How will the results of the research be reported and disseminated? (Select all that apply)

[ ] Peer reviewed journal

[_] Non-peer reviewed journal

[ ] Peer reviewed books

[_] Publication in media, social media or website (including Podcasts and online videos)
[ ] Conference presentation

[ ] Internal report

[ ] Promotional report and materials

[ ] Reports compiled for or on behalf of external organisations
X] Dissertation/Thesis

[] Other publication

DX Written feedback to research participants

DX Presentation to participants or relevant community groups

[ ] Other (Please specify below)
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SECTION K: OTHER ETHICAL ISSUES

Are there any other ethical issues that have not been addressed which you would wish to

bring to the attention of Tavistock Research Ethics Committee (TREC)?

The identification of participants' belief system identities in the research findings presents a
specific ethical consideration. While this information is integral to understanding the research
findings, it requires careful handling to protect participants' privacy while maintaining research

authenticity.

Given the sensitive nature of discussing personal belief systems in professional practice, partic-
ipants may share challenging experiences or negative views about belief system differences.
While maintaining a non-judgmental stance to encourage honest dialogue, clear protocols will
be established for handling any disclosures that may indicate discriminatory practices, particu-
larly those affecting care-experienced CYP. The research design acknowledges that participants
may feel pressure to present their belief system management in socially desirable ways and

therefore creates space for discussing both positive and challenging aspects of this navigation.

From a methodological perspective, my own cultural background and experiences with belief
systems in different cultural contexts could influence data interpretation. To address this, I will
engage in regular research supervision and reflexive journaling to examine and challenge po-
tential biases in my analysis. This regular reflexive practice aims to maintain the integrity of the

research while protecting participant wellbeing and professional relationships.
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Please check that the following documents are attached to your application.

DX] Letters of approval from any external ethical approval bodies (where relevant)
X] Recruitment advertisement

DX] Participant information sheets (including easy-read where relevant)

DX Consent forms (including easy-read where relevant)

[ ] Assent form for children (where relevant)

[] Letters of approval from locations for data collection

[ ] Questionnaire

DX] Interview Schedule or topic guide

[ ] Risk Assessment (where applicable)

[] Overseas travel approval (where applicable)

Where it is not possible to attach the above materials, please provide an explanation below.

N/A
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Appendix E: Interview Questions

Opening/Background Questions:

Could you tell me about your role in the Virtual School?

. What role does religion/faith/personal beliefs play in your life?

. What has been your experience of supporting care-experienced young people from different

religious and cultural backgrounds?

Main Experience Questions:

Could you tell me about your experiences of navigating your personal beliefs/religious identity
in your professional role?

Can you describe a time when your personal beliefs/religious identity influenced your work
with care-experienced young people?

. What has been your experience of managing your personal beliefs/religious identity alongside
professional responsibilities?

. How do you experience times where your personal beliefs/religious identity and professional
practice intersect?

. Have you experienced/ faced any challenges in balancing your personal beliefs/religious iden-

tity with your professional role?

Reflection Questions:

9. How do you think your experiences of managing your personal beliefs/religious identity have

shaped your approach to your professional role?
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10. How do you understand the relationship between your personal beliefs/religious identity and

your professional practice?

Closing Questions:

11. Is there anything else about your experience of navigating personal beliefs/religious identity in

your professional role that you'd like to share?
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Appendix F: Participant Information Sheet

Participant Information Sheet

Tavistock and Portman Trust Research Ethics Committee

If you have any queries regarding the conduct of the programme in which you are being asked to

participate, please contact:

Paru Jeram, Trust Quality Assurance Officer, pjeram(@tavi-port.nhs.uk

The Research Team

Researcher: Azra Klempic
Trainee Educational Psychologist

Email: aklempic@tavi-port.nhs.uk

Supervisor: Dr Maria Wedlock

Email: mwedlock@tavi-port.nhs.uk

Consent to Participate in a Research Study

The purpose of this letter is to provide you with the information that you need to consider in de-

ciding whether to participate in this study.


mailto:pjeram@tavi-port.nhs.uk
mailto:aklempic@tavi-port.nhs.uk
mailto:mwedlock@tavi-port.nhs.uk
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Title of the Study

Navigating Personal Beliefs in Professional Practice: Perspectives of Virtual School Educational

Professionals Working with Care-Experienced Children and Young People
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Project Description

You are invited to take part in a research study exploring how educational professionals in Virtual
Schools navigate their personal belief systems when supporting care-experienced children and
young people. This information sheet outlines what participation will involve, your rights as a
participant, and how your data will be handled. Please read this carefully and ask any questions

you may have.

Purpose of the Study

This study aims to understand how educational professionals balance their belief systems (reli-
gious, secular, or atheist) with their professional responsibilities in supporting care-experienced
children and young people. This research is particularly timely and relevant given the increasing
religious and cultural diversity among care-experienced children and young people, including the
rising numbers of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC) in England, for whom reli-
gious identity often plays a crucial role in their sense of stability and belonging. The findings aim
to contribute to the development of more inclusive and effective practices that better serve the
needs of care-experienced children and young people while supporting the professionals who work

with them.

What Your Involvement Entails

If you agree to participate, you will:

Take part in a semi-structured interview lasting approximately 60-90 minutes.

Choose whether the interview will be conducted in person at the Tavistock and Portman NHS

Foundation Trust or via Tavi Zoom (a secure platform).
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Discuss your experiences, reflections, and views related to the study topic.

Consent to the audio recording of the interview, which will be transcribed for analysis.

There are no physical risks associated with this study. While discussing personal or professional
experiences, you may encounter mild emotional discomfort. If this occurs, the researcher will pro-

vide appropriate support and refer you to professional services if needed.

Confidentiality and anonymity

All information you provide will be kept confidential and will only be accessible to the researcher
(Azra Klempic) and the research supervisor (Dr Maria Wedlock). All data will be securely stored
on the secure University of Essex OneDrive server.

Your interview transcripts will be de-identified, and once de-identification is complete, all original

recordings and de-identified transcripts will be permanently deleted.

Your identity will be de-identified in all publications and reports.

All identifying details will be removed or altered in the analysis and reporting process.

Confidentiality is subject to legal limitations, meaning that if any disclosure of harm to yourself

or others occurs, the researcher is legally obligated to report it to the relevant authorities.

Belief System Identity and Data Usage:

While your personal details will be de-identified, your belief system identity may be identified in

the research findings where relevant to understanding the data;

Your real name will be replaced with a pseudonym, but your belief system identity (e.g., religious,
secular, atheist) may be mentioned alongside this pseudonym when discussing specific experi-

ences;
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Due to the small sample size and specific nature of roles, complete anonymity cannot be guaran-

teed even with pseudonymization.

Safeguarding

As a professional working with care-experienced young people, you maintain your usual safe-
guarding duties throughout the research process

If any safeguarding concerns arise during the interview:

The interview will be paused;

You will be supported to contact your Virtual School Head and/or Designated Safeguarding Lead;
The incident will be documented following appropriate professional protocols

If historical safeguarding concerns are discussed:

I will check whether these were previously reported;

If not reported, you will be supported to report through appropriate channels;

The incident will be documented.

Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal

Participation is entirely voluntary. You are free to:

Decline to take part without any consequences.

Withdraw your data up until the point of de-identification, which will occur 4 weeks following
your interview, without giving a reason.

Request the withdrawal of unprocessed data you have provided.

After the de-identification date (4 weeks post-interview):

All identifying information will be removed from the transcripts;

All digital recordings will be securely destroyed;
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De-identified data cannot be withdrawn as it will be part of the research analysis.
Your decision to participate or withdraw will have no impact on your employment or professional

relationships.

Data Protection

Data collected during the study will be retained in accordance with the Trust’s Data Protection and

Handling Policies, which comply with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).

Research data will be securely stored for 6- 10 years after the completion of the study and then

securely destroyed.

Further information on the Trust’s Data Protection and Handling Policies can be found here:

Publication - Tavistock and Portman

Data protection policy - Tavistock and Portman

Privacy policy - Tavistock and Portman

Potential Benefits and Risks

By participating, you will:

Reflect on your professional practice in a structured and supportive environment.

Contribute to research aimed at improving support systems for professionals and care-experienced

children and young people.

While no significant risks are anticipated, discussing your experiences may evoke emotional re-
sponses. Support mechanisms will be available to you, including access to professional resources

such as:


https://tavistockandportman.nhs.uk/publications/
https://tavistockandportman.nhs.uk/publications/data-protection-policy/
https://tavistockandportman.nhs.uk/your-information-and-privacy/privacy-policy/#:~:text=The%20Tavistock%20%26%20Portman%20NHS%20Foundation,ICO)%20upholds%20people%27s%20information%20rights.
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e Education Support Partnership (https://www.educationsupport.org.uk)

e Mind (https://www.mind.org.uk)

e Samaritans (https://www.samaritans.org)

Contact for Further Information

For more information about the study or your involvement, please contact:

Azra Klempic

Email: aklempic@tavi-port.nhs.uk

Thank you for considering taking part in this study.


https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/
https://www.mind.org.uk/
https://www.samaritans.org/
mailto:aklempic@tavi-port.nhs.uk
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Appendix G: Consent Form

CONSENT FORM

Title of Research

Navigating Personal Beliefs in Professional Practice: Perspectives of Virtual School Educational

Professionals Working with Care-Experienced Children and Young People

The Research Team

Researcher: Azra Klempic
Trainee Educational Psychologist

Email: aklempic@tavi-port.nhs.uk

Supervisor: Dr Maria Wedlock

Email; mwedlock@tavi-port.nhs.uk

This research is being conducted as part of a Doctorate in Educational Psychology at the

Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust.


mailto:aklempic@tavi-port.nhs.uk
mailto:mwedlock@tavi-port.nhs.uk
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Please tick each box to confirm you agree with the statement:

[ 11 confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for this study and have had the

opportunity to ask questions.

[ ]I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time
without giving a reason. I understand I can withdraw my data up until the data is de-identified (4

weeks following my interview).

[ ]I understand that the interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis.

[ ]Tunderstand that de-identified quotes from my interview may be used in publications, including

the thesis and potential journal articles.

[ ]I understand that while all information will be kept confidential, there are legal limitations to

confidentiality where disclosure of imminent harm to self or others may occur.

[ 11 understand that my belief system identity (religious, secular, or atheist) will be identified in
the research findings where relevant to understanding the data, though my real name will be re-

placed with a pseudonym.

[ ]I understand that due to the small sample size of this study (6-8 participants), there will be
distinct limitations in the level of anonymity that can be afforded, although all reasonable steps
will be taken to protect my identity through pseudo-anonymisation in any publications or presen-

tations arising from this research.

[ ]Tunderstand that as a professional working with care-experienced young people, I maintain my

usual safeguarding duties throughout the research process.
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[ ]I understand that the research findings will be published as a doctoral thesis and may be pre-

sented at conferences or published in academic journals.

[ ]I understand that my data will be stored securely on the University of Essex OneDrive server

and retained for 6-10 years in accordance with the Trust's Data Protection and Handling Policies.

[ ]I agree for my de-identified data to be used for the purposes of this research.

[ ]1confirm that I have received and read the Trust's Privacy Policy.

[ ]I agree to take part in this study.

Name of Participant: Date: Signature:

Name of Researcher: Date: Signature:
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Appendix H: Example of Reflexive Journal Entry
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Appendix I: Early Reflexive Analytic Map from Familiarisation Phase
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Appendix J: Example of Early Transcript Coding (Interview 2)

Excerpt showing initial fine-grained engagement with participants’ language and meaning

Participant 2 14:06: You know, | think professionally, but perscnally too, you know, for me,

va. knew  when you stop and think about actually.what these children go through o
know, when you griyally think about what, what you know. But sometimes it feels like | just
kind of, you know that that that whaole sense of _
us—few bits of belongings in a carrier bag.
Interviewer 14:32:Yeah, yeah.
Participant 2 : You know their world s in a carrier bag. How can that be right in *cu
know, how can that be right? That...And | know "the whole Buddhict thing is, you know,
possessions, you know, it's not about possessions.
Interviewer 14:35: Yeah, yeah.
Participant 2 14:50: Ryt actuall. Jf it's not about possession, surely it's about feelings and
connectiens.
Interviewer 14:55: Yeah, yeah,

yhbe we're not doing..

dy's doing it because they're deliberately

doing a bad job, but | think because of the systemic pressures, | think sometimes we maybe

don't get either of those things right. And that's realby fnicky.

Interviewer 15:09: Yeah. Yeah. And how do you manage that what deo you think? |ike your
personal beliefs alongside your professional role.

Participant 2 15:28: | think. Yeah, it's, you know, some sometimes you could end up feeling
guite you know, like, personally disturbed by it. And you can kind of feel like_ aetually. ng, I'm
going to make a mental note. I'm going to go back to that. I'm going to go back in the next
team meeting or I'm geing to go and talk to that secial worker or I'm going to say actyally..
you know, that kand of didn't really feel quite nght. You know, actyalhy, e really didn't get a
sense of this or we missed this or, you know, and it'll be that kind of...that becomes a bit like
that person on your checklist that you keep aotually then going back to check on because.
Interviewer 135:35: Yeah. OK,

Participant 2 16:0%: S0 | sometimes it does that. SOMENES you JUst feel like you just feel
quite helpless like you just can't. You just can't make an inroad in that system. Sometimes the
systems are just so complicated and such a mess, and there are so many. You know, so many
different people involved and yeah, that _ You
know, _ Limmum But byt but because | think, you know, |
suppose based en my own lived experience, you know, I've had to be quite tough and quite
resilient and you know,
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Appendix K: Corresponding Coding Table Extract with Reflexive Memos

Suztern over care

When you stop and think about actually what
these children go through.. sometimes thew're
rnoved around with us...Few bits of
belongings in a carrier bag. You know their
world is in a carrier bag. How can that be
right’?

Distresz at dizruption of stability and
belonging

Medaral dizcornfort with care systemn pract

Ethical distress at childrer’s lived realiti

A= she described children being moved with their
belongings in a carrier bag. | Felt her distress very
strongly. The imagery was striking and emotionally
affecting, and | noticed a sense of shared moral
unease as zhe questionad how this could be right. |
need to rernain aware of how thiz ernotional
resonance mayw heighten the zalience of this extract
for me, while recognising that her distress is
explicitly articulated and central ta how she

e whole Buddhist thing iz.it's not about
pozseszions. But actually, if it's not about
possession, surelu it's about Feelings and

Belief sustern negotiated in practice.

Reinterpreting principles through care

Yalues hierarchy [connection aver

And and sometimes | Feel like mavbe we're
riot doing...

Sornetimes | don't think not, and | don't think
anubodu's doing it becauze thew're
deliberatelu doing a bad job, but | think

because of the systemic prezsures, | think
arnetirnes we rnanbe doe't et sither of Hhase

Susternic pressures leading ta
compromized practice

Mon-blarming interpretation of
professional shartcomings

horal complexity of working under
constraint

I'rn going to rake a mental note. |'m going to
go back to that. I'm going to go back in the
next team meeting or I'm going to go and talk
to that social worker or I'm going to zay
actually, vou know, that kind of didn't really
feel quite right..we really didn't get a z=ense of
thiz or we missed this...

Advacacy through persistence

Holding the thread acrozs mestings

hlicro-acts of resistance

| waz struck by the participant' s determnination . |
experienced her actions as powerful forms of
resistance within constrained systems. | noticed a
zenze of admiration for how she Fought

back through perzistence and follow-up, and | need
to rernain rmindful of bow this appreciation ma
shape the prominence | give to this extract. At the
zame time, her account clearlu illustrates how
advocacy can operate through subtle, everuday

Sornetimes vou just feel like vou just Feel
quite helpless like vou just can't.make an
inroad in that sustern. Sometirnes the sustermns
are just =0 complicated and zuch a mess, and
there are =0 marnw. that can leave vou Feeling
really quite =ad..vou can Feel quite zad, quite

halola

Profezsional helplezsness

Ernotional toll of zustern complexiby

Lirnits of influence

| Felt her sadness and helplesshess very strongly,
and | noticed an ermotional pull toward her account, |
will need to be mindful of how thiz affective responze
may influence the weight | give to this experience in
my analusiz, while recogrizing that her emotion is
explicitly and meaninafully articulated.

.bazed on my own lived experience, vou
krnow, |'ve had to be quite tough and quite
resilient... zo | think that tenaciousness comes

Perzonal resilience as resource

Lived experience shaping practice

Perseverance ethic

This made me reflect on my practice and my lived
experiences, and how they shape rw work, and the
field af wark inin

Sumétir;'ues itlpullls yal aut af rale that when
yoL're in a meeting that vou know vou can get
joirned into the fight because the fight =

Rale tension [advocacy v reflective pra

Fight rode vs relational care
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Appendix L: Example of Evolving Interpretive Coding (Interview 4)

Wwhen | read the situation, and that is ok, Im
not going to force rvself on this child,
krnowirng all of the =tuff they get pulled out to
do the PEF meetings that they have to do
every term, you know the children and child
4 looked after review meetings that they have,
the zocial workers that they bave to meet. I'm
ot going to be that person in their life and |
can gather the infarmation araund thern that |
need.

| definitely have some beliefz around
coghitive cognitively azzessing children that

Ethical resiztance to procedural
azgessment norms

Aszzezzment as potentially retraumatizin

Child-centred judgernent over protocol

Rejecting repeated cognitive testing

There are times when | feel | have spent =0
rauch tirme reading, thinking, talking about a
certain young person, and then it rnay be that
| am in supervizion. Or in a different kind of
line rnanagernent context and ry sUperyvisor
questionsz my approach,

| always feel like because |'m wol know,
becauze | feel like | know what is needed
when I'm challenged, that | need to be doing
zarnething differentiu urnrm | strugale with

Conditioning professional challenge on
irfarrned knowledge of the caze

Supervision az site of tenzion

Feeling mizunderstood by authority

Frustration wihen authorite overrides
professional judgement

. think thew bandy the word assessment
around and thew don't reallu stop to think
whiat that reans..she zaid to e, when are
uoL going bo start vour azzessment?... it kind
af it became clear that she was talking about a
coghitive azzezsment.. maube that was me
not clearly articulating what it iz that | wasz
doing- contracting For that, For the, For the

Clarifuing professional language to
protect ethical practice

Lirnited recognition of the range of EF
azzezzment practices

Azzessrent carrying implicit
expectations of cognitive testing

Matizing and checking her own
judgernent of others

3 1 | | L,
I'm alzo being =lightly held back by oy line
rnanager... theyw're very aware that I'rn only one
rezource in their service of 70 odd adults..
Thewwe got my best interests at beart and
they dor't want rne to be =0 running ragged
that | dorret want to stick around.
morking with the constraints of the sustern
around rme wihere there's zort of high
expectations of of churning through urmm
urnm you know, needs azseszrents as well
az offering a rmore ummm And a mo e Full
and and kind of tailored tailored service for

Truing to practize in line with beliefs
within susten pressures

Gratitude alongside Frustration

Awareness of limited EF capacity
within the service

hanagers are holding svstern survival i

It thiz part of the interview, belisf-practice tensions
are articulated most clearly around assessment, The
participant pozitions her reluctance bo conduct
coghitive aszessments not as avoidance, but az an
ethical stance grounded in sensitivitg to trauma and
to thie curnul ative immpact of repeated professional
irvalvernent in care-experienced CYF s lives.
Challenges from supervizors and colleagues are
experienced lezs as differences of opinion and rnare
az moments where pauchological work, and
professional judgement feel overlooked or
rizunderstond. The term azzessrment becomes 5
focus through which belief, professional role, and
sustern expectations core inta tension, requiring
ongoing clanification and negatiation.

| noticed a sense of unease and frustration,
particularly when she describes when her judgement
1z gquestioned by thoze with greater Forrmal authority
bt le=s Farmiliarity with the child. | was aware of
feeling aligned with her ethical discomfort, which
prompted me to pause and reflect on buow e ovn
professional values mau shape what stands out o
e it this data, Reflexivity itzelf iz described az
=zomething actively sustained through training.
dialogue, and invitation, rather than as an inherent or
stable professional capacity, and its partial loss in
=ervice contexts iz spoken about with a tone of
longing for the reflective space once afforded during
training.
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Working Thematic Map Illustrating Early Theme Clusters

Appendix M
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(Phase Four)

1ew

Refined Thematic Map Following Development and Revi

Appendix N
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Appendix O: Placement Research Approval

Research Proposal Overview

Navigating Personal Beliefs in Professional Practice:

Perspectives of Virtual School Educational Professionals Working with Care-Experienced Chil-

dren and Young People

Research Overview

This research seeks to explore how educational professionals employed by Virtual Schools navi-
gate their personal belief systems (religious, atheist, or secular) when working with care-experi-
enced children and young people (CYP). The study is particularly timely and relevant given the
increasing religious and cultural diversity among care-experienced CYP, with 29% of Looked Af-
ter Children (LAC) coming from diverse backgrounds (Department for Education [DfE], 2023).
This includes rising numbers of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC) in England, for
whom religious identity often plays a crucial role in their sense of stability and belonging (Chase,
2013; DfE, 2023). The role of professionals - who also bring their own diverse belief systems and
cultural identities - becomes increasingly significant in this context. However, regardless of
whether a CYP and their supporting professional share similar or different backgrounds, these
dynamics can influence how support and guidance are given, and ultimately, how the professionals

navigate their own identity.
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Research Aims

To investigate how Virtual School professionals experience and make sense of navigating their
personal belief systems when working with care-experienced children and young people

To understand how professionals balance their personal belief systems with their professional re-
sponsibilities while supporting vulnerable students

To explore how belief systems influence decision-making and approaches to culturally sensitive
practice in increasingly diverse educational environments

To contribute to developing more inclusive and effective practices that better serve care-experi-

enced CYP while supporting the professionals who work with them

Methodology

Design: Qualitative study using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA)

Participants: 6-8 educational professionals from Virtual Schools across UK local authorities

Data Collection: Individual Semi-structured interviews (60-90 minutes)

Location: Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust or via Tavi Zoom

Analysis: Detailed RTA analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006)

Participant Criteria

Inclusion:

1) Direct work with care-experienced CYP within last academic year/three terms (which may

span over two academic years). Direct work meaning:

e Providing individual or group support sessions with CYP
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e Delivering educational interventions to CYP
¢ Conducting assessments directly with CYP
e Meeting with CYP for mentoring or educational planning

e Facilitating learning or wellbeing activities with CYP

These interactions can occur either:

e In-person, i.e. at educational settings
e Through video meetings
2) Identify with a significant belief system (religious, atheist, or secular) that shapes their
worldview, values, and daily life;
3) Willingness to reflect on belief system identity in professional practice.

Exclusion:

1) Purely administrative/managerial roles;

2) Those without a significant belief system (religious, atheist, or secular) that influences their

worldview, values or daily life.

Ethical Considerations

Informed consent sought from participants;

Data protection and confidentiality:

o Participants can withdraw data up until the point of de-identification (4 weeks follow-

ing interview);

o All data securely stored on University of Essex OneDrive server;
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o De-identified data retained for 6-10 years in accordance with Trust policies;

o Belief systems will be identified in research findings where relevant to understanding

the data;

o Due to small sample size, limitations in anonymity acknowledged.

Safeguarding protocols:

o Clear procedures for addressing safeguarding concerns;

o Participants maintain their usual safeguarding duties;

o Support for reporting any concerns through appropriate channels.

Support structures:

o Research supervision:

= Monthly personal supervision

= Weekly placement supervision

= Regular research supervision at Tavistock

Access to professional support services:

o Education Support Partnership

o Mind

o Samaritans

Clear protocols for managing potential participant distress

Compliance with:
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o UK GDPR requirements;

o Trust Data Protection and Handling Policies;

o BPS Code of Ethics and Conduct;

o HCPC Standards of Conduct, Performance and Ethics.

Tavistock and Portman Trust Research Ethics Committee's (TREC) ethical approval pending

Potential Impact

1. Professional Development

o Enhanced understanding of identity navigation in professional settings;

o Development of culturally sensitive approaches;

o Improved support systems for professionals.

2. Practice Enhancement

o Better support for care-experienced CYP;

o More inclusive educational environments;

o Enhanced cultural sensitivity in Virtual Schools.

Knowledge Contribution
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o Addresses gap in understanding how Virtual School professionals manage the intersec-

tion of belief systems and professional practice.

o Contributes to professional development literature;

o Informs policy and practice in Virtual Schools.
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Timeline

e Project Start: March 2025

e Project Completion: May 2026
I confirm that I have reviewed this research proposal and support its progression:

Name: Suzy Francis Role: Principal Educational Psychologist

Signature:



