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Helping Everyone Achieve

Blame, guilt and the need for ‘labels’; insights
from parents of children with special educational
needs and educational practitioners

Karen Broomhead

Previous research on home-school relationships
and blame has concentrated on the experiences of
parents with children with behavioural, emotional
and social difficulties (BESD). This has led to the
voices of educational practitioners, as well as
parents of children with other special educational
needs, being neglected. This article, by Karen
Broomhead of Lancaster University, details part of a
larger study examining socio-emotional aspects of
home-school relationships between parents of chil-
dren with special educational needs and educa-
tional practitioners. The study reported in this
article explored perceptions of blame via semi-
structured interviews with 15 educational profes-
sionals and 22 parents of children with various
special educational needs. The findings reveal that
parental experiences of blame and guilt were influ-
enced by the nature of their children’s special edu-
cational needs, which consequently influenced
parental focus on obtaining ‘labels’ of special edu-
cational needs for their children. The implications
of these findings for educational practitioners are
discussed.
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Introduction

Developing positive relationships between parents and
teachers is a key concern of education policy in England
(DfE, 2011; DCSE, 2009), due to the widely publicised
benefits of effective home—school relationships for pupils,
parents and schools (Harris & Goodall, 2007; Reynolds,
2005). Yet literature suggests that some parents experience
difficulties when developing relationships with schools,
including some parents who have children with special edu-
cational needs (O’Connor, 2008; Whitaker, 2007; Hess,
Molina & Kozleski, 2006). As nearly 21% of all pupils in
England were on the special educational needs register in
2012 (DfE, 2012), problems with home—school collabora-
tion may be affecting many parents and their children.
However, although the practical issues surrounding home—
school relationships (such as parental satisfaction with
home—school communication and support) have been
explored frequently (see Parsons, Lewis, Davison, Ellins &

Robertson, 2009), there has been much less concentration
on socio-emotional issues. One socio-emotional issue that
has a key influence on home—school relationships is blame,
which is essential to explore further with reference to special
educational needs due to the emotionally charged nature of
this area.

This study sought to understand blame (including self-
blame, or guilt) within the context of home—school relation-
ships, by eliciting the experiences of parents of children with
a range of special educational needs which previous litera-
ture had not considered (in specific relation to blame), thus
providing the opportunity to explore the influence of the
nature of a child’s special educational needs on parental
experiences. Educational practitioners were also given a
voice in the process, as they had been neglected in previous
research. This article explores parental and educational prac-
titioner understandings and experiences of blame, guilt, and
the need to obtain ‘labels’ of special educational needs for
children, with reference to the influence of the nature of
children’s special educational needs.

Background

Sher (2006) defines blame as an attitude that a person takes
towards himself or another individual, due to that person
‘fail[ing] to conform to some moral standard’. The issues
regarding blame and special educational needs are situated
within the wider context of parental blame, with parents
being blamed for a wealth of societal problems, such as
anti-social behaviour and falling school standards (Moses,
2010; Runswick-Cole, 2007; Moran & Ghate, 2005). This
blame is due to the UK governmental focus on ‘parental
determinism’, where parenting is viewed as the ‘overwhelm-
ing factor determining a child’s future’ (Peters, 2011).
Parents are consequently perceived as needing to be more
responsible, with policy concentrating on interventions that
develop parental responsibility (Easton, 2011; Broadhurst,
2009; DfES, 2007). There has been a renewed interest in
parental responsibility over the past two years due to the
ramifications of the 2011 riots in several UK cities, where
much of the violence was attributed to ineffective parenting
(Lewis & Malnick, 2011).

Furthermore, a wealth of previous literature has suggested
that parents, more specifically mothers, are regularly blamed
for their children’s difficulties in cases of behavioural,
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emotional and social difficulties (BESD), with frequent ref-
erence being made to ineffective parenting and a lack of
discipline (Francis, 2012; Peters, 2011; Moses, 2010; Stace,
2010; Ryan & Runswick-Cole, 2008; Rogers, 2007;
Harborne, Wolpert & Clare, 2004). This blame has been
enhanced by the recent special educational needs Green
Paper, which proposed that BESD should be removed from
the special educational needs framework and instead these
pupils should be viewed as a vulnerable group due to their
home circumstances (Ellis & Tod, 2012; DfE, 2011).

On the other hand, little research has identified that parents
blame professionals. The predominant view appears to be
that of educational practitioners blaming parents for the
onset of BESD in children. However, much previous inves-
tigation in this area (Francis, 2012; Peters, 2011; Ryan and
Runswick-Cole, 2008; Rogers, 2007; Harborne et al., 2004)
has solely consulted parents about blame, with parents
stating that they felt blamed by professionals. Although
Croll and Moses (1985) explored teacher perspectives on
blame and highlighted that parents were deemed responsible
for inappropriate behaviour, this dated research only pro-
vides a quantitative insight into the phenomena under inves-
tigation. Additionally, this study concentrated on attributions
of ‘misbehaviour’ rather than examining formally recog-
nised BESD cases. Furthermore, although the work of
Miller (1995) briefly considered practitioner perspectives
and “difficult’ pupil behaviour, the predominant focus of this
research was how to manage pupil behaviour in consultation
with educational psychologists, as opposed to the causes of
BESD. The experiences of educational practitioners had
therefore been neglected when exploring perceived causes
of BESD and the home—school relationship.

Nevertheless, it has been suggested that these perceptions
of BESD being caused by ineffective parenting contrast
with the views of parents of children with BESD (Francis,
2012; Gerdes & Hoza, 2006). For example, Harborne et al.
(2004), via interviews with ten parents of children with
AD/HD, identified that parents perceived their children’s
condition as having biological causes. However, an
in-depth investigation into the perceived causes of BESD
with both parents and teachers has not been conducted, as
identified above.

Furthermore, the blame expressed towards parents of chil-
dren with BESD has clearly dominated this research area. As
a result, little consideration has been given to the experi-
ences of blame that parents of children with special educa-
tional needs other than BESD have encountered. The only
study which has briefly explored blame and special educa-
tional needs more widely is that of Francis (2012), in a US
context. Based on 55 interviews with parents of children
with various special educational needs, Francis (2012) iden-
tified that parents of children with physical conditions (such
as cerebral palsy), which had evident biological causes, did
not experience blame. However, in addition to potential cul-
tural variation, it is essential to point out that once again the
experiences of teachers were not elicited, consequently
shedding no light on whether practitioner blame was

extended towards parents of children with special educa-
tional needs other than BESD.

A wealth of research has also reported that parents of chil-
dren with a variety of special educational needs frequently
experience self-blame, or guilt, and it has therefore been
proposed that the guilt process is experienced by parents
regardless of the nature of their children’s special educa-
tional needs (Francis, 2012; Moses, 2010; Holt, 2009; Peters
& Jackson, 2009; Blum, 2007; Glogowska & Campbell,
2004). However, Mikelson, Wroble and Helgeson’s (1999)
US findings contrasted with these findings, by identifying
that parents of children with biological conditions such as
Down’s syndrome did not blame themselves, and instead
attributed their children’s difficulties to biological factors or
‘fate/God’s will’.

Finally, much previous literature has suggested that formal
diagnoses of BESD, often referred to as ‘labels’, reduce
parental blame due to the diagnosis shifting blame away
from the parent onto an uncontrollable, biological ‘condi-
tion’ (Ryan & Runswick-Cole, 2008; Blum, 2007; Harborne
et al., 2004; Litt, 2004). Hinton and Wolpert (1998) refer to
this as a ‘label of forgiveness’ and suggest that parents of
children with BESD are guilty until proven innocent (in
other words, guilty of causing their children’s BESD until
their children receive a formal diagnosis). Much less
research has examined the importance of labelling with
parents of children with other special educational needs.
However, links can cautiously be made here with how diag-
noses, and more specifically Statements, of special educa-
tional needs are perceived to have ‘passported benefits’
(Pinney, 2004) to specialised support and resources
(Riddick, 2012; DfE, 2011; Lauchlan & Boyle, 2007; Ho,
2004). Nevertheless, although there has been preliminary
investigation into the importance placed on labelling by
parents, and the reasons for doing so, this previous research
has concentrated on the experiences of parents of children
with BESD.

Based on the above, there was much scope specifically to
explore perceptions and experiences of blame and guilt (in
BESD and non-BESD cases) with parents of children with
special educational needs and educational practitioners. This
was due to previous literature in this area having focused on
providing parents of children with BESD with a voice, with
little consideration for parents of children with special edu-
cational needs other than BESD, and educational profession-
als. Therefore, the aim of the current study was to gain an
understanding of parental and educational practitioner expe-
riences of blame, guilt and labelling within a special educa-
tional needs and home-school relationship context. The
views and experiences of both parents of children with
special educational needs and educational professionals
were elicited, which complemented the heavy focus on
parental experiences in previous literature. More specifi-
cally, the experiences of parents with children with various
special educational needs were obtained. This was to avoid
the assumption that issues regarding blame, guilt and label-
ling were only of importance for parents of children with
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BESD, which previous research had not acknowledged,
while also simultaneously recognising the significance of
BESD cases. The research question explored during this
study was: what are the perceptions and experiences of
parents of children with special educational needs (both
with and without BESD) and educational practitioners,
regarding blame in relation to these children’s difficulties
and behaviour?

The data reported in this article were elicited as part of a
wider study exploring socio-emotional aspects of home—
school relationships between parents of children with
special educational needs and educational practitioners,
funded by the Economic and Social Research Council.

Methodology

The research study was approached via interpretative phe-
nomenological analysis (IPA), a qualitative methodology
which focuses on gaining an in-depth understanding of how
participants make sense of significant life experiences
(Smith, Flowers & Larkin 2009). More specifically, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 22 parents of
school-aged children with special educational needs, and 15
educational practitioners (in line with the British Educa-
tional Research Association’s 2004 ethical guidelines). To
explore the influence of the nature of children’s special
educational needs on experiences of blame and guilt, parents
were separated into four sub-groups based on their chil-
dren’s difficulties: ‘with BESD’ (such as attention deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (AD/HD), oppositional defiance
disorder (ODD) and Asperger’s syndrome); ‘without BESD’
(any special educational needs which did not involve
socially inappropriate behaviour); ‘visible special educa-
tional needs and socially inappropriate behaviour’; and
finally ‘classic ASD’ (autistic spectrum disorder).

Educational practitioners involved in the research were
employed in both mainstream and special schools, held a
range of positions and had different amounts of special
educational needs experience. Eliciting the views of
parents of children with special educational needs and
teachers was essential, due to home—school relationships
clearly involving both parents and professionals. Neverthe-
less, it is important to recognise here that parents and
teachers involved in the study were not ‘paired cases’
(Fylling & Sandvin, 1999), for ethical and practical
reasons. Parents were accessed via an online forum for
parents of children with special educational needs in the
north-west of England, as well as through activity groups
for children with special educational needs in the locality.
In relation to educational practitioners, mainstream and
special schools within the immediate area of the research
were contacted via email and/or post. The essential criteria
when recruiting educational professionals was that they
had contact with pupils with special educational needs and
their parents as part of their employment.

Parent interviews revolved around whether they had experi-
enced blame or guilt in relation to their children’s special

educational needs, and also examined the importance they
placed on obtaining special educational needs ‘labels’ for
their children’s difficulties. Interviews with educational
practitioners focused on who or what they perceived to be
the main causes of BESD and other special educational
needs, as well as exploring their perceptions of labelling.
The majority of parents were interviewed in their own
homes (while two were interviewed at a local university),
and all educational practitioners were interviewed at their
workplace. Interviews ranged from 30 minutes to over three
hours in length, and all were audio-recorded. With regard to
data analysis, the five-stage IPA process developed by Smith
et al. (2009) was followed, with each participant allocated a
pseudonym to maintain confidentiality.

Findings

Interviews with parents of children with various special
educational needs, as well as educational practitioners,
yielded many interesting findings. These key findings
revolved around blame towards parents of children with
BESD, leading to much parental guilt, which contrasted with
the lack of blame or guilt experienced by parents of children
with other special educational needs. These parental experi-
ences of blame and guilt consequently influenced parental
focus on obtaining labels of special educational needs for
their children, and their reasons for doing so.

Blame towards parents of children with BESD

Parents of children with BESD perceived that educational
professionals blamed their children’s BESD on ineffective
parenting:

‘I'm blamed because there are a significant proportion

that feel okay he’s got his problems but really if

somebody was just firmer with him he’d be fine’.
(Sarah, ‘with BESD’)

‘... they think that it’s parents that are going wrong for
the child to be how they are . . . they blamed me and
said “oh we’ll put you on parenting courses” . . . it
makes you feel as though it’s your fault, you're doing
something wrong’.

(Melanie, ‘with BESD’)

Blame towards parents of children with BESD from educa-
tional practitioners was also heavily evident in the responses
of staff themselves, with all professionals interviewed per-
ceiving BESD to be due to ineffective parenting. The
phrases ‘chaotic’, ‘dysfunctional’ and ‘no boundaries’ were
frequently used by practitioners to describe the home lives of
children with BESD, identifying a discourse of social break-
down, as the following comments show:

... you can get children where it’s just downright bad
parenting and it’s no wonder the child is the way they
are because they re being dragged up . . . some of these
children’s problems are just down to dysfunctional
families’.
(Jackie, mainstream SENCo)
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‘... parents are responsible because the children have
no boundaries, they live chaotic lives . . . so to that
point of view the dysfunctional aspect, the no
boundaries then they are responsible’.

(Jean, teacher at BESD school)

On the other hand, many educational practitioners acknowl-
edged that it was too simplistic to blame BESD solely on
ineffective parenting, accepting that BESD in some cases
could be due to medical issues, or indeed a variety of causes
which Holly (a teacher at a BESD school) referred to as
‘good old bit syndrome, bit of this, bit of that’. An interest-
ing metaphorical example was provided by Steven (a
headteacher at a BESD school):

... it’s a complex mix and I think [sighs] it’s almost
like a recipe and depending on what ingredients you
throw in the result will be different . . . so they're all
ingredients in that mix, so I don’t think there is one
cause’.

It was also essential to take social disadvantage into consid-
eration when exploring blame in BESD cases. The parents of
children with BESD whom staff spoke of were frequently
referred to as unemployed, receiving benefits, or living on
council estates with few aspirations. These pressures may
have influenced their ability to parent ‘effectively’ (although
caution is required when considering what constitutes
‘effective’ parenting, particularly from the perspectives of
middle-class educational practitioners towards socially dis-
advantaged parents). Thus blaming BESD on ineffective
parenting appeared to be too simplistic, as suggested by Bev
(a mainstream SENCo):

‘... when you unpick the problems it’s not really
anything to do with how these parents are parenting
their children . . . it’s the pressures on a family where
perhaps there is addiction or abuse, no work, no
money, difficult children, too many children . . . it’s
easy to forget that those pressures are perhaps
impinging on the child, whereas if you're A N Other
middle-class person with a nice husband whose coming
in with a regular income, your circumstances and how
you manage are very different’.

The views of professionals perceiving BESD to be caused
by ineffective parenting contrasted with the experiences of
parents of children with BESD, who, in their interviews,
identified that their children’s difficulties had biological
causes. For example, ‘it’s a chemical imbalance of the
brain’ (Melanie) and ‘chromosome gene fault’ (Hannah)
were explanations used by parents to explain their children’s
BESD. This signified a shift in blame regarding BESD from
the parents onto their children, by indicating that their chil-
dren had an ‘imbalance’ or ‘fault’. However, it may actually
have been parents attempting to identify an uncontrollable
cause for their children’s BESD, to reduce their feelings
of self-blame as well as to decrease blame towards their
children.

No blame towards parents of children with other special
educational needs

The blame towards parents of children with BESD by edu-
cational practitioners contrasted markedly with the lack of
blame experienced by other parents. Seventy-three percent
of parents in the remaining three sub-groups perceived their
children’s special educational needs to be biological, uncon-
trollable conditions. Mainstream staff also viewed learning
difficulties as uncontrollable and ‘real special needs’
(Jackie) which pupils were ‘born with’ (Elaine), and were
due to ‘how [the] brain’s wired’ (Bev). Jackie’s comment
indicating that learning difficulties were the only ‘eal
special needs’ was extremely concerning, as it implied that
BESD may not have been viewed as a legitimate special
educational need, even by staff with much special educa-
tional needs experience (in this case a SENCo). This reflects
current UK policy, where intentions have been identified to
shift BESD away from the special educational needs frame-
work into a ‘vulnerable’ group classification (Ellis and Tod,
2012; DfE, 2011). The vast majority of parents in these three
sub-groups consequently identified that they did not feel
blamed by educational professionals; for example, Kate
(‘without BESD’) commented, ‘7 don’t feel that the school
blame me . . . I don’t think they look at me and think oh she’s
a bad mother’.

These differing parental experiences of blame, based on the
nature of their children’s special educational needs,
appeared consequently to influence parental guilt.

Parental guilt

The extent of blame towards parents of children with special
educational needs also appeared to influence the self-blame
(or guilt) that these parents experienced. Parents of children
with BESD reported feeling intensely guilty for their chil-
dren’s special educational needs; for example, Sarah (‘with
BESD’) commented, ‘there may be elements that are down
to parenting . . . 1 feel guilty, yeah I feel very guilty’.

A vivid explanation was provided by Hannah, the mother of
two sons with BESD:

... of course I'm to blame they 're my genes, doesn’t
matter if it’s nature or nurture, both things are my
doing . .. I did it, I made it, pre-womb, inside womb,
after womb, and so all blame lands on me . . . [ have
guilt over should I even be using Mr Muscle sprays
around the house, should I be dressing them in natural
cotton and should we be doing yoga, you know have I
made the right intervention’.

The maternal guilt experienced by Hannah, and indeed by
the other parents of children with BESD (who were mostly
mothers), was clearly intense. Indeed, the above quotation
from Hannah indicates that she assumed sole responsibility
for her children’s difficulties, even when discussing genet-
ics, and also experienced guilt regarding which interventions
she should implement to support them. This implies that
parents of children with BESD could experience guilt for a
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long period of time, due to the frequent choices they have to
make regarding how to support their children.

The extreme guilt experienced by parents of children with
BESD contrasted strongly with the lack of guilt reported by
parents of children with other special educational needs,
whose comments included:

¢

... we know it’s nothing we’ve done, so it’s not

because we’ve been drinking or smoking, it’s just one

of those things’.

(Kelly, ‘visible special educational needs and socially
inappropriate behaviour”)

.. Idon’t feel you know it was because I had that
glass of wine while I was pregnant’.
(Sandra, ‘classic ASD’)

The lack of guilt experienced by parents of children with
special educational needs other than BESD could have
been due to little blame being placed on them by educa-
tional practitioners. However, it may have also been due to
parents perceiving their children’s special educational
needs to be uncontrollable, preventing them from feeling
guilty as they thought that they were unable to prevent
their children’s difficulties. For example, Kelly experi-
enced little guilt as her daughter Sally had Down’s
syndrome, a disability which is caused by an extra chro-
mosome; that is, it has a verified, uncontrollable cause.
Another interesting example is Sandra, who referred to her
religious beliefs frequently during her interview. She
viewed her son’s severe autism as being due to the wishes
of God, who gave her a son with ASD as she was deemed
by God as able to cope. Although differing immensely to
Kelly’s experience, Sandra still clearly viewed her child’s
special educational needs as being out of her control, thus
preventing her from experiencing guilt. These experiences
of guilt (in addition to blame) also influenced parental
focus on obtaining labels of special educational needs for
their children.

Labels for absolving blame

All parents of children with BESD discussed how acquir-
ing a ‘label’ for their children’s BESD was essential,
with the reason being to reduce feelings of blame and
therefore excusing them for their children’s difficulties by
viewing the special educational needs as innate in their
children:

... when you’ve got that diagnosis it’s a big relief and
it’s a big weight off your shoulders and you think well I
was right all along’.

(Melanie, ‘with BESD’)

... it meant I am not going mad there is something
wrong and he isn’t just naughty because I'm a bad
parent, there was a reason that things were going so
badly wrong’.

(Hannah, ‘with BESD”)

The focus on labelling by parents of children with BESD to
absolve blame was also supported by ten educational profes-
sionals. These practitioners suggested that parents viewed
specific BESD labels, such as AD/HD or ODD, as necessary
to reduce the blame towards them, and to provide an ‘excuse’
for their children’s perceived inappropriate behaviour:

‘... some parents want a diagnosis to say “it’s not our
fault because they 've got this condition” . . . it’s almost
like an excuse . . . a devoid of responsibility’.

(John, headteacher and SENCo at a mainstream school)

‘... as soon as their kid has the label of ADHD, that
absolves them of any kind of blame for any of their
behaviours, because they have a condition or a
syndrome . . . it can be used as an excuse for poor
parenting .

(Jenni, teacher at a BESD school)

On the other hand, parents of children with BESD were still
blamed by professionals and still felt blamed even though
their children had formal diagnoses of BESD, with many
also having Statements of Special Educational Needs. This
was despite parental perceptions that formal recognition of
their children’s BESD would reduce blame. It was interest-
ing that parents of children with BESD still perceived labels
to be important for reducing parental blame, despite con-
tinuing to experience blame and guilt once their children had
acquired these labels.

Labels for funding and support

Whereas parents of children with BESD were predomi-
nantly focused on labelling to absolve their own blame and
guilt, parents of children in the remaining three sub-groups
were focused on acquiring labels to ensure their children
received funding and support:

‘I wasn’t happy until he finally got the diagnosis . . .
because then it went into a Statement, and they put
more things in place for him at school’.

(Adele, ‘without BESD’)

... without that label he wouldn't have the speech and
language therapy’.
(Sandra, ‘classic ASD’)

The focus on labelling for pupil support was also reflected in
staff responses. Although expressing concern that they were
overused, educational practitioners suggested that labels
were helpful as they could provide a way to access support
for pupils with special educational needs:

‘... if you have the label then the school have to put in
support for it’.
(Christine, mainstream educational practitioner)

‘... if there isn’t an identification of what additional
need these young people have, how can you actually
attach to them the number of provisions that you need
to make things work’.

(Daniel, BESD educational practitioner)
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These statements highlighted the common perceptions, of
parents and professionals, that labels could have key benefits
for pupils with special educational needs with regard to
support.

Discussion

This qualitative exploration of parental and educational
practitioner experiences of blame and guilt has yielded
several key findings. Firstly, the nature of a child’s special
educational needs had a key influence on whether their
parents felt blamed by educational practitioners, as well as
whether educational practitioners viewed parents as respon-
sible for their children’s difficulties. Secondly, the nature of
a child’s special educational needs, as well as evidence of
blame, appeared to impact on parental guilt. Finally, parental
experiences of blame and guilt consequently influenced their
focus on obtaining labels of special educational needs for
their children, and their reasons for doing so.

The intense blame towards parents of children with BESD
highlighted in this study is a finding that supports an over-
whelming wealth of research which has reported the
common perception of BESD being attributed to ineffective
parenting (Peters, 2011; Moses, 2010; Stace, 2010; Rogers,
2007). This view is also problematically evident in recent
UK policy (DfE, 2011). Nevertheless, practitioners in the
current study were also open to ideas regarding the causes of
BESD, and were not fixated on simplistically solely blaming
parents for their children’s difficulties. This therefore chal-
lenged the above literature which indicated that BESD is
assumed to be due to ineffective parenting, and recognised
the importance of giving voice to educational practitioners.
It is important to acknowledge the influence of social disad-
vantage (and family pressures) on parenting abilities, as
many educational practitioners in the current study did, and
this supports previous research (Centre for Social Justice,
2011; Kiernan & Mensah, 2011; Vandewater & Lansford,
2005). On the other hand, parents of children with BESD
perceived their children’s difficulties as having biological
causes, which supports previous investigation (Francis,
2012; Gerdes & Hoza, 2006). For example, Harborne et al.
(2004) demonstrated that parents of children with AD/HD
viewed their children’s condition as having innate, biologi-
cal causes, while others perceived AD/HD to be caused by
inappropriate parenting, and the current study’s findings are
in line with these results.

The blame towards parents of children with BESD con-
trasted strongly with the lack of blame experienced by
parents with children with other special educational needs.
Ensuring that parents of children with special educational
needs other than BESD had a voice in this process proved
essential, as the nature of a child’s special educational needs
had a clear influence on parental experiences of blame. The
influence of the nature of children’s special educational
needs in the current study challenged the research by Francis
(2012), which identified that parents of children with special
educational needs other than BESD, such as learning diffi-
culties, experienced blame. However, Francis (2012) did not
elicit the views of educational practitioners, and thus an

overall understanding of whether blame was evident in non-
BESD cases was not obtained. The findings of the current
study highlighted that parents of children with special edu-
cational needs other than BESD did not feel blamed, which
was reinforced by professionals.

Additionally, parents of children with BESD experienced
much guilt, which is consistent with a wealth of literature
(Francis, 2012; Moses, 2010; Holt, 2009; Peters & Jackson,
2009). However, many parents of children with BESD in the
current study experienced guilt for a long period after diag-
nosis. On the contrary, parents of children with other special
educational needs did not report any guilt, which contrasts
with previous literature (Moses, 2010; Blum, 2007;
Glogowska & Campbell, 2004). Nevertheless, it does
provide support for research by Mikelson et al. (1999), who
found that parents of children with conditions such as
Down’s syndrome attributed their children’s difficulties to
‘genetic flukes’ or ‘fate/God’s will’, and therefore did not
experience guilt.

Finally, the focus on labelling by parents of children with
BESD to absolve blame and guilt supports much previous
research (Ryan & Runswick-Cole, 2008; Blum, 2007;
Harborne et al., 2004), with Hinton and Wolpert (1998)
referring to these as labels ‘of forgiveness’. However, find-
ings from the current study highlighted how parents contin-
ued to experience blame affer diagnosis, despite believing
that labelling would eradicate their culpability. In contrast to
this, parents of children with special educational needs other
than BESD in the current study were only interested in
labelling if it led to an increase in support or funding avail-
able for their children. These ‘passported benefits’ (Pinney,
2004) of special educational needs diagnoses for accessing
support and resources are well documented (Riddick, 2012;
DfE, 2011; Lauchlan & Boyle, 2007; Ho, 2004).

The implications of these findings for practice are firstly that
home—school relationships were clearly fragile due to the
fact that they are suffused with notions of blame and guilt,
with emotions evidently running high. Based on this, there
needs to be a shift in focus from preoccupation with attrib-
uting blame, towards developing positive home—school rela-
tionships and supporting the needs of pupils. If home-
school relationships are built on the foundations of trust and
approachability, they may provide educational practitioners
with the opportunity to question the family values and
norms of BESD cases, and the need to obtain labels of
special educational needs. Additionally, it would be benefi-
cial for educational practitioners to reflect on how their
chosen teaching and learning styles, and the environment in
which they teach, could also impact on the behaviour of
children with BESD, and indeed all pupils. An indirect result
of this practitioner reflection could also be a reduction in
blame.

Furthermore, social pressures on parents, such as unemploy-
ment, were reported to impact on parenting abilities.
Community involvement is therefore crucial, as parenting
abilities cannot be separated from the often negative social
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circumstances that parents are dealing with, which may con-
sequently impact on their capacity to parent effectively. This
needs to be reflected in policy, with interventions focusing
on reducing the wider issues of social deprivation experi-
enced by families of children with BESD. It is also impor-
tant to consider how communities as a whole can work
together to support vulnerable members of the community,
rather than developing strategies which intend to ‘make
parents more responsible’.

Finally with regard to labels, the current special educational
needs system which emphasises a labelling culture needs to
be addressed; although this is evidently a contentious issue,
deeply rooted in debates about inclusion and support
(Riddick, 2012; Squires, 2012; Forlin & Chambers, 2011).
The recent special educational needs Green Paper (DfE,
2011) has recognised the overuse of labels, but as it stands

parents still view labels as the key way of reducing blame
and/or obtaining support for their children.

This study has provided an in-depth, qualitative insight into
parental and educational practitioner perceptions of blame in
special educational needs cases. The nature of a child’s
special educational needs was the predominant influence on
parental experiences of blame and guilt, as well as whether
staff blamed parents. These experiences of blame and guilt
consequently influenced parental focus on obtaining labels
of special educational needs for their children and their
reasons for doing so. These findings provide an original
contribution to previous literature in this area which had
neglected the voices of educational professionals, as well as
parents of children with special educational needs other than
BESD, while simultaneously recognising the significance of
BESD cases.
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