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Abstract 

Child development and the role that play has in child development are central to my 

professional role and as such lead me to my choice of research. This research 

focusses on the concept of pupil voice and gaining children’s views of a play-based 

intervention - LEGO® Based Therapy (LeGoff et al, 2014). The literature review 

considers how early development relationships, children’s wider social experiences 

and play impact on their social and emotional development. It examines the concept 

of pupil voice and how it sits within a humanitarian view of education. Further it focuses 

on Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969,1973) and Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological 

Model (1979, 1992) as a lens through which to view child social and emotional 

development. The importance of how play supports child development (Winnicott, 

1971) and its value as a therapeutic tool (Axline, 1974; LeGoff, et al, 2014) is also 

considered. A case study based on a Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2017) was adopted for 

the methodology and a range research methods were adopted including children’s 

and researcher photographs, semi-structured photo elicitation interviews (Collier and 

Collier, 1986; Epstein, 2006). The research took place in three primary schools with 

twelve participants aged between eight and ten years, each with an element of SEMH 

as identified by the school SENCO. Thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998. Braun and 

Clarke, 2021) identified a number of themes that were eventually fixed as play, social 

skills, emotions and emotional literacy, place and time and relationships. Findings 

revealed from analysis were that the children had developed a range of social and 

emotional skills as well as noting the importance of the time and place in which an 

intervention takes place. Additional findings revealed the importance of play in the lives 

of children and their social and emotional development beyond the foundation stage 

of education. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
 

My work experience and teaching career have put me in a position where I worked 

with children experiencing social and emotional needs and in schools in areas of 

economic deprivation providing me with an opportunity to work with children with a 

range of additional needs. This experience and knowledge gained enabled me to 

complete a Master of Arts which steered me into my current level of study where I am 

able to develop my interest in children that are currently described as experiencing 

Social Emotional Mental Health (SEMH) needs and make contribution to knowledge 

within my profession. 

My current professional role is as a Specialist Advisory Teacher for Social Emotional 

and Mental Health needs (SAT-SEMH). I work in a multi-disciplinary team with a 

caseload of twelve schools.  Carrying out this professional role had enabled me to 

conduct this research with the children with whom I work. My interest in child 

development, particularly for children with SEMH needs, and the role that play has in 

their development, have always been central to my work as a SAT - SEMH and has 

led to the focus of my thesis. I have also noted the popularity of LEGO® Based Therapy 

(LBT) in the schools where I work (LeGoff et al, 2014). It seems to have become a 

panacea to resolve some children’s difficulties in the classroom and playground. With 

this in mind, I was interested to know what the children, who are sent to this 

intervention, thought about it; did they think it as worthwhile as their teachers? This 

research project has pupil voice as a central tenet. In my professional role as a SAT-

SEMH  I have observed how little children are consulted in schools – their voices are 
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not heard. They have no choice about curriculum content or how it is taught (Freire, 

1996). The objectives of this research are: 

To co-construct evidence with children about their experience in LEGO® Club. 

To gain an understanding of the influence of LEGO® Club for children who take 

part in the intervention. 

My research is set within primary schools in a metropolitan urban area. It focusses on 

the use of LBT (LeGoff et al, 2014), an intervention designed to support young people 

experiencing difficulties with social skills. It is an intervention formed to support the 

development of social skills in children with autism and other needs affecting social 

competence – for example children with SEMH needs. It combines a structured 

approach to play in a safe setting. Like LeGoff et al, (2014) I also refer to the 

intervention as “LEGO® Club” (LeGoff et al, p16) as this removes the stigma of therapy 

and the notion that there is something wrong with the children.  Additionally, I adapted 

LeGoff’s model to suit the professional setting within which I work. Specifically, my 

model is time limited, just eight weeks. Also, the three roles the children take on are 

changed each session. LeGoff’s LEGO® Club members worked on the same roles for 

a longer period of time needing to graduate that role before taking on the next. I also 

added in a period of free building at the end of each session for the children to practice 

their skills. Throughout this thesis LBT tends to refer to LeGoff’s model and LEGO® 

Club to the model adapted and used for the purposes of this research. LBT is generally 

used in relation to the theoretical background of the intervention and LEGO® Club 

when referring to it in terms of the children’s involvement. The participants in the 

research are identified by their school’s Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator 

(SENCO) has having Social, Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH) needs as 
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recognised by the Special Educational Needs and Disability 0 – 25 Code of Practice 

(DfE, 2015).  I was able to carry out the intervention in three different settings for the 

purposes of this research. 

Social Emotional Mental Health as a Special Educational Need 

There have always been children who do not conform to school expectations and have 

needed a different approach to involve them in education. In the past they have been 

referred to as delinquent, mal-adjusted and emotionally disturbed (Laslett et al, 1998). 

Government policy has made provision for these young people but it was not until 

1944 that this provision was provided by educational settings (Laslett et al, 1998). Prior 

to 1944 young people that we now classify as SEMH were placed in Home Office 

Industrial or Reform Schools. There has been a debate between ‘nature/nurture’ when 

considering the underlying causes and responses to behaviour and SEMH for some 

time. Theories included range from psychological, biological to environmental (Burton, 

Pavord and Williams; 2014). Whilst governments over time have acknowledged the 

external influence their advised responses are invariably psychological, and 

specifically behaviourist, focusing on rewards and sanctions to change unwanted 

behaviours. 

The Education Act of 1944 not only identified ‘mal-adjusted children’ as being 

‘handicapped’ it also required Local Education Authorities (LEA) to recognise and 

provide for them (Laslett, et al. 1998, Cole and Knowles, 2011). The assumption was 

that there was something wrong with the young person (a deficit model) that needed 

to be put right – or cured (Greenhalgh, 1994). These institutions tended towards the 

punitive in their treatment of the young people rather than a more educational and  

caring approach (Cole and Knowles, 2011). Even post 1944 the response of LEAs to 
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these young people was to remove them from their home to another residential setting 

in the hope that  their unacceptable behaviours could be changed.  

The education of children and young people in specialist settings led to the 

establishment of The Warnock Committee which looked into the education of 

handicapped children and young people, the resulting Warnock Report (DES, 1979) 

and subsequent Education Act (DES, 1981) led to the majority of children with 

behaviour difficulties being educated in their local mainstream schools rather than in 

specialist settings. Integration became a key factor in education. The suggestion from 

the Warnock Report (1978) was that of intergration rather than inclusion. All children 

may attend the same mainstream school giving them access to the same facilities 

though some may still be taught separately. The report identified three different forms 

of integration; location, social and functional. It is this final model, where everyone is 

in the same school and taught in the same classroom that, government policies 

adopted, giving rise to a notion of inclusion for all children with SEN.  

Figure 1 below illustrates how integration and inclusion differ and how Warnock (1978) 

was possibly misinterpreted. 

 

Figure 1: Models of how children with SEN are educated in mainstream schools (Researchgate.net) 
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With integration children with SEN would attend their local mainstream school but not 

necessarily in the class with children who have no SEN. Inclusion ‘included’ all children 

in accessing the same learning in a differentiated classroom.  

Inclusion has become a central tenet of the Ofsted Framework. In 2000 it stated that 

“Effective schools were educationally inclusive” (Farrell and Ainscow, 2002, p4) and 

more recently inspectors should focus on “…how important it is that a high-quality 

education is available to all learners” (Ofsted, 2019. P5). 

There followed a period of government initiatives to support inclusion. Baroness 

Warnock has cricised governments for their misinterpretation of ther original report 

stating that:  

“…we didn’t ever want our recommendation about integration to be taken quite 
as far as government now seems to be taking them” 

(Education and Skills Committee, 2005-6) .  

Whilst education for all was a priority of the original Warnock Report (1978) the 

intention was not that it would necessairly be in a mainstream school. In the local 

authority where my research takes place inclusion is a priority. However, in practice, 

much of what is evident in schools I visit professionally integration and some 

segregation are the norm. 

Since 2000 there has been a range of government guidance in relation to supporting 

SEMH in schools. Some were part of the Labour government’s Behaviour and 

Attendance Plan 1997 – 2011 and adopted a whole school approach to the mental 

well-being of children and young people rather than focus on the individual has had 

previously been the case. The aim being more toward prevention. Social Emotional 

Aspects of Learning (SEAL) (DCSF, 2003a), was a whole school curriculum designed 
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to develop the social, emotional and behavioural skills of primary school pupils. An 

evaluation of the SEAL programme provided a range of data that suggested the 

program was generally successful (Hallam, 2009). This was followed by Targeted 

Mental Health in Schools (TaMHS) (DCSF, 2008a).  This too was part of the Labour 

government’s intention to improve the psychological well-being of children, young 

people and their families. It was intended to help schools provide “timely interventions 

and approaches” for those at risk of mental health difficulties as well as those already 

experiencing them (DCSF, 2008a).   

As these were Labour Government initiatives, they were shelved by the Coalition 

Government of 2010 - 2015. From that point on government policy and guidance has 

focussed on how teachers can manage behaviour rather than understanding and 

supporting mental wellbeing. Interestingly the SEND 0-25: Code of Practice (DfE, 

2015), has removed ‘behaviour’ as a special educational need suggesting that 

professionals should be looking for the underlying reasons for the behaviour rather 

than treating it as a need in itself. However, in parallel to this, other government 

guidance speaks of teacher authority over children and the use of rewards and 

sanctions to manage behaviour taking no account of the reasons behind the behaviour 

(DfE, 2013a; DfE, 2016a) even though other government initiatives including SEND 0-

25 Code of Practice (DfE, 2015) suggest looking at behaviour alone is not sufficient. 

However, more recently, Transforming Children and Young People’s Mental Health 

Provision: a green paper (DfE, 2017a) followed by Mental Health and Behaviour in 

Schools (DfE, 2018) have moved away from the behaviourist model though, 

confusingly, it still refers to rewards and sanctions and is of course, non-statutory 

guidance meaning schools do not need to follow its advice. More recently a 

government paper advising schools on reopening following closure for Covid 19 
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suggests schools should: “clarify sanctions and rewards and how rules will be enforced 

consistently, including use of exclusions” (DfE, 2020; p2). Again there is emphasis on 

the punitive rather than a supportive approach to children whose social and emotional 

needs have been exacerbated by Covid lockdown as they reintegrate back into school 

after what is widely acknowledged as ‘a difficult time’ (Young Minds, 2021). 

Over time governments have not ignored the social, emotional and mental health of 

its young population but the focus was largely on behaviour as a problem to be dealt 

with not explored and meaningful help sought.  

Summary of chapters 

Chapter 2 is a literature review that develops the theme of voice of the child, Social, 

Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH) needs as an area of Special Educational Needs 

and Disability (SEND) (DfE, 2015). It examines two theories of child development, 

Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969,1973) and Bio-ecological development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1992; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). The importance of 

play in child development is also explored. 

A key theme underpinning my research is the concept of pupil voice or voice of the 

child (VOC) and pupil participation. The vital element of the second chapter, and of 

the research, is that of the voice of the child. The involvement of children in school 

decision making follows the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child 

(UNICEF, 1989) which states that children’s voices should be listened to and their 

thoughts and opinions taken into account when decisions are made about them. There 

are a number of models of pupil participation examined in chapter 2 and discussion 

about how successfully schools have managed to include this into their practices. Pupil 
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participation in research and their opinions about being part of the research are a key 

focus of this study, which inform my methodology. 

Chapter 2 also considers Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969,1973) and Bio-ecological 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1992; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) which 

are discussed in depth. While different, these two theories are complimentary in that 

the child is at the centre and neither view the child’s developmental difficulties as 

‘within the child’ but as a result of interactions with others around them. The importance 

of play in the social and emotional development of children will also be considered as 

well as its contribution as a therapeutic tool. Play links closely with both attachment 

theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973) and Bio-ecological Model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1992; 

Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994).  

Attachment Theory as first expounded by Bowlby (1969,1973) considers the 

relationship between the child and its primary care giver as a key element in the child’s 

social and emotional development.  Carers who are attuned to and respond positively 

to the needs of the child led to children having a secure attachment to enable them to 

engage with the world. However, Bowlby established that some children had an 

insecure attachment as a result of separation (1969) or loss (1973) that meant they 

were not able to engage socially. Bowlby also developed the concepts of the internal 

working model (Bowlby, 1973) and the secure base (Bowlby, 1988) as important 

elements of how children interact and develop within the social world. The internal 

working model considers how children view themselves and others and the secure 

base emphasises the need for children to feel safe in-order to develop socially and 

emotionally. 
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As children develop socially beyond the first bonds established in the family the Bio-

ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) appears to 

compliment Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973) as it looks at the development 

of the child beyond the immediate family and looks at other social systems such as 

school and the extended family. Bronfenbrenner (1979) suggested a micro system, a 

meso system, exo-systems and macro system that influenced a child’s social and 

emotional development. The child is set at the centre of these nested systems. A later 

view of the theory was that of Neal and Neal (2013) who suggested these systems as 

a network of influence. 

An important aspect of child development is that of play. Play is a concept that can be 

considered in Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969,1973) and Bio-ecological model 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). Children’s first play is with a 

primary care giver in an attachment relationship and as children move out into wider 

society and school play takes place within the micro-system of school and friendship 

groups. Play therapies were developed for children who were experiencing SEMH 

difficulties and were not functioning successfully at a social level. Axline (1974) 

established the first play therapies as a therapeutic intervention for children who had 

experienced loss or trauma. Other play therapies evolved, including LEGO® Based 

Therapy which is at the centre of this research (LeGoff, et al, 2014). It is a structured 

intervention where children construct LEGO® models together to develop their social 

skills. Chapter two concludes with a summary of how each element of the chapter 

impacts on child development and their abilities to engage with school and learning. 

Chapter 3 explores the ontological and epistemological beliefs and research methods 

that inform the methodology as well as the ethical and analytical process adopted to 

address my research question. In this chapter I explore how my own primary school 
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experience has impacted on my view of childhood and children in schools in the twenty 

first century. I used the Mosaic Approach (Clark and Moss, 2011; Clark, 2017). Central 

to the Mosaic Approach is the notion that research is focussed on “the underlying 

values are… an active and inclusive view of the child” (Clark, 2017; p17).  It combines 

a number of qualitative research methods in which the children play a key role 

contributing to knowledge creation and co-construction of meaning. This is a 

methodology which focuses on the voice of the child and pupil participation is central 

to her research. Clark (2017) adopted a range of data gathering methods to engage 

children in research including the children taking photographs, which was an element 

of my own research. As a professional I am aware that children very often do not find 

talking to adults easy. As such the photo elicitation interview (PEI) appeared to be a 

useful method to access the voices of my research participants. Other elements of my 

‘mosaic’ were a card sort activity and an ‘empty square’ as suggested by Clark (2017). 

The card sort activity was included as a means to gather their thoughts about the LBT 

intervention and the empty square for them to bring to the interview anything they felt 

was important to them about being part of the intervention.  

Whilst pupil participation is central to my research, I have included the field notes made 

during the intervention as an additional level of evidence. I believed that my field notes 

could support the interview evidence by providing an additional level of evidence. I 

would make notes during the sessions when the children were building but would add 

more detail at the end of the sessions when the children were back in class. They were 

not copious notes but more an aide memoire of small things that happened in the 

sessions – for example something one of the children may have said about their 

activity that day. 
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My application for ethical approval is also discussed in chapter 3. There was much to 

consider as my research participants were children and as such could be viewed as 

vulnerable to exploitation in research. I needed to provide details of how I intended to 

gain consent, and from whom, for the children to be involved in the intervention and 

my research. As the voice of the child is central to my research, I requested consent 

from the children, thus I also needed to consider their capacity to agree to participate. 

Included in this consent was also the consideration of taking, storing and using 

photographs during the LBT sessions and as part of my data analysis. A number of 

levels of consent were required including schools and parents as gate keepers and 

the children before I could begin. In this chapter I consider whether children are giving 

assent or consent to be involved in the intervention and the research process. My 

research centred around LBT (LeGoff et al, 2014) and the children’s thoughts and 

opinions of the intervention. I was able to carry out three separate interventions in 

different schools providing me with twelve participants in all. The children were aged 

between eight and ten years old.  

I adopted a thematic approach to data analysis which involved close examination of 

my evidence to establish themes and codes that formed the base of my analytical 

framework (Boyatzis, 1998). The analysis of my data was inductive with a view to 

building theory through repeated analysis of the data (Birks and Mills, 2015; p 11). 

Through this process I established five themes; play, relationships, skills, 

emotions/emotional literacy and environment that could address the overall aims of 

my research. Chapter four looks in more depth at the analytical process and the 

outcomes of that process. 

In the fourth chapter I develop my themes by looking closely at the data and set out 

how the data addressed my research objectives. A discussion around whether LEGO® 
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Club is work or play emerges from the children’s interview data as well as their 

recognition of peer relationships and the skills they developed while attending the 

sessions. The photographs, and their use in the interviews, provided evidence that 

revealed the participants emotional literacy and the importance of their work/play 

environment. 

The final chapter draws together the literature review and data analysis to consider 

the objectives of the research as well as implications and impact of the research. 

Implications from the research include consideration of the length of time an 

intervention should run and the space in which it takes place as well as the value of 

play in school. The impact of the research considers how I can use the research to 

inform my practice and that of my colleagues in the future. I also reflect on my research 

methodology and how it could be changed for further research. 

This chapter has set out an outline of my thesis, how my research developed and was 

carried out as part of my professional practice. The voices of children with SEMH 

needs are a central aspect throughout the literature review, methodology and analysis 

chapters. The analysis of the co-constructed evidence brings forward the voices of my 

participants to examine LBT as an intervention and further demonstrates the 

importance of play beyond the early years in schools. 
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Chapter 2 

A Review of Literature: a conceptual framework of children’s involvement in 

school and their social and emotional development 

Introduction: 

The conceptual framework for my study is based on an understanding of the notion of 

pupil voice and the SEMH needs of the children who are the participants in my study. 

The first section of this chapter will explore the concept of pupil voice, or pupil 

participation, in school. This is a key element of my research. I will explore models of 

pupil participation, government guidance and take a critical view of how much account 

is taken of pupil’s voices in school. In order to understand the developmental needs of 

the children at the centre of my study I will explore Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 

1969,1973). This has been used to explain why some children are unable to meet the 

expectations of school life. Key to this is the inability to regulate their emotions 

(Fahlberg, 1994) due to early life experiences and the importance of a secure or safe 

base on emotional development (Bowlby, 1988). These both contribute to the child’s 

Inner Working Model which influences how a child sees themselves and how others 

may view them (Bowlby, 1973). I will also discuss Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological 

Model (1979, 1994). The model of differing systems that impact on child development 

demonstrates how the child’s development is impacted beyond the initial mother/child 

dyad. Attachment theory is closely linked with early life experiences and the influence 

they have on children’s behaviour in school and potential SEMH needs. Bio-ecological 

Model considers the impact of a person’s wider interactions on their development 

intellectually and socially.  
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Key to my research is the importance of play which will also be explored in this chapter. 

Specifically, how play supports development (Winnicott, 1971) and its value as a 

therapeutic tool (Axline, 1974; LeGoff, et al, 2014). LeGoff, a paediatric 

neuropsychologist, developed LBT following clinical observations in a therapeutic 

setting, research (LeGoff and Sherman, 2006; Owens et al, 2008) and “an inspiring 

and persuasive group of children” (LeGoff et al, 2014: p 9).  A play-based intervention 

is central to my research so an understanding of play is important to informing my 

research design, data analysis and interpretation.  

Pupil Participation: taking account of the voice of the child with SEMH needs: 

In this section I will consider the concept of pupil voice and models of pupil 

participation. I will also take a critical view of how pupil participation is hindered by the 

current curriculum. The concept of pupil participation stems from The United Nations 

Convention on the Right of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) which states that children have 

the right to express their views freely on matters that affect them.  

“…assure(s) to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the 
right to express those freely in all matters affecting the child…” 

(UNICEF 1989. P 5) 

 
In the United Kingdom (UK) this was followed by the Children’s Act 1989 (DCFS, 1989) 

which strengthened the notion that children should be listened to and their opinions 

about their life, health and education should be sought and valued. More government 

action followed with the Children’s Act (DCSF, 2004) which established the role of the 

Children’s Commissioner and Every Child Matters (DCSF, 2003b). The Education Act 

(DCSF, 2005) stated that it was the duty of Ofsted to have regard for pupil’s views 

during an inspection. Further government guidance, Working Together: Listening to 

the Voices of Children and Young People (DCFS, 2008a) outlines the advantages of 
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listening to children and young people and how schools can ensure they are 

addressing the issue effectively.  More recently the 0 – 25 Special Educational Needs 

and Disability Code of Practice (DFE, 2015) refers to person centred planning and the 

views of the young person being included in the Education and Health Care Plan 

(EHCP) process, which incorporates seeking their views on their emotional well-being. 

There are a number of models that consider Voice of the Child (VoC), or pupil 

participation, two of which are discussed below. 

When taking account of the voice of the child it is also necessary to consider the 

concepts of competence and capacity. Competence is often based on the 

chronological age of the child but it is also necessary to consider the maturity, 

intelligence and understanding of the child (Morrow and Richardson, 1996; Cocks, 

2006; O’Reilly and Parker, 2014). Article 12 of UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989) also refers to 

the age and maturity of the child when expressing their views. Suggesting that if adults 

judge them not to be of sufficient age or maturity their opinions can be discounted. 

Tisdall (2018) suggests that it is more often used to describe inability or incapacity and 

thus become exclusionary. Chomsky (1965) (in van der Geest et al, 1973) defines 

competence according to an individual’s knowledge of, and ability to use, language in 

concrete situation, which is not necessarily defined by age. However competence and 

capacity is defined, it is important that it is taken account of when accessing pupil voice 

but not used as a means to discount their views. 

Voice of the Child involves looking at schools from the pupils' perspective which 

requires tuning in to their experiences and views (Ruddock and Flutter, 2010). There 

have been a number of models that have been developed over time. Hart (1992) 

created a Ladder of Participation with eight rungs beginning Rung 1: ‘manipulation’ to 

Rung 8: ‘youth initiated shared decision making’ (figure 2 below). With manipulation 
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activities are entirely led by adults and the young people have little understanding of 

the purpose of their activities. At Rung 8 activities are led by the young people and 

decision making is shared with adults as equal partners. This provides a useful 

framework for organisations and researchers to assess how they involve young people 

and how, if necessary, they can improve young people’s involvement in decision 

making about their lives (Hawkins and Soni, 2018).   

 

Figure 2: Hart’s Ladder of Participation (1992) 

However, Hart has since reflected on this model suggesting it has become a tool by 

which people measure their work with children. He suggests that it more describes the 

roles adults play in children’s lives rather that the levels of children’s participation in 

their communities. He also notes that, rather like Attachment Theory discussed below, 

it is a very western view of childhood. Hart (2008) argues the focus should be on child 
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participation not adult behaviours. Hart (2008) comments that some view his ‘Rung 8’ 

as children in charge – something some adults may be fearful of, expecting a Lord of 

the Flies (Golding, 1954) scenario in their school. However, Hart (2008) suggest that 

children need to know they can participate, even if they choose not to, hence ‘Rung 8’ 

should be viewed as children as citizens who see themselves as part of a wider 

community.  

A later model is that of Shier (2001) who designed a Pathway to Participation that 

judged both levels of participation as well as openings, opportunities and obligations 

(Figure 3) Specifically, it identifies a point at which schools would be achieving the 

UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989) minimum point for participation. This model also focusses 

on adult behaviours rather than children’s contribution or participation,  

Both these models are referred to in “Working Together: listening to the voices of 

children and young people” (DCSF, 2008b) which was intended to improve outcomes 

for children and young people by encouraging engagement in their schools. 

“Ensuring their views are heard and valued not only improves services for 
young people but also has a positive impact on the school environment and 
local community.” 

(Jim Knight, DCSF, 2008b; p1) 

It was envisioned in this document that by promoting the contribution of the children 

and young people their engagement in school would improve, there would be a greater 

focus on inclusion allowing potential to be achieved. Children and young people should 

no longer be seen as passive but actively contributing to and ultimately ’co-producing’ 

decisions and services that affect them (DCSF, 2008b). As a result, schools now have 

school councils and OFSTED take account of children’s voice during school 

inspections. 
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Figure 3: Shier (2001) Pathway to Participation 

Even though listening to children is enshrined in national and international convention 

it does not seem to be predominant practice in schools. Children with SEMH needs 

rarely have their opinions sought (Morgan-Rose, 2015). As Cremin, Mason and 
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Busher (2011) point out schools often think they are encouraging pupil participation 

but, in reality, the pupils do not think they are being consulted adequately. This lack of 

consultation, or listening to children, in schools is perhaps a result of a curriculum 

based on the passing on of knowledge from adults to children (Ball, 2013). The role of 

children in the learning process appears to be largely passive, “the teacher teaches 

and the children are taught” (Freire, 1996; p 54).  

Freire expounds a model of education he refers to as ‘banking’ where children have 

become depositories of knowledge and the teachers are the depositors. The children 

are not expected to question this knowledge but just to memorise and later reiterate in 

tests and exams. Freire (1996) remarks that it is not necessary for the pupils to 

understand the facts they are learning. The National Curriculum (DfE, 2013b) sets out 

exactly what children need to learn. Ball (2013) highlights how the Education Reform 

Act 1988 set out the original national curriculum with the intention of entrenching 

traditional British subjects against multiculturalism. The curriculum is designed to steer 

pupils towards careers in business and industry (Ball, 2013). Freire identifies this as a 

form of oppression as choice and the opportunity to question are removed from the 

pupil, for example at GCSE level all young people study three science subjects but 

can only choose one humanity, one art and one language – thus narrowing their choice 

and opportunity to participate in subjects of greater interest or relevance to their lives. 

Pupil participation – their voice - is not a necessary element of the current curriculum.      

The United Kingdom is a signatory to the UNCRC (1989) and all governments since 

then have attempted to instil VoC into their policies and guidance for schools. As 

Cremin, et al (2011) noted when schools attempt to fully engage their pupils, they don’t 

necessarily succeed in engaging all their pupils assuming that a few children speak 

on behalf of all pupils: 
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“…homogenisation of pupil voice is one of the ways in which pupil perspectives 
are marginalised.” 

(Cremin, et al; 2011: p 587) 

Their research identified that the children and young people who were part of school 

councils were not representative of the school population, children with special 

educational needs were generally not school councillors, but nonetheless the schools 

considered they were listening to all children through these representatives.  

Schools should take account of, though not strictly adhere to, models such as Hart 

(1992) and Shier (2001) to ensure children are able to participate, and their opinions 

valued. Equally they need to consider the purpose of pupil participation, is it 

participation of children – tokenistic form of participation – or participation for children 

where the children gain some benefit from their involvement?  I will now go on to 

consider the children who often find their voices not heard in schools through the 

lenses of Attachment Theory and Bio-ecological Model as a means to understand child 

development and their SEMH needs. 

Attachment Theory: a psycho-dynamic view of child development 

Bowlby (1969) was concerned with the interactions a child has with its mother and 

how these interactions may impact on the child’s development. Previous theories of 

child development had focussed on a natural maturation (Piaget and Inhelder, 1969) 

which Bowlby viewed as overlooking the importance of the parent child relationship.  

Psycho-analytic theory looked back to the adult’s childhood for explanation of the 

mental health difficulties they were experiencing as adults. Bowlby suggested that 

rather than looking back we should “look forward”, starting with early childhood 

behaviour and observing responses as the child grows into a functioning adult 

(Bowlby, 1969).  Bowlby was interested in the children who were far from typical and 
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whose behaviour frequently led them into difficult situations in society, possibly 

exclusion. I cannot claim that the participants in my research have attachment 

difficulties, it is for a medical professional to diagnose an attachment disorder. 

However, many of the behaviours linked to insecure attachment are evident in the 

children that make up my case load. Thus, my professional experience has led me to 

believe that Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973) provides the best means of 

understanding many of the children and young people with whom I work and thus, 

potentially my participants.   

Bowlby began his research in 1950 while working with other researchers who had 

carried out observational research of the behaviour of young children when separated 

from their primary care giver on admission to hospital (Bowlby, Robertson and 

Rosenbluth; 1952). At the time of their work during the 1950’s this was usually the 

mother. They had observed that children became distressed when separated from 

their mother and left with strangers. They described the phases the children passed 

through following separation as “Protest, Despair and Detachment” (Bowlby, 1969; 

p27). This behaviour can be observed in classrooms as children struggle with the 

curriculum and the constrains of the classroom (Geddes, 2006). Whilst the children in 

Geddes’ research and my own work are often older than the children in the study of 

children admitted to hospital the behaviours remain very similar.    

Bolwby’s theory received a range of criticism over time. Rutter (1972) suggested that 

Bowlby had over simplified the notion of maternal deprivation proposing that, infact, 

he should have made privation the centre of his theory. Deprivation implies loss or 

damage to an attachment whereas privation could be defined as never having 

something to begin with – that is an attachment bond was never formed. Further 

criticism came from early feminist movements who felt that Bowlby ‘blamed’ women 
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for putting their children in nurseries and going out to work (Tizzard, 2009). However, 

as Tizzard pointed out this overlooks the working class families through history where 

women worked long hours with no detrimental affect to their children. 

Writers such as Quinn and Mageo (2013) suggest that attachment theory “suffers from 

profound ethnocentrism” (p3) in its focus on a mother-child dyad and that in other non-

european cultures children are raised by multiple-mothers.  Children are fed and cared 

for by other mothers in the community. Crittenden and Marlow (2013) highlighted 

communities where children developed secure attachments to a number af adults 

outside the mother-child relationship because child rearing was not seen as soley the 

responsibility of the mother.  This multiple parenting model was also discused by 

Seymour (2013) who researched models of child rearing in Indonesia and India. She 

noted that Bowlby (1969) acknowledged that children could become attached to a 

number of adults but what was important was the trusting relationships the children 

established as key to how the children developed. “It takes a village to raise a child” is 

an african proverb used by Seymour (2013) to highlight that the modern european 

concept of an Attachment Theory model is not the only way to successfully raise 

children. She stated that many societies around the world do not expect the mother to 

raise a child alone, she made reference to Alor, Indonesia and India where mothers 

went out to work leaving their infants with other members of the family and community. 

Quinn and Mageo (2013) researched child rearing in Samoa where some children 

were beaten to discourage dependency on their parents and to encourage 

identification and a social connection with the group. They observe that despite the 

lack of strong parent child bond the children of Samoa do not have high levels of SEMH 

needs but instead have a strong link to their community. It is argued that Ainsworths’ 

study of mothers and babies in Uganda supports the idea that attachment theory is 
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not specifically a white, western, middleclass concept (Steele, 2003), seemingly 

refuting Quinn and Mageo’s (2013) suggestion that Attachment Theory is an 

ethnocentric concept.  

It seems a reasonable comment that Attachment Theory is a western construct but it 

can be argued that it is one that arose out of necessity. Quinn and Mageo (2013) 

themselves state that industrial society, ie european society,  has led to the extended 

family being rendered obsolete resulting in the mother-child dyad becoming an 

inevitability. Hence the emphasis is on a secure attachment with one person, unlike in 

more traditional societies where other family members and even the wider community 

were involved in child care.  

It was in the post industrial social climate that Bowlby (1969, 1973) was carrying out 

his research. The predominant family model was the nuclear family where the father 

was the ‘bread winner’ and mother was the ‘house wife’. Having established the impact 

that being removed from a parent can have on a young child (Bowlby, 1969) the 

response of Local Education Authorities in sending children away from home for 

special education, it could be suggested, compounded the young people’s difficulties. 

It was not until The Underwood Report of 1955 (in, Laslett et al, 1998) recommended 

the consideration of psychodynamic approaches, did attitudes and the professional 

approaches to children’s behaviour begin to change from behaviourist models of 

behaviour management (Cole and Knowles, 2011). Though as clarified earlier this 

progress has not been maintained (DfE, 2016a).    

A key element of attachment theory is the response that the adult provides when the 

infant is in a distressed state.  Emotional regulation is a significant component of social 

development and can have a longstanding impact on how the child manages 
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themselves and how they view the world. The Internal Working Model (Bowlby, 1973) 

also emerged from later research which suggests that early attachment relationships 

can impact on how a child sees themselves in the social world. These concepts will 

be considered and how they may impact on the child’s ability to develop socially and 

emotionally and ultimately to play. 

Central to Attachment Theory is how the care givers respond to a distressed infant, 

when they are at the ‘protest’ stage. Fahlberg (1994) considered the interpersonal 

interactions between the carer and the child. She observed that this was generally 

initiated when the child cries due to some form of discomfort or distress. She sets this 

out in a cycle as shown in Figure 4 below which illustrates how adult responses can 

return the child to a state of relaxation. Though, inevitably the child returns to the need 

phase in time. 

 

Figure 4: Infant Arousal Relaxation Cycle (Fahlberg, 1994; p26) 

In dealing with the infant distress the care giver instigates a back and forth exchange 

of smiles and vocalisations, the interaction is generally pleasurable for both infant and 

Infant need

Infant 
displeasure

Adult satifies 
need

Infant 
quiescence
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carer both of whom will be stimulated to continue the exchange until such time as the 

infant is soothed sufficiently to be left.  The care giver has assisted the distressed child 

to return to a state of quiescence. 

“Repeated successful completion of the cycle enables the child to develop trust, 
security and to become attached to their care giver.” 

(Fahlberg, 1994; p27) 

The reliable availability of an attachment figure in the arousal-relaxation cycle ensures 

the infant develops a confidence that they will be responded to, this will then be 

generalised to other adults.  If their attachment figure is responsive, children will 

believe all adults will be equally responsive (Bowlby, 1973). This responsiveness 

ensures emotional development as the child grows. Figure 5 below set out the stages 

of emotional development in line with chronological ages suggesting the role of 

maturation in child development (Piaget and Inhelder, 1969). 

Figure 5: Stages of emotional development (Colley and Cooper, 2017) 

 

Stage 1

Birth - 1 year

•six primary 
emotions

•survival mode

•cries to signal 
need

•development or 
trust/mistrust

•increasingly 
expresive 
responses

Stage 2

1 - 2 years

•becoming self-
conscious

•shame, pride and 
shyness

•verbal expression 
of emotions

•early signs of 
empathy

•tantrums

Stage 3

3 - 6 years

•verbalise 
emotions

•cause and 
consequence 
developing

•self regulation 
emerging

•empathy 
emerging

•multiple 
emotions 
expressed and 
understood

•relance on adults 
to resolve 
emotional 
challenges

Stage 4 

7 - 10 years

•close friendships 
emerging

•complex range of 
emotions and 
relationships

•self-regulation

•emotional self 
efficacy

•in control

•emotional 
decison making

•understanding 
social roles

Stage 5

10 - 13 years

•internalised self 
regulation

•increased 
empathy

•internalised 
social scripts

•emotions linked 
to identity, values 
and beliefs
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Children progress through the stages supported by a responsive adult. Children who 

do not have that responsive adult will make slower progress or become stuck at an 

earlier stage of development (Colley and Cooper, 2017). These are most likely to be 

the children who will become known to the school’s SENCO and possibly referred to 

the service within which I work. My research participants are also likely to be at a stage 

lower than their chronological age.  

Schore (2003) uses recent developments in neuro-science to demonstrate how the 

child’s brain can be impacted by adult responses. He argues that adult’s responsive 

interactions contribute to the development of the limbic system which is located in the 

right hemisphere of the brain. The limbic system is linked to emotional development. 

The right hemisphere reaches “experience dependant maturation” (Schore, 2003; 

p24) in the first two years of life.  In being sensitive to the infant needs the care giver 

allows the child to feel safe and it also optimises the connection in the right hemisphere 

where the processes of emotions and affect regulation are developed (Gerhardt, 2004; 

Schore, 2014).     

However, for some children this cycle is not completed consistently. There may be a 

number of reasons for this, Gerhardt (2004) refers to the tradition of leaving babies to 

cry so as not to ‘spoil the child’ or to develop early independence. Gerhardt (2004) 

goes on to state that in leaving a baby to cry undermines their confidence in the world 

and is likely to result in them being more dependant. Similarly, Schore (2003) asserts 

that “…prolonged negative states are toxic for infants” (p33) and should intensity, 

frequency and duration be allowed to escalate then the infant’s capacity to deal with 

stress is diminished.  If there is no consistent care giver to complete the arousal 

relaxation cycle (Fahlberg, 1994) the infant will not develop the skills to self-regulate 

and will either cry louder or withdraw mentally as was observed by Robertson when 
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young children were hospitalised and separated from their parents in the 1950s 

(Bowlby, Robertson and Rosenbluth, 1952).   Robertson observed children who were 

admitted to hospital. He made a number of observations over a period of time and 

noticed that the children were initially very distressed but eventually became quiet, 

however they were emotionally unresponsive on reunion with their parents. The Still 

Face Experiment (Tronick, 2009) records an infant’s reaction when they get no 

response from their parent and how they are able to recover when their parent re-

engages positively with them. Tronick highlights how, when there is no reparation, the 

infant becomes ‘stuck’ and is unable to recover. These two studies are separated by 

a number of years, but both conclude the importance of carers response to infant 

distress. 

As long as the infant is in a state of distress their perception of the world beyond 

themselves is blocked, they are not able to understand what is happening around them 

which will impact on their intellectual development over time (Fahlberg, 1994).  Being 

able to understand and interpret the world around is described as ‘mentalisation’ which 

is a pre-requisite for both self-control and emotional regulation (Bomber, 2007). 

“Through their eyes the world is seen as comfortless and unpredictable; and 
they respond either by shrinking from it or doing battle with it.” 

(Bowlby, 1973; p242) 

A positive social interaction cycle (figure 6 below) is the key to positive feelings of self-

worth and high self-esteem as the child grows. The social interactions are thought to 

be more important that the physical needs of the child (Fahlberg, 1994). The outcome 

of these positive experiences is that children will have a more positive sense of self 

and be able to form meaningful and lasting relationships with others, that is a secure 

attachment style (Geddes, 2006). 
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Figure 5: Social interaction cycle (Fahlberg, 1994; p29)   

The social interaction in LBT (LeGoff et al, 2014) can replicate these interaction and 

support children to develop improved feelings of self-worth. 

A characteristic of insecure attachment is the lack of trust in adults; that the adult will 

not be available when needed. This is characterised by a lack of a secure – or safe – 

base (Bowlby, 1988).  Bowlby also identified a concept he referred to as the Internal 

Working Model – how the child views themselves in the world (Bowlby, 1973). 

The safe base: feeling safe enough to interact with the world. 

Initially the child’s mother or primary care giver is identified as the secure base 

(Bowlby, 1988). The child is able to move away from the care giver to explore, to find 

new toys and test out new experiences knowing that they can return to the care giver 

for comfort at times of distress. Over time the child moves further away and for longer 

periods, but always returning to the safe base of the care giver. For children with a 

secure attachment returning to the care giver at times of anxiety, fear, hunger or 

tiredness initiates the arousal/relaxation cycle (Fahlberg, 1994). Bion (1967, in 

Geddes, 2006) describes this as ‘emotional containment’ where the adult takes on the 
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child’s distress and makes it manageable for them to take back and understand so 

that in future, they will be able to manage the distress themselves. The participants in 

my study may lack this emotional containment which is why they find the social aspects 

of school difficult. 

Boxall (2002) considers the physical space of the classroom as a safe base for children 

to explore and learn while Geddes (2006) expands this to refer to the home and the 

classroom as a physical container where children can feel safe. As well as nurture 

groups other interventions suggest the importance of the safe space for example 

group sand play (Kestley, 2010). For children who have not experienced the containing 

secure base of a primary care giver developing positive feelings about oneself is 

difficult – if one is not thought of positively by others then one cannot feel positive 

about oneself – hence Bowlby developed the concept of the internal working model 

(Bowlby, 1973). 

This sense of self that is described by Bowlby as an ‘Internal Working Model’ (IWM) 

(1973; p236), is based on the notions of who the child views as their attachment figure 

and how they may be expected to respond to the child.  The child’s IWM is also key in 

how the child’s notion of how worthy of attention and affection they are in the eyes of 

the primary care giver, and other people they encounter as they grow. Through their 

IWM the child generalises the responses of the primary care giver to believe all adults 

will respond in the same way (Bowlby, 1973). 
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Negative Early Experiences 

Figure 7: Internal Working Model (Based on Bowlby, 1973; CPI, 2018) 

Children with a poor IWM will have “little capacity for self-awareness and sensitivity to 

others” (Geddes, 2006; p107). They see themselves as having little value and view 

the world as a dangerous and hostile place.  These beliefs can be so entrenched that 

they will continue in spite of the child being assured otherwise (Bowlby, 1973). 

Children with a lack of secure base and a poor internal working model can be 

supported in school by an attachment focussed intervention, the nurture group. 

Consideration of nurture groups at this stage is useful as, though LBT (LeGoff et al, 

2014) is not a nurture-based intervention, it does share some practices. 

Nurture groups: an attachment informed intervention. 

Nurture groups were initially conceived in the 1960s by Marjorie Boxall, an educational 

psychologist who saw that many children were being excluded from school as early 

as five years old (Boxall, 2002). A nurture group is a specialist class in a mainstream 

school where small groups of children are supported to learn in a less formal way than 

the mainstream classroom (Boxall, 2002). There is an acknowledgement that learning 

and emotional development are inextricably linked (Gerhardt, 2004) and for this 

reason the nurture group “actively attends to the emotional needs of the children” 

(Colley, 2017; in Colley and Cooper, 2017; p 117). The theoretical underpinnings are 

provided by Bowlby (1969), Maslow (1954) and Vygotsky (1978) and has been 
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recognised by Ofsted as a valuable intervention (Colley, 2017; in Colley and Cooper, 

2017). While the intervention groups in this research may have nurturing elements, 

they cannot be considered as a nurture group as such. 

There is a routine to the sessions aimed at replicating a family life. Two staff manage 

the nurture group session and the classroom is designed to look homely. A crucial 

feature of a nurture group session is a shared meal and play is a central aspect of 

each session (Boxall, 2002). The Nurture Group Network (NurtureUK) established six 

key principles of nurture to inform good practice, not only in nurture groups but in a 

nurturing school. These principles are: 

1. Learning is understood developmentally – children’s developmental age is not 

always commensurate with their chronological age. Nurture groups take an 

approach to learning in terms of their developmental progress (Colley, 2017; in 

Colley and Cooper, 2017) 

2. The classroom offers a safe base – this is achieved through the relationships 

developed in the group, the staffing (always the same two adults), clear 

boundaries and consistent routines (Boxall, 2002). 

3. The importance of nurture and self-esteem – children with SEMH needs 

experience low self-esteem. Nurture groups offer the opportunity of choice and 

co-operation that can support self-esteem (NurtureUK). 

4. Language is a vital means of communication – verbal and non-verbal 

communication within a nurture group are more positive than in a mainstream 

classroom (Colwell and O’Connor, 2003; in Colley and Cooper, 2017). Nurture 

groups provide more opportunity to talk and share thoughts than in the 

mainstream classroom (Boxall, 2002). 
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5. It is understood that all behaviour is communication – children with SEMH 

needs more often ‘act out’ there feeling than verbalise them and these 

behaviours interfere with their learning (Geddes, 2006), such behaviours need 

to be “understood rather than judged” (Lucas et al. 2006, in Colley and Cooper, 

2017; p 127). 

6. The importance of transition – children experience many transitions in the 

course of a school day, each one can cause distress and anxiety (Bomber, 

2007). Nurture groups support children to understand and manage transitions 

through sensitive interaction and careful preparation (Colley, 2017; in Colley 

and Cooper, 2017). 

Attention to these six principles can support children to manage and improve 

behaviours that inhibit their learning whether in a mainstream class, a nurture group 

or other small group interventions and are informed by attachment theory (Bowlby, 

1969,1973). While LBT (LeGoff et al, 2014) is not an attachment-based intervention 

there are aspects of these six principles that feature in the organisation of LBT 

intervention groups such as social development, self-esteem and social language 

difficulties. Elements of these principles are reflected through my analysis as, for 

example, children express their need for a safe base. 

Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973) has been developed by a number of authors 

since its inception (Ainsworth, et al; 1978) and continues to be the focus of a number 

of established theorists (Geddes, 2006; Bomber, 2007; Golding and Hughes, 2012). 

Attachment Theory enables professionals to understand the social and emotional 

development of children and young people as well as inform interventions such as 

nurture groups (Boxall, 2002). As a professional researcher Attachment Theory 
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enables me to better understand the children I work with and how best I can support 

them in school. 

Whilst Attachment Theory is based on early relationships of child and carer, people 

continue to make attachments throughout life (Bowlby, 1988). These later attachments 

do not happen in the close setting of a mother/child dyad but in diverse groups. 

Additionally, critics of attachment theory highlight the importance of the community 

with regard to child rearing (Quinn and Mageo, 2013; Seymour, 2013).  It is for this 

reason I have also decided to look at the Bioecological Model expounded by 

Bronfenbrenner (1979, Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) as my research focuses not 

just on individual children but how the children interact beyond their early attachment 

relationships and the impact of other social experiences on their development.  

Bio-ecological Model of Development 

Bronfenbrenner offered his Ecological Systems Model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) which 

he later developed into Bio-ecological Systems Model as a theoretical perspective of 

human development (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). The Ecological Systems Model 

considered the interaction between the developing person and the environment 

evolving around them. It sees the child and their behaviours as a function of the social 

systems that surround them (Colley and Cooper, 2017). The model is often 

represented as a series of concentric circles as in Figure 8 below. Neal and Neal 

(2013) suggested Bronfenbrenner’s work resembles that of George Simmell (1858 – 

1918) who also advocated a system of concentric circles and proposed that 

participation in the smallest one implied participation in the other circles. This model 

has been widely used in order to understand the individual in context rather than as 

an isolated entity (Neal and Neal, 2013). This is relevant to my research as the 
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participants move from their usual setting of the classroom to a different setting and 

with a different adult to their usual class teacher. 

The later model, Bio-ecological model, considered that development is a joint function 

of the person and the environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). With a bio-ecological 

model the problem does not reside within the child but with the systems around them 

(Colley and Cooper, 2017), it is not a deficit or medical model that presumes the 

problem lies with the child (Greenhalgh, 1994) which is also true of Attachment Theory. 

Thus, I consider the Bio-ecological Model to be complimentary to Attachment Theory 

(Bowlby,1969,1973) as it discusses the constructs related to development (Neal and 

Neal, 2013) of children’s social and emotional needs. 

Bronfenbrenner posited the need to look beyond the single setting when considering 

how humans develop, we need to look at relations between the settings. A setting is 

any place where people can engage in face-to-face interaction (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979), it is more than just a physical place. He suggested that the interconnectedness 

of settings is a key factor in the development of a child. The ability to parent effectively 

is dependent on a number of external factors such as extended family support, work, 

child-care and health care services for example. Bronfenbrenner (1979) proposed a 

series of systems nested within each other with the child at the centre of the innermost 

system. Figure 8 below is a common interpretation.  
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Figure 8: Interpretation of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Model (1979) 

The micro-system has the child at the centre (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and includes 

patterns of activities, roles and relationships that are experienced by the child. Swick 

and Williams (2006) suggest that the family is the child’s first micro-system where they 

first learn about the world, physically, socially and psychologically and where 

attachments are formed (Rozsahegyi 2018). Friendships, the classroom and other 

groups also form micro-systems. The intervention at the centre of my work creates a 

new micro-system for the children, separate from their usual micro systems in school 

and with their family. It introduces a less familiar adult, a different room and potentially 

different peer group. 

A meso-system is the interconnectedness between settings in which the child 

participates, for example home and school (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Meso-systems 

help the child move beyond the dyad or two-party relationship of early family life and 

into the wider community of “ever expanding circles of triads and even more expansive 

relations.” (Swick and Williams, 2006; p 372). The meso-system aspect of my research 

Child

Micro-system

Meso-system

Exo-system
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would be the interaction between parents and school as gate keepers, myself as the 

researcher and the child as the participant in the research. 

Similar to a meso-system an exo-system links the child to systems beyond the micro-

system. However, the child will not be a participant in these settings (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). The workplace of the parent can be viewed as an exo-system as it impacts on 

the child even though they are not there. It is a system where a person may exist 

psychologically but not physically (Swick and Williams, 2006).  For the purposes of my 

research I would argue that gaining ethical approval for my research sits within this 

description. Consideration of the child participants was absolutely central to that 

process but they played no part in it beyond their agreement to be involved in the 

intervention and the research, decisions were made by school staff and me, as a 

representative of the local authority. 

Macro-systems are the overarching culture in which all the other systems lie; they are 

the social institutions common to the individual’s culture, the societal values and 

political trends (Swick and Williams, 2006). The school curriculum could be considered 

a micro-system as the children are involved with it and are interacting with it, though 

has observed earlier for many children, ie those with SEMH needs and as such 

potentially my participants, participation is minimal. It could also be argued that the 

curriculum is a macro-system or an exo-system. It is external to the child in its planning 

and interpretation, their role is that of the passive receiver of the information (Freire, 

1996). 

Bronfenbrenner continued to develop his theory eventually remodelling it to take 

greater account of the interconnectedness of the systems and the continuing 

development of the human being over time (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). Unlike 
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Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973) a bio-ecological model views development 

as an on-going process rather than something fixed within early childhood 

relationships.  Bronfenbrenner emphasised that human development is reliant not only 

on the objective, external influences on the developing child, but also on the child’s 

subjective experiences within settings (Bronfenbrenner, 2001).  Children’s abilities to 

interact with their environment to grow and learn are dependent on how they make 

sense of their environment (Rozsahegyi, (2017). The children in my study are not 

always successful at interacting with the school environment, but in a small group 

setting where the emphasis is on play it is envisaged that they have more positive 

subjective experiences that can lead to social and emotional development. 

A later iteration of Bronfenbrenner’s model is described as “Process – Person – 

Context – Time” (PPCT) (Bronfenbrenner, 2001; p 7) whilst still being closely linked to 

his original idea of nested systems, it developed the concept of proximal processes. 

Proximal processes are central to the micro-systems of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 

earlier model of Bio-ecological Model (Bronfenbrenner, 2001). These systems involve 

interactions between human dyads, friendship groups and longer-term interactions 

that form the basic building blocks of the micro-system (Rozsahegyi, 2017). They 

become more complex over time. Bronfenbrenner describes these systems as 

“proximal processes” and states that they are the “primary engines of development” 

(Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994; p569). Proximal processes support young people to 

develop a range of personal characteristics such as acquiring knowledge and skills 

and forming reciprocal relationships.  

Bronfenbrenner suggested these characteristics develop to enable a child to take part 

in society through the proximal processes of the micro-system. Similarly, attachment 

theory suggests these develop as a result of a secure relationship – which can be 
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described as a form of micro-system. LBT (Le Goff et al, 2014) could be a proximal 

process where the participants can develop personal and social skills. 

To be effective interactions need to occur regularly and be consistent over a prolonged 

period of time (Bronfenbrenner, 2001), examples include feeding, comforting and 

playing. Here we see a link to Fahlberg’s (1994) model of infant arousal referred to 

earlier (figure 4). Bronfenbrenner also states that central to proximal processes is an 

attachment between adults and children, with adults having a commitment to the 

child’s well-being and development (Bronfenbrenner, 2001). Where these proximal 

processes are weak and adult behaviours such as neglect and abuse are present 

development is disrupted which results in maladaptive behaviours and developmental 

disarray” (ibid, p12). 

Unlike Bowlby (1969, 1973), Bronfenbrenner viewed the child as an active agent within 

the interpersonal connections that are central to child development (Rozsahegyi, 

2017). Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) include the importance of heritability in the 

developmental process, suggesting the genetic potential a child is born with is a vital 

factor in their developmental outcomes. There are three traits which the child brings 

to the proximal processes: 

1) Demand characteristics – such as gender, age, physical assets 

2) Resource characteristics – including cognitive abilities 

3) Force characteristics – involving motivation, persistence and temperament 

These traits emphasise the link between the biological and environmental elements in 

child development (Rozsahegyi, 2017). Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) argued that 

heritability alone is not sufficient for a child to develop and achieve any genetic 

potential but it is a key element of the bio-ecological model. 
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Figure 8 above depicts the child at the centre of different systems that all influence 

human development. Bronfenbrenner emphasised the interconnectedness of these 

four systems stating that it was the combined effect rather than any one particular 

system that impacted on the child’s development (Roszahegyi, 2017).  

The context in which development takes place is within the complex relationships of 

the micro-systems and meso-systems. The micro-system provides some form of 

attachment relationship with significant others (Roszahegyi, 2017) which leads to 

internalisation of the parent’s values and has connections to the child’s interests and 

engagement with their environment (Bronfenbrenner, 2001). Additionally, the 

connective elements inherent in a meso-system which demonstrates a shared interest 

in a child’s well-being, which while not always directly involving the child, have an 

important impact on development (Roszahegyi, 2017). 

The macro-systems and exo-systems, while further removed from the child and not 

directly involving the child, equally, need to be recognised as being part of the overall 

process of family functioning and child development (Swick and Williams, 2006). 

The events and changing conditions of the historical period of an individual’s life, for 

example family break up or changing schools, continue to influence human 

development (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). Bronfenbrenner refers to this as the 

chrono-system (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). Some things may remain the same overtime, 

while others change (Roszahegyi, 2017).  

“The realisation of human potential requires intervening mechanisms that 

connect the inner with the outer in a two-way process that occurs not instantly 

but over time.” 

(Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994; p 572) 
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The bio-ecological model of human development involves a range of settings, people 

and processes in order for the human child to develop successfully which 

Bronfenbrenner (2001) states is important for society to successfully sustain itself. 

Neal and Neal (2013) acknowledge the importance of interdependent multi-level 

systems that impact on individual development as set out by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 

Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). However, they suggest that a network rather than a 

nested system which obscures the relationships between the systems. They claim that 

a network view provides greater clarity and in fact has a greater resemblance to 

Bronfenbrenner’s 1945 work on social networks. 

Neal and Neal (2013) reimagined Bronfenbrenner’s system to demonstrate their 

network version. 

The micro-system still has the child at the centre but is viewed as a setting 

where social interaction takes place, for example the child’s family or their   

classroom.  

The meso-system is the social interaction between members of the different 

system where the child is a participant in both groups. They also include the 

term mesosystemic interaction which is an interaction between two people in 

different systems, for example a parent and a teacher. 

The exo-system is a setting, or group of people, engaged in social interaction 

that affects the child but does not involve the child, such as school governors. 

Figure 9 below sets out Neal and Neal’s network system. It demonstrates how systems 

relate to one another, with different micro-systems overlapping and influencing the 

child’s development. 
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In Neal and Neal’s (2013) network the macro-system and the chrono-system are not 

identified as setting where people interact and influence the development of the child 

but they refer to “forces that shape the patterns of social interaction that define the 

setting” (ib id, p728). Bio-ecological Model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, Bronfenbrenner 

and Ceci, 1994) is a useful concept for considering how a child can develop beyond 

the early attachment relationship, which one can view as a micro-system. The 

attachment relationship can equally impact on the meso-systems, if home/school 

relationships are not good, if parents do not value school that will also impact on the 

child’s development (Jones and Lyndon, 2018).  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Networked view of Bio-ecological Model (Neal and Neal, 2013) 

As with attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969,1973) the Bio-ecological model continues to 

evolve. Bronfenbrenner himself updated his original theory (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 

1994). And it continues to be a relevant theory when working with children in 

interventions such as LBT (Le Goff et al, 2014) as the intervention becomes a micro-

system where the children may develop relationships and new social skills. The 

School 

Meso-systemic interaction 
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models of the micro and meso systems are particularly relevant as this is where play 

takes place, where children participate and there is potential to take account of their 

voice. As I move on to look at how play can affect a child’s development it is important 

to regard the peer group as another micro-system.  

Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973) and Bio-ecological Model (Bronfenbrenner 

1979; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) can be used to demonstrate how, when 

relationships and systems around a child are incomplete the child’s social and 

emotional development can become delayed resulting in SEMH needs which impact 

on their ability to positively engage in their learning. Within both Attachment Theory 

(Bowlby, 1969, 1973), and Bio-ecological Model of child development play can be 

viewed as an important aspect of the child’s development. Golding and Hughes (2012) 

state that play happens naturally with securely attached children, insecurely attached 

children do not feel safe enough to play. Children who do not feel able to play do not 

develop micro-systems that encourage good social development.  

Play  

Play is central to my study as I see it as a means to develop the social skills of children 

with SEMH needs, hence the choice of a play-based intervention as a focus of the 

research. Additionally, the involvement of the participants and their reactions to play 

will provide the evidence for analysis, hence an understanding of the nature of play 

and its impact on children’s social and emotional development need to be considered 

in some depth. Equally it is necessary to consider the value of play as a therapeutic 

tool to inform my methodology and analysis.  

Play is universal (Winnicott, 1971). The natural medium of children’s self-expression 

is play (Axline, 1974). Palmer (2006) refers to a David Attenborough commentary 
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saying that “play is a serious business” (Attenborough, in Palmer, 2006; p47). Play is 

where children learn some of the most important lessons in life, it is what enables 

growth, aids the development of good relationships and can be a form of 

communication (Winnicott, 1971; Vygotsky, 1978; Palmer, 2006). Play is often where 

children have the opportunity to participate and learn social skills without adult 

involvement (Hart, 2008).  

Children begin to play as babies, exploring their own hands and feet. Children’s first 

play relationships are with their parents and other primary care givers where playful 

interactions develop into secure attachment (Golding and Hughes, 2012). As children 

grow play takes place in the micro-systems of their friendship groups (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). However, for some children this does not happen so their play skills and 

commensurate social skills do not develop. These children are often engaged only in 

solitary play or just observing the play of others, this suggests that micro-systems can 

only be effective in developing play skills if the child has the abilities to interact with 

others and join in the play.  

It is through play that children are able to express themselves, develop their social 

skills; they learn to share and take turns, to become sensitive to other’s feelings, to 

develop the ability to co-operate and understand rules.  Play is how children become 

socialised (Dewey, 2011). They are also developing a sense of identity, understanding 

who they are in relation to others (Golding and Hughes, 2012).  Play is so important 

that it is recognised as a right for all children in the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989).  

Article 31:1: 

“States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in 
play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child…”  
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And article 31:2:  

“States Parties shall respect and promote the right of the child … and shall 

encourage the provision of appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, 

artistic, recreational and leisure activity.” 

(UNICEF, 1989; p10) 

Dewey (2011) argues that play makes an important contribution to learning. He states 

that when physical play like activities are offered to children learning is easier as it 

allows the whole child to be engaged. This is a philosophy followed in the Forest 

School’s approach (O’Brien, 2007) where development of concentration, 

communication and language are observed. 

Theorists have, overtime, suggested stages of play (Parten, 1932; Piaget and 

Inhelder, 1969). Table 1 below compare the stages of play suggested by Parten 

(1932), Piaget and Inhelder, 1969). 

Parten (1932) Piaget and Inhelder (1969) 

Solitary play 0 – 2 
years 

Exercise 
play – body 
centred 

0 - 2 years 

Spectator play 2 – 2½  
years 

Symbolic 
play 

2 - 6 years old Parallel play 2½ – 3 
years 

Associate play 3 - 4 years 

Co-operative play 4 – 6 
years 

Games 
with rules 

6+ 

Table 1: Stages of Play 

There is some similarity between the different ideas of play development for co-

operative play, games with rules and team games. Though in some respects, they are 

describing different things. Parten (1932) is setting out how children play with each 

other while the other model describes the type of play at each stage. I would suggest 

that the LEGO® play in this research sits within the symbolic play of Piaget and 

Inhelder and could easily fit into any of Parten’s stages. These stages of play focus on 
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the maturational development of children. Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969,1973) 

argues that development is dependent on adult/child relationships. Where there is not 

a secure relationship these stages will develop at a slower rate than suggested by 

Parten (1932) and Piaget and Inhelder (1969). Golding and Hughes (2012) would 

argue that children can become stuck at an earlier stage due to insecure attachment.  

However, Tizzard (1977) suggested that play, as a concept, has only arisen as society 

has become wealthier and children are no longer needed in the work force. “Keeping 

the children occupied” was not an issue for parents when the children worked the 

same long hours they did (ib id; p199). Additionally, it has been observed that in some 

developing countries while play occurs, it is not encouraged (Roopnarine and 

Johnson, 1994).  Suggesting, like VoC and attachment theory, play is a modern 

western concept. However, my research takes place in a western nation in the twenty 

first century where the importance of play is recognised by the ratification, in 1991, of 

the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989) and in the Early Years Foundation Stage Curriculum 

(EYFS) (DfE, 2017b) as essential to child development. Additionally, play is 

recognised as a therapeutic tool (Jones and Lyndon, in Brown and Ward, 2018).  

Play develops in the supportive “secure base” (Ainsworth, 1967; in Bowlby, 1988) of 

the home where the sensitive parent is “attuned to the child” (Golding and Hughes, 

2012; p 52). This is essential for the parent-child relationship which will develop into a 

secure attachment allowing the child to explore the wider world as they grow. A secure 

base allows the child to make ‘sorties’ away from their carers knowing they will be 

available on return or if needed in case of emergency. (Bowlby, 1988). Exploring away 

from a secure base includes how children play, gradually moving further away and for 

longer periods as they gain confidence. 
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Play, for some children, is inhibited because they have experienced separation, loss 

or trauma in their early life (Golding and Hughes, 2012). Whilst play is instinctive, 

Golding and Hughes (2012) assert that extensive neglect will reduce the drive to play. 

Without play children will not develop the life skills necessary to take an active part in 

school and social life as they grow (Golding and Hughes, 2012). Equally, 

Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) assert that play constitutes a proximal process and 

as such contributes to the child’s development. Children are not able to relax and play 

if they do not feel safe, Palmer suggests that anxiety can be insidious and “amplify 

rational fears and stimulate irrational ones” (2006; p51). Equally, Golding and Hughes 

(2012) suggest that play will be inhibited if their basic needs are not being met.    

A consequence of rapid advances in technology coupled with parental fears for the 

safety of their children outside of the home has led to a change in the way children 

play (Palmer, 2006). Equally schools provide young people with fewer opportunities 

for play. Play can be used as reward for completed work (Jones and Lydon, in Brown 

and Ward, 2018) and beyond the EYFS (DfE, 2017b) play is only referred to in relation 

to sport, playing musical instruments or role play in the English curriculum 

(DfE,2013b). Kestley (2010) suggests that play is not seen as important by adults, it 

is dismissed as “just play” (ibid p263). Bowlby (1988) advocates that while some 

parents offer encouragement and guidance to explore the wider world others can be 

more restrictive and punitive which are not conducive to developing a secure base and 

will impact on the child’s ability to interact socially. For those children who have not 

experienced play successfully, play therapy can provide a vehicle to restore those lost 

early experiences (Axline, 1974) and can also provide a means for developing social 

skills and friendships (Kestley, 2010; LeGoff et al, 2014). This latter form of play 

therapy is central to my research. 
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Play as therapy 

Bringing play back into the lives of children who may have suffered loss or trauma is 

important in helping them recover their potential to be happy, healthy young people 

(Golding and Hughes, 2012). United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

article 31 (UNICEF, 1989) states all children have the right to play and play therapy is 

a way to enable them to recover their ability to enjoy play (Winnicott, 1971).  

Axline (1974) was the first to moot the concept of play as a therapeutic intervention 

stating that it gives children “the opportunity to experience growth” (Axline, 1974; p16). 

Play therapy aims to help children “gain mastery” over their emotions rather than being 

disabled by them (Wilson and Ryan, 2005; p1).  Axline (1974) set out eight principles 

of play therapy: 

1. The therapist should take time to develop a warm and friendly relationship 

with the child, 

2. The child should be accepted exactly as they are, 

3. The child should be able to express their feelings, 

4. The therapist should be alert to how the young person may be feeling, 

5. Therapy is not aimed at changing the child, that is for the child to do, 

6. The therapist should not direct the play, 

7. The therapist does not rush the child during the session, play should go at 

a pace directed by the child, 

8. Only those limitations that the therapist deems absolutely necessary are 

imposed on the session. 

Axline’s work is related to non-directive, psycho analytic play therapy.  Her model of 

play therapy is still current (PTUK) and widely used in many settings. There are other 

forms of play-based therapies that do not conform to Axline’s principles but have still 
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proved successful interventions; for example, Group Sand-play (Kestley, 2010), using 

developmentally appropriate games with children diagnosed with Attention 

Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Reddy, 2010) and LEGO® Based Therapy 

(LeGoff, et al, 2014) which is the focus of this research. Several of Axline’s principles 

are relevant to LBT (LeGoff et al, 2014) though LBT is an adult directed intervention 

unlike Axline’s Play Therapy. Axline’s principle 6 states children direct the play 

however with LBT (LeGoff et al, 2014) the children only contribute to some of the 

direction in a session, for example they may choose what they build but how it is build 

is directed by the kit instruction and also the division of labour structure of the sessions. 

Sand tray work originates in the psycho-analytic tradition developed by Lowenfeld 

(1979/93, in Wilson and Ryan; 2005). The children use sand trays and a range of 

different characters and models to create ‘worlds’ and then share the story of the world 

with the therapist.  Kestley (2010) developed this as a group activity where the children 

initially worked in their own sand trays and shared their stories with the group. She 

called the groups “sand-tray friendship groups” (ibid, p257) to remove the stigma of 

attending a therapy session. Overtime they would move onto a shared sand tray and 

create a shared story. The children develop the skills of parallel play before moving 

onto more social play at their own pace. Teachers reported that the children who had 

attended group sand play were more able to work co-operatively in class, that there 

were improvements in their academic work and they appeared overall, much calmer 

following their involvement in the intervention (Kestley, 2010). Anecdotally, the 

children observed that they were not sent to the principal’s office as often since 

attending sand-tray friendship groups.  Kestley’s work is a description of an 

intervention that needs further research based on the reported comments of teachers 

and her participants. 
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Using Developmentally Appropriate Games (DAGs) with children with ADHD was 

demonstrated to be a successful intervention by Reddy (2010). DAGs tend to be 

games that involve the use of gross motor skills and are practical in nature. The key 

features as Reddy (2010) points out is that they are non-competitive, there are no 

winners or losers. Being eliminated is not an option and varying abilities can all join in 

the same game. She noted the research of others including Hand (1986) who 

remarked on a decrease in verbal and physical aggression; Bay-Hinitz and Wilson 

(2005) who observed increased pro-social behaviour as a result of being involved in a 

DAG group and Baggerley and Parker (2005) whose work high-lighted increased co-

operation between the participants. It is interesting to note that all these improvements 

in social behaviours took place in groups. Greenhalgh (1994) commented that the 

group can be a helping medium where children can learn from each other and test out 

new behaviours in a non-judgemental setting.  

There are many aspects of Axline’s principles that relate to LEGO® Based Therapy as 

well as the non-judgemental and group aspects of sand-play friendship groups 

(Kestley, 2010) and Reddy’s (2010) DAG groups. Wilson and Ryan (2005) warn that 

while practitioners can use play as a means of communicating with young people it is 

important to differentiate between play therapy and a play-based intervention. It is at 

this point that it is necessary to categorise LEGO® Based Therapy (LeGoff et al, 2014) 

as a play-based intervention as it does not adhere closely to the conventions of play 

therapy as set out by Axline (1974) though aspects of her principles are relevant in 

LBT sessions. In the following sections how LBT evolved will be examined and its 

relevance to my research discussed. 
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LEGO® Based Play Therapy  

LEGO® Based Therapy (LBT) (LeGoff et al, 2014) is a social skills development 

programme.  It was initially designed to support children and young people with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and other conditions that impact on social competence. It is 

a “collaborative play therapy” (LeGoff et al, 2014; p27) developed to enhance skills 

such as sharing attention, sharing and turn taking, verbal and non-verbal 

communication. LeGoff et al (2014) developed this programme as they felt there was 

a lack of meaningful interventions and equally a lack of evidence that the social skills 

programmes that did exist had any long-term impact on the young people who took 

part in them. The authors do not place LBT within in any particular theoretical 

framework, instead state that it arose from the need for such interventions and the 

accidental discovery of two boys playing LEGO® together. 

The philosophy of the LEGO® corporation is that ‘good quality play’ enriches the lives 

of children (Sandgaard, 2015), which supports the concept of LBT.  LeGoff et al (2014) 

suggest that LBT is an ideal intervention for those children who have clearly 

identifiable difficulties with social engagement and communication, which includes 

many young people with SEMH and potentially attachment difficulties. Evans and 

Bond’s (2021) research conclusions also suggested that LBT had the potential to 

address a wider range of needs beyond ASD. 

The basic principle of LBT is that it is a skills building approach with a motivational 

aspect as the participants develop their LEGO® skills within a small group setting.  

Overtime the participants should begin to manage the group themselves. Whilst the 

focus of the group appears to be LEGO®, it is, in fact the social communication that 

takes place around the LEGO®. The intended result of the intervention is that the social 
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skills established within the groups setting are transferred to the ‘normal social setting’ 

of the classroom and the playground (Le Goff et al, 2014).   

LBT is quite structured in that the children take on set roles and there is an order to 

the session dictated by the building instructions. It relies on the co-operation of the 

young people to abide by the rules and work within the division of labour model. LeGoff 

et al (2014) suggest a set of rules but allowing children to contribute their ideas to the 

group rules gives them greater ownership (Rogers, 1998). There are a number of 

stages of LBT intervention; the LEGO® helper, the LEGO® builder, the LEGO® Creator, 

the LEGO® Master and finally the LEGO® genius. LeGoff et al, (2014) suggest that 

group participants should achieve each stage before moving on to the next. However, 

due to time constraints the organisation of the groups favoured in this research is a 

simplified version of LeGoff’s concept where children build a LEGO® set together from 

the outset. They take on the roles of engineer, supplier and builder in the group 

sessions 

 The engineer – takes charge of the instructions and tells their ‘colleagues’ what 

bricks are required and instructs the builder how the bricks fit together (LeGoff, 

2014) 

The supplier – sorts the bricks and passes them to the builder (LeGoff, 2014) 

The builder – checks with the engineer and puts the pieces together as 

instructed (LeGoff, 2014) 

Andras (2012) included a period of ‘free building’ in her sessions where the children 

built a model of their choice together but without instructions. She observed relaxed 

chatter and laughter between the children, behaviours that weren’t evident in the 

structured aspect of the intervention. However, this element of the intervention is 
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sometimes sacrificed to time tabling issues (Evans and Bond, 2021). This could 

possibly devalue the intervention somewhat. 

Evans and Bond (2021) suggest that the term ‘therapy’ is misleading as LBT has no 

specific therapeutic elements and states no clear theory of change. Nonetheless while   

LBT is not a psychotherapeutic approach there are principles of play therapy that can 

be viewed as appropriate considerations for a successful intervention (Axline,1974). 

The adult who supervises the LBT needs to develop a good relationship with the young 

people in the groups in-order for them to feel comfortable enough to access the 

intervention successfully.  Whilst LBT is aimed at supporting children to develop new 

skills it is not aimed at changing the child, as with Axline’s principles. Unlike Axline’s 

(1974) play therapy there is some direction in the play during LBT as the children are 

expected to adhere to an agreed set of rules and also follow set instructions. Equally, 

whilst not based on Attachment Theory there are aspects of LBT (LeGoff et al, 2014) 

that share principles with those of nurture provision (NurtureUK) such as the consistent 

approach to routines, the arrangement of the room and ensuring the children feel safe 

while working there. Evans and Bond (2021) conclude that LBT is best described as 

a group intervention that can be effective in developing social skills with children and 

young people. 

LBT has been the focus of research beyond the original authors.  LeGoff et al, (2014) 

highlighted the success of the intervention in developing pro-social behaviours 

compared to similarly presenting young people who had not been part of LBT.  Owens, 

et al (2008) found that participants in LBT improved in their social behaviour and 

reduced “maladaptive behaviours” (p1046) to a greater extent, than those involved in 

a Social Use of Language Programme (SULP) (Rinaldi, 1998) which is more 

prescriptive and “less fun” (LeGoff et al, 2014). Lindsay, Hounsell and Cassiani (2016) 
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carried out a scoping review of fifteen research papers that considered the impact of 

LBT on the social skills of young people with ASD. In fourteen of the studies 

researchers reported improvements in the social competencies of the young people. 

The most successful programmes had sessions of a longer duration (at least an hour) 

and ran for a prolonged period of time (more than three weeks). Additionally, these 

successful groups were those led by qualified clinicians and teachers. Improvements 

in social development and play were also noted by Andras (2012), who observed that 

newly acquired skills continued beyond the period of the intervention. More recently 

Narzisi et al (2021) completed a systematic review of LBT research. They concluded 

that in much of the research carried out in to LBT is small scale and as such caution 

should be exercised when generalising their results. 

Research has suggested that LBT can be effective with young people with difficulties 

other than ASD.  Rahnama et al (2014) concluded that LBT reduced the behavioural 

problems of young children, including those who suffered from anxiety.  They observed 

that the children and young people in their research learned more adaptive behaviours 

that allowed them to be better able to adopt “thoughts, feelings, behaviour” interactions 

(p1087).  In Japan (Kato et al, 2013) investigated the impact of playing with LEGO® on 

Ibasho, a Japanese concept of emotional well-being, with adolescent girls. They 

concluded that a collaborative self-expression using LEGO® increased the participants 

general Ibasho and especially their sense of role in social interaction had increased. 

Additionally, their research suggested that the use of block construction can be 

effective as a means of communication in group settings and as an effective group 

therapy tool.  

Much of the existing research around LBT is related to young people with ASD (LeGoff, 

et al; 2014, Owens et al, 2008) however my own research was with young people with 
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SEMH needs. There are similar experiences with social skills difficulties, as such LBT 

appears to be an appropriate intervention. Additionally, existing research is largely 

quantitative and the data is gathered from adults (Owens, et al; 2008; Andras, 2012) 

– with the exception of Kato et al (2013) whose participants were young adults. There 

is a paucity of research around LBT where the children’s thoughts and opinions are 

sought.  

Play is an important aspect in the lives of children and young people and a vital aspect 

in their development (Bronfenbrenner, 2001; Golding and Hughes, 2012; Jones and 

Lyndon, 2018). For those whose development is interrupted, such as those with 

attachment difficulties or weak micro and messo-systems play can be a useful tool to 

help close those gaps. LBT is a form of play based intervention, that I frequently use 

in my professional role, where they can develop their social and play skills in a safe 

environment. Play can be a means by which children and young people express 

themselves and should be noted by adults around them (Winnicott, 1971).  

Conclusion 

The discussion in the literature review has considered the concept of pupil participation 

and its place in schools. When considering pupil participation, I have looked at the 

impact of the curriculum on pupil participation which will also have an influence on the 

social and emotional development of the child. Additionally, I have reviewed the impact 

of Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1972), Bio-ecological Model (Bronfenbrenner, 

1974; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) and play (Winnicott, 1979) on a child’s social 

and emotional development.  

Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969,1973) and Bio-ecological Model (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) both specify how children develop. They both 
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The Curriculum 
Behavioural 

expectations 

also identify events in the child’s life that can mar successful social and emotional   

development which would impede successful involvement in school. Play is also a key 

factor in the development of the child. All three aspects contribute to the child’s ability 

to participate in the world and to have their voice heard. It is also necessary to consider 

the potential negative impacts of the curriculum and school’s behaviour expectations 

for children with SEMH. Figure 10 is a model of child development and pupil 

participation that informs my research.  

 

  

 

Figure 10: Model of Child Development 

In order for children to participate and have their voices heard they need the social 

and emotional development provided through attachment relationships, the 

contributions of others through micro, messo and macro systems as well as the 

opportunity to play.  
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Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1972) enables professionals to understand the 

social and emotional development of children and young people as well as inform 

interventions such as nurture groups (Boxall, 2002). As a professional practitioner and 

researcher attachment theory enables me to better understand the children I work with 

and how best I can support them in school. Additionally, the Bio-ecological Model 

expounded by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1994) takes account of the child’s development 

beyond the child/carer dyad which can inform my work and my research in a school 

setting. Considering the impact of play on child development is essential as my 

research involves a play-based intervention as a vehicle for improving children’s social 

and emotional behaviour. Regarding play as a medium for therapy and change is 

based within attachment relationships (Winnicott, 1978) and when viewed as a 

Proximal Process (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994).  

The intention when examining these areas in detail, via the medium of a literature 

review, is to inform my choice of interventions to use with my participant groups. In 

demonstrating a knowledge of the subject area, I believe I have justified my topic as a 

worthy and justifiable subject suitable for research (Hart, 1998).  

  



 

57 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

58 
 

Chapter 3 

Methodology: A framework for the study of children’s experiences of Lego® 

Based Therapy. 

Introduction 

My position as a researcher stems from my early life experiences and my career 

development, which have informed by view of how the world is and the place of 

children in that world. Humanism and inclusion are important influences that have 

driven my wish to work and research with children with SEMH needs. My strong desire 

to act as an advocate for children has led to my choice of research design and 

research methods. Child development, particularly for children with SEMH needs, and 

the role that play has in their development is an important element to my professional 

practice and has informed my choice of research area. This chapter will explore how 

my methodology addresses my research objectives.  

My epistemological and ontological perspectives are discussed considering how they 

informed my research, taking account of my own educational experience as well as 

my professional practice.  Additionally, there is an in-depth discussion of the ethical 

consideration of research involving children with SEMH needs.  It is my own 

professional practice that has allowed me to carry out this research and my 

participants are children I know from my work. My methodology is a case study 

(Thomas, 2013). Four schools agreed to be part of my research, one for the pilot study 

and three for my main study. I will explore how my pilot study developed and informed 

my main study in this chapter. The Pilot study ensured the validity of my research as 

did the peer validation from colleagues at conferences and support gained from 

university supervisors. The main study draws on Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2017) a 

qualitative mixed method design (O’Reilly, Kiyimba and Drewett, 2020).  It involves 



 

59 
 

photographs (Collier and Collier, 1986; Clark, 2017), a card sort activity (Fincher and 

Tenenberg, 2005), semi-structured photo-elicitation interviews (Collier and Collier, 

1986; Epstein et al, 2006)) and an empty square (Clark, 2017). My work is participatory 

with a view to co-construction of evidence, rather than data collection, as the voice of 

the child is fundamental to my research. A reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and 

Clarke, 2021) was taken to drawing out themes for discussion and analysis. The 

process and the resulting themes are considered towards the end of this chapter. 

My position as a researcher 

My position as a researcher is informed by my life experiences and career choices, 

which additionally influenced my choice of research and research methods. I attended 

a primary school set in between two council estates with a similar catchment, though 

ethnically very different, to the schools in which I now work. I had a strong mother who 

encouraged me to work hard at school and to aim high. From an early age I had 

sympathy for the children in my class who did not fit the mould of the ideal pupil. Those 

children, who due to poverty, did not come to school clean and well dressed, those 

who found learning difficult and those whose behaviour often led them to punishments 

that seemed to me unjust and, at times, extreme. It was these early considerations 

that led me to follow a career in education with a focus on special and additional needs, 

and specifically children with social and emotional needs – now described as SEMH. 

As an educator and a researcher, I believe in a Humanist Approach to working with 

children. Humanists advocate inclusion and the humanist teacher focuses on the child 

not the curriculum (Humanist UK) hence the thoughts and feelings of my participants 

being central to my research.  However, it needs to be acknowledged that there are 

some questions about the validity of inclusion of children with SEND in mainstream 
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school (Florian, 1998). Freire (1996) refers to the humanist revolutionary educator who 

should be a partner with their students. Freire also comments that the humanist 

teacher is often thwarted in this aim by the oppressive nature of the curriculum they 

are expected to teach. When considering the children with whom I work I can see that 

many aspects of the curriculum are incomprehensible to them, they see little purpose 

in what they are learning. This links with Florian’s (1998) critiques that often 

educational policies can impinge the development of inclusion. Equally, often the 

means by which facts are passed on are not easily accessible to children with poor 

concentration and a low self-esteem. Many of my thoughts and beliefs about the 

classroom are underpinned by Freire’s writing.  However, I also need to acknowledge 

that my views are my interpretation and others, for example a busy classroom teacher, 

may take the view that a mainstream class is not the best place for some SEND 

children to learn effectively (Hornby, 2011). Acknowledging our own biases is an 

important part of the reflexivity of our research (Bourke, 2014).  

Equally I need to be aware that as a middle-class Caucasian woman that my views 

are not seen as ‘feeling sorry’ for the children. It was not my intention to patronise the 

children or their parents nor to give the children a ‘diminished self’ view (Ecclestone 

and Hayes, 2008; in Colley and Cooper, 2017). Both as a practitioner and as a 

researcher I hope the children would not see me as ‘teacher’. During the research 

process we were essentially playing together; but despite my asking them to call me 

by my first name, most called me Miss. I saw myself as an insider, but the children did 

not see me in that role as I was an adult and did not belong to their school. This 

potentially created a power dynamic that I had wanted to avoid.  
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The insider-outsider dilemma can be a theme of practitioner research (Burgess, et al, 

2006). I viewed myself as an insider as I was researching my own practice, 

researching something of which I was a member (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009). They refer 

to Adler and Adler (1987) who suggested three membership roles for qualitative 

researchers; a peripheral member, and active member and a complete member. 

Considering that I am researching my professional practice as a facilitator of LEGO® 

Club would suggest I match the complete member but as part of the LEGO® club per 

se, I would have to consider myself a peripheral member. However, Dwyer and Buckle 

(2009) suggest that it is restrictive to have to decide an either/or status as a researcher 

but one should be able to inhabit the space between. Aoki (1996) suggested the 

hyphen could be the space where the researcher dwelled. This implies that a position 

cannot be held by a person all the time and in all situations. Most of the time I could 

be the researcher but sometimes I was called upon to be the practitioner, for example 

when Sid was waving a broom stick around. I could not sit and potentially watch 

children being hurt, I needed to be the teacher in that instant. Richardson, Erol and 

Bueno (2022) concluded that both roles should be adhered to, but the needs of one’s 

participants should always come first.  

The Humanist interpretation of childhood lends itself to a rights respecting view as set 

out in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, 

1989). Central to my own views and to the focus of my research are articles 12 to 14 

and 31. 

Article 12 – respect for the views of the child 

Article 13 – freedom of expression 

Article 14 – freedom of thought 

Article 31 – the right to leisure and play 
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The rights respecting view links closely with Clark’s Mosaic Approach to research 

(2017) in which she states that epistemologically the Mosaic Approach views 

knowledge as constructed with one’s participants, rather than extracted and adults do 

not presume to speak for children. Additionally, knowledge is constructed using 

different forms of communication. It is about recognising that “young children are 

experts in their own lives” (Clark, 2017; p20). My ontological position sees the world 

as socially constructed. Social phenomena have meaning because of the interactions 

of social actors (Bryman, 2008), this included the children in my research project. 

While preparing my methodology I was influenced by Critical Education Theory as a 

lens through which to conduct my research as it is useful in my day-to-day work when 

considering the difficulties children experience in the classroom and on the 

playground. Critical Education Theory highlights how little the opinions of children are 

taken into account as emphasised in Cremin, Mason and Busher’s (2011) research, 

yet both international and national governments would have us believe that children 

are listened to, and their opinions given consideration. Critical Theory is emancipatory, 

its aim is not to generate knowledge but to “unmask beliefs and practices that limit 

human freedom” (Scott and Usher, 2011; p35). This sounds very grand for a small 

research project such as this, it is not envisioned that such great heights of knowledge 

creation will result from this research. Critical Theory is reflexive in nature and seeks 

to challenge the social, political, cultural and economic controls imposed on the 

population, and specifically for the purposes of this research young people 

experiencing SEMH in school. However, while it is a theory that explains my beliefs 

about the schools and children experiencing SEMH it was not a vehicle with which I 

could effectively analyse my data. Thus, an interpretive approach to my data was 

adopted.  
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Whilst interpretivism is the key underpinning theoretical position of my research 

humanism is an important philosophy as it puts children at the centre.  My participants 

and their contribution are central to my research. Taking account of their voice as set 

out my the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989) and valuing what they have said contributed to 

my choice of research methodology and research methods. 

With interpretivism there are no absolutes (Burgess, et al; 2006). How we 

communicate, use symbols and language are key elements of the interpretivist 

viewpoint. My research aims to gain an understanding of what my participants think 

about LEGO® Based Therapy (LeGoff et al, 2014). The first step in any research is to 

gain ethical approval to carry out the planned research. This was an especially 

important consideration as my participants were children with additional needs. This 

process of applying for ethical approval is discussed in further detail in the following 

section. 

Ethical considerations 

Research with children and young people can raise a number of ethical 

considerations. When the children at the centre of the research have additional needs 

related to SEMH, their vulnerability provides added barriers to be surmounted (Brooks, 

et al, 2014).  British Education Research Association (BERA) provide detailed 

guidance to ensure children are given due ethical consideration in the research 

process (BERA, 2018). Potential barriers to moving forward with the research was 

gaining consent at different levels from different groups of people – head teachers, 

parents and children.  

My application to the Institute of Education Ethics Committee at the University of 

Wolverhampton was made before beginning both my pilot study and the main 
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research. This process required consideration of the confidentiality granted to the 

participants, research involving participants under 18 years of age, how consent would 

be obtained and from whom. An additional consideration was the taking of, and using, 

photographs in the research process, this is discussed further in this chapter. 

O’Reilly and Parker (2014) identified the important information that needs to be shared 

when requesting consent for children’s involvement in research. Table 2 below sets 

out these requirements and how they were addressed within my own research. 

Requirements when gaining consent Evidence 
 

Information about purpose of study • Letter to parents 

• Letter to head teacher 

• Information leaflet 

• Letter to the participant 

• Thank you letter to school 

Expectations of participants 
 
  

• Letter to parents 

• Letter to head teacher 

• Letter to participant 

• Information leaflet  

• Pre-interview letter 

Risks and benefits of participation  • Information leaflet (benefit only)  

Time frame  • Letter to parents 

• Letter to head teacher 

• Letter to participant 

• Information leaflet  

• Pre interview letter 

Ethical principles • Letter to parents 

• Letter to head teacher 

• Letter to participant  

• Thank you letter to school 

Contact details • Letter to parents 

• Letter to head teacher 

• Thank you letter to school 

Complaints procedure See below 
Table 2: Requirements for consent. (Based on O’Reilly and Parker, 2014; p47) 

Details of a complaints procedure was not included but letters to adults had contact 

details of researcher and researcher’s academic supervisors. All documents are 

available in Appendices 1 - 3. 
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Ethical practice is an important part of research and as all my participants were under 

18 years of age gaining consent from gate keepers was a legal requirement (O’Reilly 

and Parker, 2014). Though there was an initial discussion with them in school to gain 

a verbal agreement before seeking formal consent from gate keepers. The participants 

were additionally judged as children who were potentially at risk of exclusion either 

from or within school, all were known to have additional needs according to the SEND 

Code of Practice (DfE, 2015).  Protecting their confidentiality was important as it was 

not the purpose of the intervention or the intention of the research process to 

compound their difficulties by breaching their confidentiality (Brooks, et al; 2014).  As 

such, the children have been anonymised by giving them pseudonyms for the 

purposes of any presentation, in writing or power point. Though of course the school 

is aware of their identity as a result of the selection process (O’Reilly and Parker, 

2014).  

Consent was gained from gate keepers in the first instance, namely the school and 

the children’s parents. Clearly agreement from the head of the school was essential 

as I would be carrying out the intervention and interviewing their pupils in their school. 

Head teachers were asked to consent to: 

1. The intervention taking place in the school 

2. The children taking photographs during the intervention and the children being 

photographed 

3. The children being interviewed at the end of the intervention with a view to the 

resulting evidence being used as part of my doctoral research. 

It was also necessary to seek consent from parents (BERA, 2018) as gate keeper as 

the children were legally considered unable to give consent due to their age. Consent 

was gained from parents before the children were formally approached (O’Reilly and 
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Parker, 2014). Letters were sent to the parents (Appendix 2) explaining that the 

school’s SENCO had suggested their child as possibly benefitting from being part of 

LEGO® club. The intervention was described as a play-based intervention to help 

develop their children’s play and social skills. Careful consideration was given to avoid 

‘labelling’ the children, no mention was made in letters about the child’s area of SEND 

or that they may be experiencing any social issues in school. It is not the purpose of 

my practice or the research to cause parents to be upset or worried by the request for 

consent. Contact details were included in the letter and parents were encouraged to 

contact me if they had any queries. As with the head teacher’s letter consent was 

requested for three stages: 

1. Agreement that their child could be involved in the intervention 

2. Agreement that photographs could be taken, by researcher and other 

participants, during the intervention for use in the interview  

3. Agreement that their child would be interviewed at the end of the intervention 

and resulting evidence being used as part of my doctoral research. 

These different levels of consent take consideration of the ethical practice of carrying 

out research with young people and the importance of ethical research. Newby (2010) 

states that when we establish our research principles, we must comply with them 

throughout. Having gained consent at the outset of my research for the children to take 

part in the intervention and following interviews it was important that in order for my 

research to remain ethical that consent was on-going and participants could withdraw 

at anytime during the process. 

Gaining the agreement of the children was a little more complex due to their age and 

the nature of gaining consent from children. Considering the competence and capacity 

to make decisions for themselves and to contribute to the research was essential at 
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this stage. It was important to judge that the children were able to access the 

information provided, that their consent was voluntary and that they had capacity to 

give their consent (O’Reilly and Parker, 2014). None of the children invited to 

participate had learning needs that would prevent them from understanding the 

information given them at the outset of the research.  Gaining consent from the 

children was important as considering pupil participation (UNICEF, 1989) was a critical 

aspect of this research. Despite the need for consent from the adults it was vital that 

the children agreed to be involved. As ‘voice of the child’ (UNICEF, 1989) is central to 

my research I could not have involved in the intervention or the research children who 

did not want to take part. As adult gate keepers had given consent for the children to 

take part assent was required from the children (O’Reilly and Parker, 2014). Consent 

and assent are legal terms related to capacity to understand to what one is consenting 

(Brooks, et al; 2014). This is based on the age and the child’s competence to 

understand what is being asked of the participant, as suggested by Gillick 

Competence (NHS, 2019). This does not relate to research but suggest what, as a 

researcher I should consider.  Article 12 of the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989) states that 

children have the right to express their views on all matters concerning them. O’Reilly 

and Parker (2014) set out their view of assent and consent in the research process 

involving children: 

“Consent is when the child actively communicates that he/she is willing to 
participate in the research and has the capacity to do so. 

Assent is when the child complies with or implies agreement to engage in the 
research.” 

(O’Reilly and Parker, 2014; p 45) 

Dockett, et al (2009) state that children need to know “what is going to happen, what 

will be expected of them…” (p280). However, Brookes, et al (2014) suggest that 

children are able to consent to be part of a research project if they have “sufficient 
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understanding” and are able to fully comprehend the nature of their involvement. For 

the purpose of this research consent was sought from the participants, assent would 

suggest the children were taking part because their parents and teachers said they 

should.  

The children in both the pilot study and main research were all given a leaflet 

explaining what they were being asked to be involved with, it described the intervention 

and that I would be asking them questions at the end of the intervention and we would 

be looking at the photographs taken during the intervention (appendix 3).  The children 

were aged between 8 and 10 years of age and were able to access the leaflet as I 

took care to use uncomplicated language, simple punctuation and paid attention to 

spacing (MENCAP, 2000), for example; I used the term ‘special project’ rather than 

doctoral research as few children of that age would be aware of doctoral research. 

With this in mind, I requested consent from the children to be: 

1. Involved in the intervention 

2. Photographed as part of the project 

3. Interviewed at the end of the intervention  

Consent also needs to be on-going (Dockett, et al, 2009). The right to withdraw 

consent to be part of the intervention, to be photographed and to be interviewed was 

made explicit from the outset for gate keepers and participants alike (BERA, 2018). 

The participants in the intervention were aware from the beginning that they could 

withdraw at any time, indeed one participant did decline to be photographed and 

eventually withdrew from the intervention. The child that withdrew from the intervention 

prompted a discussion around children’s consent as the teacher sent him back to the 

group because he ‘had to do LEGO®’. As a teacher I believed he would benefit from 

further involvement in the group, but as a researcher I needed to respect his wishes 
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to withdraw.  Each session ended with the participants being asked if they would be 

coming back next time.  They were also made aware that they could talk to school 

staff between sessions if they have changed their minds about their involvement. 

Consideration of the emotional well-being of my participants was paramount at all 

times, thus the children were given the opportunity to bring a familiar adult with them 

if they wished, just one participant came with a familiar adult from the school staff.     

Taking photographs of young people can be viewed as an especially sensitive activity 

(O’Reilly and Parker, 2014) which is why consent from all parties was gained from the 

outset of the project.  A photograph can be used as a means to identify a young person 

hence the need to ensure they are stored securely, this was done with the use of an 

encrypted memory stick. However, the use of visual methods has become more 

common in the research world in recent years (Brooks, et al, 2014). The photographs 

were used as a record of the intervention for the young people and as a 

“communication bridge” (Collier and Collier, 1986) during the interview stage of the 

project to make the interview process less stressful for the children.  At the end of the 

project digital photographs were deleted and hard copies were shredded securely.  

When applying for ethical approval I did not consider the prospect of including the 

photographs in my completed thesis. Reflecting on this at the end of the project, I 

regret not considering this at the time. Whilst I have included photographs, they are 

not detailed images of the children and there are no faces included. Should I have 

done this it would have involved and additional layer of consent from gate keepers and 

participants as well as a potentially more complex application for ethical approval. 

However, I now believe these missing photographs could have added an extra 

dimension to the photographs used to illustrate my analysis. 
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Taking consideration of the vulnerability of participants is important throughout the 

whole research process. Young people with SEMH needs can be viewed as feeling 

unsafe and lacking trust in adults (Bowlby, 1969, 1973), have raised anxiety and may 

have experienced exclusion at some level. It is possible through my case work as an 

advisory teacher that the young people were already familiar with me. However, before 

the research began, I took time to meet with them to explain the process and reassure 

them that LEGO® Club was a safe and relaxed time in school.  Whilst I am a 

professional I made adjustments, as well as I could, to ensure the young people did 

not see me as a teacher, which may have impacted on their responses to me.  They 

were encouraged to call me by my first name and I did not wear ‘business dress’ during 

our meetings in the hope that the young people would feel relaxed when working with 

me. As stated earlier it was stressed from the outset that they did not have to be either 

part of the intervention or take part in interviews at the end of the intervention. It does 

need acknowledging that the intervention and subsequent interviews took place within 

the children’s schools which would still make it a school activity for the children and as 

such could not completely eliminate the power dynamic between the children and me. 

In summary taking account of the ethical considerations are a key element of a 

research project. Understanding the needs of the children as potentially experiencing 

some SEMH needs required additional consideration. Equally, gaining the correct 

consent from all parties for the different levels of participation was essential before the 

project could begin.  

The Intervention: 

The intervention was an eight-week programme of LEGO® Club based on LeGoff et al 

‘s (2014) Mode 3: collaborative building with two peers (p48). Each week the children 
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were invited to attend. The sessions were an hour long. The sessions were divided 

into a shared build activity and some free build time. The children were expected to 

tidy away their build at the end of each session ready for another group to use the 

materials. 

At the beginning of each session the children chose what role they wanted to play that 

week and what kit they were going to build. This developed negotiating skills from the 

outset as well as having to learn to concede or compromise with their peers. The roles 

were engineer, builder and supplier. LeGoff suggested rotating the roles within the 

session but I rotated them weekly, so the children had a longer period at each of the 

roles. Changing roles within the session broke up their concentration and made the 

sessions ‘bitty’. 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 1: A choice of sets for shared build.  

Like LeGoff et al (2014) my participants chose what they wanted to build at the 

beginning of each session. As a mobile LEGO® Club my participants had a more 

restricted choice of sets to build. I usually provided two or three sets for them to choose 

from. Photo 1 above shows an example of two sets that would be on offer, these are 

quite easy builds and would be offered early in the intervention. 
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I also added in a period of free build as did Andras (2012) following completion of the 

shared build. The length of time for shared build depended on how long it took to 

complete the shared build. The free build was often an incentive when participants 

weren’t giving their full attention to the shared build. Photographs 2 and 3 below are 

the LEGO® bricks available for free build. They include base plates, a selection of large 

building blocks and trays of small pieces such as animals, plants, people and smaller 

blocks. 

 

Photograph 2: Large bricks for free build                   Photograph 3: small pieces for free build 

The length of free build depended on how long shared build took. I set a timer so they 

knew how long they had to build and gave reminders five minutes before the end and 

again at two and one minute. Before the children tidied their models away I made sure 

photographs were taken of all their builds. 

The sessions ended with some feedback on how the session had gone, mostly from 

the participants. We then walked back to their classes together, sometime talking 

about the last hour, sometimes planning for next week or just general children’s 

chatter. 

The Participants 

Participants in this research, the pilot study and the main research, came from primary 

schools in the West Midlands. The schools were all on my case load, I had a good 
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rapport with the staff in the school and knew some of the children well too. This insider 

researcher position served as an advantage for the purpose of selecting participants 

(Burgess, et al; 2006).  The participants reflected a ‘purposive sample’ (Thomas, 2013; 

Newby, 2010; Bryman, 2008) in that they were selected according to a set of criteria 

that suggested a closely defined group. LEGO® Based Therapy (LeGoff et al, 2014) is 

aimed at children who are experiencing difficulties with social communication and 

lacking in skills that allow them to engage with the social world. Thus, I established a 

set of criteria based around my professional work and the children’s needs: 

• Known to the service where I work and therefore have an identified SEND – the 

service level agreement my service has with schools dictates that I can only 

work with children known to the service. 

• Have some element of SEMH according to the school’s SEND list – they will 

have been referred to the SENCO by their teacher  

• Socially isolated, no lasting or reciprocal friendships  

• Inability to work with others in the classroom 

I worked closely with the schools’ SENCOs to identify children who could potentially 

benefit from involvement with LBT. We made the decision that the children should all 

come from the same year group. However, that would not necessarily mean they were 

developmentally similar ages. Hart (2008) posits that by grouping children according 

to chronological age we narrow their opportunity to learn through participation. 

This information gleaned from the SENCO’s and my knowledge of the children allows 

me to identify emotional development stages as set out in figure 3 in chapter 2. Cooper 

and Colley (2018) suggest that at stage 3, 3-6 years, many social and emotional 

behaviours are emerging and children are still reliant on adults to resolve emotional 

challenges. Additionally, if we consider table 1 in the previous chapter, we can identify 
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that my participants are not playing within their chronological age range but at a 

younger stage. They tend to be involved in spectator or parallel play (Tizzard, 1932) 

and have not yet moved on to the stage of rules based play (Piaget and Inhelder, 

1969). 

Whilst the selection of participants may appear contrary to my belief in children having 

a voice and pupil participation, I have to acknowledge that this is a system within which 

I work. SENCOs identify the children they would like me to work with based on the 

SEND 0 - 25 Code of Practice (DfE, 2015):   

“…calls for special educational provision, namely provision different from or 
additional to that normally available to pupils of the same age” 

DfE, 2015 p94 

Additionally, I needed to recognise that as a practitioner I am also bound by the service 

level agreements my service has with schools, as such I cannot work with children 

who are not referred to my service. These criteria were set as they define the children 

with whom I work and as such provided my ‘purposive sample’ (Thomas, 2013).  

It could be argued that I have adopted a ‘convenience sample’ (Newby, 2010) as the 

children all attend schools known to me as a professional and where I have a good 

working relationship with the SENCO. Newby (2010) suggests that a purposive or 

convenience sample does not provide research in which the research community 

would have much confidence.  However, as a professional researcher using schools 

that are known to me is an obvious choice as a relationship already exists. Also, as I 

am taking participants from three schools, my data will be broad enough to argue that 

it is representative of the LA at least.  Equally I can argue that as it is a small case-

study and the intention is not to generalise my results widely (Thomas, 2013) it is to 

establish themes that will resonate with other researchers and practitioners. 
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It is also necessary to consider sampling adequacy. In quantitative research 

researchers aim for a larger sample to produce a greater quantity of data to answer 

research questions. In qualitative research researchers use an idea of saturation when 

determining their sample size (O’Reilly and Parker, 2014). A sample of twelve would 

not be adequate in quantitative research but for a small qualitative case study twelve 

would provide sufficient evidence for analysis. The children in my sample included a 

range of ages, abilities and SEMH needs which I believed would be sufficient to 

provide the evidence require to address my research objectives, additional participants 

would not necessarily guarantee new data themes (Francis et al, 2010; in O’Reilly and 

Parker, 2014). 

Having established the criteria for my participants a pilot study was carried out in a 

school with a view to checking the efficacy of photo-elicitation interviews (Collier and 

Collier, 1986; Epstein et al, 2006) as a data collection method. Testing out one’s 

research methods is important before moving on to the full research project. The 

results from this study were not taken into consideration for my main study as consent 

was only sought for participation in the pilot study.  

Following the pilot study three different schools agreed to be part of my main research. 

In each school I had already arranged with the SENCo to run the LBT session with the 

children. The request to carry out my research followed the planning of the 

interventions. 

The Pilot School was a small one form entry on the border of the LA. It was a 

largely middle-class catchment with low SEN levels compared with the rest of 

the LA. The participants were three year 6 pupils, two girls and one boy, whom 

the SENCo thought LBT might help them with transition to high school. 
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School 1 was a two-form entry primary school in an area of largely private 

residences. The participants selected from this school were all in year five and 

all boys, known to the service for at least one area of SEND.  

School 2, again, a two-form entry school. This school is situated in the centre 

of a former council estate.  Much of the housing is still social housing and with 

a high degree of the pupil’s families’ dependant on benefits. The participants 

were all boys and were in year 3. 

School 3 the SENCo in this school was interested in my research and asked if 

her school could participate and the head teacher was also in agreement. This 

school is a three-form entry junior academy with an associated infant and 

nursery provision. It is part of a growing academy chain. It is in a mixed area of 

privately-owned homes, private rented and social housing.  It is an ethnically 

diverse school.  The children selected to take part in the intervention and 

research project were all year 5 and known to the service, there were two boys 

and two girls.  

The number of participants was determined by the groups size, that is each group 

required four participants (three in the pilot study). For the purpose of the research the 

children were all identified by pseudonyms, table 3 below identifies the children 

according to their setting with additional details about their age, gender and SEMH 

needs. It does not give a full picture of the children, providing only information related 

to their SEND. The number of schools was determined by my ability to carry out LBT 

interventions as part of my professional practice. I had planned a fourth group but due 

to Covid 19 lockdown and school closures I was not able to complete these sessions. 
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School Participant  Age  SEND needs 

School 1 

Sid 9 Looked After Chid. Prone to anger. No reciprocal 

friendships 

Lewis 10 Lives with grandparents. Very bubbly, disruptive in 

class. Fleeting friendships 

Oliver 10 Lives with parents. Dominates other children. 

Argues with staff. 

Josh 9 Lives with parents. Very quiet. Socially isolated. No 

friends. 

School 2 

Henry 8 Lives with mum. Very lively. Easily distracted in 

class. Fleeting friendships 

Omveer 8 Lives with mum. Excluded from previous school. 

Prone to anger, no friends. 

Metty 8 Lives with parents. Some leaning difficulties. 

Distracted in class. Fleeting friendships. 

Humza 8 Lives with parents. Nor reciprocal friendships. Poor 

concentrating on class 

School 3 

Kodi 9 Lives with parents. Very lively. Poor concentrating 

in class. Some SpLD. Fleeting friendships. 

Terry  9 Lives with parents. Quiet. Distracted in class. 

Fleeting friendships. 

Jenny  10 Lives with parents. Some anxiety issues. Fleeting 

friendships. 

Katrina  10 Lives with dad. Lively. Distracting in class. Intolerant 

of other children. 

Table 3: The Participants  

In the previous chapter I looked in detail at attachment theory as a means to explain 

the behaviour of some children in schools. None of my participants have a formal 

diagnosis of an attachment disorder however they display a range of behaviours that 

can be explained through attachment theory. These include an inability to regulate 

their emotions, to make and maintain friendship and to develop trusting relationships 

with adults in school. The imbalance of boys as participants is unfortunate but it does 

represent my case load as being predominantly male. In general boys are more likely 

to have an identified special educational need (DfE, 2019). Having establish who my 

participants would be, moving on to the evidence gathering stage involved careful 

planning and organisation.  
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Co-construction of the evidence: 

Central to my research from the outset was the involvement of my participants. My 

research takes a case study approach using mixed qualitative methods (O’Reilly et al, 

2020) based around a Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2017) which uses a range of visual 

and verbal data and focuses on the co-construction of meaning with participants (Clark 

and Moss, 2011).  My research is qualitative and seeks the views of child participants. 

The aim of my case study is to collect evidence in a number of ways as proposed by 

the Mosaic Approach in order to create a rich picture of the participants involvement 

in LEGO® Based Therapy.  

My involvement in the group varied from having to take on the teacher role 

occasionally to help children sort out differences of opinion to helping them find the 

brick they needed. LeGoff, et al (2014) suggested the adult should be there to facilitate 

not interfere with the play. Sometimes all that was required was that I sat as an 

observer occasionally contributing to the social exchange that took place, especially 

during free build. My opinion was regularly sought with questions such as: “What do 

you think of this?” or “Do you know this YouTuber…?” I was sometimes invited to join 

the building, whether to take over the role for one of the children while they went to 

the toilet or to contribute some aspect of the free build. LeGoff, et al (2014) suggests 

involvement from the adult in the group depends on the complexity of the task, the age 

of the children and their level of expertise at building with LEGO®. A discussion of the 

groups sessions was outlined in my literature review chapter. 

Case study and the Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2017) provide the researcher with the 

opportunity to adopt different forms of data gathering that provide rich data to answer 

research questions (Thomas, 2013), or in the case of this research, address research 
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objectives. As this chapter progresses the various elements of the ‘mosaic’ are 

developed to illustrate my methodology. 

Case study 

A case study involves in-depth research with a view to gaining a rich and detailed 

understanding of a particular phenomenon (Thomas, 2013). Data is gathered through 

interviews, observations and, in the case of my research, photographs. Morse (2009) 

suggests that using more than one qualitative method ensure there are no gaps in the 

final data analysis. The subject of a case study is selected either because it is typical, 

unusual or there are problems related to it (Newby, 2010). I would argue that my case 

is unusual as it involves an intervention which only a few primary children have access 

to in school.  

Flyvbjerg (in Denzin and Lincoln, 2013) note a criticism often levelled at case study 

research is that it cannot be generalised thus making its contribution to knowledge 

minimal. However, Bryman (2008) states that it is not the purpose of case study 

research to generalise to other cases or populations. Case study research is 

interpretivist as it involves researching people’s behaviours and building theory from 

one’s data (Thomas, 2011). 

Thomas (2011) recommends identifying the subject, purpose, approach and process 

of one’s case study from the outset. Figure 12 below sets out a design map of my 

research project. 

Figure 12: Design Map of Research (Thomas, 2011) 

Subject                                   Purpose                        Approach                          Process    

Local knowledge                     Exploratory Interpretive      Single   
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Subject: Local knowledge 

This form of subject relies on the researcher identifying and selecting a phenomenon 

with which they are familiar through their work. This seems well suited to my choice of 

LBT as it something I frequently use in the course of my professional life. 

Purpose: Exploratory  

Initially it would seem that the purpose of my research as set out by Thomas (2011) 

would be intrinsic as I am interested in the subject – I am curious. However, further 

considerations led me to believe the purpose of my research is exploratory, my 

curiosity is driven by a desire to explore the children’s thoughts about an intervention 

that is frequently selected by the adults who work with them – do the children feel it is 

as beneficial as the adults believe. 

Approach: Interpretive  

An interpretive approach is viewed as a classic approach in case study research, 

particularly in education research (Merriman, 1998; Thomas, 2011). It is about 

interpreting people’s words and behaviours to build theory from the raw data. The 

researcher can become immersed in the qualitative data gathered through interviews 

and observations.   

Process: Single case 

A single case is studied for the distinctive features of the case, its structure and 

character with an intention of understanding what is happening within the case for the 

participants involved. Arguably as there are three groups of children in separate 

schools, I could have treated each group as an individual case study in order to, 

perhaps, compare the different schools (Thomas, 2011). However, as my interest is in 
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in children’s views of LBT as a whole, I saw no value in three small case studies. As 

the research was time limited – the intervention is just eight weeks long – it was just a 

snapshot of the case (Thomas, 2011). What is key to case study research and the 

Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2017) are the methods of data collection. In the following 

section I will explore the importance of pupil participation in my research before moving 

on to look at specific research methods.  

Pupil Participation in Research 

In the light of government policies and guidance researchers have been eager to step 

away from their own subjective point of view and look at life through the eyes of 

children (Ravet, 2007). Indeed, Lewis and Porter (2004) comment that obtaining the 

views of children is becoming a “ubiquitous imperative” (ibid, p196).  There is a move 

towards researching with children rather than doing research on children (Kiernan, 

1999; in Lewis and Porter, 2004). As my research involves pupil participation both 

during the intervention and evidence gathering stages it is an important consideration 

of their ‘voice’ in that participation is vital. Considering Hart’s Ladder of Participation 

(1992) it is difficult to identify on which rung my research would sit. However, Hart 

(2008) suggested it was not necessary to positions one’s work on a specific rung but 

more importantly to consider the opportunities the young participants have to have a 

greater role in a project. I needed to go beyond the tokenism of such arrangements as 

the school council where children were involved but did not feel they contributed 

(Cremin, et al; 2011), but to provide them with the opportunity to contribute as much 

or as little as they felt able.  

In my literature review I highlight how pupil voice is not always taken note of in 

educational practice, or their views are sought but not taken account of (Pearson and 
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Howe, 2017). However, adopting the principles of pupil voice in research can allow 

children to contribute to research in a way they are not able to do in relation to the 

school curriculum. My intention was to include the voices of my participants and 

demonstrate the value of their contributions through the analysis of their interviews 

and photographs, and indeed the completion of this thesis. 

Hart (2008) suggests we consider the child’s level of agency in projects. Whilst the 

participation of the children is important, I need to acknowledge that their agency was 

limited to being part of the intervention and interviews or withdrawing. In planning the 

methodology my intention was that the participant’s voices were heard through their 

involvement in the intervention and the interview process, hence my phrase ‘co-

construction of evidence’.  They were not involved in any data analysis. This would 

have been an interesting path to pursue but time and constraints of my role in schools 

prohibited it.  

As a researcher I need to be aware that taking account of pupil voice is an unusual 

experience for the children and is something that is relevant only for the period of the 

research project. Ravet (2007) observes that once a research project is completed the 

children go back to a situation where their opinions are sought less often and are 

potentially not considered as valid. However, I do believe this short-lived opportunity 

should be offered to the children, it is something that may improve their feelings of 

self-worth as well as provide a potentially enjoyable school experience. 

In order to test out my beliefs of the efficacy of pupil participation a pilot study was 

planned and carried out. A pilot study is an essential part of good research (van 

Teljlingen and Hundley, 2001). 
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Pilot study 

A pilot study is a “crucial element of a good study design” (van Teljlingen and Hundley, 

2001) that can be viewed as a trial run for the main study where researchers can test 

out their research instruments (Bell, 2005) and ensure resources are appropriate (van 

Teljlingen and Hundley, 2001). It is also useful in highlighting potential problems with 

the main study such as poorly worded questions (Bryman, 2008).  The pilot study can 

contribute to the validity of a research study as it ensures research methods are the 

right tools for the research project (Thomas, 2013). A successful pilot study can be 

used to persuade other professionals to be involved in the main study (van Teljlingen 

and Hundley, 2001). Having completed my own pilot study I was able to develop my 

main study. 

I was able to carry out a pilot study in the spring term in the second year of my doctoral 

study in a small one form entry primary school. Three year six children were invited to 

take part following discussion with the school’s SENCO.  An application for ethical 

approval, (BERA, 2018) was made to the University Ethics Board for this pilot study to 

proceed. Consent was also sought from the head teacher of the school and the 

children’s parents as gate keepers. The children were also required to give their 

consent to be involved in the project. Consent was requested regarding the 

photographing of the children as well as their involvement in the interviews at the end 

of the intervention period. All parties, including the participants, agreed that the 

children could be involved in the intervention and subsequent interviews.  

The children attended the LEGO® intervention for eight weeks and the interviews were 

held afterwards. Each week the children came they decided who would take on which 

role and what model they would build. They generally came to this agreement 
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amicably with minimal assistance from me. This is an important part of the intervention 

as it encourages negotiating skills and also the acceptance of disappointment. They 

built a shared model together then had some time to ‘free build’ in the second part of 

the session. I encouraged them to take photographs as they went along but often, they 

were engrossed in the building, as a result many of the photographs were taken by 

me. It was for this reason that I introduced a fourth role of photographer for my main 

study.  

The children engaged well with the intervention and were always happy to come to 

each session. They were reminded at the end of each session that they were not 

obliged to continue their attendance but each time they reiterated their eagerness to 

be part of the group. One participant missed one session due to illness. They were 

equally willing to take part in the interview aspect of the pilot study. 

The evidence gathered from the three children was in the form of semi-structured 

photo elicitation interviews which were transcribed. However, as the purpose of this 

pilot study was to test the use of Photo Elicitation Interview process (Collier and Collier, 

1986; Epstein, et al, 2006) detailed analysis was not carried out. The pilot study 

demonstrated to me that photo-elicitation was a viable research method to use with 

children. The Photo Elicitation Interview will be discussed in greater detail further in 

the chapter.  

However, when examining the interviews there was evidence that the children enjoyed 

being part of the intervention. Their continued attendance and their comments 

emphasised and reinforced for me the appropriate nature of my research. And their 

engagement with the PEI process demonstrated the efficacy of my choice of research 

method. 
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“Me and Sanaya work together really nicely and Sam. That’s awesome, and me 
and Sanaya always laugh with each other about Sam having a drink (giggles) 
and it’s so hilarious.”  

Charley 

Additionally, it may have contributed to the development of friendships and skills to 

work collaboratively with others. 

 “To like be patient and wait for other people. And to work together more, and 
not try and be like the leader”. 

Sanaya 

Research design is an iterative process and it is important to reflect at each stage of 

the process to inform further work. A reflexive attitude involves challenging one’s 

knowledge and understanding in order to provide insights into the research process 

(Howell, 2013).  

Having completed the pilot study a number of issues came to light that would need to 

be addressed before progressing to the full research. Lessons learned from this small 

pilot study: 

• Be aware of any additional needs, such as visual impairment the children may 

have, one participant wore glasses but they did not fully correct her vision 

sufficiently to see some of the building instructions clearly. Enlarged instructions 

may be necessary in future. 

• The children were generally engrossed in the model building and did not take 

many photographs, I tended to take the photographs. As the intention was that 

the children would be the photographers, for the main study I have added a 

fourth role of photographer. This additional role changes the intervention but 

provides the children’s own photographic interpretation of the intervention to be 

discussed in the PEI.  
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The main source of evidence came from the interviews which were subject to my 

interpretation. As pupil participation is a key aspect of this research allowing the 

children to contribute to the interpretation is important, hence I added a card sort 

(Fincher and Tenenberg, 2005) activity to the main study. The children were asked to 

sort the photographs from their LEGO® Club into sets to allow them to make a 

contribution to the data beyond their interviews and provide an additional element to 

the research. Appendix 7 is the card sort element of Humza and Jenny’s interview to 

illustrate how they approached the card sort activity. Overall, I viewed the pilot study 

as useful in that it tested out how to run the intervention, checked the practicalities and 

efficacy of PEI and informed my main research. It demonstrated that the PEI could be 

an effective form of co-construction when working with children.  

Researching with children: the co-construction of evidence 

The methodology outlined in this chapter is designed to address the following research 

objectives: 

To co-construct evidence with children about their experience in LEGO® Club. 

To gain an understanding of the influence of LEGO® Club for children who take 

part in the intervention. 

As pupil voice is central to my research, I chose not to pose research questions as 

research questions suggest there is specific information I require from my participants. 

My objective is to co-construct evidence with my participants, using mixed qualitative 

methods to provide themes for analysis.  

Participatory research is characterised by a cooperative ethos (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2013) and resists the notion of the privileged expert constructing knowledge, 

presuming that “knowledge generation is a collaborative process” (ib id, p56). My 
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research is concerned with “knowledge creation rather than knowledge extraction” 

(Clark, 2017; p 18). In seeking to gather the views of children a case study approach 

has been adopted (Thomas, 2011). This is a small-scale study researching a specific 

intervention.  The case study is constructed using a Mosaic Approach with the 

participants playing an active role in evidence creation (Clark and Moss, 2011; Clark, 

2017).  Clark points out ‘gathering data’ has a suggestion of positivism and as my 

research is very much about interpretation, like her I chose to use the term ‘co-

construction’ as a means of stressing the importance of the contribution of the 

participants (Clark, 2017; p71).  The Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2017) is described as 

participatory research methodology that uses a multi-method approach to gather the 

views of their young participants.   My research, like the Mosaic Approach, uses 

traditional research methods such as interviews combined with participatory methods 

such as the taking of, and sorting of, photographs. The elements of the mosaic for this 

research project, as set out in figure 11 below, will be photographs, a card sort activity 

(Fincher and Tenenberg, 2005; Spencer, 2009), field notes and photo elicitation 

interviews (Collier and Collier, 1986; Epstein et al, 2006). Clark (2017) introduced an 

empty square as a means by which the researcher acknowledges that there may be 

another mode of listening to children (Clark, 2017) thus an empty square was available 

for the children to bring something of their own to the research. 
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.  

Figure 11 Elements of the ‘Mosaic’ that contribute to the co-construction of knowledge. 

The combination of photographs, card sort, empty square all come together as part of 

the elicitation interview process. The evidence from these methods contribute to the 

building of the case study.   

The Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2017) allows for a range of information to be gathered 

that can then be used, via analysis, to create new knowledge about a subject. For the 

purposes of this study the mosaic was constructed from four or five (depending on 

whether the participants chose to use the empty square) sets of information including 

visual images, written and spoken word. This bringing together of a “range of tools can 

provide a detailed impression of young children’s perspectives” (Clark, 2017; p34).   

At the end of the intervention there was a collection of photographs that the children 

and I had taken. These were used as the focus of the semi-structured photo elicitation 

interviews. Additionally, a card sort activity was included where the children’s 

interpretation of the photographs contributed to the evidence. The photographs were 

also analysed according to their content as a means to understand the children’s views 

Research  
objectives

Card sort

Interviews

Photographs

Field notes

Empty 
square
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of the intervention and its setting (Collier and Collier, 1986). Additionally, the 

photographs provided a “comfortable space for discussion” (Epstein, et al; 2006) to 

enable me to gather improved evidence from the children. I had my own field notes 

made in the course of the interventions that were used to add an additional layer of 

evidence. The empty square (Clark, 2017) was an option for the children to bring 

something extra to the interview perhaps a drawing or a short piece of writing. 

Photographs   

Photographs can fill the gaps where human memory fails and also produce an image 

that may provide additional elements not expected when the photograph was snapped 

(Collier and Collier, 1986).  Photographs demonstrate “the fact presenting value of the 

camera” (Ibid., p8) suggesting that when reflecting on photographs people will see a 

form of reality. There are two elements to photographs that are important to consider 

in the research process: 

Form – what we see in the pictures 

Content – the message the pictures send  

Collier and Collier (1986) who were early exponents of PEI observed that a photograph 

may contain a thousand elements and children will see and interpret different things 

in the same photograph. When working with children a photograph can allow the child 

to communicate something that their language skills may prevent as well as providing 

a focus for discussion (Mandleco, 2013; Pyle, 2013). 

Giving children the camera 

Allowing the children to take the photographs enabled them to decide what to include 

– and what, or who, to exclude – from their pictures. Children’s photography skills can 
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vary widely as well as their interpretation of the task of taking photographs (Jorgenson 

and Sullivan, 2010). As researcher I was fully prepared for many blurry shots, ‘selfies’ 

and pictures not of children or LEGO®. Even so, Jorgenson and Sullivan (2010) noted 

that children appear to have a concept of what makes a good photograph. Cappello 

(2005) noted that photographs provide important qualitative data about participants 

intentions and perspectives. This is, she felt, especially true when the participants 

were children with limited language and memory. 

All the children had agreed to be photographed, though if they objected on any 

occasion this was to be respected. As the camera was a digital camera there was 

always an opportunity for images to be checked and deleted, a different means of 

withdrawing consent. During the sessions there was much checking of photographs 

among the children. One boy, Omveer, often requested to have photographs of him 

deleted, this was of course respected. 

Researcher photographs 

Whilst the intention was to allow the children to produce the visual data for discussion 

at the interview stage, I also took photographs. Pyle (2013) noted potentially important 

activities not observable during the intervention may be missed. There were times 

when the children were concentrating on their building and so I took the opportunity to 

take a photo that perhaps demonstrated a team approach, relaxed play or their 

successful group builds. This was usually at times of free building when the 

photographer would put down the camera to join in the building, I viewed taking 

photographs as a form of field notes. My photographs were not intended to replace 

any the children had taken, they were intended to add evidence for discussion. 
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Photos were catalogued according to the school, the week of the intervention, and a 

letter of identification. This enabled me to identify which participant had taken the 

photographs. Photographs taken by me were recognisable due to different styles of 

photography.  The photographs were not labelled in any order aside from identifying 

the week they were taken.  

Card sort 

A card sort is a simple to administer activity where participants are asked to sort 

objects or pictures – or photographs in the case of my research – into groups (Fincher 

and Tenenberg, 2005; Spencer, 2004). A card sort activity acknowledges that children 

categorise things differently to adults adopting more concrete categories than adults 

(Cooper, 2002 in Cassidy, Antani and Read, 2013). This is important in a research 

study where co-construction of evidence is central. It is a method that is quick for 

children to understand and does not require literacy skills (Kellershohn, Walley and 

Vriesekoop, 2018). It is a complementary research technique as it can be used 

alongside other data collection techniques (Spencer, 2004). 

An open card sort allows the participant to choose their own criteria, such as people, 

places or activity and sort the photographs into what makes them similar and to name 

the groups. It does not require any special ability, does not rely on memory, require 

specific language and ideally is not time limited (Fincher and Teneberg, 2005). It can 

be viewed as an “engaging process” for the children (Kellershohn, et al; 2018; p2570). 

As categories are not suggested by adults an open card sort activity can be viewed as 

cognitively easy (Cassidy et al, 2013). This form of card sort is participant rather than 

researcher centred which fits well with the pupil participation which is central to my 

research.  
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Most of the photographs that were taken during the intervention were used for the card 

sort and interviews. I eliminated some that were too blurry to see what the picture was, 

some duplicates and a few of ceilings and table legs were left out. The children were 

asked to make sets rather like they would sort shapes in maths or the LEGO® bricks 

ready to build a set. I did not provide any prompts other than these examples as I did 

not want to influence their interpretations of the photographs. No Limit was set on the 

number of sets they could make (Kellershohn, et al; 2018). Their commentary was 

audio recorded for transcription and analysis. 

The card sort activity was intended to include the participants as co-creators of 

knowledge (Dockett et al, 2009) by accepting their interpretations rather than mine. As 

the researcher, I could not presume to know what they may be thinking and meaning.  

The children took different approaches to sorting the photographs some spending time 

and making detailed groups others just sorting through looking for photographs of 

themselves. A card sort activity can allow the researcher to see how their participants 

think about the focus of the research and collect words and phrases that may not 

appear in an interview (Spencer, 2004). However, Spencer does suggest that as a 

complimentary research tool it should be combined with participant interviews. 

Spencer’s advice not to use card sorts as a sole source of data gathering suggests 

drawbacks to the tool. One disadvantage of a card sort activity is it can take a 

considerable amount of time (International Design Foundation, 2016). For some of my 

participants the card sort activity took the greatest part of the interview. Even then the 

card sort may not go deep enough to provide the rich data a qualitative researcher is 

looking for, this may be especially true with younger participants. The International 

Design Foundation also suggest that card sorting is variable. Research participants 

will not have a consistent view and as such the results gained from the activity will not 
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give a clear picture. I would also add from my own experience in this research that for 

some of the children it was an overwhelming task when faced with a large pile of 

photographs.  

The card sort and the interviews took place together with the interview following on 

from the card sort. Kellershohn, et al (2018) also extended the card sort activity with 

an interview to gain a further understanding of the groups the children had made. While 

the children were sorting, they were asked to identify some photographs to talk about 

during the interview process.  

Participant Photo Elicitation Interviews  

Interviewing children can be a challenge due to the “asymmetries of age, size and 

verbal skill” between the respondent and the researcher (Jorgenson and Sullivan, 

2010; p 1) and, as Thomas (2013) pointed out, the response can often be limited to a 

grunt. Consequently, children have often been excluded from the research process 

(Epstein et al, 2006, Clark, 2017) assuming they do not have the competence of 

capacity to contribute (Tisdall, 2018). As Tisdall posits this may be more to do with the 

adult’s lack of competence in facilitating children’s participation.   Hence my use of 

photographs in a semi structured interview is a means of engaging the children’s 

attention making the interview less anxiety provoking. The photographs provide a 

comfortable space for discussion (Epstein et al, 2006) and act as a “communication 

bridge” (Collier and Collier, 1986; p99) as the children did not need to make eye 

contact with me but could look at the photograph while they were talking. Mandleco 

(2013) suggested the use of photographs in interviews with children reduced the 

power dynamic as the children chose the images that were discussed as did my 

participants. 
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The children were interviewed individually in a semi-structured interview. It was made 

clear verbally that the children did not have to be interviewed at the end of the 

intervention and on the day of the interviews. Individual interviews were used so each 

child was able to give their opinions without being concerned about the reactions of 

others. Participants in Pearson and Howe’s (2017) work complained that some 

children shouted and interrupted in the focus groups making contributing difficult. I did 

not want one child to dominate the interview situation and others to not have their 

voices heard.  The interviews took place in the room where the intervention had taken 

place except in School 2, where the room we had used was not available on the day 

the interviews were arranged. 

An interview can be described as a discussion with another person to gain information, 

this may be in the form of facts, opinions or attitudes (Denscombe, 2007). An interview 

can be seen as a better means of gathering information from a person than a 

questionnaire as people are predisposed to speak to another person, but may not 

respond to a questionnaire (Thomas, 2013). 

The semi structured interview is one where the interviewer is prepared to be flexible 

with the questions but there is a structure to the process with a prepared set of open-

ended questions with an emphasis on elaboration of points of interest (Denscombe, 

2007). This sits well within the concept of participatory research and co-construction 

as it provides participants with the opportunity to challenge and go beyond the 

boundaries of a closed question.    The interview schedule for the PEI for this research 

are included in appendix 4. Thomas, (2013) suggests the semi structured interview 

provides the best of both worlds as it has the structure of a questionnaire with the 

freedom to expand and follow up on participants comments. The semi-structured 

interview seems most appropriate as the questions opened up the opportunity for the 
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children to talk but did not limit them with closed questions. However, the limitation of 

interviewing children is that they may be reluctant to speak in depth or they may not 

have the vocabulary to express themselves. The PEI provides an alternative means 

of speaking with children in a more relaxed way (Pyle, 2013). 

Children have been excluded from the research process because they are not always 

easy to interview (Thomas, 2013) or because questions are phrased in a way that is 

not developmentally accessible to them (Mandleco, 2013).  The PEI is a more relaxed 

form of interview that takes the focus of attention off the child and onto the photograph 

(Epstein et al, 2006).  

“…participants invited to take photographs which are later used in the interview 

process to explore in a collaborative fashion the subjective meaning of the 

images.” 

Jorgenson and Sullivan, 2010; p3 

The PEI has the additional advantage of allowing a rapport to be established between 

researcher and participant that reduces the ‘strangeness’ of the interview situation, the 

photographs provide something tangible on which the interviewee can focus (Clarke-

Ibanez, 2004).  

PEI provides a prompt to the interviewee’s memory (Epstein et al, 2006) this is 

especially important as my interviews took place following a prolong intervention much 

of which may have been forgotten by the children. Using the photographs – most of 

which were taken by the children – drove the interview and did not limit the children’s 

responses (Epstein et al, 2006) though it did focus their attention on the topic in hand. 

Interviewing children in school can appear like another school task to the children and, 

as such, they will provide the answers they think the adult wants to hear (Cappello, 

2005). This is something I did my best to avoid by developing a rapport with them over 
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the course of the interventions and also making it clear that they did not need to be 

interviewed by asking them on the day of the interview if they were still happy to come 

along. The photographs provided the opportunity to look back and reflect on the time 

spent in the intervention. 

Cappello (2005) found that the PEI gave unexpected insights into the children’s 

perspectives. The photographs helped the children to make “important and meaningful 

reflections” (ibid. p179) and provide the researcher with a deeper understanding of the 

children’s ideas. 

Researcher field notes 

Human memory is not always reliable (Denscombe, 2007; Bryman, 2008) ergo it is 

important that researchers make field notes. Denscombe (2007) suggests making 

notes in interviews but for the purposes of this project the field notes relate to the 

intervention stage of the research. Bryman (2008) advises that field notes should be 

a “fairly detailed summary of events and behaviours” (Ibid., p147) and written as soon 

as possible if making notes at the time is not a possibility. He recommends noting the 

“interesting stuff” at the time and developing into a more detailed entry later.  Constant 

note taking when working with one’s participants may become a distraction as they 

may be interested to know what you are writing (Denscombe, 2007). Though Bryman 

(2008) points out that over time as the participants become accustomed to the 

presence of the ethnographic researcher, they take less notice of their note taking. 

Whilst field notes can never be a full record of an event (Denscombe, 2007) they can 

add details to what happened and especially what was not said.  For the purposes of 

this research my field notes during the intervention included the mood of the 

participants, para-verbal behaviours and their negotiating skills all of which can impact 
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on successful outcomes when building in LEGO® Club. I hoped that I was professional 

enough to be able to observe their happiness, anxiety or frustration without bias by 

observing their behaviour. Additionally, their comings and goings – and sadly 

interruptions – during the LEGO® club sessions. 

The purpose of field notes was to add detail to description of the intervention phase of 

the research and provide a comparison with the children’s thoughts about their part in 

the intervention. 

 The Empty Square 

Clark (2017) developed the Mosaic Approach further by adding “The Empty Square” 

to allow children to bring something of their own to the research if they wanted, whether 

this be a drawing or a model. For the purposes of this research the children were 

invited to bring something to the interview if they wished. I provided them with the 

means to draw or write something if they chose to do so as I am aware these resources 

were often not available to them. I needed to ensure teachers and support staff were 

aware of the voluntary nature of this, I envisioned four identical pieces of writing 

carefully edited by the class teacher, which would not have reflected the pupil’s own 

voice. I was able to speak with teachers to let them know it was the child’s own 

unprompted reflections I wanted in order to avoid identical ‘empty squares’. As it 

happens this was not as successful as I had hoped. Only one child brought me a piece 

of writing: 

“Lego club is the best. You need more big bricks.” 

Henry, aged 8 

Three children from School 1 brought a small model of a person they had made to 

demonstrate their building skills. In the post interview chat on the way back to class 
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with one of the children it transpired they had been ‘allowed’ some time to make 

something from the small LEGO® collection in the classroom. Whilst it was thoughtful 

of the teacher to provide the children with this opportunity it did not entirely fit with my 

idea that the children would voluntarily provide me with their thoughts about their time 

in LEGO® Club. 

Analysis of evidence 

The evidence collected for this study is qualitative and as such requires an approach 

to analysis that takes account of its complexity. This complexity arises as the data is 

non-numeric but is the result of a range of data such as words, behaviours and visual 

images (Newby, 2010). Additionally, the ontological position of the researcher, that 

knowledge is socially constructed, can increase the complexity (Radnor, 2002).  

“Qualitative approaches…seek to arrive at an understanding of a particular 

phenomenon from the perspective of those experiencing it.” 

Vaismoradi, et al; 2013 p398 

Evidence co-constructed during this research was analysed using Thematic Analysis 

(TA) (Boyatzis, 1998, Braun and Clarke, 2006, Nowell et al, 2017, Clarke and Braun, 

2018). TA is widely used in qualitative research but Braun and Clarke (2006) note that 

it is rarely acknowledged and as such is more of a research tool than a means of 

analysis (Boyatzis, 1998; in Braun and Clarke, 2006). Braun and Clarke (2006) sum 

up TA as “...searching across a data set to find repeated patterns of meaning” (ibid; 

p8).  

Braun and Clarke (2021) note that TA is not just one specific method but a family of 

methods along a spectrum. These different forms of TA can be understood in terms of 

Kidder and Fine’s (1987, in Braun and Clarke, 2021) distinction between “small q” and 
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“Big Q” qualitative research. ‘Small q’ research uses qualitative data but is informed 

by quantitative positivist practices and values whereas ‘Big Q’ involves qualitative 

methods, values and practice firmly placed in the qualitative paradigm. Braun and 

Clarke (2021) identify three forms of TA along this spectrum. Figure 13 below sets out 

Braun and Clarke’s spectrum of TA. 

 

Figure 13: Spectrum of Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2021) 

The analysis in this research adopted a reflexive TA approach. There was a priority 

towards Big Q qualitative paradigm with the researcher taking the active role of coding 

the data set (Gleeson, 2011; Hayes, 2000; in Braun and Clarke, 2021).  

TA is an inductive approach to data analysis where a contribution to theory is the 

outcome of research (Bryman, 2008). With an inductive approach the researcher 

“builds theory” from the data through successive analyses (Birks and Mills, 2015; p 

11). It is important to note that theory achieved through an inductive approach is not 

perfect, because we observe it in our research does not mean it will always be the 

case (Thomas, 2013). 

Braun and Clarke (2006) state that TA is not a linear practice, it is recursive, and the 

researcher needs to move back and forth through the data. There are no rules about 

how to do thematic analysis but, rather as Captain Barbosa describes The Pirate 
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Code, “it’s more what you would call guidelines than actual rules” (Walt Disney 

Pictures, 2003). As such I took many journeys through my data, reading and rereading 

the interviews, before finally settling on the themes and codes for analysis. The theme 

of relationships for example, was moved to be part of the skills theme briefly before I 

decided it was an important theme in its own right. Codes were identified by grouping 

different aspects of each theme that were found in the data, for example children’s 

comments about relationships within the group were clearly either about a friendship 

or just a ‘getting along with each other’ sort of relationship.  

Thematic Analysis: Stage 2 

(Boyatzis, 1998) 

Analysis of Photographs 

Collier and Collier (1986) 

Step 1: reducing raw information. 
 

First stage: 
Observe the data – “look and listen”. 

Step 2: identifying themes within samples. Second stage: 
Create an inventory, log the data. 

Step 3: comparing themes across subsample. 
 

Third stage: 
Structure the analysis – begin to make 
comparisons. 

Step 4: creating a code. 
 

Fourth stage: 
Search for overtones – patterns and context 

Step 5: determining reliability. 
 

 

Table 4: Stages of analysis for verbal and visual data 

Newby (2010) suggested a five-stage process and Radnor (2002) a six-stage process. 

I chose to adopt a five-stage method of analysis based on the stages suggested by 

Collier and Collier (1986), Boyatzis (1998), Radnor (2002), Braun and Clarke (2006) 

and Newby (2010). 

Stage 1 – preparing the data. 

Stage 2 – looking for themes. 

Stage 3 – identifying codes. 

Stage 4 – applying the codes. 

Stage 5 – analysis and interpretation. 
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At stage 1 the interviews and field notes were transcribed and the photographs 

labelled with the name of the photographer. While transcribing the interviews, which 

involved repeated listening, I seemed to be inadvertently starting on stage 2. Stage 2 

involved reading and looking over the data repeatedly to identify repeated patterns 

that could be identified as themes for further analysis and discussion. Codes within 

each theme were noted at stage 3 as closer examination of the data was carried out. 

At stage 4 the codes were applied to all the data, verbal and visual, to draw out and 

identify specific data items for analysis and interpretation at stage 5.  

Having all my evidence together I set about data analysis by examining the twelve 

transcribed interviews. As the research is about a play based intervention I already 

had play as an a priori theme. Further reading identified relationships with other group 

members both within LEGO® Club and beyond, skills that were needed in LEGO® 

Club, the emotions involved in their building and an interest in the environment in which 

LEGO® Club took place and the timing of the intervention. 

As co-constructors of the evidence the children had produced a large quantity of 

photographs. I spent some time looking through the photographs with a view to 

carrying out a separate thematic analysis of the photographs but similar themes to 

analysis of the verbal data emerged. 
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Figure 14: Themes established from the data. 

Theme  Detail Code 

Play Alone/together 
Using imagination 
Tears and tantrums 
Fun  
Improved skills 
Pride/sense of achievement 
Not playing 

Play as work 
Imaginative play/story telling 
Not playing 
Having fun 
 

Relationships  Getting along better 
Previous relationships 
Relationships beyond LEGO® 
Club 
Working along side 
Working together 
Girls and boys 

Improved friendships 
New friendships 
Working relationships 
Gender 

Skills  Building 
Problem solving 
Patience/waiting 
Working together 
Co-operation/collaboration 

Practical skills 
Social skills 

Emotions/emotional 
literacy  

Pride 
Irritated 
Sulking 
Happy/relaxed 
Unhappy  
Boredom 

Positive feelings 
Negative feelings 
 
 
 
 

Place and time The room 
Displays 
Furniture 
Plants 
Corridors 
Car parks 
Playgrounds  
Length of session 
Length of interventions  

Internal space 
External space 
Time  

Table 5: themes and codes 

LEGO
Based 

Therapy

Play

Relationships

Emotions/ 
emotional 

literacy Skills

Place and 
time  
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These themes identified in the analysis process are set out in figure 13 above and 

detailed further in table 5 above. Within each theme the children spoke of a range of 

things which are listed as ‘details’ (table 5). These details were used to label codes for 

analytic purposes. Further discussion of this process and the results of the analysis 

can be found in the following chapter. 

Conclusion                                                                                                       

In this chapter I have discussed how as a professional and as a researcher I have 

always viewed myself as an advocate for children and that allowing children to express 

their views is important. Taking account of children’s views gained potency following 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) which 

encouraged all states to allow children’s voices to be heard.  This, coupled with my 

belief that knowledge is constructed socially, having children as participants in my 

research seemed an obvious choice. The concept of pupil participation is important to 

me and selecting methods of engaging with participants to enable co-construction of 

evidence aided my selection of evidence collection methods.  

Having completed a pilot study and gaining consent from the Education Ethics Board 

at the University of Wolverhampton I was able to develop my planned methodology 

and carry out the co-construction of evidence better informed. I chose a case study 

focussed on LBT, to investigate children’s views of the intervention.  Using the Mosaic 

Approach (Clark, 2017) fitted well with my ideas of using photo elicitation interviews 

as my main source of data as well as a range of other methods including a card sort 

activity, the photographs taken by the children and my own field notes. The hope that 

Clark’s (2017) empty square would add additional evidence did not prove fruitful. At 

the end of the three interventions and following card sort and PEI I had many hundreds 
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of photographs, transcribed interviews from eleven children and field notes to take 

forward to analyse. The process of analysing my evidence is discussed in the following 

chapter.  
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Chapter 4 

Analysis of Evidence 

Introduction: 

In this chapter I will present and analyse evidence co-constructed with my participants 

in their interviews which included the card sort activity and related discussion as well 

as the photographs that were at the centre of the interviews. I will also take account of 

how my own researcher field notes link with the evidence contributed by the children. 

Additionally, I will consider what, if anything, the empty square added to the 

discussion.  The thematic analysis discussed in the previous chapter was applied to 

the data to address my research objectives. 

Beginning the analysis process 

As outlined in the previous chapter my themes were established following several read 

throughs of the participant’s interviews. My first read through of the interviews was to 

identify the children’s references to play as this was an a priori theme with a view to 

developing sub-themes and codes. As I read through, I copied and pasted relevant 

sections of the transcript into a separate document for further detailed analysis. These 

sections were selected as I judged them to be relevant to the theme and thus useful 

for analysis.  When identifying play in the interview evidence, field notes and 

photographs I was searching both for the practical aspect of play and also the social 

elements.  

As with play separate Word documents were set up for each theme and statements 

were copied and pasted for further analysis and a definition was established to ensure 

clarity when carrying out deeper analysis.  
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The skills that appeared on the first read through of the evidence were those related 

to the practical nature of the intervention, ie putting bricks together with an end in mind 

and the social skills necessary to work on a shared task with others. For all of the 

children involved in this research this latter area is one that they find difficult in the 

classroom and on the playground and as such is an important theme to include. It is 

additionally important to note in research where the voice of the child is central that it 

is a theme established from the comments of the children not an a priori theme set by 

the researcher or school SENCOs. The definition of skills adopted is any statement or 

activity that refers to the building of LEGO® or the social skills required to successfully 

work or play with another person.  

Emotions, or emotional literacy, is often an area where children with SEMH difficulties 

have a lack of understanding coupled with problems with management of their own 

emotions (Bomber, 2007). For some children certain emotional words came as a 

spontaneous part of the interview others needed some prompting to express or 

recognise emotions in others. The definition that emerged for the purpose of data 

analysis is any statement or activity that reflects how a person is feeling at that time 

or demonstrating an understanding of how another may be feeling.  

Finally, the physical environment where the children live, work and play appeared as 

an important aspect of being part of LEGO® Club linked with the timings of the 

intervention. I observed this first during the interventions. Most of the children, when 

they had the role of photographer, would take a photograph of the room, or some small 

aspect of it and photographs were taken out of the windows of corridors, playgrounds 

and gardens. This demonstrated to me the importance to the children of the safe space 

in which they were working and playing, it was not something I expected to see when 

I began this research. They also talked much about how long the intervention carried 
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on for and whether longer or more sessions would be a possibility. The resulting 

definition is: any activity or statement that reflects the physical spaces or timings in 

which the intervention takes place. 

When these initial themes were established I returned to the evidence. A second 

thorough read through highlighted further data items that were copied and pasted into 

the Word documents for each theme providing a more detailed data set for analysis. 

It is important to note that these themes are not mutually exclusive. Many data items 

were relevant to more than one theme.  This next stage of analysis involved large 

sheets of paper and coloured pens where I began to identify codes.  

Although this is a qualitative study and as such numerical data are not an element of 

the analysis the information in table 6 outlines the prominence of the themes in the 

minds of the children as well as in my observations through reading the evidence. This 

table demonstrates that play is an important theme for the children too. 

Emotions/emotional literacy and relationships were the second most prominent 

themes with skills and place and time being less prominent. Terry and Lewis made 

comments for almost all codes. The frequency that codes were populated by the 

children is an indication of their effectiveness for analysis of the evidence. 
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Theme Play Relationships Skills 
Place and 

time 

Emotions/ 
emotional 

literacy   

Henry 12 5 3 3 10 

Humza 4 0 1 1 5 

Metty - - - - - 

Omveer 2 1 0 3 1 

Oliver 15 13 3 2 8 

Lewis 7 3 8 2 4 

Sid 5 4 2 0 1 

Josh 9 3 2 1 9 

Kodi 9 11 6 0 3 

Terry 17 5 3 4 17 

Katrina 12 11 4 1 12 

Jenny 15 9 5 5 5 

Total 107 65 37 21 75 

 

Table 6: Frequency of comments within each theme 

I took the decision to use the same themes for the photographs as with the verbal 

data. Consequently, groupings of the children’s photographs produce table 7 below 

using the themes established from the interview evidence. The chart suggests that 

what the children photographed most was their peers playing. Clearly, I cannot know 

what the children’s intentions were when taking the photographs. This is not intended 

as an accurate interpretation of their purpose but a photograph of a smiling child would 

indicate happiness as a photograph of two children working on a model together would 

suggest co-operative play and some form of positive relationship. Additionally, this 
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thematic grouping of the photographs was separate and different from the children’s 

card sort activity, but an additional layer of analysis. 

Theme Play 
Relationships Skills Place and 

time 
Emotions  

Henry 8 2 4 3 2 

Humza 9 2 9 6 3 

Metty 11 3 10 0 2 

Omveer 14 2 7 2 1 

Oliver 10 5 6 1 5 

Lewis 7 1 7 1 1 

Sid 20 5 19 2 5 

Josh 18 5 15 3 0 

Kodi 19 2 22 1 2 

Terry 2 1 13 5 1 

Katrina 5 20 18 2 2 

Jenny 11 3 7 0 1 

Total 124 52 137 26 25 

Table 7: Numbers of photographs taken by children within each theme. 

Considering the numbers of photographs taken within each theme demonstrates a 

parallel with the frequency of comments in table 6 above. Play and skills are the most 

prominent themes. Though relationships seem to be a greater prominence in the 

photographs than in the verbal data.  There are, of course, many photographs that do 

not fall within the themes, for example Josh and Henry both enjoyed experimenting 

with the camera and taking photographs while spinning on the spot, which is a form of 

play unrelated to the intervention, and in Henry’s case – many selfies. As Jorgenson 
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and Sullivan (2010) observed children’s interpretation of the task of taking 

photographs varies widely, perhaps there were times when what was happening in the 

group was less interesting than playing with the camera. Equally there were a number 

of photographs that were difficult to categorise, such as a close up of my earring. 

These are the photographs that the children, during the card sort activity, tended to 

group as ‘random’ or ‘not sure’. How the children sorted the photographs is discussed 

below. 

The purpose of the card sort activity was to gain an insight into the children’s views of 

their time in LEGO® Club through their interpretation of the photographs taken. Three 

processes of sorting emerged. Table 8 sets out how the children grouped the 

photographs and the photographs they identified for discussion in the interview.  

It was at this stage of the analytical process that it became clear that my separate 

research methods – photographs, card sort and semi structured interviews - had 

merged into one elicitation process. The mosaic was becoming a picture rather than 

a series of separate tiles.  
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Participant  Card sort Interview photograph  

Kodi Photos of himself 2 Photos of himself and Terry 
Photo of the whole group with their 
final build 

Katrina Groups: 

• Jobs 

• Shared builds 

• Free builds 

• Group Photos 

• Girls  

• Boys 

• Photos of/or relating to herself 

• Funny moments 

• Not sures – did not fit in any category  

Sorted bricks 
Jenny’s free build 
Her own free build 
Group Photo with final free build 

Terry Groups: 

• Good 

• Ok 

• Not ok 

2 Photos of builds 
1 Photo of himself and Kodi 
1 of the whole group with their final 
build. 

Jenny Groups: 

• Individual people 

• Group Photos 

• Complete models 

• Bricks 

• Researcher 

• Favourites  

Her own free build 
Group Photos 

Oliver Groups: 

• Completed builds 

• Individual Photos – set for each person 

• Group photos 

• Random pile 

Groups photos 
His favourite free build 
Josh – because if made him laugh  
 

Sid Did not engage with the activity Did not choose any Photo to talk 
about. 

Josh Groups: 

• Himself 

• Photos he had taken 

Photo of himself and his favourite 
free build 

Lewis Favourite Photos Photos of him working alone  
1 Photo of him working with Oliver 
View out of the window 

Omveer Did not engage, but did put them tidy for me Did not chose any photos to talk 
about 

Humza Groups: 

• Builds – free and shared 

• People 

• The room/school 

Photos of the other group members 

Metty Did not engage with the activity. Did not choose any Photo to talk 
about 

Henry Groups: 

• People 

• Bricks and builds 

• School 

• Rules and badges 

• Individual Photos, 1 set for each person 

Photos of himself 

Table 8: Card sort compared with photographs chosen for interview  
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Five children made several groups with the photographs all of which were very similar. 

They separated out the people from the models that had been built and also identified 

individual and group play. There was discussion which each participant about those 

photographs with a model and people in them as to which group they should go into, 

the answer was usually provided by what took up the greatest proportion of the 

photograph. Some of the children also had a random group, the ‘not sures’ as Katrina 

named it. These children also made a set of photographs that most called the room or 

school – which fitted neatly with the place and time theme established from the verbal 

data. For these children it appears LEGO® Club was about the building of models but 

also the personalities with whom they were working. As observed in the previous 

chapter, a card sort activity recognises that children will categorise things differently 

from adults adopting more concrete categories rather than categories at an emotional 

level (Cooper, 2002 in Cassidy, Antani and Read, 2013). The children tended to focus 

on the ‘form’ of the picture – what they saw – rather than the content – the message it 

was sending. They took the pictures at face value rather than trying to interpret them 

(Collier and Collier, 1986). 

Kodi and Josh both only identified photographs of their involvement in the intervention. 

For Kodi this was any picture in which he featured, even if it was just his elbow. Josh’s 

set was a little broader as it included the models he had built and a photograph out 

the window where he could see his dad’s car. Terry and Lewis took an interesting view 

to the card sort, Lewis just selected his favourite photographs, when asked what his 

criteria was for selection he responded with: 

“I don’t know, it just looks nice.” (Interview, line 212) 
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Terry had a similar idea, but he created three sets; good, ok and not ok. Terry is a 

cheery, friendly boy and it probably is not in his nature to say something was bad. It 

seemed his criteria was an aesthetic one, he looked at the composition of the 

photograph and considered how it made him feel.  

Terry: “Because they look cool, or funny, or it was just a good memory.” 

(Interview, line 254) 

He was honest about his own photographs, they did not all make it into the good set.  

For both Terry and Lewis the card sort activity gave them the opportunity to reflect on 

the positive experiences of LEGO® Club, they were the only two who seemed to sort 

the pictures at an emotional level rather than a pragmatic one. The remaining children 

did not want to sort the pictures into sets. For Sid and Omveer this perhaps reflected 

that they did not have entirely positive feelings about their time in LEGO® Club and for 

Metty it appeared an overwhelming task which he was not willing to attempt. 

The card sort activity proved useful for the children to review their time in LEGO® Club 

and also to identify photographs for the focus of their interview, it also provided useful 

verbal evidence for the researcher to include in thematic analysis of the data. When 

the children felt they had completed the card sort and were satisfied with their groups 

they were asked to identify a number of favourite photographs to talk about in detail. 

This activity marked the end of the card sort and the beginning of the PEI. 

Having established broad themes and identified codes, as discussed in the previous 

chapter, I began to apply the codes to the transcribed interviews, the field notes and 

photographs. As this was an inductive process, I returned to my evidence to reread it 

and to scrutinise the visual evidence (Newby, 2010) and compare it to my early notes 

and mapping. In adopting this revision process as part of forming codes I could be 
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sure I was not excluding important data from the analysis process (Boyatzis, 1998). 

Table 4 in the previous chapter sets out the themes and codes that were identified 

within the evidence. The themes to be discussed are play, relationships, skills, 

emotions/emotional literacy and place and time. 

Analysis of evidence within themes 

Play: 

Any intervention that involves LEGO® must surely involve play. LEGO® after all means 

‘play well’ and the philosophy of the LEGO® corporation is ‘good quality play’ 

(Sandgaard, 2015). Interpretation of the evidence produced during my research has 

highlighted a discussion around the idea that play is children’s work. This was possibly 

posited by Maria Montessori (Child Development Institute) that it can promote 

imagination and storytelling and for some children good quality play is not always a 

possibility. 

For the purpose of analysis within this research I have defined play: 

…any statements or activities where the focus is on the building of LEGO® 

models either individually or as part of a group.   

‘Play is the child’s work’ is a phrase I have heard often in my professional life. Axline 

(1974) described it as a natural medium of self-expression for children. However, I 

was surprised by how little the participants referred to their activities in LEGO® Club 

as play, but instead chose to refer to it as work. 

Terry: “coz all of us were working together.” (Interview, line 392) 

Oliver: “you can see that we’re all working hard” (Interview, line 244) 

Lewis: “Cause me and Sid are working together” (Interview, line 239) 
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Researcher field notes also indicate that the children saw the activity as a form of 

work in some of the language they chose. For example:  

Oliver “I’m the boss” (Field notes. Week 6, school 1) 

Josh: “I’m in charge” (Field notes. Week 4, school 1) 

They were both taking the role of engineer at the time, it was interesting that they 

viewed this as the more important role, and equally interesting that the others in the 

group did not dispute it  

This could be, as Kestley (2010) states, play is not valued by adults, so children 

interpret anything that they do in school with an adult to be 

work. Even though I thought the participants were playing, my 

presence appears to have turned their play into work. To a 

degree it has to be acknowledged that I contributed to this by 

giving the children ID badges to match their roles 

(photograph4).                             

 Photograph 4: Builder ID badge 

There appears to be only one reference to play from                                                                                  

all the interviews: 

Katrina: “Plus the fact that we got to play with Lego” (Interview, line 325) 

When participants were clearly involved in playful activity alternative views still did not 

consider it as play. For example, a photograph of Terry and Kodi laughing with their 

arms round each other’s shoulder was described quite negatively: 

Katrina: “…that’s when Terry and Kodi were messing about.” (Interview, line 

91) 
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It was as if she disapproved of such behaviour in school. 

Viewing play as work is language the children have perhaps become accustomed to 

hearing since they started school. As a practitioner I frequently hear even the youngest 

children in school praised for working together. Whilst they refer to it as work, it is quite 

clearly play as they are enjoying it and if they aren’t enjoying it, they would stop playing. 

Jones and Lyndon (2018) suggest that work is what children are directed to do by 

adults and play is what they choose themselves. By that definition, even though I 

believe I am giving the children opportunity to play, they are viewing it otherwise.  

Researcher field notes suggest that as the children were able to settle into the routine 

of LEGO® Club with some ease, they were able to relax and enjoy the activity.  

“The children used rock paper scissors to decide their roles.” 

Field notes, Week 1, School 1 

“Henry and Omveer both wanted to be builder. Henry gave way saying he could 

do it next week.” 

Field notes, Week 3, School 2 

If we assume play is an enjoyable experience, then comments about the enjoyable 

nature of LEGO® Club would highlight that though the children did not use the word 

‘play’ they were in fact playing. 

Statements from the children that emphasised enjoyment included: 

Harry: “It’s really fun. We had a bit of a giggle.” (Interview, line 408) 

Jenny: “I’m really going to miss coming to Lego” (Interview, line 364) 

Josh was even more enthusiastic: 
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Josh: “Lego is the best thing I’ve ever done!” (Interview, line 304) 

Most of the children enjoyed both shared and free builds and the concept of which was 

a recuring theme with most of the participants. This is an interesting contrast to their 

idea that they were working rather than playing as highlighted earlier. However, work 

can be fun if it brings pleasure and satisfaction. This seems quite contradictory. 

Though perhaps it supports the idea that play is children’s work and that for a child 

work is what one does in school.  

The children’s comment suggested that LBT is more than a building intervention it is 

about imagination and storytelling.  Stories and characters emerged as the children 

were building. The free build aspect of the session was important for all the 

participants. The reason for this was perhaps best summed up by Kodi: 

Kodi: “…we built something together out of our own imagination.” (Interview, 

line 201) 

Building from their own imagination led to building of houses, garages, court rooms 

and jail cells, ski lifts, airports and gyms. One group built a small village in their last 

session.  

The stories of the builds are also high-lighted in researcher field notes. Lewis and Josh 

created police cars which chased criminals that were then taken to the court room Sid 

and Oliver had built. Lewis provided and interesting commentary with a range of voices 

and even a Russian accent. There was discussion of building a jail but time did not 

allow, however they did return to the same theme the following week. 

“Josh and Oliver built a street scene and played police car chases with their 

model.” 

Field notes, Week 5, School 1. 
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“Jenny and Katrina were building an airport with different characters setting off 

on holiday. The airport included check in and security checks.” 

Field notes, Week 4, School 3. 

As well as the buildings were the characters in the buildings. Jenny always named the 

people in her builds: 

Jenny: “And there’s our airport and Little Jimmy.” (Interview, line 198) 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 5: The airport 

 

Jenny: “Here’s the house for Bob…” (Interview, line 250) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 6: Bob’s House  
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Much of the story telling revolved around everyday practices. Henry and Kodi also 

involved the LEGO® characters in their settings. 

Henry: “And there’s the man drinking his coffee and watching his TV.” (Field 

notes. Week 7 school 2) 

Kodi: “This guy is doing weights at the gym” (Field notes, week 3 school 3) 

Kodi’s gym demonstrates how much of the participants buildings reflected their own 

lives and interests. Kodi is keen on sports and is a member of a football team. He is 

eager to join a gym when he is old enough. The inclusion of the banana shows his 

understanding of nutrition for sports people.                                

 

Photograph 7: The gym 

Equally they also looked to wider topics during free build. Jenny took the whale that 

had been made in shared build and developed it into an ocean scene as a comment 

on how we are polluting our seas.                                                                                                          

Another environmental concept was built by Oliver and Lewis, though interestingly 

each gave it a different interpretation as Oliver described it as a park and Lewis saw it 

as a rainforest. However, they both viewed the environment as important and in need 
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of protection. These models and their associated stories suggest a knowledge of the 

wider world and possibly beyond the curriculum. Golding and Hughes (2012) suggest 

that play is where children find where they are in relation to others, these models 

suggest the children are thinking about their place in the world.    

 

 

Photograph 8: The Whale 

 

Photograph 9: The Park/Rainforest 
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However, LEGO® Club is not a utopia where all children are happy and enjoying 

themselves. Two of the participants did not always enjoy their time in LEGO® Club. 

They found joining in with the other children difficult and this was reflected in their 

interview responses. The next section will examine their responses and consider why 

LEGO® Club didn’t work for them.  

Both Sid and Omveer experienced trauma in their early lives. Ainsworth (1967) states 

that play develops in a supportive secure base however, for some children play is 

inhibited as a result of early experiences (Golding and Hughes, 2012). This appears 

to be true for the two boys. 

Sid was a ‘looked after child’ and had lived for some time with his current carer after a 

series of short term placements. He was taken into the care of the local authority at 18 

months old due to severe neglect. Neglect leads children to lack trust in others (de 

Thierry, 2017). He has very little contact with his birth family but firmly believes he will 

live with them again one day soon. Sid was excited to be in LEGO® Club as he had 

had a short experience of LEGO® Club in year 3.  

Sid: “You did promise me I could come again.” (Interview, line 55) 

He joined in with shared building and took on the different roles but did not always join 

in the free build. Some weeks he would withdraw and pretend to sleep on a bench in 

the room, on one or two occasions he wandered around the room being mildly 

aggressive to the other children. It later transpired that Sid had recently been 

presented with his Life Book, a book about the child’s family history to help them 

understand their life and current situation. Sid’s Life Book did not match his 

understanding and expectation of what he thought he knew about his family. His 
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behaviour in class became more difficult at this time. He was determined to continue 

to attend LEGO® Club but could not settle to engage with the free build. 

His engagement with the interview process can best be described as grudging. For 

example, in answer to why he had chosen a particular photograph: 

Sid: ((groans))” I like that one because its detailed.” (Interview, line 20) 

His recollection of his own part in the group was also negative. 

Sid: “We’re all building. A lot of people are trying to tell me what to do.” 

(Interview, line 33) 

He had the role of the builder and when looking at the picture he just felt that he was 

being ‘bossed about’ and not part of a collaborative experience. Sid’s behaviour in the 

group and his reflection during the interview process suggested he did not feel safe in 

the group hence his difficulty in fully engaging in LEGO® Club. He was given the 

opportunity to not take part but he was keen to continue his presence, and to be part 

of a group in his next academic year. Sid clearly enjoys building with LEGO® and has 

a need to belong but is still trying to find a way to do so. He may need to develop the 

skills on an individual basis with an adult before joining another group. 

From the outset Omveer displayed his feeling of insecurity in LEGO® Club as he was 

the only one who bought a trusted adult from school with him. Omveer’s early life was 

characterised by considerable domestic strife. Living with fear such as this from an 

early age will contribute to feelings of insecurity and lack of trust in adults (de Thiery, 

2017). In his previous school he was isolated from the other children and worked alone 

with a teaching assistant. He did not access play time with the other children. This 

informal exclusion must have contributed to his lack of trust in adults and poor self-

esteem.  
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Omveer also demonstrated this insecurity by refusing to be photographed. Though he 

did take a ‘selfie’. The other children were very understanding of Omveer’s reluctance 

to be photographed and would show him any photos he was in and would delete them 

if he asked, which was all of them except one. Omveer withdrew from the group after 

4 weeks but did agree to be interviewed. He did not want to look through the 

photographs, he sorted them into a ‘tidy pile’. Omveer regarded the photographs 

spread around the table ready for sorting as untidy and his interpretation of ‘sorting’ 

was to sort into one tidy pile. I was not surprised by his response as he had withdrawn 

from the group so many of the photographs would have had little significance for him. 

When asked his reflections on his short involvement in LEGO® Club his comments 

were brief. When asked what he liked he replied: “I like the free building.” When asked 

if there was anything else he had enjoyed his response was “No, because everything 

else was boring.” 

Most of my participants were eager to be part of LEGO® Club again. When asked if he 

would like to take part again, perhaps with different children, Omveer’s response was 

emphatic: 

Omveer: “I don’t want to do it … ever!” (Interview, line 73) 

Omveer: “Because, I don’t have to do it at school, I’ve already got some 

LEGO®.” (Interview, line 75) 

Whilst only responses from two children it does highlight the need for a caveat linked 

with this eagerness to pursue LBT assuming all children will enjoy it. Two of my 

participants, Sid and Omveer, did not engage well with the interventions nor the 

following interviews. By considering my field notes, the photographs and their 

engagement with the interview process in relation to the literature it is possible to see 
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that some children may not be ready to take part in LBT without some preparation 

work at an individual level.  

The experiences of these two boys during the intervention and their responses in the 

interviews highlights that LEGO® Club is not an ideal intervention for all children and 

colleagues should consider carefully when choosing participants. It seems that if early 

trauma is present then engagement with a play-based intervention is unlikely to 

succeed immediately. However, for most of the participants LEGO® Club was an 

enjoyable experience. A result of this enjoyment is perhaps the better relationships 

within the group discussed in the following section. 

Relationships and friendship  

Children with attachment difficulties often need a high level of adult attention and are 

unable to share that attention with other children, Fahlberg (1994) suggested this was 

a result of an inconsistent adult response to infant arousal. Geddes (2006) identified 

that children with an insecure attachment are unable to wait for adult attention, to wait 

their turn in activities or to share equipment in class. None of my participants have a 

clinical diagnosis of attachment disorder but their teachers have identified their inability 

to share and take turns in the referral to my service. Yet co-operative working and 

‘collaboration’ were prominent features in their interviews. The word cloud in figure 14 

is generated from the complete data set and highlights some of the most prominent 

words used by the participants in their interviews. 

Specific comments drawn from the interviews came from several of the participants. 

Lewis: “cause me and Sid are working together” (Interview, line 220) 

Katrina: “I enjoyed most about Lego club was all working together” (Interview, 

line 323) 
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Kodi: “because me and Terry are, like, working together…” (Interview, line 142) 

Oliver: “it made me want to work more with others, to collaborate.” (Interview, 

line 309) 

 

 

Figure 15: Word cloud of skills gained in LEGO® Club from interview evidence. 

And perhaps most powerfully: 

Sid: “And you don’t need to fight, you can just get along.” (Interview, line 64) 

These relational skills may not immediately have transferred into the classroom but 

the children recognised it as an important element of their time in LEGO® Club. This 

suggests the importance of LEGO® Club as a micro-system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) 

where children can extend and practice skills with their peer group. Additionally, my 

presence as facilitator in the group acts as a meso-systemic interaction (Neal and 

Neal, 2013) where I acted as advisor when the children needed support with problem 

solving. 
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“Josh upset that he was not being the photographer again. I asked the group 

how we could support Josh as he was a bit sad. Oliver suggested he could be 

photographer next week, suggesting I should write it in my book so we don’t 

forget.” 

Field notes, Week 3, School 1. 

Josh shared in his interview that he had felt bullied by Sid in the past but he was able 

to work with him in LEGO® Club and had seen positive aspects of Sid’s character. 

Oliver also reflected, as recorded in researcher field notes, that he and Sid were able 

to work together in LEGO® Club when normally they weren’t friends.  

“Oliver: Sid, me and you don’t usually get along but we do in LEGO® Club.” 

Field notes, Week 2, School 1 

In his interview Lewis also commented on an improved relationship with Sid: “…it 

helped me and Sid get on a bit better” (Interview, line 279). Kodi spoke about the girls 

in the group, expecting them to be “bad at LEGO®” but went on to say how much he 

had enjoyed working with them in a non-competitive way: 

Kodi: “We did it together instead of saying the girls do this and the boys do that, 

we just did it together.” (Interview, line 173) 

Whilst Kodi probably would not list Jenny and Katrina as his friends it is clear that he 

had a friendly relationship with them while attending LEGO® Club.  

The acknowledgment of co-operative working seems also to be related to improved 

relationships within the groups. Several of the children discussed improved 

relationships with the others in their group. Though it did not always extend as far as 
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better friendships but for some this was the case. This is also evident in researcher 

field notes.  

“Henry and Humza both said they missed Omveer this week and hoped he 

would come back to the group next week.” 

Field notes, Week 5. School 2 

For the first few weeks Josh would always build alone in the free build time but 

gradually he was drawn in to building with Oliver and Lewis by the stories of their 

models. In week 4 I noted that he asked should he build a car for the bad guy to use 

for his escape. This offer was accepted and Josh joined in with the free build group 

projects in the following weeks. 

Kodi and Terry always paired up but the girls in the group would work separately for 

the first few weeks before they paired up in joint projects, the airport being their first 

joint effort. Ultimately, they all four joined together to build their village. Developing 

trusting reciprocal friendships can be difficult for children who experience SEMH 

needs. If we consider Bowlby’s Internal Working Model children find it hard to invest 

in friendships when they believe they are not worthy of friendship and equally they 

may lack trust in others which forms another barrier to reciprocal friendships (Bowlby, 

1973).  

At the other end of the spectrum are those friendships that extended beyond LEGO® 

Club. Owens, et al (2008) noted that participants in her research groups had notably 

improved social behaviours and Andras (2012) observed that these improved social 

behaviours continued beyond the end of the intervention. Oliver and Lewis who were 

in the same group both felt that they now had more and better friends as a result of 

being involved in the intervention. 
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Oliver: “Now I have lots more friends I can work with” (Interview, line 305) 

Lewis: “Our friendships are a little closer” (Interview, line 281) 

Kodi was a little more passionate in his reflections: 

Kodi: “Me and Terry are, like, best friends now.” (Interview, line 32) 

Largely the friendships seemed within the confines of school and related to the 

classroom and playground but for Oliver and Josh their friendship now extended 

beyond school. During the course of his interview Oliver explained how he felt his 

friendships with the group had improved, stating specifically: 

Oliver: “I’m inviting Josh to my birthday party.” (Interview, line 105) 

 

It is worthy of note that the younger group did not discuss improved friendships as a 

result of attending LEGO® Club. This may be related to their chronological ages (7 and 

8 years old) or the members of the groups did not (to use a Kodi word) “click”. 

Social and play skills 

Most of the children stated that their LEGO® building skills had improved during the 

course of the intervention. This may not seem an important aspect of a school-based 

intervention when so much of school life is focussed round the curriculum and 

academic achievement. However, The Children’s Wellness Centre have identified a 

number of benefits to playing with LEGO® including improved fine motor skills and 

spatial awareness as well as focus and concentration. All of which can help children 

access their classroom learning more successfully.  

In the first session I observed Jenny was not really sure how the bricks fitted together 

to make a model unless she had specific instructions to follow but as the weeks 
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progressed her free building became more ambitious. If you compare the building skills 

in picture 5 of the whale and picture 2 of the airport it is clear her skills improved. She 

said herself: 

Jenny: “I know how to build with Lego now.” (Interview, line 362) 

Similar comments were made by Humza and Josh. 

Humza: “It helped me build Lego better” (Interview, line 171) 

Josh: “It helped me build Lego better” (Interview, line 247) 

Terry looked beyond the practical aspect of putting bricks together, 

Terry: “Coz it’s made me more creative”. (Interview, line 405) 

 

Further to their improved skills is the sense of pride the children felt about their 

completed models. Children with poor self-image rarely experience pride as an 

emotion. Feeling proud when one’s internal working model leads to beliefs of being 

unworthy is difficult (Bowlby, 1973). However, pride and being proud is reflected in the 

smiling faces of the children in the photographs as well as some comments made 

during interviews: 

Oliver: “I’m proud of the helicopter – it took us forever.” (Interview, line 294) 

This model had very poor instructions and would not have been able to be completed 

in the first few weeks of their attending LEGO® Club. But as their knowledge and skills 

had improved as Oliver put it, “We persevered and we did it in the end.” (interview, line 

301) 
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Photograph 10: the troublesome helicopter. 

Lewis also seemed unfamiliar with how LEGO® worked and would struggle to follow 

instruction in shared build and would often join in with another group member for free 

build who would build the model and Lewis would offer the story to go with the model. 

Eventually however, in the final weeks he was adding bricks to the models. Whilst 

these could be categorised as play skills they are additional skills such as fine motor 

development which could transfer to the classroom in the form of improved pencil skills 

and use of maths equipment. The social skills highlighted in LeGoff’s work (2014) were 

also evident in this research.  

These are the skills that many children with SEMH lack that make working successfully 

in class difficult. If one lacks trust in others, adults or children, it is difficult to work co-

operatively in the classroom and, as a result, behaviours will be seen as problematic 

(Geddes, 2006). Equally children with SEMH needs often lack the confidence to try 

new tasks in class, they are unwilling to take risks with new learning in case they are 

not successful. Kodi, who has some specific difficulties with reading and writing, falls 

within this group. However, his response to ‘has LEGO® Club helped you?’ was: 

Kodi: “To be confident and not put yourself down.” (Interview, line 196) 
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This perhaps suggests that success in a non-academic activity can develop skills that 

help in the classroom.  

Kodi was also a good example of concentration in the intervention. Paying attention 

and concentrating on tasks in class can be difficult if the child is not developmentally 

ready or the task is not sufficiently differentiated to hold their attention (Bomber, 2007). 

In class both Terry and Kodi are frequently off task. One teacher once described Terry 

to me as ‘away with the fairies’, while Kodi is often looking around and distracting 

others. In LEGO® Club I observed them both sitting, focussed on an activity several 

times. They would often sit together working on a shared model until they were 

satisfied with their efforts. Jenny also commented on the concentration in some of the 

photographs from her group, observing the way children were sitting together looking 

at their models.  

Organisation was not a skill any of the participants indicated as a skill they gained 

though it was a skill that they felt was important or useful. Organisation is not easy for 

most children but for children with SEMH needs it is additionally difficult (Bomber, 

2007), they lose things and forget things easily. Katrina, though, was especially 

enthusiastic about organising the bricks: 

Katrina: “I like organising the LEGO®” (Interview, line 274) 

This was something that I observed within several sessions, the child taking the role 

of supplier had found the importance of careful organisation of the bricks. Photograph 

11 shows careful organisation ready for the shared build. Others of course, just tipped 

them out and sorted through as they were asked for a brick. But they recognised 

organisation as a skill, even if it was not one they had themselves.  

 



 

133 
 

 

Photograph 11: bricks organised ready for building 

Kodi and Jenny also commented on Katrina’s organisational skills. 

Owen’s et al (2008) observed that the pro-social behaviours linked with relationships 

and getting on in class transferred from the intervention groups and continued after 

the intervention had finished. This is not a conclusion I can draw but if the children 

have become aware of these skills in their own behaviour it does suggest that with a 

longer intervention period these behaviours may become evident to the professionals 

who work with the children daily. 

Place and time: the need for a safe base 

The spaces within which we work and play are important in that they act as containers. 

When discussing nurture groups Boxall (2002) states: 

“An enclosed area with visible physical boundaries is essential because 

children must feel secure and contained.” 

(Boxall, 2002; p 168) 
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Equally the routine of the timetable contributes to this feeling of security. Knowing 

when things can be expected within the day enables children to feel safe (Boxall, 

2002). 

For children to feel safe and to learn, containment is a key principle of attachment 

theory (Bowlby, 1969). LeGoff et al (2014) speak of the LEGO® Room where children 

came for the intervention and all the necessary resources are organised for ease of 

access for the children. Sid expressed a wish that we could have had a LEGO® Room 

(Interview, line78) rather than managing with whatever I had been able to carry in that 

day. I had to agree with him when he said: “It would be heaven” (interview, line 80). 

One school in Evans and Bond’s (2021) study had a dedicated intervention room. 

Several of the children also made reference to the time they had in the intervention. 

Generally, they would all have like to go beyond the eight weeks but for some the 

sessions also needed to be longer. Boxall (2002) states that the longer children attend 

a nurture group the greater its impact. This would surely be true of all interventions 

that are hoping to make a change to children’s skill. This also reflects the Chrono-

system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) which suggests that time is an important factor in 

social development.  

I met Josh’s dad in the car park after one session and he said that Thursday was the 

only day Josh was happy to come to school. Whilst this made me happy that he 

enjoyed my sessions it is also sad to reflect that Josh did not feel safe and happy in 

school at other times. This suggests that perhaps learning in class was not as 

accessible to Josh and that he was not able to relax in the formal classroom.  
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Perhaps a reason why the children felt safe and able to relax and have fun in LEGO® 

Club was their behaviour and attitude towards each other. For the most part I observed 

them treating each other with respect. Kodi summed it up well: 

Kodi: “we didn’t make anyone upset or anything. Or disappointed in themselves 

or say things wrong to each other.” (Interview, line 167) 

While the children did not use the terms containment and feeling safe the importance 

of where they worked was evident in their photographs and some of the comments 

they made during the interviews. Some of the children took what, at the time, seemed 

random photographs of the room they were working in – plug points for example - and 

also photographs through the window. Photographs 12 & 13 are just two of a range of 

photographs that recorded the setting of LEGO® Club. 

 

 

Photographs 12 & 13: the working environment 

Photograph 14 below was taken by Terry. I asked him during his interview why he had 

taken this particular picture, he said because he wanted to record where we had been 

working for the past few weeks. Interestingly, compared to the other two groups, this 

was the only photograph to record the space where they had met for LEGO® Club. It 
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is also worth noting that this group worked in two different rooms, so had perhaps not 

established that secure containing space in which to enjoy their LEGO® time. 

  

Photograph 14: a record of where we had worked. 

These photographs and comments for the children highlight the importance of where 

children work. As a visitor to schools I am often asked if I would be ‘ok in the corridor 

today’. As a professional I am not comfortable with this, and it appears that working in 

a room is important to the children too. Whilst they may not be able to verbalise it, they 

clearly view where they work as critical. 

This suggests that LEGO® Club can offer a safe base (Bowlby, 1988) where children 

can learn whilst enjoying themselves. An element of the safe base of LEGO® Club is 

the consistent membership. Children are not swapped in and out during the course of 

the intervention so they are able to build up a sense of safety with their peers 

(Greenhalgh, 1994).  

Some of the children also made reference to the time of the intervention, both the 

duration of each session and the number of sessions. Jenny spoke of how she wanted 

the sessions to be longer when asked what could make LEGO® Club better. 
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Jenny: “Well, personally I think time flies, so more time. When it’s like half time, 

it feels like we’ve just begun.” (Interview, line 355) 

Terry also thought longer sessions would be good but was more specific than Jenny 

in his comment. 

Terry: “So if you picked us up from class after lunch and we could stay all 

afternoon.” (Interview, line 429) 

This desire for longer sessions perhaps reflects their enjoyment of building and also 

the frustration of sometimes needing to stop building before a project was completed. 

The nature of a mobile LEGO® Club sadly means that continuing a build the following 

week is not a possibility.  

Terry also, jokingly, suggested he would like LEGO® Club to be every day, or just once 

a week but for the whole of the school year. He did recognise that this wouldn’t be 

possible as they had other lessons to do. It does hint at the link between want and 

need. It could be that the children are expressing a need by hoping for LEGO® Club 

to be longer but adults interpret it as a want – a reflection of not taking account of pupil 

voice. Boxall (2002) suggests that children should attend nurture groups for at least 

two terms to establish new behaviours and for those behaviours to transfer to the 

classroom. While the children were perhaps thinking of more or longer sessions from 

an enjoyment perspective it does suggest consideration that continuing for a longer 

period may have a greater impact.  

Emotions and emotional literacy. 

Identifying emotions in themselves and recognising them in others can be a challenge 

for many children with SEMH needs. This may be as a result of problems in the infant 

arousal cycle discussed in chapter 2 (Fahlberg, 1994). Understanding their own 
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emotions and those of others was an issue for some of my participants but when 

looking through the photographs they were able to identify how they were feeling at 

the time and also how their peers may have been feeling. I refer to my definition of this 

theme: 

Emotions are regarded as any statement or activity that reflects how a person 

is feeling at that time or demonstrating an understanding of how another may 

be feeling.  

The word cloud below (figure 16) is a summary of the emotion words that came from 

the interview evidence as a whole. I read through each interview tallying the words 

used by each participant. 

 

Figure 16:  Word cloud of emotion words that emerged in interviews 

Happy is the most predominant word used during the interviews but there is a range 

of other positive emotions and negative emotions. I have observed in my professional 

practice that children with SEMH often have a limited vocabulary of emotion words so 

seeing words like frustrated, satisfied and proud was interesting to note. Many of the 
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children remarked that they were happy when attending LEGO® Club, though not 

always sure why.  In the early stage of emotional development naming feelings is 

established before the “causes and consequences can be recognised” (Colley and 

Cooper, 2017; p 24).  

It was when, during the interview, the children were asked to reflect on photographs 

that they were best able to name their emotions. These were often photographs taken 

at the end of a session with the children showing their completed models. 

Researcher: “How are you feeling in the photograph?  

Josh: “Alright. A little bit.” (Interview, lines 202 & 203)  

When considering a photograph of himself with a completed model Lewis initially 

commented that he looked a bit crazy, but when I asked further how he was feeling 

about his completed model he responded with “really proud.” For children who struggle 

with academic work and coping in a busy classroom as many children with SEMH will, 

the feeling of satisfaction and pride may be rare experiences. Being able to access an 

intervention that can provide these positive feelings - perhaps just making that one 

day a week worth coming to school for example, Josh – suggest this is a worthwhile 

intervention for whatever other outcomes we may hope. 

Negative emotions tended to be linked to the process of building or with themselves, 

not with others. Though when looking through the photographs they were able to 

recognise when other group members were looking unhappy in some way. Omveer 

was the only participant to make a negative reference to another when he described 

Metty as “annoying”. Sid could be quite difficult at times, but his peers did not judge or 

comment on his behaviour in the interviews. This is possibly because they know him 
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well and are used to his challenging behaviour and perhaps understand a little about 

him and choose to be non-judgemental in their attitude towards him.  

The children did occasionally capture other group members ‘in a strop’ when they were 

in the role of photographer and these children reflected on their photographs during 

the interview. 

Josh: “There’s me in a mood because I didn’t want to be engineer that day.” 

(Interview, line 215) 

Both Josh and Lewis also commented on how they were able to recover with the 

support of other group members. This demonstrates a level of emotional literacy not 

always exhibited in the classroom or playground.   This may reflect the kinship of the 

group who have shared themes (Greenhalgh, 1994). 

Being annoyed or frustrated while building was evident. Researcher field notes reflect 

how the children would become impatient with one another during shared build. For 

example, if the supplier was day-dreaming and not passing the bricks or the engineer 

was giving poor instructions – which resulted in Omveer leaving the session. Early in 

the intervention I would need to mediate these occasions but as the group’s 

cohesiveness developed, they managed these times themselves. For example, a 

gentle nudge or a wave to remind the supplier someone was waiting or patiently asking 

the engineer for another explanation of what had just been said. Interestingly the 

children did not mention these times during interviews. 

The most extreme of negative emotions were those displayed by Omveer when his 

frustration with Metty boiled over and bricks were thrown and Omveer left the group. 

While he did return later in the session that was the last time he attended LEGO® Club. 
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During his interview he did briefly refer to Metty being annoying but his reason for not 

returning to the group was because it was “boring”.  

During the interviews the annoyance and frustration was with the building and the 

instructions not with each other.  As Oliver put it: “The instructions were rubbish!” 

(Interview, line 298) 

Experiencing negative emotions is perfectly normal and part of life. In school, with 

SEMH children the issue arises with how the children express these emotions. Within 

the safety of the small group, with the exception of Omveer, nothing more than a 

slightly raised voice was evident – though I know some of my participants are capable 

of much worse. Sadness was referred to by a number of participants. Either in relation 

to the end of individual session when models needed to be broken and returned to the 

boxes or to the end of the eight-week intervention. Each week despite being set a 

clear time for free build and warning that their time was coming to an end the children 

would still grumble about having to put the bricks away. Jenny did reflect that having 

to break her models up made her sad and the others in her group agreed – but they 

still continued to tidy away.  

Children with SEMH needs often find ending difficult (Bomber, 2007). My participants 

had been involved in a small group intervention and, as mentioned earlier, felt they 

had developed a closer relationship with each other than had previously existed.  

Sadness at these times is a perfectly reasonable emotion to experience. Several of 

them jolted themselves out of this by saying that we could do it again next year! At the 

end of the last session all groups were a little slower to leave and return to class. 

Henry, however, “… was never sad in LEGO®.” 
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Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have used the themes established in chapter three to draw some 

interpretation and meaning from my evidence set. I had five potential sources for 

interpretation however the ‘empty square’ (Clark, 2017) did not provide any evidence 

except Henry’s “LEGO® Club is the best” and “you need more big bricks”. Additionally, 

the card sort activity was not as fruitful as I had hoped but it did provide much verbal 

evidence as the children talked while they were sorting the photographs. 

Consequently, analysis was of verbal evidence from interviews, visual evidence from 

photographs and documentary evidence from researcher field notes. 

Interpretation of the evidence told me something about how the children viewed the 

play aspect of LBT (LeGoff et al, 2014), or that they did not totally view it as play 

perhaps because it was in school and adult directed. The participants referred to what 

they were doing in our sessions as work. It could be that they thought, as an adult, I 

did not view play as worthwhile hence they called it work. However, the story telling 

that went with their building demonstrated a strong element of imaginative play. This 

work/play clash is interesting as it seems to demonstrate that the children have 

internalised the adult view that play is not important but the overwhelming urge as 

children is to play, to enter into a world of fantasy and have fun. For two of the 

participants relaxing and playing – having fun – was more difficult perhaps because of 

the trauma they experienced in their early lives.   

My analysis of the evidence further illustrated how LBT can support children to develop 

their relationship building skills and also improve peer relationships (LeGoff et al, 

2014). The three children in my pilot study spoke about feeling like a special club 

because everyone was interested in what they did on Monday afternoons for an hour. 
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Participants in the main study spoke of feeling closer to their peers and even of 

stronger friendship bonds. For many children with SEMH needs making and 

maintaining reciprocal friendships is difficult as they often lack the skills to play co-

operatively. Perhaps the improved relationships formed in LEGO® Club would 

continue into the classroom and the playground. 

Le Goff et al (2014) highlights how LBT enhances the pro-social skills of the children 

who had been involved in the intervention. He referred to quite specific skills such as 

eye contact - things that may be important to adults. The skills my participants referred 

to were what they viewed as important. Firstly, they talked about how their building of 

LEGO® had improved. As an adult my interpretation of their improved building is their 

better hand/eye co-ordination, enhanced fine motor skills and improved spatial 

awareness; all skills that can be useful in the classroom and beyond. There was also 

evidence that the children recognised skills that were useful in the classroom, such as 

listening, being better organised and working alongside another person.  

Looking through the photographs and reflecting on their time in LEGO® Club the 

children recognised and discussed a range of emotions which suggested a level of 

emotional literacy that may not be evident in their everyday conversations. This 

suggests the value of photo elicitation as a prompt to their thinking as well as a 

reminder of how they were feeling at a particular moment. Children with SEMH needs 

often have little empathy for their peers but it would seem that with a photograph to 

reflect on those emotions are more easily recognisable.   

The final theme for discussion that emerged from the evidence was how important the 

children viewed the environment in which they were working/playing. When they were 

in charge of the camera recording where they were and the surrounding environs was 
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an important part of their job. From an adult perspective I can interpret this as meaning 

that children need to be in a space that is familiar and where they feel safe. 

In the following chapter I will discuss these themes further in relation to the research 

objectives set out in chapter 3. Additionally, I will consider the further implications for 

my professional practice. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion and Conclusions 

Introduction 

I set out on this research project to find out how children viewed an intervention that 

schools value and I regularly delivered in my professional role. It is a play-based 

intervention, LEGO® Based Therapy (LeGoff, et al; 2014), aimed at supporting children 

to develop social skills. Accessing pupil voice with children as participants in my 

research was central to the rationale of the study. The participants were children 

identified as experiencing some level of SEMH needs as recognised by the school 

SENCO and the SEND 0-25 Code of Practice (DfE, 2015).  

Two research objectives were set to focus data analysis: 

To co-construct evidence with children about their experience in LEGO® Club. 

To gain an understanding of the influence of LEGO® Club for children who take 

part in the intervention. 

Reflection on the research process: 

This research project set out to use pupil voice as a means to explore pupil views of 

LBT as an intervention to support social skills development. The research used a 

Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2017) and a range of research tools to access this evidence 

from the children including photo elicitation interviews, a card sort activity, photographs 

and an empty square. There was also the addition of researcher field notes. There 

were elements of the process that were helpful in producing analysable evidence and 

others that would perhaps need consideration for use in a future research project.   
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Photo elicitation interviews were the main source of data. The participants engaged 

well with the photographs and talked at length while looking through the photographs 

and used them to address my interview questions. Reflecting on the interviews and 

the interview questions I think I could perhaps have asked more questions and 

perhaps probed deeper. I didn’t ask sufficient probing question such as “go on….”, “tell 

me more…” often enough. I generally asked once but did not repeat or offer another 

probing phrase.  

The Empty Square was my least successful attempt at gaining the views of my 

participants (Clark, 2017). It is a reminder of the open process of researching with 

children. It was emphasised to their class teachers the voluntary nature of the activity 

as I wanted to avoid being presented with a piece of writing that had been overseen 

by classroom staff, corrected and perfectly written. Henry’s poorly spelt piece with b’s 

written as d’s was just what I had hoped for, but no other drawing or pieces of writing 

were brought along. Perhaps it felt a little like homework. It could be that the blank 

page, even with a LEGO® brick border, was a little daunting – this was the paper 

version of Thomas’s (2013) ‘I dunno’. On reflection I could have provided some 

guidance, for example: draw a picture of your time in LEGO® Club or tell me about 

LEGO® Club.   

It was interesting that having stressed to the teacher that the empty square activity 

was voluntary three participants had been ‘told’ to make something to bring to the 

interview. This ties in with the incident where Omveer having said he no longer wanted 

to stay in LEGO® Club was sent back by his teacher because he ‘had to do LEGO®’, 

perhaps indicating the view of some teachers that they know what is best for children. 

With regard to the empty square, I think what would be ideal is the happy medium that 
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would result in providing the opportunity to write, draw or make something during the 

school day without adult support – unless the child requests help.   

The card sort activity provided a variety of responses from the children ranging from 

the two who didn’t engage with the activity to a few of the children who spend twenty 

minutes looking through the photographs and sorting them into sets. The idea of using 

a cards sort was to allow the children to contribute to interpretation of the visual 

evidence. I was not entirely sure what to expect from this activity. However, the 

evidence from the card sort did provide me with a little insight into some of my 

participants and considerable verbal data as they chatted while they sorted the 

pictures.  

I did not make copious field notes but enough to prompt reflection when analysing the 

interview data. My field notes often supported what the children said in their interviews, 

for example the note that Oliver commented on how well he and Sid got on in LEGO® 

Club was reiterated in the interview. My field notes were old fashioned pen and 

notebook. Perhaps if I had made voice recordings, I would have had more detailed 

notes. But in a research project centred around pupil voice with the card sort, 

photographs and interview combined to provide the main data set for analysis, I’m not 

sure my detailed field notes would have been essential. 

Confirmation bias was a topic brought up following a conference presentation 

(Birmingham University, 2019) The suggestion is that researchers, particularly case 

study researchers, have a tendency to confirm preconceived ideas when planning their 

research and analysing their data (Denzin and Lincoln, 2013). My reason for selecting 

LBT for research was curiosity about its popularity in schools, I harboured a hope that 

the children would not share the enthusiasm of their teachers – indeed two didn’t. 
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Hence, I do not feel confirmation bias was an issue with the participants tending to 

share their teacher’s views of the intervention as worthwhile. 

I have made many references throughout my thesis to the co-construction of evidence. 

However, the knowledge created from this evidence was not co-constructed. Pearson 

and Howe (2017) highlight how there is a limited extent to which participants are fully 

involved in research and with my research their involvement ended when their 

interviews ended. Had I included my participants in the analytical process I would 

perhaps have achieved different conclusions. The evidence may have been co-

constructed but the conclusions drawn were “the construction of the researcher” 

(Ravet, 2007: p236). I had not planned with parents, schools or the children for the 

participants to be part of the analysis, this was mainly down to time constraints. I can 

justify to my line manager carrying out the interventions during my working day but not 

spending extensive time with students on a process that school may not view as a 

benefit to the children. 

Consideration of research objectives in analysis: 

The aim of this research was to garner children’s views of LEGO® Based Therapy 

(LeGoff, et al; 2014). My focus was on the children’s voices and letting the evidence 

speak for itself. The following section considers how the evidence addressed the 

research objectives. 

To co-construct evidence with children about their experience in LEGO® Club. 

The photographs, card sort and interviews all elicited evidence from the children of 

their experience in LEGO® Club. Researcher field notes which recorded observations 

and verbatim quotes from the children added to this evidence. 
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The response from most of the participants was that being part of LEGO® Club was 

an enjoyable experience and they would be happy to take part in another LEGO® Club 

in the future. There are more photographs of children smiling and building together 

than there are of sad faces – though there were some photographs of sulks and 

scowls. This may not seem important to many adults in school but for some children 

there is little enjoyment in school with the heavy focus on a didactic curriculum that 

they are often not interested in and from which the see little benefit (Freire, 1996). For 

many children, particularly those identified as having SEMH needs, an impoverished 

home life provides little opportunity to play and gain the skills afforded through play. 

This does not necessarily apply to my participants though there were some who 

admitted to never having played with LEGO® before (Oliver and Jenny). Even Omveer 

who declared in his interview that LEGO® Club was boring had definitely shown 

enjoyment in the four sessions he had attended.  

“Omveer singing quietly as he was building.” 

Field notes, week 3, school 2 

In response to the interview question “What would you tell others about LEGO® Club?” 

the answers often included ‘it was fun’ and ‘you get to build LEGO® with your friends’. 

LeGoff et al (2014) stated that their intervention was the only one where the 

participants got to have fun. Having fun, and letting one’s guard down, is important. 

Bomber (2007) suggests that for some children school can be a scary experience 

because they can become overwhelmed with the emotions and feel unable to manage 

them. Having fun in a structured, secure setting such as LEGO® Club can allow 

children to learn to manage these emotions and the physical sensations that go with 

them. For some children with SEMH needs their only fun in school comes from being 

the class clown, disrupting lessons and getting a laugh from class-mates feeds their 
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need for attention (Rogers, 1998) This is certainly true of some of my participants, 

especially Kodi and Henry whose difficulties with writing often found them struggling 

with a task and potentially needing some distraction. LBT complies with an ethos of 

enjoyable learning, “its good fun for them” (Evans and Bond, 2021; p114). Perhaps the 

fun had in LEGO® Club could replace the disruptive fun had in the classroom. 

The children enjoyed all aspects of being in LEGO® Club but there was a definite 

preference for the free build part of the sessions rather than the more structured 

shared build. Perhaps the formality of the shared build felt rather like a classroom 

experience – work rather than play - whereas with the free build they were able to let 

their imaginations run. However, with the shared build they embraced the different 

roles and generally managed to choose their weekly roles without falling out. Initially 

everyone wanted to be the builder but as the weeks progressed some developed a 

favoured role. For example, Katrina liked to be supplier as she enjoyed carefully 

organising the bricks ready to pass them to the builder. Supplier was potentially the 

least stressful of the three roles. Builders would often guess at what they needed to 

do with the bricks that caused frustration with the engineer who then had to explain 

again where to put the bricks – this was sometimes a difficult job and I was impressed 

at how patient the children often were, there was only one incident of giving up and 

storming out of the room (Omveer). Perhaps it is easier to be patient with something 

you are invested in unlike writing or a maths problem. While they willingly took on the 

different roles in shared build, they were immediately abandoned for free build and 

building became either a solo (”I’m going to build…”) or a collaborative experience 

(“Shall we build ….). 

All the children, who had positive feelings about LEGO® Club, expressed a desire for 

the sessions to be longer – though recognising that this probably wouldn’t fit around 



 

152 
 

the curriculum and so would not be allowed within the normal school day. They saw 

no reason why they couldn’t continue beyond the eight weeks that their sessions had 

run. It could be argued that more sessions would lead to greater impact for the 

individual child. Bomber (2007) suggests that “repetitive relationship experiences” (ib 

id, p58) allow a child to catch-up on missed early experiences thus suggesting that 

limiting interventions such as LEGO® Club to half termly blocks may not allow for 

consolidation of skills developed in the group. Boxall (2002) suggests that children in 

nurture groups may need to attend for up to four terms. The argument presented often 

in schools for limiting these interventions is that children are missing other vital 

learning or other children need to have a chance. Whilst these are valid arguments 

ending an intervention too soon may undermine any changes and improvements in 

the child’s social skills. In my professional capacity I make the comparison between 

developing social skills and reading. Additional support for a child with reading 

difficulties continues until such time as they are able to read independently at a level 

where they can access their learning, yet social skills and behaviour needs are 

expected to be resolved in a half term. 

To gain an understanding of the influence of LEGO® Club for children who take 

part in the intervention. 

The purpose of LEGO® Based Therapy is to support children to develop social skills 

(LeGoff et al, 2014). There was also a consensus among most of the participants 

around better relationships whether that was the ability to work and play alongside 

another child or a new friendship that they had developed and the new social skills 

that helped then in the classroom. 

The ability to get along with other children, albeit in the relaxed setting of LEGO® Club, 

was mentioned by several of the children. Practicing these skills in a relaxed setting is 
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a means to develop them in safe environment to later use in the wider setting of the 

classroom and playground. I observed the children responding supportively at times 

of distress or anxiety during the intervention, this could be a friendly word of 

encouragement, compromise or just leaving the other child alone to sit quietly – or 

apparently sleep in Sid’s case one day. 

Working alongside others and tolerating their presence is a skill many children with 

SEMH needs and some of my participants find difficult. Yet co-operative working and 

collaboration were mentioned by several of the children as something they felt better 

able to do as a result of their time in LEGO® Club, as was the idea that getting along 

is better and worth working toward.  

The children also referred to pro-social skills that they were more aware of such as 

listening and concentrating, though they did not necessarily say they were better at 

them – as yet. Though both these skills had evidently developed during the 

intervention period as their ability to build models together improved. Shared building 

requires both listening and concentration. 

The evidence from this research project has a range of implications for professional 

practice, both mine and colleagues in my setting and the wider local authority. 

Implications for educational practice 

There are a number of implications that can be drawn from this research some 

surrounding the importance of play and its potential place in the school curriculum as 

well as the length of time an intervention should be in place for it to be effective and 

the location of the intervention.  

The evidence from this small case study suggests that a play-based intervention such 

as LEGO® Club continues to be important for children as a learning tool beyond the 
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foundation stage. Jones and Lyndon (2018) refer to Piaget (1962) when they state that 

children construct their understanding of the world through play, they practice and 

learn the “social norms and values of their community” while playing (Jones and 

Lyndon, 2018; p35). Play, at developmentally appropriate stages, is a central tenet in 

nurture groups (Boxall, 2002) suggesting that play should continue to be available in 

schools beyond the age of five. Dewey (2011) posits: 

“It is the business of schools to set up an environment in which play and work 
shall be conducted with reference to facilitating desirable mental and moral 
growth.” 

(Dewey, 2011; p109) 

This statement is clearly subject to interpretation and schools will, of course, argue 

that children have sufficient opportunity to play. However, the evidence from my 

participants suggests that they need play that is more specific than what is often 

available on the playground.   

Most of my participants wanted the intervention to go on for a longer period of time. 

This could, naturally, be that they were getting an hour out of class every week to play 

but equally it could be that they recognised they needed more time to consolidate the 

skills they were developing in the group. Axline (1974) states that therapy cannot be 

hurried. Other special needs interventions such as Social Use of Language 

Programme (SULP) (Rinaldi, 1998) and Toe-by-Toe, a reading intervention for people 

– children and adults - who struggle with decoding when reading, continue for longer 

periods according to the person’s needs who is accessing the programme.  Neither 

are time limited. This suggests that there is research evidence that supports the 

children’s desire to continue with LEGO® Club beyond eight weeks – or indeed six 

weeks which is often the case. 
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LeGoff et al (2014) refer to the LEGO® room (Sid’s desire) and recognises the issues 

of the mobile LEGO® Club such as mine. As I have previously stated I have been 

asked to set up my groups in corridors and rooms that are little more than cupboards. 

The photographs of the rooms indicate the importance of location to the children which 

supports the theory of having a secure base in which to work and play (Bowlby, 1988). 

The room as a safe base is one of the six principles of nurture (Boxall, 2002) and is 

firmly placed in Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1988) Attachment Theory. Thus, schools need 

to give careful consideration to the spaces children work in if they expect any 

intervention to have a degree of success. 

This emphasises that if schools want interventions such as LEGO® Club to be effective 

they need to take account of the time of the intervention and the space in which they 

take place. And also consider the importance of play generally in the classroom 

beyond EYFS. Recommendation arising from my research are summarised as: 

• When differentiating task for children with SEMH needs consider how play can 

be incorporated into the learning as part of the stimulus for an activity.  

• Interventions targeted at social skills and other SEMH needs should take place 

in a space where the children can feel safe, this should be a room rather than 

an open space and should be the same space each time they attend for the 

intervention. 

• Continue interventions beyond a basic half term, the longer an intervention 

continues the greater the influence is likely to be. 

Impact of this research: 

Newby (2010) states that “The vast majority of educational research is done to make 

a difference” (p 640) and that its purpose is to find ways to improve practice. It is 
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perhaps too early to comment on whether my research has improved practice, but I 

have been working with colleagues to make some changes within our team and more 

widely in schools. 

I have discussed the use of photographs, drawings or other visual media as a key 

aspect of gaining the views of the children and young people with whom we work. The 

children in my research engaged well with the photographs and I believe this 

contributed to providing interview evidence of greater depth. Accessing the voice of 

the child is a central tenet when assessing children with Special Educational Needs 

(DfE, 2015). Colleagues are now asking children to make drawings and, in some 

cases, to take photographs to explain their wishes and their aspirations. Colleagues 

are aware of the ethical implications of taking photographs in school and support the 

children to be mindful of this when they are taking photographs. Additionally, the use 

of some form of “communication bridge” (Collier and Collier, 1986) has been included 

in the restorative approaches training packages my colleagues and I deliver. Using 

drawings or photographs would perhaps make the process of a restorative 

conversation more productive. 

With the knowledge gained from my literature reviews and information gathered in 

participant interviews I have worked to develop training packages linked to play and 

to LEGO® Based Therapy (LeGoff, et al; 2014).   

I have prepared and delivered training around play with groups of foster carers on a 

number of occasions since completing my research. The training considered the 

developmental nature of play and how children should play with developmentally 

appropriate toys and games (Reddy, 2010) to aid their social and emotional 

development. The training also considered the therapeutic nature of play and how 
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carers can be aware that children may be working through some loss or trauma in their 

play. Feedback has always been positive and carers stated they took away practical 

skills to use with the children in their care as well as an improved understanding of the 

nature of play. The course is now part of a package of courses that new Local Authority 

foster carers are expected to complete as part of their training. 

With regard to LEGO® Based Therapy (LeGoff et al, 2014) specifically I have worked 

with a colleague who is also a LEGO® enthusiast to develop a comprehensive training 

and assessment package linked to the use of LEGO® Based Therapy in schools. This 

work was based on literature, my research, our experience from sharing LEGO® 

Based Therapy with groups of children and the expectations of SENCOs.  The 

package included a teacher assessment, a pupil self-assessment questionnaire 

(appendix 8) and a training power point.  The questionnaire was not part of the 

research but was developed as a result of it. The teacher assessment does not sit well 

with my strong views about VoC however it is an expectation of school’s SENCOs that 

we can provide evidence of successful interventions. They need to collect evidence of 

pupil progress to inform pupil reviews. The teacher assessment, compiled by my 

colleague, focusses on a range of social skills that can be developed when playing in 

a managed intervention such as LEGO® Based Therapy that have been highlighted in 

research such as LeGoff et al (2014), Kestley (2010) and Kato at al (2013). The 

questions/statements have a four stage Likert Scale identifying whether the children 

always demonstrated the skills to never demonstrated the skills. Teachers are asked 

to complete the assessment before the children take part in LEGO® Based Therapy 

and then again at the end of the intervention to assess the impact of the interventions.  

My contribution to the assessment aspect was the pupil questionnaire which 

compliments this adult assessment package. It was based on my experience from the 
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children’s responses to my interviews. For the purposes of data for SENCOs it was 

essentially a quantitative document. The pupil questionnaire (appendix 8) is just ten 

statements linked to social behaviours that are the focus of LEGO® Based Therapy 

(LeGoff, et al; 2014) and also reflects the responses of my participants. As with the 

teacher assessment it has a four stage Likert Scale. The children are asked to 

complete this before they join a LEGO® group, then again at the end of the 

intervention. In order to demonstrate consideration of VoC there is opportunity for the 

children to provide additional comment rather like the empty square (Clark, 2017) to 

gain qualitative information from the children too. The final aspect of this, is the training 

power point (appendix 11) that can be shared in schools to enable them to set up and 

run their own LEGO® Based Therapy groups. It included information about the 

importance of play and the practicalities of running groups based on our experience 

and my research. This is potentially a further research project to be carried out at a 

later date, perhaps a piece of post-doctoral research. 

Bates (2002) commented that what professionals want is solutions while researcher 

seek new knowledge. A slightly adapted version of LeGoff et al (2014) is a solution 

from this research. As time is often an issue in schools LeGoff’s various models have 

been condensed into one hour long session that one member of staff can facilitate 

with three children. My research has also demonstrated that LBT is a useful 

intervention for the SEMH population in schools as well as pupils with ASD. I hope 

that the knowledge gained from my research has provided professionals with some 

solutions they can use with children in their setting to enable SEMH children to 

enhance their social skills in an emotionally secure way whilst having some fun.  

Children and young people are often left out of the research process, they can be 

difficult to reach and limited in their responses (Thomas, 2013). This research project 
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has demonstrated with the right research methods even children as young as eight 

can engage in research and make a valid contribution. For some children seeing the 

photographs of themselves and their peers was enough – I almost didn’t need to ask 

any questions. Giving children a camera and then asking them to talk about their 

photographs can provide sufficient evidence for analysis. Additionally, I would hope 

that school staff see this as a means to better access the voice of the child with the 

use of drawing or photography in their day-to-day work with SEMH children in their 

schools. 

Reed (2016) suggests researchers should find audiences who would be interested in 

their work. To this end I have shared my work at a number of conferences concerned 

with educational research, inclusion of children in education and children with SEMH 

needs. For the earlier conferences (Birmingham University, 2019; Wolverhampton 

University, 2020) I did not have any data to share but focussed my presentation on the 

intervention and my methodology.  Discussion during the ‘question and answer’ 

session focussed on the practicalities of giving children cameras to an in-depth 

discussion around my selection of participants and a conversation about confirmation 

bias.  

A group I have not as yet been able to share my work with are the participants 

themselves. Research that focusses on VoC should share findings with the 

participants. Circumstances related to school closures as a result of Covid 19 

lockdowns and children moving on to high school have meant that I have lost contact 

with the older children. However, as schools have now opened up those who are still 

within the LA where I conducted the research could be contacted via colleagues.  
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Next steps in research: 

At the end of a project such as this, one must reflect on next steps. Whilst a thesis is 

written it does not necessarily mean it is the end of the project. It would be interesting 

to continue the theme of researching LBT with input from adults and children. In this 

research I was the facilitator of the intervention groups, further research could be 

including other adults as facilitators, so evidence is gathered from them as well as the 

child participants. A key motivation for my research was the Owens et al (2008) paper. 

I would be interested to compare the two interventions, LBT and SULP using PEI with 

the participants. I believe this would compliment the original Owens et al (2008) 

research and my own project. 

Closing thought: 

LeGoff et al (2014) stated that LBT was one of the few interventions for children and 

young people that was fun. Most of my participants concurred with this. They had 

enjoyed coming to the intervention and were disappointed when it came to an end. 

This suggests that children do not need to sit quietly in class with paper and pencil in-

order to be learning as the participants reflected, they had improved skills both social 

and practical. They had experienced a range of emotions, largely positive, that 

perhaps they do not experience in the more formal setting of the classroom, 

suggesting that a play-based intervention is as valuable as is formal didactic teaching.  

The purpose of this research was to access children’s views on a specific play-based 

intervention. The methodology was a case study (Thomas, 2011) using the Mosaic 

Approach (Clark, 2017) and used a number of research methods. Much of the 

evidence was gathered through photo elicitation interviews with the additions of 

photographs, a card sort activity, field notes and the empty square. Whilst only a small 
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research project with just twelve participants I believe I have made a contribution to 

my own practice and that of my colleagues and provided a basis for further research. 

Pring (2000) refers to Miller (1999) who argues that educational research is too small 

scale to contribute to practice. Pring disagrees stating that there is research which 

addresses issues of policy and practice. I believe my small research project as 

contributed to practice in a small corner of the West Midlands and hope to develop this 

further in the future through further research, training and attendance at conferences.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Letters requesting consent 

1.1 Headteacher letter 

Faculty for Education and Social Work  

University of Wolverhampton 

Walsall Campus 

Gorway Road, 

Walsall  

WS1 3BD  

  

 

Dear Headteacher (name inserted), 

I have embarked on a professional educational doctorate (EdD) at the University of Wolverhampton. I 
am now at the stage where I need to collect my data for my thesis. I met with Mr/s ***** recently who 
suggested I may be able carry out part of this study at your school.  I am writing to ask your formal 
permission to carry out part of my research at ******** School.  

The focus of my research is a Lego based play intervention (LEGO® Club) intended to build children’s 
confidence and social skills.  The intervention will take place weekly over a period of 8 weeks.  The 
children and I will take photographs during the sessions. I intend to use the photograph as the focus of 
an interview at the end of the intervention.  These interviews will provide the data for my research. 

I will be gaining ethical approval from the university before beginning my data collection. I will of course 
seek the informed consent of the parents of the young people as well as the pupils to be part of the 
project. They will be able to withdraw at any time during the course of the project.  The school and the 
children will be anonymised in any form of publication. 

If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.  

Yours sincerely, 

 

Amanda Barrie MA 

Advisory Teacher – social, emotional and mental health 

Contact details: 

[e-mail address redacted] 

[e-mail address redacted] 

[telephone number redacted] 

Supervisory team: 

Dr Stephanie Brewster  

[e-mail address redacted] 

Dr Linda Devlin  

[e-mail address redacted] 
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Dr Alison Wren 

[e-mail address redacted] 

………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

I give consent for Amanda Barrie to carry out her doctoral research at (name of school). This will take 
the form of a LEGO® Based intervention and follow-up interviews.  I am aware that parents and children 
will be giving consent and that all pupils, staff and the school will be anonymised in any publications. 

Signed: ____________________________ 

Date: _____________________ 

 

 

1.2 Parents letter 

Faculty for Education and Social Work  

University of Wolverhampton 

Walsall Campus 

Gorway Road, 

Walsall  

WS1 3BD 

Dear parents, 

I am an advisory teacher with Inclusion Support in Sandwell. I am currently undertaking a professional 
doctorate in education at the University of Wolverhampton.  Mr/Ms (Headteacher) has kindly given me 
permission to carry some of my research at (school’s name).  Mr/s *****, the Special Educational Needs 
Co-ordinator at the school, has suggested your son/daughter as a possible participant in this study. 

The study will involve N taking part in a LEGO® based play intervention (LEGO® Club) for eight weeks.  
These sessions will take place in school. During the group sessions we, the children and me, will be 
taking photographs. The photograph will then be used as the focus of a short interview at the end of the 
intervention.  These interviews will provide the data for my study.  I will be storing the data, photographs 
and interviews, on a password protected external storage devise. Any printed material will be stored in 
a locking filing cabinet. 

The school and your son/daughter will be anonymised in the final presentation of the project and the 
photographs and interviews will be destroyed when the project is complete. 

I will be seeking approval for this project from the University of Wolverhampton’s ethics committee.  I 
will not proceed with the project until this has been agreed.  I do hope you are happy to give consent 
for N to be part of the project. You can, of course, withdraw your consent at anytime during the course 
of the project. I will also ensure I have the consent of N too. If you require any further information, my 
contact details are listed below. 

I would be very grateful if you would sign the attached consent slip and return it to school. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Amanda Barrie MA 

Advisory Teacher 

Contact details: 
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[e-mail address redacted] 

[e-mail address redacted] 

[telephone number redacted] 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

I give consent for ___________________________ to take part in the LEGO® Club interventions at 
(name of school).  I understand I can withdraw my consent at any time during the course of the 
intervention. 

Signed: _______________________________ 

Date: ______________________________ 

.oOo. 

I give consent for ___________________________ to be photographed during LEGO® Club 
interventions at (name of school).  I understand I can withdraw my consent at any time during the curse 
of the intervention. 

Signed: _______________________________ 

Date: ______________________________ 

.oOo. 

I give consent for ___________________________ to be interviewed by Amanda Barrie following the 
LEGO® Club interventions at (name of school).  I understand I can withdraw my consent at any time 
during the curse of the intervention. 

Signed: _______________________________ 

Date: ______________________________ 

.oOo. 

 

 

1.3 Participant letter 

 

Faculty for Education, Health and Social Work  

University of Wolverhampton 

Walsall Campus 

Gorway Road, 

Walsall  

WS1 3BD 

Dear N, 

My name is Amanda and I am going to be carrying out a special project in your school that will involve 
working with LEGO®.  Your head teacher has agreed for you to take part in the project and I am also 
asking your parents.  I want you to understand what will be involved and for you to agree to take part 
too.  

We will be meeting every week with three other children from your class and working together to build 
with LEGO®. We will meet for eight sessions. We will take some photographs during the sessions that 
we can talk about at when all the sessions have finished., 
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I have enclosed a leaflet to give you some more information, perhaps you can talk with your parents or 
teachers about it before agreeing to be part of my project. 

If you are happy to be part of this project, please sign the attached slip and return it to Mr/Ms ***** at 
school.  Also, if at any time you decide you no longer want to be part of LEGO® Club or to talk about it 
afterwards that is fine, just let me, adults in school or your parents know. 

I look forward to working with you very soon. 

Kind regards, 

 

 

Amanda Barrie 

I would like to be part of LEGO® Club with Amanda at my school.  I understand I can stop being part of 
the group at any time. 

Signed: ____________________ 

Date: ________________ 

.oOo. 

I am happy for Amanda to take photographs during LEGO® Club. 

Signed: ______________________ 

Date: ____________________________ 

.oOo. 

I agree to talk about my time in LEGO® Club with Amanda at the end of the 8 sessions. 

Signed: _________________________ 

Date: ________________________ 

.oOo. 
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Appendix 2: Information leaflet for children 
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Appendix 3: Pre interview letter 

Dear….., 

I will be coming to talk to you about Lego Club on (day). We’ll look at the 

photographs that were taken during the time we have been meeting.  I will be 

asking you to sort the photographs in to groups, you can sort them how you want 

and into as many groups as you want.  I’ll also be asking you some questions about 

your thoughts and experiences in Lego Club.  I’ve given you some paper here in 

case you wanted to draw or write anything about Lego Club, though you don’t have 

to. 

Look forward to seeing you and hearing your thoughts about Lego Club. 

 

Best wishes, 
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Appendix 4: Interview schedule  

Is it ok if I record what we're talking about? I might take notes too. Did you bring 
anything with you? Can I see? Tell me about it. 

I’ve printed off lots of photographs from Lego club, have a look through them…. (give 
a few minutes for the participant to have a look through all the photos, chat about 
what they are seeing) 

Would you have a look through and sort them into group? There are no right or 
wrong answers, just how you think they should be groups, its ok if some don’t fit into 
your groups. 

Tell me about your groups. 

Now have a look through and chose your three favourites so we can talk about them. 

Ok, which picture are we going to talk about first?  (note number) 

Why have you chosen that one? 

What’s happening in the picture? 

Anything else?  

Would you say you are all working together? What makes you say that? 

Can you tell me more? 

Is there anything else you want to say about this picture? 

Ok; that’s lovely, let’s look at the next picture you’ve chosen. 

Repeat discussion for each photograph. 

What did you enjoy most about Lego Club?  

Do you think Lego Club has helped you?   

How did it help you?  

Anything else? 

How would you tell others about Lego Club? What else? 

Is there anything that could make Lego Club better? 

Is there anything else you want to tell me about your experience of Lego Club? 

Thank you for your time, I’ve really enjoyed working with you. I’ll walk back to class 
with you. 
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Appendix 5: My version of the Jefferson annotation system 

(.) - pause with in sentence of no significant length 

(..) – slightly longer pause 

(n) – pause, number of whole seconds noted 

((xxx)) – activity 

{xxx} – description of picture 

(L) – humour/laughter 

– rise in intonation 

– drop in intonation 

[ - overlapping sentence of interruption 

:: - represents elongated vowel sounds within a word 
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Appendix 6: Sample transcribed interview 

Me: These are the photos we have. I’d like you have a look through and 

sort them into groups or sets.  

Terry: What, so like (.) ss (.0) like (.) in like groups? 

Me: Yeah, that’s it. 

Terry: Can I sort them into ones that I don’t like and ones that I do like? 

Me: Yes, if that’s how you want to do it. 

Terry: (4) Miss, are these all the like all the pictures we all taken? 

Me: Not all of them, I took out ones that were the same or out of focus, or 

of the floor for example. 

Terry: [So I’m doing ones that I don’t like, ones that are alright and ones 

that I like.  

Me: Ok then. 

(22) ((T is sorting through the pictures)) 

Me: So which piles is which? 

Terry: This are the likes, these are the don’t likes and these are the alright 

ones. 

(noise of cutting tools outside, but T doesn’t react) 

Me: OK. Those are going in the don’t likes? 

Terry: Yeah. (3) This is gonna take a while. 

Me: It does take a while, but that’s ok, we have time. 

(14). ((T clears his throat)) 

Me: So, how are you de… 

Terry: [Y’know those sharpeners you gave us? 

Me: Yeah. 
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Terry: Its really cool coz when is full you can open it and empty the 

sharpenings out. 

Conversation about pencils 

(4) 

Terry: I don’t think I like this one because it looks like she’s picking (L) her 

nose. (3) 

Me: It does but I think she’s thinking. 

Terry: I like this one. 

Me: (L) it’s a pile of bricks. 

Terry: (L) I like this one, but I think I’ll put it in the alright pile. 

(4) 

Terry: Even though it’s a bit blurry I like that one. 

Me  It is a bit blurry. 

Terry: I think this is the jail me and (.) <Kaiden> made? or was it someone 

else? I can’t remember. 

Me:  I think you did that one on your own. 

Terry: Oh yeah, I remember.  

Me: You were always involved in jail building… 

(5) ((T is sorting through pictures)) 

Terry: I’ll put in (.) mmm (shaking head), I’ll put that (4) nah, Ah! I like this 

one. This is when, erm, Miss Wilkinson came in. 

Me: I’ll be asking you to pick some favourites in a minute. 

Terry: I think this will be one. Oh look you’re in this one.  I think I took this 

one. 

Me: I think most of the ones with me in you took Terry.  I think you took 

one too. 



 

186 
 

Terry: (L) I’ll put that in the alright pile. 

Me: You might need to stand up, or shall I move the pictures closer to 

you as you’ve cleared the space around you. 

Terry: Thank you. (..) 

Terry: That looks like my hann (.) yeah it my hand.  I’ll put it in the alright 

pile. 

Me: ok 

Terry: This is Jenny’s police station. I like that one. Oh, yeah  – that one.  

<Is that Katrina>? Or yeah (.) is that Katrina’s or Kaden’s? 

Me: Erm….let’s have a look what week is it? first week, so it wouldn’t be 

Katrina because she wasn’t here the first week. Though I think you and Kaden did 

that together. 

Terry:  Was that the week that we had to go to th::e library? 

Me:  No the first week we were in here. I think you build the truck and 

Kaden built the garden bit. 

Terry: Oooo.  That was ours.  I want to try and find Katrina’s, because I 

liked that. (.) Alright. I took that one. 

Me: Did you? 

Terry: ((muttering as he sorts)) Put that in the alright pile. Oh this one was 

Friday. 

Me: Yes, that was the last build. 

Terry: >I want to Lego club with you again< when I’m in year 6. 

Me:  Do you, well we’ll have to see. I can’t promise that. 

Terry: There’s some pictures of the unicorn. 

Me:  Jenny said it wasn’t a unicorn because it had wings – but I can’t 

remember what she called it.  

Terry: (.) Miss what’s what? 
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Me: It’s a recorder, So I can record what we are saying. 

Terry: Oooh. 

(3) ((More sorting)) 

Terry: I can’t remember if Kaden was happy with me taking that one or not. 

Me: Well he is smiling 

Terry: [I’ll put that in th::e <alright pile>, >no I’ll put it in the good plie<. 

Me: OK 

Terry: That can go in the alrights, (.) that one’s a bit blurry but I’ll put it in 

there ((alright pile)) That was when I had long hair. 

Me: It was. Then you had your hair cut. Normally at the end of a Lego 

Club people’s hair has grown, yours has gone the other way. 

((laughter)) 

Terry:  This is how you know who took the pictures, if it’s me, Karina and 

Kaden then Jenny took he picture, and if it was me, Kaiden and Jenny the Katrina 

took it. 

Me: Yep if you weren’t in the photo, chances are you took it. And it’s all 

four of you who took It? 

Terry: You! 

Me: Detective Terry. 

Terry: I like that one. I think that was Jenny and  

Me:  [I built that. 

Terry: Did you? 

Me: Yes. 

Terry: I like it.  (.) This is cool.  I can’t remember who built this. 

Me: Let’s see? 

Terry: I think its Kaden. Me and Kaden. 
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Me: Oh yes, when he built his gym. 

Terry: Oh that was when we were (.) we were (.) at the end when it was 

free build and we were. 

Me: Kaden was having a lie down. 

Terry: I was (.)I was just (.) I (.) I was looking at the countries. 

Me: I think you were giving Kaden a geography lesson. I remember you 

saying and his is where we live and this is Italy. 

Terry: (L) Yeah I remember that too.  That was the last session, that’s what 

we build last Friday. 

Me: It was. 

(6)  

Terry: I’ll put that in the alright ones ‘coz it’s like eeeu.. 

Me: The alright pile then. 

Terry: I like that one. 

Me: Why is that one a good picture? 

Terry: It’s got like all four of us in it and (L) I know you took that one. 

((muttering as he is looking through)) (5) Obviously that one. And that one. I 

remember that one was last Friday. 

Me: Who took that one? 

Terry:  Me. 

Me: What were you doing under the table taking photos? 

((laughter)) 

Terry: (.) I mwmmm I was (L) I took a picture of that. 

Me: Yes, we need a record of all the chocolates I acquired during Lego 

club. 

Terry: I’m gonna keep that one, I like that one. 
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(4) ((Sorting)) 

Terry: I like this one too, I thought that was my dad  then! ((sounding 

excited)) I was like  ‘why’s my dad in this school?’ 

Me:  Is it you? 

Terry: Just for a second I thought (.) I thought it was my dad. (L) 

Me: Is it me? 

Terry: Yes (L). I just thought it was my dad. {different picture} I don’t think 

that’s me ((meaning mine)) 

Me: but you usually build the didn’t you? 

Terry: No that wasn’t me. Oh w..w..wait (.) I can’t remember. 

Me: See if it tells me in my book. 

Terry: No it definitely wasn’t me. ((continues to sort)) I like that one. That 

one was good. ((Continues to sort quietly.)) I took this one (L). Ah, this is cool 

because you’ve got all the bits it supply (.)  [I wonder if (.) was it me that took it? 

Me: You might have.  That’s Katrina’s setting out of the bricks. 

Terry:  I know because there was (.)  [No it wasn’t me because I was the 

engineer, I told them where it went.  

Me:  You were indeed the engineer. Well I’m pleased to see that your 

‘like’ pile is bigger than your ‘don’t like’ pile. 

Terry: (L) Yeah. 

Me: I can understand why some are in the don’t like pile. 

Terry: eugh – look at this one. ((sorting)) (4) All the pictures of the last – 

that’s not a picture of the last day though (.) That was (.) 

Me: [It looks like it’s working towards being the last day 

Terry: I think it is. 

Me: It all looks too much for this man ((referring to Lego man in photo)) it 

looks like he’s having a lie down. 
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Terry:  I think it was either me or Kaden that took that one. I can’t 

remember. ((continues to sort through the pictures)) Naaah. ((rejecting picture)) 

(7) ((sorting)) 

Terry: I like that one. It all sorted out nicely. (6) ((quiet sorting)) 

Naaaa.((rejecting picture)) 

Me: What? Don’t you like that one?  

Terry: Nah(.) I’ll put it in the alright pile. 

Me: What’s wrong with that one? 

Terry: All the ones of me pulling a funny face, I don’t like. I like that one. 

{the picture of the two boys after they had broken up their model} 

Me: When Kaden found that one he wanted to come and fetch you so he 

could show you. 

Terry: He kind of looks creepy, it looks like he has black eyes. 

Me: Let me see, oh it does a bit. 

(8) ((sorting)) 

Terry: That one’s a bit boring. 

Me: Thanks, I took that one.  

((laugher)) 

Terry: Sorry. 

Me:  No No, its ok, you can have your opinion. 

Terry: That one’s a bit blurry so I’ll put it in the alright pile. I like that one. 

>All the one’s from the last day< I like. That was c (.) cool  [that’s one of the best 

ones. Alright. Alright. Alright. Alright. ((sorting)) 

Me: I like that one. 

((Shuffling.)) 

Terry: Oh no ((piles falling into disarray)) 



 

191 
 

Me: Is ok, they’re not getting mixed up. I’m keeping your pile separate. 

(7) ((sorting)) 

Terry: I like that one. (3) That one’s cool. And I like that one.  Miss, how 

many people have you done so far? 

Me: You’re my last. 

Terry: Ahhh…you kept me til last? 

Me: Last but not least. 

Terry: So you kept me ‘til last? 

Me: There is a method in my madness but you don’t need to know what it 

is (interestingly I’ve forgotten what it was) 

Terry: So the person with the most blue bricks? 

Me: No! 

Terry:  Miss the (.) you know (.) the blue (.) you know the rubber? The 

rubbers that you gave us? 

Me: Yeah. 

Terry:  I put mine on top of my sharpener, and they (.) they fit together. 

Me: I didn’t know that. 

Terry: Not very well, but they do go together. Oh, I took that one. {picture of 

a wall display in the room} 

Me: I now, and it’s still there. Why did you take that one? 

Terry: Hmmmm, I’m not sure. 

Me: The others wondered why you’d taken it too. 

Terry: (L) All the ones from the last day – that one, that one, Hmmm? 

No::o. Looks like the desk has eyes. 

Me: Yeah, I think took that one.  
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Terry: ((back to sorting)) hmm that one’s alright. That one’s 

gornnnn…good (4) We’ve still got quite a lot, have you got another bag full? 

Me:  No. We’re nearly done. Then I’m going to ask you to pick a few 

favourites. 

Terry: Only a few  ((sounding disappointed)). 

Me: Four of five 

Terry: Only four of five  ? That mnmm (20) ((sorting))  

Me: ((Terry show me a picture)) ah a picture of someone pointing at 

something, not a very exciting picture. 

((laughter)) 

Terry: I don’t know who’s got the most {blue bricks}  

Me: That was the week Kaden went on the birthday chocolate round. 

Terry: Chocolate round? 

Me: Yes, with the boy whose birthday it was, because he preferred that 

to building Lego. 

Terry: ((gasps)) ((looking at another picture)) I like that one because it looks 

cool. (L) 

Me: Yes, I like that one too, even though its blurry. 

Terry: It looks cool blurry.  {this is the picture of the blurry brick box}. Nah. 

((continues to sort and talk quietly to himself)) 

Me: That’s an alright? 

Terry:  I like that one, and that one. I like that one. 

Me: That’s interesting. 

Terry: This one’s (.) ne::y 

Me: Why have you put that one in the like pile? 

Terry: Coz its (..)  ((Yawns))  
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Me: last few then 

Terry: You’re going to yawn now. 

Me: Am I? why? 

Terry: Because I just yawned.. 

Me: Well I will be determined not to yawn then. I might sneeze instead. 

Terry: Does that work? (L) 

Me: No, I don’t think so. 

((Conversation about head scratching when talking about head lice.)) (L) 

Me: Right last couple then, is that a like of a don’t like? 

Terry:  I don’t like that one. 

Me: We’ll have a count in a minute to see which pile is the biggest. 

Terry: (L) I like that one. 

Me: Yes, what are you doing there? 

Terry:  (.) Just a few left now. 

Me:  yes, three of four. 

Terry: N::ot so much, I like that one. 

Me: And last but not least… 

Terry: It’s alright. You thought I was going to say ‘it’s amazing’!  (L) 

Me: So what made you decide what was an a don’t like, an ok and a like? 

What was it that made you say, ‘oh yeah, I like that one’? 

Terry: Because they looked cool, or funny, or it was a good memory. 

Me: Funny, good memories, anything else? 

Terry: They were jus’ like (.) they were like (.)I don’t know (.) just good 

memories and some of them are funny.  

Me: What made you put things in the not good pile? 
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Terry: Because some of them were just like boring, like not funny or just 

like (.) nobody really cares about those. 

Me: Someone must have cared because they took them. 

((Terry shrugs agreement)) 

Me: Let’s count them then ((me counting)) 

Terry: I’ll count the like pile. 

Me: 20. 20 in the don’t like pile. 

Terry: There’s a lot in this one.  

Me: You count the big pile and I’ll count this one. 

((counting)) 

Terry: How many ere in there? Wait I need to restart. 

Me: 20. 

((Terry has several stops and restarts.)) 

Terry: I’m terrible at this. 

((We count them into sets of 10)) 

Me: 78.  

Terry: Whoa! 

Me: So how many altogether? 146 altogether. Now out of your 78 likes, 

you need to choose just a few favourites. 

Terry: I like that one (.) ((sorting through pictures)) no (.) (L) Am I only 

allowed to pick 5 ? 

Me: Well, we’ll see. 

((Terry continues to look through the pictures.))  

Terry: I could just have all of them. 

Me: Well I’m going to ask you some questions about the ones you pick. 
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Terry: That’s going to take ages . 

Me: Yes, that’s why you can’t have all of them.  

Terry: (L) (continues to look through the pile)).I’ve probably got more than 5 

Me: I think you have. 

Terry: I need to find the (.) I need to find a couple of the last day. 

Me: The last day ones. 

Terry: Ok, that’s enough. How many did Kaden and the other pick?  

Me:  Oh, I can’t remember. Ok then, let’s have a look at these. Why did 

you pick this one?  

Terry: Because it’s (.) coz its all of us apart from Katrina, which is a bit sad 

too because I’d have liked her to be there. 

Me: Why isn’t Katrina in it? 

Terry: Because she was taking the picture. 

Me: So have you got.. 

Terry: Oh look, Kaden’s got an ear piercing  

Me: Did you not pick the photo with you all in 

from the last day? 

Terry: I did (.) I think I did (.) where’s the one, 

you know in the library? 

Me: Oh, I haven’t seen that one. 

Terry: No it is in here. I put it in the dislike pile. 

Me: The one from Friday? 

Terry: No I didn’t. I don’t think I did. 

((We search for the photograph together)) 

Terry: Do you know like when you remember things you did in the past and 

you get really embarrassed? 
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Me: Oh, all the time. 

(6) ((more looking through the pictures)) 

Terry: Why am I the last person? 

Me: Because I knew you wouldn’t want to miss 

your break. 

((continue to look for the photograph)) 

Me: Ah there it  

Terry: [it’s not the one with Miss Wilkins? 

Me: Oh…. I think Katrina asked us to get together for that one. 

Terry: Yeah, But this is my favourite.  

Me: So tell me about this picture then? 

Terry: Well it’s got lots of memories and it’s our last free build  we did 

altogether. 

Me: Yeah. How do you think you are feeling there? 

Terry: (..) ((Deep breath)) Happy and like, excited, but also a bit sad  coz 

it’s like the last ever session. 

Me: How do you feel about the build?  

Terry: I thought it was amazing  ! I wish we could have done a sky, we 

could have put it outside! 

Me: We could have taken a different 

Terry: [We should have done it in the playground. 

Me: We could have. But Lego is easier in a room to be fair. Ok, pick me 

another one out of your pile to talk about. 

Terry: This one.  

Me: Why have you picked this one? 
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Terry: Coz, it actually looks like it’s the sea. Like coz with this bit (.)it looks 

like a normal 2 block but like it’s like has a slide. 

Me: Can you remember who built that? 

Terry: I think it was Jenny and Katrina. 

Me: The crab and the whale were your shared build and then Jenny built 

them into a sea scape. 

Terry: (.)I like the whale like blends in (.) coz like it blends in with the table 

as well. 

Me: It like a piece of art as well as Lego 

Terry: [Miss what are you going to do with all these pictures? 

Me: Well I expect they will get thrown away. 

Terry: ((Gasps)) 

Me: You’ll get some though, before I throw them 

out. Ok, pick me another one. 

((Terry chooses))  

Terry: This one. 

Me: Why have you picked that one then? 

Terry: I picked this (.) I picked this one co::z (.) like (.) (L) Kaden looks like 

creepy. And I’m (.) like ((mimes what he is doing on the picture)) and we’d just 

demolished it that’s why we did that. 

Me: yes, in tidying up you mad a greater mess.  ((we both laugh)) 

Anything else you want to say about that picture? How did it make you feel? 

Terry: It made me feel like I was just (L) like someone who was a crinimal 

(.) criminal. (L) 

Me: A criminal (L). 

Terry: (L) I was like agggh  ((mimes his pose again)) I was being  like the 

hulk. (L) 
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Me: Were you being the Hulk? Are you happy in the picture? 

Terry: Yeah. ((smiles)) 

Me: Right, one more picture then. 

Terry: Hmmm… 

Me:  Tough choice. 

(5) ((Terry looks through the pictures)) 

Me: That one? Ok. Why have you picked this one then? 

Terry: ((yawns)) Ok, that’s all I’ve got to say. (L) 

Me: A yawn is all you have to say? 

Terry: (L)  

Me: Ok, so what’s it a picture of? 

Terry: It’s a picture of mine and Kaden’s erm 

buildings. 

Me: The ones you made for the village. 

Terry: And also coz it’s got like blue and white in it and blue’s my favourite 

colours. And its blue and white together and it’s got my building in it. 

Me: And what else do you like about it? What else makes it special? 

Terry: The trees and he landscape and the roads. 

Me: How did you feel when you were building it? 

Terry: Like happy. I was like ’let’s build it’ but also like kind of thinking 

about it being the last session. (L) (( burps)) Sorry I didn’t mean to do that, I just 

breathed and it came out. 

Me: That’s alright. Em..what was special about that last build? 

Terry: Coz it was like a bi::g big one. 

Me:  A big one? 
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Terry: A big, big,  big,  (gestures with hands) 

Me: Oh the base? 

Terry: Yeah and I was a big build. 

Me: And what else was special about it? 

Terry: coz all of us were working together. 

Me: You were all working together. 

Terry: Ye::ah ((grins)) 

Me: What did you enjoy most about Lego Club? 

Terry: Building. Building (.) spending time with all of you, like Katrina, 

Jenny, Kaden, Me – myself – and you. 

Me: oh that’s good. Anything else? 

Terry: I li (.) I just like I (.) I (.) I miss this was good coz I liked like watching 

everything being built but I didn’t like when everything had to be demolished.  

Me: I know but we had to put it all away. 

Terry: It was sad. Because we’d worked hard on it.  

Me: You did work hard. Do you think coming to Lego club has helped 

you? 

Terry: uh um. Coz it’s made me more creative. 

Me: That’s interesting. Has it helped in class or outside on the 

playground? 

Terry: Err (.) yeah. 

Me: How? 

Terry: it made me what to play more like um um (.) yesterday at lunch time 

my friend found something that was like an unusual stone so we like put it in a safe 

place and today we went to investigate it. And it was nice. 
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Me: If you had to tell someone else about Lego club, what would you tell 

them? 

Terry: I’d tell them it like, a really nice place to be and its really like fun to 

build Lego and nice spending time with a few of your friends. 

Me: Were you all friends when you started?  

Terry: Ah (.) yeah! They were always my friends.  

Me: Ok what did you like best? Free build or shared build? 

Terry: I like shh (.)I liked (.) I don’t know.  I liked both coz like in shared 

build we get to build a set and we know what we are making and then I liked the 

finished product. But I also like free build because we can build whatever we want 

and we can be like really creative. 

Me: That’s good.  When you were doing shared build, what was your 

favourite job? 

Terry: I li (.) [My favourite job was building coz I liked putting all the bricks 

together. 

Me: O. Nearly there. Is there anything that could make Lego club better? 

Terry: (?) erm.. I th::ink maybe like (.) it you got us from our classes like 

earlier it would be better (.) like straight after lunch then we could have more time. 

Me: So the whole afternoon? 

Terry: Yeah!  

Me: That would be good wouldn’t it? 

Terry: Yeah. And maybe a couple more people. Coz last time there was 

like (.) more girls, because there was you Jenny and Katrina and only me and 

Kaden, so maybe like the same amount of boys and girls. 

Me: Well I thought there was the same amount of boys and girls, I didn’t 

count me in the group. But it’s nice that you think I’m part of the group. Is there 

anything else you want to tell me about your experience at Lego club? 
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Terry: I think it was really good, pretty much everything about it was good, it 

was a good experience. Especially has we had some good times. 

Me: That’s a nice way of putting it. Ok if you can’t think of anything else 

you need to tell me? 

Terry: mmm (.) nope! But maybe, if we do it again in year 6, for the last 

session we could do it outside. 

Me: I’ll see, I can’t make any promises. 

Terry: And maybe start at the beginning of the year so we can do it for 

longer. 

Me: Like every week? 

Terry: mmm (.) more like every day. 

Me: all day every day all year. 

Terry:  No::o. Well maybe just twice a week (.) of just during assembly. 

Me: Well it must be lunchtime for you now, I’m certainly hungry. 

Terry: Yeah the bell will go in a minute ((we leave the room)) 
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Appendix 7: Transcribed card sort activity 

Humza’s interview (card sort) 

The photographs are spread across the table when Humza came into the room. 

Humza: Oooh, that’s a lot of pictures! How many are there? 

Me: About 150 I think. 

Humza:  (L) We’re going to have to sort these out!   

Me: That’s what I’d like you to do. Could you make some sets…. 

((Humza is trying to arrange the photos in rows, sorting through quietly)) 

Me: I think there might be too many to arrange in rows. If you spread them out 

you can see them all. 

((Humza stands up and spreads the photos out.)) 

Humza: I’m going to count them at the same time. 

Me: Can you see any that go together in a set yet? 

Humza: All the LEGOs go together. 

Me: The builds? 

Humza: Yeah. And the bricks. 

((Looking through the photos. Humza laughs at some of the photos.)) 

Me: How are you doing? 

Humza:  I don’t know. 

Me: You have a small pile there, you seem to be doing ok. 

Humza: Here’s Henry, oh and Metty. He’s got his head on the table. 

Me: I wonder why? 

Humza: I’ll make a pile of photos with people in. 

((Starts and second pile.)) 
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Humza: Do you like this one? ((Holds up on of Henry’s selfies)) Right, I’m going to 

be fast now. 

Me: Ok, have you got a system now? 

Humza: Yes, because I’m on my own. 

((He is moving around the table swapping photos between groups. He sorts in 

silence.)) 

Humza: That goes in there… 

Me: Which pile is that? 

Humza: The room and things. 

Me: I see. 

((6 minutes of silent sorting.)) 

Humza: There’s Omveer with his certificate. He didn’t like having his photo taken 

did he? 

Me: No, but that’s ok. 

Humza: ((sorting)) There, there…there. 

Me: Is that a people picture of a building picture?  

Humza: it’s a people picture. The rules. 

Me: Where’s that going?  

Humza: Anywhere. No there. 

((Sorting last few photos.)) 

Humza: Don, dah dah! ((singing)) Finished. 

Me: Lovely, tell me about your sets then. 

Humza: This one is people, me and Metty and Henry, only two with Omveer though. 

Me: And the other piles? 
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Humza: These are shared builds and these are free builds. And these are pictures 

of the school. 

Me: Why did you choose those sets? 

Humza: Don’t know? They just went together. Shall I tidy them up now? 

Interview then moved on the next stage. 

..ooOoo.. 

 

Jenny’s interview 

Jenny started sorting the photographs immediately she came into the room. 

Jenny: Oh wow! Look at all these photos. How many are there? 

Me: About 150 I think. You have already started doing what I was going to ask 

you to do. Can you sort them into sets for me like… 

Jenny: [I have an idea.. 

Me: Good. 

Jenny: I’m going to do photos of Katrina, Terry, Terry… our LEGOs, together they 

can go there… oh plurals! 

Me: Plurals? 

Jenny: Yeah, pictures with more than one person. 

Me: Ah, I see. 

Jenny: Plural, LEGOs, plural, plural. A plural coz its got me and the others in it. 

((Jenny continues to sort, chatting to herself about which groups photos go into.))  

Jenny: Oh look! its that one! ((holding up a photo of the village they had built in the 

last session.)) 

Me: Oh yes, your… 
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Jenny: [oh my god! I love these. There’s a tiny LEGO person – oh and I can see 

the police station in this one. (L) oh this is a pretty one, Katrina had organised the 

bricks.  

Me: it is well organised. 

Jenny: I love to see things organised, I love organising things. 

Me: So this is right up your street then. 

Jenny: Oh, look at this one…its so cute. It’s the best picture of them all. 

((She returns quietly to her sorting.))  

Jenny: I’m putting this in ‘bricks’ because it’s only a little bit of your hand. 

((continues to sort.)) 

Jenny: Why is there a picture of ‘How we eat’? 

Me: Terry took that one.  

Jenny:  It’s a bit weird (L). ((she set the picture aside)) 

Me: Where are you going to put that one? 

Jenny: Don’t know. Ooh, me with two buns. And look, the unicorn. 

Me: How is the sorting going? 

Jenny: There’s hundreds of them, but hey ho. Look at this picture of Terry. 

Me: I think he took that himself. 

Jenny: Yes, I think he did. LEGO piece, LEGO piece, LEGO piece.., Do not 

disturb? 

Me: The sign on the door. 

Jenny: It never worked! 

((We both laugh)) 

Jenny: Here’s the picture of all your chocolates. 

Me: Terry felt it needed recording. 
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Jenny: This one is a bit blurry, but I like it. Oh, Kodi’s gym with the man doing 

weights. Wait, I remember this one. I made this, I remember it having toxic waste and 

a life jacket for emergency.  

Me: Oh, yes. 

Jenny: There are a lot of build pictures. 

Me: You did do a lot of building. 

Jenny: Well it was LEGO club after all (L). We should have a pile with you in…I’ve 

already found two. 

Me: Me making notes, Terry liked to take pictures of that. 

Jenny:  I’m not sure where to put this one. It has hands and building in it. 

Me: hmm, difficult. What takes up most of the picture? 

Jenny: Hmm… I think I’ll put it in your pile because those are your hands. 

Me: OK. 

Jenny: Kodi, Katrina, Katrina, Kodi, oh my ski lift! Where does this one go?  

Me: Is it mostly you or bricks? 

Jenny: Its me with bricks, I’ll out it in my pile. 

((Jenny continues to sort quietly, humming)) 

Jenny: Windmill with the missing sail. Oh, where do I put this one? It’s got me and 

Katrina in it, we’re building. 

Me:  So, is it a picture of a building or a picture of you building? 

Jenny: Hmm, I’ll out it with these. 

Me: Those are you favourites aren’t they? 

Jenny: Yes. I’ve nearly done, I’ll put them all the right way for you. 

Me:  There’s no need but thank you. So what have we go then? 

Jenny: This set is builds and bricks. These are where we are. 



 

207 
 

Me: The setting, the room? 

Jenny: Yeah. Then me, Kodi, Terry, Katrina, you and plurals. 

Me:  A set for everyone. 

Jenny: And my favourites! ((Smiles and sits back)). 

Me: All done?  

Jenny: That was good.  

The interview then moved on to discuss Jenny’s favourite photos. 

..ooOoo.. 
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Appendix 8: Pupil Self-assessment Questionnaire 

(Entry) 

Name: 
 

 
Date of birth: 

 

School: 
 

 
Today’s date 

 

 

We are going to be doing some work with some other children with LEGO® in the next 

few weeks and I need to know a little about you before we start. There are no right or 

wrong answers to these questions, just be honest. I will help you if you need me to. 

 Always  Often  Sometimes  Never  

I am good at listening to my teacher 
 

    

I can wait while someone else talks to 
the teacher 

    

I can share with another child 
 

    

I know when I’m getting cross 
 

    

I can work out what to do if I’m stuck 
 

    

I have friends I can work with 
 

    

I will ask for help 
 

    

I can take turns in a game 
 

    

I have strategies to help me calm down 
 

    

I can concentrate on my work 
 

    

Totals:      

 

 

Is there anything else you wanted to tell me about yourself? 

Is there anything else you want to tell me about your time in LEGO® Club and 

how you think it has helped you? 
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Pupil Self-assessment Questionnaire 

(Exit) 

 

Name: 
 

 
Date of birth: 

 

School: 
 

 
Today’s date 

 

 

We have now finished out LEGO® Club sessions. I’d like to know if you think it has 

helped you being in LEGO® Club. Please answer these questions honestly, remember 

there are no right or wrong answers. 

 Always  Often  Sometimes  Never  

I am good at listening to my teacher 
 

    

I can wait while someone else talks to 
the teacher 

    

I can share with another child 
 

    

I know when I’m getting cross 
 

    

I can work out what to do if I’m stuck 
 

    

I have friends I can work with 
 

    

I will ask for help 
 

    

I can take turns in a game 
 

    

I have strategies to help me calm down 
 

    

I can concentrate on my work 
 

    

Totals:     
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Appendix 9: Training flyer 

 

Title of course: 

LEGO® Based Play therapy: how to set up and run your own LEGO® Club 

 

Duration: 

1 – 1 ½ hours 

 

Target audience 

SENCOs 

Leaning Mentors 

Support staff 

 

Aims and purpose 

• To gain some background knowledge of the intervention 

• To understand the benefits of LEGO
®

 

as an intervention 

• To use LEGO
®

 

club as part of the graduated approach 
 

• To feel confident to run your own sessions 
 

Summary of content 

• A brief overview of play therapy 

• Background of LEGO
®

 

club as an intervention 

• Measuring impact when running LEGO
® 

club 

• Selecting pupils 

• Setting up and running your own sessions 

 

Colleagues attending the training will have access to the pupil self-assessment 

questionnaire as well as a range of material to support them with their own LEGO
®

 

Club. 

Co-ordinators: 

Amanda Barrie 

Colleague 
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Appendix 10: Power point slide presentation 
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End. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


