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Aim, Focus and Purpose of the Research 

This essay examines the significance of pupil choice in education, aiming to explore its 

impact on student engagement and learning outcomes. Motivated by a desire to address the 

dynamic relationship between autonomy and learning, the research seeks to explore the 

mechanisms through which pupil choice influences children's educational experiences. 

 As a student teacher, this assignment provides an avenue to improve my own personal 

practice. Pupils leading learning, wider reading and research findings, as well as continuing 

professional learning, are all professional standards for teaching and leadership 

(Hwb.gov.Wales) that are being developed through this research project.  Through personal 

observations during my practice so far, I have discovered that many teachers appreciate the 

theoretical applications of pupil choice but are apprehensive when putting the concepts into 

practice in the classroom.   This essay aims to explore the perceptions of both teachers and 

pupils so that in the future, potential concerns may be addressed.   

The research took place in a one form-entry Primary School in the outskirts of Cardiff. The 

2023 Estyn report for the school was generally positive; however, it noted a lack of 

opportunity for pupils, particularly in the earlier years, to develop independence, with 

activities being too directed by adults.  The pupils in question for this essay are reception 

age pupils situated in a small class of 16.   

 

Overview of relevant literature 

In education giving the pupils choice in their activities is seen as a key motivator in their 

learning: This approach is integrated into the Foundation Phase Curriculum 

(Hwb.gov.Wales), which emphasizes hands-on experiences and play to promote discovery 

and independence. While overall structure is important, offering choices helps scaffold 

opportunities for students to explore their own decision making and learning. 

The impact of choice on motivation has long been recognized in theories of motivation like 

Lewin's field theory (Lewin (1951), described in Chak (2002)) and supported by research in 

the "science of learning" field (e.g. Bransford 1999; Hirsh-Pasek et al 2015). This identifies 

four fundamental conditions that create the best opportunities for children’s learning: When 

children are cognitively engaged with a meaningful experience (that connects with their 

existing knowledge and creates new understanding), that is socially interactive and when 

there is a goal. This aligns with social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) but importantly makes 

the child more of an active participant in their learning rather than passive, so also fits with 
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Piaget's developmental theory (Kuhn,1979), which identifies how children learn through 

actively exploring their world.   

Thinking about the child’s age and development will always be important in applying these 

theories as one approach will not fit all. Also thinking about context, using Brofenbrenners 

(1979) social ecological theory,  we can appreciate how different children will find different 

experiences meaningful, maybe related to their family or community background or 

individual differences.   

Engagement in tasks involves behavioural, emotional, and cognitive aspects (Fredericks, 

Blumenfeld and Paris, 2004). Providing pupil choice activates all three, encouraging taking 

the initiative, interest, problem-solving, and effort. The concept of engagement also has 

many similarities with the concept of motivation, often conceptualised through Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan, 1985). SDT is a key psychological framework 

for understanding intrinsic motivation (ie doing something because it is itself satisfying rather 

than to achieve an external reward). The model suggests that tasks that combine autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness promote intrinsic motivation (Ryan et al., 2013; Patall et al., 

2010).  The research evidence in SDT shows that motivated pupils stay on task longer, learn 

more effectively, and perform better academically (Ryan and Deci 2000; Reeve, 2009 ). 

Although SDT proposes that there is a universal, inherent drive within individuals to master 

internal motivations, there is some debate about whether this neglects individual variations in 

motivation and behaviour (Hodgins et al., 2007) and also contextual influences on decision-

making processes, such as societal norms and external pressures (Patall et al., 2008). As 

with many theories, in creating a coherent model, it may oversimplify the complexities of 

human development and factors contributing to overall well-being (Lévesque et al., 2004). 

Therefore integrating SDT principles and offering choice as part of that in the classroom may 

hold promise for enhancing engagement among primary school children, but on-going 

evaluation of its effectiveness within diverse classroom environments is essential ( Ünlü & 

Dettweiler, 2015).   

The Montessori method, developed by Maria Montessori, epitomises pupil choice: It 

emphasizes child-directed learning and self-directed activities at their own pace within multi-

age classrooms (Lillard,2020), aligning closely with SDT principles (Debs et al., 2022; 

Nwabuwe & Osagiede, 2023). The method's emphasis on hands-on, experiential learning is 

described as leading to positive outcomes in several domains such as academic 

performance and cognitive development (Phillips-Silver & Daza, 2018). However, research 

on the educational outcomes for children who attend Montessori schools is limited both in 

quantity and quality and the results are inconsistent (Lillard 2012).  The implementation of 
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the method varies significantly (Beatty,2011, Frierson 2015) with the stronger claims for its 

effectiveness associated with centres who implement with high fidelity to the standard 

Montessori approach (Liliard,2012). Recognising these limitations and taking them into 

account, the most recent evidence, based on a meta-analysis of 33 studies, demonstrates 

positive effects of the approach on cognitive abilities, social and motor skills, creativity and 

academic achievement (Demangeon et al, 2023). Further research on the global introduction 

of Montessori schools is necessary to understand its effectiveness and implementation in 

different cultural contexts (Debs et al., 2022). 

In summary, several key theories of development and motivation identify the potential of 

pupil choice in enhancing learning and it is central to the Foundation phase of the 

Curriculum: Choice can increase engagement which in turn promotes a deeper 

understanding, the pupils will be more personally invested in their learning, it can help to 

cater to individual differences and foster independence. However, it is important to be 

mindful of those individual differences and consider that for some children making choices 

might be challenging, in particular children of reception age, depending on their life 

experiences prior to coming to school. Using qualitative methods of observation, focus group 

and survey the aim of this research is to explore those individual differences and consider 

how reception age children respond to choice and how teachers view pupil choice in their 

approach to engagement with learning. 

 

Explanation of Case Study 

Case study research is a strategy adopted by researchers in social, clinical and educational 

settings, which uses an example of the phenomenon being examined to facilitate in-depth 

exploration in a real-life context (Priya, 2021). The approach often uses qualitative methods 

such as observation, surveys, interviews etc but can also include quantitative data, 

depending on the topic and rationale for the research. There are several key methodologists 

in case study research in relation to education including Robert Yin, Sharan Merriam and 

Robert Stake (Yazan, 2015).  They differ in several regards, for example their definition of a 

case, the study design, data collection etc. These differences will be reflected in the 

discussion of the strengths and limitations below but are described in full detail by Yazan 

(2015).    

Yin (2014) identified three main purposes for using case study methodology; descriptive, 

explanatory and exploratory: It is often used to provide a detailed description of the 

phenomenon as commonly used in sociology research. However, it may be explanatory, 
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seeking to explain why or how certain things happen: Yin’s work cites case studies of 

political events e.g. the Cuban Missile crisis as examples of this, where a case study of one 

key event can be used to understand how something so momentous occurred. Case studies 

may also be exploratory, providing in-depth description as part of initiating novel research 

questions or formulating hypotheses which can then build towards the development of theory 

(Eckstein,1992).  

This approach offers strengths, but also limitations. 

Strengths: 

Quality and depth of data: A key strength of case study research is its ability to provide in 

depth detailed data drawn from multiple sources.  Yin (2002) identifies six most common 

sources as documents, archive records, observation, participant observation, physical 

artifacts and interviews but also clarifies that there will be many other potential sources; 

Stake takes it much wider and proposes that this includes informal impressions as well as 

the more formal data (Stake, 1995). The depth of data in a case study allows for 

understanding of the complexity of issues. 

Holistic Perspective: Case studies enable researchers to examine a phenomenon within its 

real-life context. This approach enables the researcher to explore all the aspects that may be 

influencing a phenomenon eg the social and cultural setting in which it occurs as well as the 

more pragmatic logistics. The researcher can then explore how these characteristics 

contribute to the outcomes. 

Flexibility and Adaptability: The flexibility of the approach means researchers can adapt 

their methods to suit the case, using the best data collection techniques for example 

depending on the setting, the research question, and resources. 

Theory Development: Case studies can go well beyond the specific study, they can provide 

data to support, improve or challenge existing theories, advancing knowledge in a particular 

field. 

 

Limitations: 

Subjectivity and Bias: Researcher bias and subjectivity are a potential limitation at all stages 

of case studies.  The different methodologists’ approach this in different ways eg Yin takes a 

much more structured, positivist approach and Stake a more constructivist, meaning-driven 

approach (Yazan, 2015). However, to mitigate this risk, all recommend triangulating data 

from multiple sources to validate the data and their findings. 
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Resource Intensive: Collecting and analysing qualitative data from multiple sources requires 

significant time and effort.  

Limited Generalisability. Findings may not be easily applicable to other contexts or 

populations without additional research. 

Difficulty in Replication: Case studies are inherently context-dependent. Researchers can 

conduct multiple case studies to enhance validity, but exact replication is often impossible. 

These strengths and limitations need to be considered when employing case study 

methodology and findings should be interpreted with caution. 

For the purpose of this case study, six participants will be chosen at random from a pool of 

children that have received parental permission with the aim of gaining a representative 

sample of pupils.   All teachers and learning support assistants across the school will have 

access to the questionnaire with the aim of maximising responses: However the 

representativeness of the sample of respondents  will be considered during the analysis of 

the results. 

 

Research Methods 

Drawing on the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) guidelines, the 

methods selected were focus groups and classroom observations with reception age pupils 

and questionnaires for staff. Ethical considerations were prioritised while gathering the 

qualitative data.  

 

Focus Groups: 

A focus group is described as “a carefully planned discussion designed to obtain perceptions 

on a defined area of interest in a permissive, non-threatening environment” (Krueger & 

Casey, 2009, p. 2) It enables a researcher to collected data from multiple people 

simultaneously, an important consideration in research over a short time-frame. and can be 

less threatening than interviews (Kreuger and Casey 2009) which is important in working 

with young children. Many of the strengths and limitations come from the group discussion 

process itself (Acocella, 2011): The discussion process can help the participants develop 

their ideas, comments may stimulate further contributions etc which means you can get a 

wide range of views within a relatively short amount of time compared to individual 

interviews. However, the group can be dominated by one or two people if its is not well 
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facilitated, people might feel they need to conform with others views, and the data can be 

difficult to analyse (Acocella,2011) 

Information sheets and consent forms for the focus group were sent out to parents of 

children in the reception class (Appendix E). This convenience sample approach was 

selected as they were familiar with the researcher, had similar experience ( Acocella 2011) 

and were accessible. Generally children feel safer with other children they know and in a 

familiar setting  so running FG in classroom groups provides a safe environment (Adler, 

2019) . The aim was to include up to six children in the focus group, using random selection 

if there was more than six whose parents gave consent.  

The group was planned at a time to minimize disruption and maintain the natural flow of 

classroom activities. At the start the plan was to begin with open questioning surrounding 

pupil choice and whether the children prefer the activities that they choose to complete 

(Appendix B), or the ones that they work on with their teacher.  Over time, due to the nature 

of the open questions, this would lead into pupils talking about what they enjoy doing the 

most in the classroom.  Following recommendations by Lund, Helgeland, and Kovac (2016), 

age-appropriate questions should focus on "what" or "how" rather than "why," with prompts 

encouraging elaboration and an either/or approach for preference clarification if needed. 

 

Staff Questionnaires: 

A staff survey using a questionnaire distributed to primary school staff members, was 

implemented following 's (2018) guidance on ethical considerations in survey research 

(Appendix C). The questionnaire which consisted of 10 open-ended questions and one 

scaled question was designed to gather staff perceptions of pupil-choice methodology, 

including its implementation, effectiveness, and observed impact on student engagement 

and learning outcomes. It was administered on-line so staff completed them on their own, 

answering questions at their own pace.  

Questionnaires can act as an initial way to get a broad understanding of issues. They are 

more commonly associated with quantitative research, but this questionnaire was designed 

to collect mostly qualitative data, using open-ended questions which means that the data will 

be in participants own words. Braun et al 2021 in their discussion of the use of surveys in 

qualitative research, describe how they have been under-utilised because of the 

misperception that they are too rigid (lacking ability to tailor questions or ask follow-up 

questions etc) to have value in qualitative research. However, they can make it possible to 

gather more people’s views than interviews and it is possible that people feel more able to 
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express their true views in an anonymous, written form than in a person-to-person interview. 

This may be particularly true in the context of this work where a student teacher is asking 

senior staff for their opinions – so the people work together and exist in a professional 

student-teacher relationship. Another potential advantage of a questionnaire is when, as in 

this situation, the interviewer does not have extensive interviewing skills.     

The data collected will be a combination of qualitative and quantitative data (using coding), 

to gain an understanding of how the teachers feel that pupil choice affects their pupil’s 

motivation.  

 

Classroom Observations: 

Structured classroom observations (Appendix A) were conducted in accordance with BERA's 

(2018) recommendations for observational research in educational settings. Prior consent 

was obtained from the school, and steps were taken to ensure that observations did not 

infringe upon students' rights or disrupt the learning environment.  

Observation of people is one of the key data collection methods in qualitative research, to 

help us understand how they act and behave in a setting: It involves systematically watching, 

listening, and documenting behaviours, interactions, and phenomena as they occur in their 

natural context (which could be classroom, place of work etc). (Smit and Onwuegbuzie, 

2018).)  Observation has the main advantage of providing detailed contextual insights into 

behaviours and phenomena, but it also presents challenges, including potential biases and 

ethical considerations. (Smit and Onwuegbuzie, (2018).) 

The method taken was non-participant observation (remaining distant, not interacting but 

observing) using an unstructured, direct observation approach to allow for a more flexible 

first-hand observation, rather than structured (using a pre-determined checklist of behaviour 

categories for recording). The observations were done in “snapshots”, short bursts of time 

rather than continuously to fit in with the flow of the classroom. Although a checklist was not 

used, the mnemonic WRITE developed by Lareau (2021, cited in Hirst 2023) was used to 

think about the types of things to record: 

W: who, what, where, how 

R: reaction  

I: inaction (non-verbal responses) 

T: timing  
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E emotions 

The data was collected using written field notes, written either contemporaneously or as 

soon as possible after the observation to maximise the detail.  These notes included both 

description and more analytical/interpretative thoughts, separately recorded where possible 

as advised by Patton (2002).   

 

Ethical Considerations 

The focus group session followed BERA's (BERA,2018) guidelines on conducting research 

with children and young people. The structure of the session had to be age-appropriate and 

so this informed the questions being asked, the duration of the session and the numbers in 

the group.  The timing of the session was chosen to minimize disruption and maintain the 

natural flow of classroom activities. Keeping them in a group of children that they are familiar 

with may help them to feel safer to express their opinions (Hoppe et al, 1995).  

The focus group adhered to principles of confidentiality, ensuring that children's identities 

and responses were protected.   If pupils with specialist provision were chosen for the focus 

group, the class learning support assistant could have been present if requested. The pupils 

were reassured that what they said in the group would not be discussed with other people. 

The children chosen were continually reminded that participation was optional, and assent 

was checked throughout as outlined in appendix F. 

In the survey clear instructions were provided to ensure informed consent, and measures 

were taken to maintain anonymity and confidentiality of responses. Staff members had the 

option to participate voluntarily, with no coercion or pressure to disclose personal 

information. 

All ethical considerations were put forward to the University of Trinity Saint David ethics 

committee in an application for ethical approval presented in appendix D.  Approval was 

received before any research took place. 
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Results/Analysis of results/Discussion 

Results 

The survey and observations were carried out over a three-week period and the focus group 

was conducted at the end of that time. 

From a staff group of 18 teachers and 9 learning support assistants eligible to complete the 

survey, there were eight responses: seven (88% of total) from teachers (4 key stage 1 and 3 

Key stage 2), representing a 39% response rate and one from an LSA (response rate of 

11%).   

Five observations were conducted during different types of lessons.  

Parents of thirteen children gave their consent for the children to take part. Six children were 

randomly selected, and the group met during a morning mathematics lesson. There was a 

facilitator and a note taker with the group that took place in the familiar classroom setting. 

Analysis 

Adopting the hybrid approach to thematic analysis as described above, the following 

deductive codes with examples of behaviours that could be included in those codes, were 

developed from the Self Determination Theory of Ryan and Deci (Ryan and Deci 2000). All 

the data collected across the methods were analysed using these codes and additional 

codes created if the ideas were not captured adequately by these codes.  

Autonomy:  taking responsibility and making decisions independently, (without external 

prompting), expressing preferences, setting goals for oneself, exploring new experiences, ,  

Competence: taking challenges and setting goals to achieve them, practicing, not giving up 

and improving, motivated by positive feedback about achievements 

Relatedness: forming relationships with people, providing and receiving support, showing 

an understanding of other’s needs, collaboration, sense of belonging. 
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Survey 

The key themes in the staff responses to “what does pupil choice mean to you” and the 

relationship between choice and engagement, were in relation to autonomy, with words 

“independence”, “own” “making decisions” and “leading” recurring several times. One person 

offered a broader definition relating to the whole of school.  

“Pupil choice to me means that children are involved in choices and decisions made in class 

and throughout school using their own voice, opinions and ideas” 

Staff named many ways in which they introduce choice in the classroom ranging from choice 

of resource, to how they present their learning. One respondent commented on the variation 

between children, and another referred to their experience that it is easier to offer in some 

subjects, e.g. literacy than in others e.g. maths. 

Two of the inductive themes that came though several responses that do not seem to come 

from the SDT model are the importance of choice in generating curiosity and creativity: 

These potentially fit with “autonomy” but stood out as different to the other ideas in that code. 

A theme of “need for scaffolding” emerged from the potential disadvantages of choice 

highlighted by staff.  This related to children always making the same choices so needed 

guidance to try something new, or also choosing something beyond their stage of 

development so needing more help with those activities.  Five of the eight respondents 

thought age made a difference to the advantages/disadvantages of choice which fell into the 

“they don’t know what they don’t know” when they are younger type of answer, but one 

person said age doesn’t change the fact that in their view children choose what feels best for 

them. Five respondents thought there was enough choice in the curriculum currently.  

Focus Group 

The children’s responses reflected their preference for doing things with the teacher and 

they liked doing different things at home and school. Three children mentioned playing with 

friends and several of them would choose physical activities. Unsurprisingly as the children 

are in the Foundation Phase, the word “play” came up the most (e.g. “playing in the kitchen”, 

“playing with dragons”) and the activity that they had done with the facilitator just prior to the 

focus group (making cakes). Naturally, given their age, pupils slowly became restless and 

began removing assent and wishing to play.  For this reason, only a limited number of the 

planned questions were able to be asked.  
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Observations 

Different children had different responses to choice. Some approached it with excitement, 

others quite calmly. One child, who generally doesn’t interact a lot, chose an activity that 

involved others and interacted for 5 minutes before then going back to playing by himself. 

When the choice was in a group activity, one child was unsure whether to follow the others 

when they got bored of the task, looking like he was torn between staying with something he 

enjoyed or staying with the group. For one child, although they initially rushed to make a 

choice and seemed excited, smiling etc, they then looked very anxious, pacing up and down 

trying to interact with the teacher.  Three of the children, spent quite a lot of time trying to 

impress or seek the approval of the teacher. One was using his own reward system and 

seemed excited to add a sticker for his work.  

Summary 

Bringing the results of the three activities together, there was clear support for the concepts 

of “autonomy” and “relatedness” in thinking about the relationship between choice and 

engagement: The staff responses showed how important they think choice is in engagement 

and highlighted the concept of autonomy; the observations and focus group emphasising 

relatedness. The need for scaffolding choice came through in the observations, with some 

children struggling with it and most of the children seeking teacher approval or guidance 

quickly after a choice has been made. This is most probably related to the age of the 

children, thinking about their developmental stage, but also, they may well have had a lot of 

adult direction or potentially not had opportunities of much choice prior to starting school. 

The need to attend to individual differences was a key finding from the observations and this 

has been identified as a criticism of SDT: Clearly this is important to consider in the 

classroom when giving children choices. 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Overall, the findings of this research study were consistent with the research in the area of 

pupil choice and its relationship to learning. In terms of support for the SDT model of 

motivation, there was less evidence about the link to “competence”. However, this could well 

reflect the short time frame of the study and potentially also the age of the children involved, 

given the focus in the Foundation phase on learning through play. Had the study been 



ECAD 7004  Rhif Myfyriwr / Student Number: 2007653  
 

13 
 

conducted in High school there may well have been very different findings. Working in one 

setting with one age group reduces the generalisability of the findings. 

The methods used had validity and taking three different approaches allowed the data to be 

triangulated. However, in addition to the short time frame, being a single researcher raises 

the challenge of bias so although the work was discussed with others, ideally there would be 

several researchers conducting and analysing.  Conducting the work with the class where 

you teach has benefits of familiarity but that can also be a disadvantage (e.g. if they wanted 

to say things about the teacher); it also makes it much harder to be a non-participant 

observer. Leading a focus group is a skilled task so training in that method would potentially 

have led to more content. Suggestions to improve the approach for future studies would be 

to broaden the timeframe, age-range, setting and training for the researcher in focus group 

methods. Ideally observations could include video, but this would be more complex ethically. 

Pupil choice is integrated into the curriculum and based on these research findings it is 

implemented well in the Foundation Phase. However as suggested by the staff survey, it can 

be more difficult in KS2 because there are more specific learning objectives and  clearly 

choice  has different impact for different children. Within the generic policy of offering choice, 

the research indicates that it is important to take a more detailed look at individual 

differences for young children, thinking about how they react to choices. The findings would 

support further research into whether choice benefits particular children, eg  those who are 

naturally more social, or does it offer different opportunities to different children ie for those 

who prefer to be alone, a chance to spend time in solo activity. As one of the staff said do 

children always choose things that are right for them, or do we need to scaffold choice more 

for some than others?   

With regards to my own personal practice, I believe I have developed my understanding of 

research studies, in particular case study methodologies.  This will be beneficial as in the 

future, when I wish to conduct my own personal reading surrounding a topic, I will have a 

greater understanding of the processes that were undertaken and be able to form my own 

opinions on matters that I may have previously not been able to.  In terms of my own 

pedagogy, I have developed my abilities as a research-informed practitioner.  I will be able to 

take my findings from the literature review as well as the case study I completed and 

implement findings into my own practice to improve myself as a teacher.  As mentioned in 

the introduction, I have made clear progress in at least three professional standards during 

this research project: Pupils leading learning, wider reading, and research findings, as well 

as continuing professional learning. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A – Observation form template 
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Appendix B – Focus group questions 

• What types of things do you like doing in the classroom? 
• What about your friends – what do they like doing? Do you like doing it with them?  
• What types of things do you like doing at home/when you are on holiday? 
• What things do you like doing with the teacher? 
• When the teacher tells you that you can choose, what types of things do you do? 
• Which area in the classroom do you like best 
• What would you have in the best classroom in the world/dream classroom? 
• (Give them two objects or point out two different types of activity) which of those do you 

like best (why) 
• How do you know when someone is doing something interesting 
• If you were the teacher and I was in your class, what would you get me to do? 
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Appendix C – Teacher/Learning Support Assistant Questionnaire 
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Appendix D – Ethics Form 
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Appendix E – Parental Consent Form 
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Appendix F – Details of gaining assent 

During the focus group, the children were first given the option to sit down at the table and 
answer questions.  They were reminded at the start of every question that they were not required 
to answer the question and that there was no reward or consequence either way.  Throughout 
the focus group, some pupils requested to leave and go and play, which was allowed and so 
they left the focus group.   

 


