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The aim of this essay is to explore perceptions of both staff and students on the use of group activities such as circle time (CT) to develop social skills. Social theory within child development has been a subject of interest for decades, being researched and discussed by renowned theorists such as Lev Vygotsky, Jean Piaget, and Jerome Bruner. This subject was of interest as although CT is commonly used within schools, Glazzard (2016) implies that the available evidence-based research is unreliable, therefore suggesting a gap in the research. The subject of the research taking place links to the advancing strand of the pedagogy descriptor within the Qualified Teaching Standards (QTS). As part of meeting QTS, practitioners should aid pupils in realising the four purposes of the curriculum throughout their time in school. The four purposes are described as the basis of curriculum design (Welsh Government, 2020). Developing social skills are important in realising the four purposes and as a result, this research could be used as evidence in writing a Professional Experience Template (PET) for the Professional Learning Passport (PLP) to help towards achieving QTS. The research for this study took place within a small school of 119 pupils within the Swansea Local Authority (LA) in South Wales. Due to the small size of the school, classes are of mixed age. The class within which the research took place was a nursery and reception mixed class of learners aged three to five. To protect the anonymity of the school and all persons concerned with the research, in accordance with British Education Research Association (BERA, 2018) guidelines, the school will be referred to as School X throughout this assignment. The research question posed for this assignment is ‘what are the perceptions of staff and students of use of circle time to develop social skills’. 

The interest within this subject has been sparked by increasing evidence over recent decades suggesting that social skills can contribute to early performance in school which in turn, leads to later academic success (McClelland, Morrison, and Holmes, 2000; Steedly et al., 2008). This idea therefore sparked the proposed research question above as the pupils included within the study are in the earlier years of their education. 

Multiple theorists argue that learning is a social process (Vygotsky, 1978; Bandura; 1986). Vygotsky (1978) highlighted the importance of social interaction in terms of enabling learners to self-reflect and scaffold further social learning. 

In this essay, the term ‘social skills’ refers to the ability to interact and behave appropriately within social situations, establishing positive relationships and making responsible decisions for oneself (Sharma, Goswami, and Gupta, 2016; Jurevičienė, Kaffemanienė and Ruškus, 2018). Foundation, interaction, cognitive and affective skills are four areas of social skill outlined by Rustin and Kuhr (1989). Canney and Byrne (2006) suggests that activities during CT support each of these areas of social skill.   

While it is difficult to define the term CT due to varying practices amongst schools, it can be loosely described as a time in which pupils sit in a circle to develop key social skills (Collins, 2011). CT provides pupils with a safe environment in which they can develop through a child-centred and directed approach (Cefai et al., 2013). CT has been argued to develop pupil’s social skills, improve their self-esteem, improve cooperation amongst pupils and lead to improvements in listening and speaking (Lown; 2002, Canney and Byrne, 2006; Housego and Burns, 1994). 

A common theme amongst the literature suggests that CT can be used to develop pupil’s social skills. Canney and Byrne (2006) suggests that CT creates meaningful links between feelings, thoughts, and behaviours of which shape our daily experiences. Mosley (2005) suggests that CT is a proven strategy to foster positive relationships and encourage positive behaviours. This view is supported by Glazzard (2016) who discusses the wide agreements made by writers on the value of CT, also suggesting that mutual respect amongst pupils has been fostered using CT.

Lown (2002) claims that in a study conducted, teachers reported developments in pupil’s social skills through the implementation of CT. Similarly, Mosley (2009) reports numerous positive outcomes from CT including enhanced collaboration, improved concentration, and positive behaviour. However, Mosley (2009) refers to two unpublished studies to support these views. Mosley (2005; 2009) developed an approach to CT - the Quality Circle Time Model (QCT). In simple terms, the QCT Model requires a commitment from schools to address school development issues during CT (Mosley, 2004). Mosley’s (2004) approach to CT – the Quality Circle Time Model (QCT) – has previously featured on national television. As a founder of QCT and making references to unpublished data, this instils doubt into the validity of Mosley’s claims about CT as there may be possible bias towards showcasing CT in a positive light.  

Some writers argue there is limited sufficient evidence that substantiates the use of CT in schools (Cefai et al., 2013; Glazzard, 2016). However, although Cefai et al (2013) argue this, it is also suggested within the same body of work that there is some evidence which implies CT aids pupils with a range of social, behavioural, and emotional difficulties. Mosley (2009) and Glazzard (2016) support this further through discussion of the evidence available. However, both Glazzard (2016) and Cefai et al (2013) agree that further studies are required to understand the impact of CT. Glazzard (2016) uses a wide range of literature within his work discussing both the strengths and limitations of the use of CT, suggesting he has taken an unbiased stance on the subject. Similarly to Glazzard (2016), Cefai et al (2013) looked at findings of previous studies as well as conducted their own before presenting their own conclusions suggesting reliability of this source. 

Although a wide range of sources discuss the positives of using CT to aid social skills, many claims are based on outdated data and small-scale studies. It is therefore unclear if these claims ring true within current society and curriculum design. The clear gap of recent evidence-based research around this subject is evident when considering the dates of most published studies around CT. 

The use of the case study approach allows for in-depth exploration of a subject within a natural context (Crowe et al., 2011). A case study has been defined as a study about a person, group of people or a unit with the aim of making generalisations about a subject of interest (Gustafsson, 2017). Stake (1995) identified three types of case study: instrumental, collective, and intrinsic. An instrumental case study uses one case to gain a wider appreciation of an issue or phenomenon. An intrinsic case study is usually to gain a deeper understanding of a ‘unique phenomenon’. The collective case study involves studying multiple cases concurrently. According to Stake (1995), the case study of focus within this assignment, is an instrumental case study. However, Stake (1995) does not identify the exploratory case study. Chopard and Przybylski (2021) define an exploratory case study as a way in which to explore a research question or phenomena in greater depth. Exploratory is therefore a more applicable description of the focus case study.

Case studies are seen as a method used reduce bias within research due to the range of perspectives obtained (Salmon, 2017). Case studies are seen as a unique way to encourage new research (Mcleod, 2019). As a result, unique case studies can provide new insight in to issues or phenomena that may not be understood through other means. This is evident through the case study of Genie – a young girl who suffered extreme abuse and social deprivation throughout her childhood (Fromkin et al., 1974). However, Genie’s case also highlights some limitations of using case studies. Firstly, case studies may not be able to be replicated due to moral or ethical issues therefore instilling doubts into the accuracy of the findings in a general view. Additionally, it is important to consider the possibility of researcher bias. Researcher bias can be seen as a one’s own preconceived ideas on a subject affecting the outcome of the study (Pannucci and Wilkins, 2011). Heale and Twycross (2018) suggest that an additional limitation of using case studies is the high volume of data produced. However, due to the small scale of this study, this is not an issue.   

Three research methods were chosen to explore the use of CT to develop social skills: observations, a questionnaire, and a group interview. Choosing three research methods refers to the data triangulation approach. Data triangulation refers to the use of more than two methods of data collection within one study to validate results (Hussein, 2009; Carter, 2014). Interviews and questionnaires are types of qualitative data collection methods commonly used in data triangulation (Carter et al., 2014). The term qualitative data can be defined as a linguistic or visual form of data collection used to understand a subject or phenomena (Flick, 2018). Qualitative data can therefore be used to generate richer data (McLeod, 2019). 

Observations are a research method used primarily as a way of observing people within a natural environment or situation (Driscoll, 2011; Cohen, 2011). When observing people, there are two common ways of observing: a participant and non-participant observation. Participant observations refer to a researcher becoming involved within the community of the research. In contrast, during non-participant observations, the researcher does not interact with those being observed (Driscoll, 2011). 

The use of observations is seen as a quicker form of collecting data over a set period by the researcher (Cohen et al., 2013; Lambert, 2019). Cohen (2011) claims that the opportunity for a researcher to gather live data is a distinctive feature of observations. Positively, observations are seen as a flexible tool which can enable the researcher to access aspects of an environment not usually seen (Kawulich, 2012). Additionally, they can provide the opportunity to gather detailed information about a setting or subject (Kawulich,2012). Forman and Hall (2005) suggest that through observing children, their levels of social development can be learnt. This is particularly useful in context of the research question within this study. 

On the other hand, observations can also be disadvantageous. Firstly, the observer effect. The observer effect refers to the fact that a situation or phenomena being observed, changes it (Baclawski, 2018; Khakimova, 2019). Additionally, when conducting observations, it is easy for the researcher to miss key information through writing notes. 

Despite this, as previously mentioned, observations are useful within the context of this study. Whilst it is important to consider the limitations of this research tool, it is evident that rich data can be gathered using this method for this study. Upon observation of the class routine, it was noticed that CT takes place at the same time each day. For this reason, it was not decided to create a specific observation schedule, rather to observe each CT session throughout the research period in order to gather most accurate data. 

In addition to observations, a staff questionnaire was another chosen research method. Questionnaires are seen as a useful research tool to generate both qualitative and quantitative data. Quantitative data uses numbers to quantify responses to a subject (Arghode, 2012). Driscoll (2011) states that questionnaires are particularly useful to uncover smaller details of information from a larger selection of people, with the premise of generalisation. The use of questionnaires introduces a set of standardised questions (Munn and Drever, 1990).  

Creating a questionnaire allows participants complete anonymity when answering (Driscoll,2011). Additionally, Patten (2016) states that questionnaires are an efficient way of collecting data, being extremely easy to analyse specifically when using online tools. Questionnaires are also an easy way of collecting sensitive data that participants may not feel comfortable disclosing within an interview situation (Patten, 2016). Furthermore, completing a questionnaire ensures that participants cannot be probed for further information therefore decreasing the pressure to complete (Munn and Drever, 1990). 

That said, Munn and Drever (1990) also suggest that the information collected from a questionnaire could be superficial. This poses a risk of not collecting viable data to use within the study. Additionally, it is suggested that response rates to questionnaires are usually low (Driscoll, 2011). However, due to the nature of the school context of the study, there is only one available teacher to answer the questionnaire, signalling a small response beforehand. The five questions included within the questionnaire chosen for this study (Appendix 1) included a mixture of closed, open and tick box questions. Using mixed methods of data collection aid in gathering successful data (Cohen et al., 2018). The choice to include five questions within this study was based upon being time efficient for the participant. The questions were posed to gather rich data in as minimal questions as possible. In doing so, this would reduce the risk of respondent fatigue. Respondent fatigue refers to the idea of responses becoming less relevant throughout, or participants prematurely completing the questionnaire (O’Reilly-Shah, 2017). 

The final chosen research method was a group interview. Due to the age of the pupils involved within the research, a group interview was preferred over a single person. Interviews can be used as a tool to gather in-depth data from a participant (Driscoll, 2011). There are three main types of interviews: structured, semi-structured and unstructured (Jamshed, 2014). For the study undertaken, a semi-structured approach has been chosen to allow pupils the freedom of discussion where appropriate. 

The use of group interviews as a research method has both advantages and disadvantages in comparison to single person interviews. Firstly, group interviews are both cost and time efficient. Additionally, multiple participants generate discussions therefore providing richer data (Cohen et al., 2018). Within an education setting, choosing one group interview over several individuals ensures minimal disruption to the class (Cohen et al., 2018).

On the other hand, interviews generally provide a lack of generalisation due to small sample sizes (Shoaf and Shoaf, 2006). This said, the sample chosen within class was representative of the class therefore a fair generalisation within the study context. Additionally, group interviews could discourage individuals to speak their thoughts if it differs from the majority of the group (Cohen et al., 2018). Similarly, dependent on the personality mixes within the sample, one person could dominate within a group (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Similarly to the questionnaire, minimal questions were chosen to include within the interview process. Due to the young age of the participants, holding attention for extended periods of time proves difficult. Although the location of the interviews stated outside of the classroom environment within the ethics form (Appendix 5), this was not appropriate during the study. Instead, a group discussion took place during CT with focus on the questions intended for interview use. 

Analysis of data is key to ensuring research is credible (Maguire and Delahunt, 2017). Cohen et al (2011) state that the method used to analyse data should meet the aims of the initial research question. Thematic analysis is a method used to identify patterns or themes within qualitative data (Maguire and Delahunt, 2017). Thematic analysis method has been suggested as the first method that should be learned, as it encourages skills that are transferable in conducting other types of analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This implies that novice researchers may benefit from using this form of analysis. Braun and Clarke (2006) have outlined six steps as a guide for conducting thematic analysis (Appendix 3). Maguire and Delahunt (2017) suggest that these steps for analysis can be non-linear, specifically when working with a high volume of complex data. As this is a small-scale study, the steps for analysis can be followed chronologically.

 When analysing data, it is vital to consider researcher positionality, including its possible effect on results. The term ‘researcher positionality’ refers to the position of a researcher within a study (Holmes, 2020). Savin-Baden & Major (2013) outlined three ways of identifying researcher positionality. Where the researcher stands in terms of personal position to influence the research was one of highest relevance within this research study. As a student teacher based within the classroom of study, this position had to be considered when analysing data. Within this authoritative position as a researcher, it was vital to ensure trustworthiness of data. There are four ways of ensuring trustworthiness of data: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Shenton, 2004; Nowell et al., 2017).

Data triangulation is a way of ensuring credibility of data which, as previously mentioned, has been used within this study (Shenton, 2004). Shenton (2004) also recognises the use of well-established methods as a way of promoting credibility. Within this study three common research methods have been adopted. Transferability refers to whether the findings of a study could be transferred to another situation (Shenton, 2004). As a small-scale study, replication within a different context would be straight-forward; especially when considering that CT is a well-researched method, as evident within the literature above. 

Shenton (2004) describes dependability as whether similar results would be evident if a study was precisely replicated. Although not applicable within this research study, if required, the study could be replicated. 

Confirmability simply refers to whether data could be confirmed by other researchers (Shenton, 2004). Shenton (2004) emphasises the importance of data triangulation in promoting confirmability. Data triangulation, as previously mentioned, is being used within this study.

All possible ethical issues are vital to consider before conducting research, particularly when working with young children. As briefly mentioned, BERA (2018) have released guidelines for educational research which researchers should adhere to. As part of the university guidelines, an ethics form (Appendix 4) had been completed prior to conducting research, in order to ensure there were no ethical issues with the planned research. 

BERA (2018) state that a researcher must have obtained consent before conducting research as well as ensuring all participants are aware of their right to withdraw. Ensuring the research adhered to these guidelines, the questionnaire included a section explaining it is voluntary. This section also explained that all information disclosed within the questionnaire is kept confidential, being used solely for the purpose of a university assignment. If the participant wished to withdraw during any point of the research, including after completion, all data would be discarded to respect their wishes. Due to the young age of the pupils involved within the research, they are unable to provide consent. Blackburn (2015) discusses the ethical dilemma this poses to researchers. BERA (2018) therefore states that researchers must take into consideration those who have legal responsibility of the child, seeking to gain consent from the parent or guardian on their behalf. Although consent is provided by parents at the beginning of a school year, further consent to participate within this research study was obtained through the distribution of consent forms (Appendix 4). 

Despite this, it is key that the researcher also gains assent from the child involved within the research in addition to the parental consent (Dockett and Perry, 2010; Cotrim et al., 2021). The term assent refers to enabling a child to understand what they are being asked to participate within before agreeing (Cotrim et al., 2021). To ensure assent was obtained throughout, an AfL strategy was implemented with the pupils to indicate whether they were willing to engage within the interview, as detailed further within the ethics form (Appendix 5).

Through analysis of the data, it was evident that multiple themes emerged through the use of multiple research methods. The first evident pattern was the daily use of CT as identified in both the observations and questionnaire. Being a new figure within the classroom environment posed difficult to be a non-participant observer during CT as this was an ideal time for pupils to ask and answer questions. This observation was further supported through a participant answer within the questionnaire. When asked whether group activities aid pupil’s social skills, part of the participant answer stated that CT can encourage pupils to ask and answer questions. 

When asked to rate the efficiency of CT in aiding pupil’s social skills on a scale of one to five, the participant answered a four. This suggests that the participant has a positive view on the use of CT regarding the development of social skills in pupils. This view coincides with the literature in which multiple authors for example, Mosley (2005; 2009) and Glazzard (2016) have discussed the positives of using CT. 

Interview questions were created based on observations made during CT to ensure the language was relevant to the pupil’s current level of understanding. During the interview discussion, when asked about the rules during CT pupils responded with similar answers all of which related to appropriate social skills within the given situation. Examples of this are: “no shouting out”, “listening to our friends” as well as “only speaking when we hold tell me tiger”. Through both observations and the interview tell me tiger was identified as a prop used within CT to teach respect amongst pupils. This was also observed during observations. Improved speaking and listening skills were particularly evident throughout each of the three research methods. Housego and Burns (1994) originally discussed this benefit of CT which as previously stated is considered an outdated source. However, the pattern identified throughout this research would suggest this to still be accurate.

A general pattern identified within each method was the use of CT to encourage turn taking. The questionnaire participant specifically identified that CT was a way of teaching pupils to take turns. This was also observed during the observation period and evident through pupil answers during interview when discussing tell me tiger. 

During observations, it was noticed that particularly during discussions about weekend plans, pupils would show excitement, tending to talk over their friends. However, the excitement element is understandable due to the young age of the pupils; pupils usually stopped themselves when interrupting. 

Within the questionnaire, the participant resonated that each benefit of CT - as identified in the literature– was accurate in their experience. 

The data clearly suggests that the implementation of CT within this context has been positive. The practitioner has a positive view on the use of CT specifically for developing learner’s social skills. Within the class context, the benefits of CT are evident regarding developing social skills within young children. Implementation of CT across whole school would seem to be beneficial in aiding pupils particularly those with any additional learning needs (ALN) affecting their social development. However, a larger sample size would be required in order substantiate this. One limitation of this research was the participation of only one adult within the questionnaire. This is due to the small school context - there were no other adults relevant to the study available to answer the questionnaire. 

This coincides with Cefai et al (2013) and Glazzard’s (2016) claims that further case studies are required upon this topic to substantiate the use of CT. 

In conclusion, it is evident that large volumes of work were undertaken in preparation for this research study. In terms of collecting data, data triangulation was used in order to ensure credibility of the research. However, in hindsight, the use of multiple methods was difficult within the school context for this research study. A major limitation was the lack of appropriate staff to partake within the questionnaire. As a result, there was no additional evidence available to quantify the data to identify further patterns. In hindsight, an in-depth interview with the available would have proved beneficial in preference of interviewing pupils. Nevertheless, the information gathered during the research identified themes related directly to the research question. Heale and Twycross (2015) discuss the importance of validity in research. The term validity refers to accuracy of the measurement of a concept during a study (Heale and Twycross, 2015). The use of multiple methods to triangulate data during this study therefore implies validity. The findings of this study conclude that CT is a useful tool in aiding the development of social skills in younger pupils. The patterns emerged throughout the study support the literature available on CT dispelling the previous doubts of relevancy within current society. However, in order to determine the generalisation of these findings, a larger scale study should be carried out as also suggested by Cefai et al (2013) and Glazzard (2016). In terms of carrying out future research, the implementation of CT with older pupils is something of interest; in order to compare data therefore developing a deeper understanding on the research subject. Developing a deeper understanding through further research would result in further professional growth, linking directly to the strand of continuing professional learning within the Professional Standards. 

In light of this research, it is believed that the implementation of personal, social, health and economic (PSHE) education would be beneficial to further develop the use of CT as a whole school approach. Following planned PHSE schemes could prove beneficial to address important issues of relevance to the pupils. Due to the vast number of PSHE schemes available, this could be trialled within the remainder of this professional teaching experience. The use of CT across the school would also enable practitioners to further identify those pupils who could benefit from further interventions such as the Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) intervention to aid their socio-emotional skills. 
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