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How does Lego therapy impact children’s social development in a primary school setting?



Introduction
Through the framework of a case study, this research seeks to understand how the structured intervention of Lego therapy influences key areas of a child’s social development. The school that the research was carried out in is a large mainstream primary school in South Wales. Following BERA (2024) guidelines, the school will be referred to as ‘school S’ to uphold confidentiality. There are many interventions that school S run as it is set in a diverse community with children who have a wide variety of needs.
In a primary school setting, social development is paramount in order for children to develop friendship, learn to work as team and for the navigation of social challenges (The education hub, 2020). This topic was of interest due to observations of noticeable social difficulties in some of the children during both placements. Drawing from this, I felt there was a need to find effective interventions that could help children to develop and refine their social skills. The research question is ‘How does Lego therapy impact children’s social development in a primary school setting?’ One of the research methods used to address this question, is an in-depth look at literature.


Literature review                      
This literature review will examine the impact of Lego therapy on social development in a primary school context through an analysis of various studies. By promoting cooperative play and interaction, Lego therapy supports children who may struggle with traditional learning methods (Seath, 2024). Understanding the impact of Lego therapy on social skills is crucial, especially in educational settings. Lego therapy, which was pioneered by Daniel LeGoff, is a structured, play based intervention designed at promoting social development. LeGoff (2004) says that the use of Lego as a therapy tool was based on Attwood’s (1998) idea of ‘constructive application’ where children’s interests are used to motivate behaviour change and learning. Koegel and Koegel (1995) agree with this as they emphasise using activities or materials that a child enjoys helping them to stay motivated. The therapy sessions are highly structured with each participant having an assigned role. These roles are the builder, supplier and engineer (Seath, 2024). 
In 2004, LeGoff carried out a study on participants who were Autistic and had demonstrated difficulties with social interaction (LeGoff et al., 2014). Each participant received at least six months of Lego based therapy and the results were profound. After only three months of Lego therapy, the frequency of self-initiated contact with peers during free time increased by sixty nine percent. The participants also were able to maintain interaction with peers for longer periods of time. This study shows that Lego therapy improves social engagement and initial communication with others. It also highlights that Lego therapy helps develop the skills necessary for maintaining social connections which fosters better social skills overall. 
One limitation of this study is the small sample size. LeGoff’s study (LeGoff et al., 2014) had a sample size of 47 participants. Larger sample sizes have the advantage of gaining a more precise estimate of the effect of an intervention and it is easier to generalise results (Biau, Kerneis and Porcher, 2008). Another weakness is because all of the participants were Autistic and had significant social difficulties, it is difficult to generalise those positive outcomes of Lego therapy on participants who are not on the Autistic spectrum (Schreibman et al. 2015). However, the results were gathered via both practical and observational data, which strengthens the credibility of this study and therefore Lego therapy as an evidence-based practice. As a pioneer in Lego therapy, LeGoff would have been able to guide the study’s design to ensure that the therapy is applied appropriately and delivered effectively, which adds credibility to this study. However, this could also introduce bias through his strong association with Lego therapy.
Another study that was conducted by Boyne (2014), examined the effectiveness of Lego therapy in enhancing social development among children aged six to ten who faced challenges in social communication. The key findings of this research were that there was an improvement in social communication skills once the children had attended Lego therapy sessions (Boyne, 2014). Five out of the six children showed enhancements in at least one measured social communication skill and three of the children maintained these improvements once the sessions had ended. The teachers of the children also observed increased social communication abilities in five of the children within the school’s environment. 
Similarly to the previous study, the small sample size of only six participants limits the generalisability of the findings. One of the key strengths was that multiple perspectives were collected from a variety of stakeholders, including the teachers, parents and the children themselves. This enriched the understanding of the intervention’s effects (Carter et al. 2014). Similarly to LeGoff’s study, Boyne (2014) has a high level of expertise in the study she conducted, as she is an education psychologist. This means that she might have a good understanding of the challenges faced by children with communication difficulties and therefore allow her to design a study that is well-informed by theory. However, this again does mean there is potential for unintentional bias. 
Both of these studies highlight how Lego therapy is effective in improving social skills through structured collaborative play. Boyne’s (2014) research found measurable improvements in social communication for most participants. Similarly, LeGoff’s study (LeGoff et al., 2014) emphasises its ability to foster social competence. Although it has been identified that both studies have small sample sizes, LeGoff’s study has a broader theoretical focus. One inconsistency is that both studies had a lack of focus on neurotypical children as they focused on neurodiverse children. This limited the data on the therapies impact on neurotypical children, making it challenging to compare outcomes across different populations.
This observation highlights significant gaps in existing literature regarding the impact of Lego therapy on social development. As previously noted, both studies are predominantly focused on neurodiverse children. Identifying research that addressed the effects of Lego therapy on neurotypical children proved to be challenging, which suggests a notable lack of investigation in this area. This gap underscores the need for further research to explore whether Lego therapy can yield similar outcomes for neurotypical children. Consequently, this motivated me to pursue research with the aim to address this gap and to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of Lego therapy’s broader applications. 

Explanation of case study 
This research adopted a case study methodology. Crowe et al. (2011) describe a case study as a research approach that can generate an in-depth understanding of an issue in a real-life context. Green and Thorogood (2004) also state that this approach to research is an in-depth study on a particular case. According to Yin (2009), a case study approach can be utilised to explain, explore and describe phenomena as they naturally occur within their everyday contexts. Yin (2009) states that the case study approach is best suited to address explanatory questions like ‘how’, ‘what’ and ‘why’. It can also provide deeper insights into gaps in delivering or the reasons behind selecting one strategy over another. 
There are some limitations and strengths of using a case study approach for research. McLeod (2024) states that case studies allow a researcher to further investigate a certain topic in more detail. As a result of the in-depth approach, case studies reveal aspects of human behaviour and thinking that would be impractical to study another way. McLeod (2024) describes how case studies are helpful for generating new ideas and are an important way of illustrating theories. 
Case studies are often criticised, as findings from a single, intensive study cannot be easily generalised. As case studies are unique, it is difficult to identify a typical case for broader application (Mitchell, 1983). Another limitation of case study research has been highlighted by Yin (2004). They state that there is difficulty in maintaining objectivity and avoiding biases or preconceptions. This challenge is particularly significant because case studies involve research in real-life settings, where the risk of researchers imposing their own views is heightened. 
The participants in this case study comprised of two teaching assistants who facilitate Lego therapy. Additionally, a group of three children participated in a Lego therapy session that was observed as part of the research. The teaching assistants were selected by the school’s designated coordinator for the elective programme prior to the elective experience commencing. The children were identified and chosen to participate by the teaching assistant responsible for leading the observed session. This observation was one of the few research methods that were used.




Research methods                                             
To investigate the use of Lego therapy in developing children’s social skills, the mosaic approach was employed to gather a range of data. The mosaic approach, as described by Clark (2011), is the bringing together of different perspectives in order to create an image. In this instance, the bringing together of interviews, literature and observations showed a clear image of how Lego therapy impacts children’s social development. Each method was selected to gather diverse perspectives to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the topic. 
The first method that was employed was semi-structured interviews. The participants in the interviews were two teaching assistants who facilitate Lego therapy sessions. KnowHow (2018) defines a semi-structured interview as a qualitative research method that combines pre-set questions with the opportunity to explore themes or responses further. Literature highlights that the use of a question guide in semi-structured interviews helps to maintain focus and ensures that the discussion aligns with the research objects, which minimises the risk of deviating from the intended topic (Jamshed, 2014). DeJonckheere and Vaughn (2019) describe the purpose of semi-structured interviews as gathering information from individuals who have personal experiences, beliefs and perceptions related to the topic. 
Semi-structured interviews present specific strengths and limitations as a research method. In comparison to structured interviews semi-structured interviews are more flexible by allowing new questions to be asked and responses to be explored further (Ruslin et al., 2022). This provides the researcher with a more in depth understanding of the topic. Semi-structured interviews have a more informal style whereby the researcher and the interviewee engage in a face-to-face conversational discussion (Ruslin et al., 2022). This informal approach helps to alleviate power dynamics which fosters a more comfortable environment for participants to share their views openly. By facilitating a greater ease of communication, it has to potential to produce more realistic and authentic data (Swain and King, 2022). 
However, Anyan (2013) critiques this perspective, arguing that despite the researchers attempts to minimise power dynamics, the interviewee may still perceive them as possessing greater authority, which can influence the responses and potentially hinder the authenticity of the data.  Another limitation of semi-structured interviews is the potential bias from the participants. Social desirability bias describes how participants describe certain situations to make them socially appropriate instead of responding accurately or truthfully (Junior, 2022). In relation to the interviews with the facilitators of Lego therapy, this could mean the interviewee emphasising the positive impacts on social development or downplaying the challenges to align with the expectations of the researcher. 
The type of questions used, as seen in appendix 1, were all open-ended questions. Open ended questions encourage the participant to give a full answer and elaborate on details (Smart school services, 2024). The primary aim was to develop an understanding of the specific social skills that are developed through Lego therapy and how this happens. The two teaching assistants were valuable participants for this research, given their dual roles in the running of Lego therapy, but also working with the children in a classroom setting. This allows them to observe firsthand the application of these learnt skills in a different context. However, the limited sessions within the school posed a constraint resulting in only two participants being available for interviews, therefore reducing the overall amount of data collected. Nevertheless, the two TA’s pre-selected for the interviews contributed valuable insights. 
The second method that was employed was an observation of one of the Lego therapy sessions. An observation, described by Kumar (2023) involves watching a phenomenon until insight is gained. This was a non-participant observation, whereby the researcher observed the participants but didn’t become involved in the session (Better evaluation, 2022). This was decided so that the dynamics of the sessions were not impacted. There are both strengths and limitations to using observations as a research method. One of the main advantages is the depth of data that can be collected. Lashley (2017) describes how a researcher will be able to collect very detailed notes that questionnaires and interviews cannot. In the context of Lego therapy, the researcher was able to observe first-hand how the children interact, communicate and how Lego therapy facilitates this.
Lashley (2017) states that since the research is carried out in the same physical space or setting as the participants, the participants can act the same as they would if the researcher wasn’t there. This means that the data collected from observing these actions would be an accurate representation of the object of study. However, Oswald, Sherratt and Smith (2014) would argue that the Hawthorne effect might impact the participants behaviour and therefore hinder the accuracy of the data. The Hawthorne effect is when there is a change in the subject’s normal behaviour due to the knowledge that their behaviour is being observed and studied (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014). 
The session that was observed involved three children who were pre-selected to participate in the therapy and one teaching assistant facilitating it. During the observation, detailed notes were taken to capture instances of communication among the three children, how these interactions occurred and the strategies employed by the teaching assistant to promote effective communication. In order to maintain focus and ensure the collection of relevant data, key observation questions were prepared in advance, as seen in appendix 2. These worked as a guide to the observation process, ensuring the data collection aligned with the research objectives. 
All the children participating in the Lego therapy session had pre-existing relationship as they were from the same class, which may have influenced the interactions during the session. Pre-established bonds among the participants could have facilitated more effective communication, as familiarity often reduces initial social barriers (Riley et al., 2019). However, this influence is unlikely to have significantly impacted the research findings, as the primary objective of the observation was to examine how Lego therapy supports the development of social skills.


Data Presentation and Analysis Method(s)              
To analyse the data collected during the elective’s week, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method of thematic analysis was employed. Braun and Clarke (2006) define thematic analysis as a method to identify, report and analyse patterns or themes within data. Braun and Clarke (2006) move onto say that thematic analysis allows researchers to document both observed patterns and to critically analyse deeper and often hidden layers of meaning. Braun and Clarke (2006) have summarised how to use thematic analysis in six steps. However, they have highlighted the fact that these steps are to be applied flexibly in order to fit the data and research question. 
Step 1 is to familiarise yourself with the data. This step involves thoroughly re-reading the data to become immersed in it. During this step, researchers are encouraged to take notes on any initial ideas and impressions. The second step, described by Braun and Clarke (2006) is to generate initial codes. Within this step, the researcher needs to organise the data into meaningful groups by labelling features of interest. Once the data is coded, the next step is to search for themes. This is the step where the researcher organises the codes into potential themes by putting them into groups based on similarity. 
The next step to the data analysis is to review the themes to ensure they accurately represent the data. The next phase of thematic analysis is the defining and naming of themes. At this stage, the researcher clarifies what each theme represents. Clear definitions are then developed and informative names are given to each theme. The final step is to produce the report. This step involves writing up the analysis where themes are defined with examples from the data. It should aim to explain how the analysis addresses the research question. 
To ensure trustworthiness during this research study, credibility was enhanced throughout the data gathering in multiple ways. To ensure transferability, descriptions of the research context and the participants roles were provided, as seen in appendix 4 and 5. This allows others to evaluate the applicability of the findings to other similar contexts, providing they have implemented Lego therapy as well. To maintain consistency interview questions were used which ensured all TAs were asked the same questions. Before presenting the analysis of the data, the following section of the assignment will outline the key ethical considerations that were addressed. 


Ethical considerations                                             
Ethical considerations are fundamental when conducting research involving children. This study adhered to the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024) guidelines to ensure the protection, dignity and well-being of all participants. Anticipated risks were assessed and documented in the ethics form (appendix 3) prior to the commencement of the research, ensuring all procedures aligned with ethical standards. 
The anonymity of the school and participants were rigorously maintained where possible. The school was anonymised using the pseudonym ‘school S’ and identifying information was omitted from observation and interview notes, which is mentioned in the ethics form (appendix 3). As I was aware of which teaching assistants I interviewed, completed anonymity could not be maintained. However, I ensured that their identities were not and will not be shared and no identifiable information were included in the interview notes or within this assignment. Pseudonyms such as ‘child A’ were used to reference participants in the observation and interview responses were colour coded, for example red for TA1 and green for TA2, which protected their identities. As mentioned in the ethics form (appendix 3), all research data was securely stored on the universities OneDrive system, which is safeguarded by multiple authentication measures. To uphold confidentiality, data was not shared with external parties and access was restricted to the researcher. 
Consent was carefully obtained from all stakeholders. A consent form (appendix 4) was signed by the headteacher before the research commenced to secure approval for conducting the research and observing the Lego therapy session. The two teaching assistants participating in interviews received an information sheet (appendix 5) outlining the research purpose and their contributions, accompanied by a consent form to complete before participation. The consent process emphasised participants rights to withdraw at any stage. 
In accordance with BERA (2024) guidelines, gaining pupil assent was of the upmost importance. Before the observation began, the children were informed about the study in age-appropriate language. Verbal assent was sought and the children were assured they could refuse participation or request the researcher to leave at any time without negative consequences. This approach safeguarded their agency and ensured their comfort throughout the study. To minimize distractions during the session, visual cards for assent were considered but ultimately not used, as their presence could interfere with the natural dynamics of the Lego therapy. 

Findings and discussions                     
This section presents the analysis of findings from the research on Lego therapy, exploring its impact on the development of social skills. The analysis follows Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six step method of thematic analysis as previously explored within this assignment.  Initially, I immersed myself in the data gathered from both the observation and interviews to achieve familiarity. This was then followed by generating initial codes to organise my data into categories. Next, I searched for patterns within the data, identifying potential themes, which were reviewed and refined to ensure they accurately reflect the data. Finally, the themes were defined and analysed in detail. 
Based on the data from both the observations and the interviews, these common themes were found. The first theme is the improvement of communication skills. Al-Alawneh, Hawamleh and Sasa (2019) state that any meaningful and effective interaction between individuals is referred to as communication. Lego therapy sessions significantly enhance communication skills by providing structured opportunities for children to engage with purposeful interaction. Lego therapy embodies the elements of effective communication described by Akilandeswari et al., (2015) as it fosters clarity, feedback exchange, active listening and empathy within a collaborative framework. This is because the structured roles require participants to give instruction clearly, listen and interpret messages accurately and provide feedback in order for the children to meet their shared goal of building the Lego model. 
Another theme that has emerged from the data is role modelling. The teaching assistants facilitating the Lego therapy sessions play a crucial role in modelling effective communication and problem solving. The facilitator of Lego therapy, as described by LeGoff, Kraus and Levin (2010), serves as an effective role model for communication and social skills by demonstrating key behaviours that the children can imitate. The teaching assistant modelled clear instructions, problem solving and active listening which demonstrates effective communication strategies. This role modelling not only enhances the children’s immediate ability to engage in the sessions, but it also equips them with transferable communication and social skills.
Transferable skills, which is another theme that emerged from this research, are described by UNICEF (2022) as skills needed to adapt to various life contexts and include social, cognitive and emotional skills. The skills that are developed during Lego therapy, such as turn taking and problem solving, are beneficial skills that are used within classroom settings. Additionally, the focus on clear communication strengthens verbal and non-verbal interactions. These experiences support the children in developing their confidence and competence in social scenarios outside of the therapy sessions. 
The final theme that has emerged from the data, is teamwork and collaboration. Barron (2023) and Blatchford et al. (2006) both agree that in order for children to become successful both in and out of school, they need to learn how to cooperate with others which is a key aspect of Lego therapy. Lego therapy encourages teamwork and collaboration by requiring children to work together toward the share goal of building a Lego model. Each role that the children take on – builder, instructor and supplier – contributes to the process fostering an understanding of interdependence within a team. Veldman et al. (2020) states that collaborative learning highlights how structured teamwork enhances social skills and mutual respect among peers. 
These finding have highlighted the potential of Lego therapy in improving classroom interactions. By practicing patience, mutual respect and collaboration in Lego therapy, children can transfer these skills into the classroom. This could be for group work by enhancing their ability to work with peers and the management of conflicts. This aligns with LeGoff, Krauss and Levin (2010) who emphasised the effectiveness of structured play in the improvement of social and communication skills in children. By embedding these skills within an engaging format, Lego therapy can be a powerful tool for addressing communication challenges and for fostering inclusive group dynamics. Overall, this data suggests that implementing Lego therapy more broadly could positively impact children’s social development and also class behaviour, which offers long term benefits for schools. 
Conclusions                                                                                           
In conclusion, the methods used to collect data for this research study, observations, literature and interviews, proved to be reliable for the context of understanding Lego therapy’s impact on children’s social development. The observation provided first hand insights into the children’s interactions, while the interviews offered perspectives from the teaching assistants which enriched the data. However, the reliability of the findings may be influenced by the subjective nature of observations and the limited sample size. This affects validity, as the study’s conclusions may reflect specific circumstances rather than broader applicability. 
The ability to generalise this research is limited due to its specific context. This study focused on a small group of children within a single primary school setting, which means the findings are reflective of that particular setting. While the results highlight positive impacts of Lego therapy on social development, broader generalisation would require large-scale studies across multiple schools which would help determine whether the observed outcomes are consistent across different contexts. This research study links closely to the professional teaching standards and in particular ‘Developing new techniques’ (Welsh Government, 2019). This is because I explored and evaluated the use of Lego therapy as an approach to enhance children’s social development. 

Recommendations                                                         
   
Based on the findings of this research, a key recommendation is to integrate Lego therapy into the regular schedule of interventions for pupils to develop communication and improve teamwork. Older children or those with advanced social skills could assist younger children and mentor them during the sessions. This could foster a culture of inclusivity and leadership within the school, whilst also promoting positive role modelling for the younger children. This study has highlighted how useful Lego therapy is for a range of different needs. Therefore, another recommendation would be to use Lego therapy for support different developmental difficulties such as fine motor skills or language development including the use of prepositions. 
The findings of this research could serve as a foundation for exploring the broader applications and impacts of Lego therapy in different contexts. Future studies could investigate Lego therapies effectiveness with larger or more diverse populations, including children who had English as their second language or language impairments. This would provide a further understanding of how Lego therapy can be tailored to different groups. 
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