Aim, focus and purpose of the research context 

The main aim of this study is to identify the social interactions that take place amongst nursery pupils through the provision of child-led learning and activities. The title is identified as ‘The aim of this investigation is to, highlight the effects of child-led learning on the social interactions between pupils within nursery class’. 

The topic of study was chosen due to its high interest of subject, as its provision has been highlighted as an area of improvement in Wales and its early provision for some time (Maynard & Chicken, 2010). Within the current placement school of the researcher, the Reggio Emilia approach to learning and its emphasis on Child-led learning was implemented strongly within their every- day practice, there for the area was one which could be conveniently explored. This topic of study was also one in which would likely encourage the researcher to take into their own practice and be mindful of in their future as an educator. 

The school and nursery classroom explored for the results in this study, is one located in the South Wales area with the provision of Welsh language primary education. Although, the school encourage to immerse the children with the Welsh language, during the children’s social interactions, the spoken language is often returned to English. This being due to low number of children coming from non-welsh speaking homes, this statement does not necessarily mean that parents of the pupils cannot speak welsh, but the welsh language is one that is not spoken within the household. The study involves 19 participants, with 2 of those pupils (non-verbal) and whom do not socialise and interact with their peers often, which may have an impact on the findings of the study.


Overview of relevant literature  

Young children are powerful learners in which reach out into their world in order to make sense of their experiences with people, objects and events. Through exploration and learning, they are naturally drawn to play whilst doing so (The National Strategies, 2009). In accordance to The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 2019), Play has been highlighted as a right of children due to its importance on the development of the child, in particularly in their earlier years (The National Strategies, 2009). The importance of play is well implemented within the practice of the class studied for this research and by its strong influence on children’s holistic development, the researcher felt that a topic which involved play through learning, would be a topic of great interest and findings. 

The most effective implementation of play in early years, is where the play is child-initiated, where there is an enabling environment provided by an adult with sensitive interaction, and focused learning play, where such play is adult-aided but most importantly playful experiential activities are provided (The National Strategies, 2009). Within the practice of the classroom explored for this study, the use of child-initiated learning is implemented thoroughly, and such activities are carried out at all times. Adults within the practice ensure that activities provided to learners, are done in a playful way where the learning is very rarely noticed and instead pupils view activities as play. 

Child-initiated activities in early years practice have many characteristics what are in common with play, due to such activities being decided by the child, their interests, motivations and it is them who has control over the learning/activity. The National Strategies (2009) suggests, that these activities involve a range of play types through out, however the child may not always see the activity as being pure play as it is guided by space, time and purposes within the early years. Literature also understands, how the activities provided to learners where the provision is child-led, should be characterised by hands-on learning and play, where exploration is sparked for learners to want to discover more (Fisher et al. 2010). 

Teachers can gain understanding of the pupil’s interest and learn how to provide learning activities from such understanding, through making use of the children’s voice and opinions (Vaisarova & Reynolds, 2022). Vaisarova and Reynolds (2022) suggests, that children should play active parts in the decision making of their education, where their voices are heard and their interests are listened to. Under the rights of the child, (UNCRC, 2019) every child has the right to voice their opinions, views, feelings and wishes on happenings and matters that affect them, and have their voices heard and taken seriously. 

Within the provision of the Welsh Curriculum, the rights of the child are greatly respected and schools across Wales have put a great emphasis on pupil voice and its importance in terms of planning and providing lessons (Donaldson, 2015). The school participating in this study, have regular discussions with the pupils, in order to discover activities, which they have enjoyed the most, things they wish to learn/discover, and pupil voice has a strong link to the child-led activities provided in the class. 

Activities provided to children, should be those that are encouraging the curiosity and sparking the exploration in children through hands-on experiences (Donaldson, 2015). Adults should share episodes of sustained and share thinking with the pupils during these experiences, however, should promote child-initiated activities (Vaisarova & Reynolds, 2022). Jean Piaget and his theory had a constructivist theory of learning in children, where he believed that children learn best where they are given the opportunities to discover and explore throughout experiences provided, in order to make sense of the world themselves (Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years, 2016). 

A child-led learning approach within the early years, allows children to thrive whilst also making accelerated progress (Ephgrave, 2015). There is a large amount of evidence that explores the impact of a child-led approach to practice. Literature suggests, that where child-led activities are in provision, the social interactions in pupils are high (DeCosta et al. 2021).Literature also highlights that through child-led activities, children can experience social opportunities such as making friends, solving problems, and conflict resolution with adult guidance (Jackson, 2022). Children learn best through, play, communicating and the interaction they have with others (Jackson, 2022). 

Piaget’s theory highlights the importance of cognitive conflict in order to stimulate the process of equilibrium, which can be put into practice within the early years through the pupil’s interactions with peers. Where pupils are able to gather ideas and theories on topics, which may conflict with their own, where there can also be group discussions on such topics (The education hub, 2021).Vygotsky (1978) and his work, highlights that the development of the human mind has its origin at the interaction between the individual and society, highlighting that the culture and social interaction as the major developmental driving forces. 

This research will focus on social interactions that happens between the nursery pupils, however social interactions can be perceived and described as a number of ways (Hoppler, Segerer & Nikitin, 2022).  Reis et al (1980) claims that social interactions are encounters with at least another person, in which one attends to the other and adjusts their behaviour in response to one another. Children’s back-and-forth interactions from an early age, form the foundations for their language and mental development (Department for Education, 2024). 

The setting and its provision studied as part of this research, are mindful of planning in ways that can promote good interactions amongst pupils and through doing so, the settings are well-planning a language rich environment which is important when facilitating good interactions (Department for Education, 2024). Interactions recognise the use of words, body language, facial expressions, actions and songs that happen amongst children, even those who are non-verbal can interact with their peers. Literature suggests that there are five types of social interactions that can take place; Exchange, Competition, Cooperation, Accommodation, and Conflict (Bolis & Schilbach, 2018). However, the social interaction difficulties that are displayed can vary. Literature illustrates these types of difficulties can include, difficulties making friends, following conversations between several people, poor eye contact, over friendliness, poor respect for personal space and prefers to be in own company (Bird Charity, 2019). 


Explanation of Case Study  

Tight (2017) claims that, within all types of research, the research will study cases: instances/examples of a particular thing, people, animals, schools and so on, however not all research projects are case studies. The term ‘case study’ should be made use for, where a particular design of research, where there is greater focus is on an in-depth study of either one or a limited number of cases (Widner, Woolcock & Nieto, 2022). However, there are a number of definitions known to describe a case study and its complexities (Tight, 2017). Stake (1995), identifies a case study as a process of research in which is to catch the complexity of a single case. Where a case study is used in research, it often involves and examination of individuals, events or groups within a certain situation (Hancock, Algozzine & Lim, 2021). 

The research conducted within this study, will involve the examination of pupils within a nursery classroom, where their behaviours will be studied thoroughly. This approach to the study was decided due its suitability for investigating the social interactions within the pupils surrounding the particular area of study being during child-led activities. The researcher felt that a case study would allow deeper exploration of the topic and allow a strong study and findings from its use. 

Case studies are valuable approaches in research, due to them allowing researchers to gain in-depth understandings of situations and meaning of those involved (Hancock, Algozzine and Lim, 2021). The purpose of using a case study approach is often used to build a rich picture of an entity, using various data collection methods and gathering the views, perceptions and experiences/ideas of diverse individuals that are relating to the case (Hamilton, 2011). The ‘rich data’ that comes from this approach in research, is known to be ‘rich’ due to it being able to provide the researcher with in-depth insights into participants’ lived experiences within a particular area or context (Hamilton, 2011). Hancock, Algozzine and Lim (2021) identifies, that case studies intensively analyse and describe a single unit or system bounded by space and time. 
Yin (2018) illustrates, that the insights gleaned from case studies are often known to directly influence policies, procedures and future research on the similar topic. This study has found current literature and research on the topic of child-led activities and those on social interactions (Woods, 2013), and such information has been able to provide this piece of research the relevant information that aids in providing an insight into the topic. 

Case studies are commonly used as teaching methods as well as/or instead of a research method (Tight, 2017). However, Merriam (1998), suggests that the use of case studies in research are not always efficient due to them lacking in generalizability. Where there is the use of observations within a case study, the researcher must be ready to dedicate a large amount of time in the environment, where time can be a great limitation for those involved (Hancock, Algozzine & Lim, 2021). Another limitation, is that could come with using a case study, is that often the researchers own subjective feelings may influence the case study (Mcleod, 2024). The researcher will be mindful of researcher bias whilst carrying out this study and ensure that they do not assume that their personal views on a topic is correct and that they explore issues with an open mind. 


Research methods 

Within this study the use of observations and questionnaires are used to collect data. Where multiple perspectives and various forms of data collecting is used within a study, they are the characteristics of high-quality case study which puts weight to the validity of the findings (Hamilton, 2011). Having chosen those as methods of data collection, the research will involve Qualitative and Quantitative types of research data collecting. Case studies are common for making use of either of these methods or on occasions like this study, both are used to gather its findings (Hancock, Algozzine & Lim, 2021).

 Literature suggests that for researchers carrying out their study to determine which research method approach to make use of, can often be led by the kind of relationship there is between the researcher and those being involved for the study (Hancock, Algozzine & Lim, 2021). The researcher in this instance would have had time to develop a good understanding and relationship with the pupils and would have made sense of the child-led facilities that there is offered. This would explain why the researcher wanted to make use of observations which is a qualitative approach to the study, as this would allow a greater understanding and exploration of the situation under investigation via the participants involved (Hancock, Algozzine & Lim, 2021). Literature highlights that where there is a qualitative approach to a study, the researcher must be able to access the environment being studied for a greater period of time (Hancock, Algozzine & Lim, 2021).The researcher carrying out this study, will be of a great advantage in this instance, as they will be in the setting studied on a daily basis, where they are able to gain a deeper understanding of that being investigated. A quantitative approach does not require a great devotion of time in an environment nor necessarily the efforts to interact and observe those involved. 

There are a great number of advantages and disadvantages to both the use of Qualitative and Quantitative approaches and methods in research. The Qualitative approach does provide a detailed description of the feelings, opinions and attitudes of participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). As part of the questionnaires within this study, a summary of the participants thoughts and feelings are to be gathered. However, due to having to collect and analyse the data from the participants feelings, literature recognises the limitations to this. Darlington and Scott (2002) illustrates, that data interpretation and analysis issues comes with Qualitative research. 
The Quantitative approach in research has a number of strengths and limitations to its use, however research does suggest that in order to improve the strength of a study, researchers should consider making use of qualitative and quantitative methods within their study (Kramer, 1999). 

Due to the use of two forms of data collecting within the study discussed, this is known as a ‘triangulation’ in data collection. Triangulation is where there is use of two or more research methods in data collection (Sage Publications Ltd, 2017). The two forms of data collecting methods chosen for this study, have been selected in order to gain greater insight of the topic from observations of behaviours in those participants, but also the use of questionnaires has been selected in order to gather the participants views and perspectives on the topic. From these methods being used, it is likely that there will be a fuller and stronger picture of the case in which will aid in the quality of the research (Hamilton, 2011). 


Data Presentation and Analysis Methods

Data is the basis of information, reasoning, or calculation and it analysed in order to obtain information. The process of data analysis includes, inspecting, cleansing, transforming, and data (Babajide, 2022). Analysing the data starts with the data collection which is then followed by the processing. Data Presentation forms an integral part of all types of research conducted and by doing so, it requires skills and an understanding of data (Babajide, 2022). 
The data within this research will be analysed thematically, where the researcher will discover whether there are themes in the interactions during the child-led provision, are these interactions. Thematic Analysis is a process of identifying patterns or themes within a qualitative research (Clarke & Braun, 2013). 

Cohen et al (2011) suggests, that the types of data presentation and analysis used in research will depend on its suitability to the purpose of research. For this research, a table is used in order to present the data and to visualise its gatherings, which will support the understanding of the findings (Babajide, 2022). Via the use of tables and graphs, it is known as gathering data visualizations (Wilke, 2019).

The study will follow a thematic analysis approach in order to uncover themes in the children’s social interactions. The interview questions can provide the opportunity to summarise the data but further provides the researcher with the chance of interpreting and making sense of the data. Although the researcher will use the interview questions as themes of exploration, they will further analyse the data after collecting and summarising it through digging deeper and understanding the reasons behind these answers. Clarke & Braun (2013) have identified that using interview questions as themes does not always prove to be efficient, due to some researchers only summarising the data instead of analysing it. 

The use of sociograms will be used when observing the children and their interactions during child-led activities. The Sociograms will provide a visual representation of the data collected (University of Sussex, no date). Although sociograms are commonly used to determine the levels of acceptance and rejections there are within a peer group, within this study the use of the sociograms will be to record the social interactions within the pupils, which peers they interact with during these child-led activities. Where there are links within the sociogram, will determine that these are the peers in which they have interacted with during the child-led activities. The researcher will take notes during the observations of what interactions are happening during the peer interactions. 

Due to the use of both qualitative and quantitative approaches in methods for this study, the form of which these findings will be presented differently. Quantitative data analysis refers to a more statistical technique in collecting, organising and interpreting data (Leeds Beckett University, 2024).  The researcher will ask the students the same amount and exact questions within the questionnaires and will present and analyse this data through the use of a chart. The researcher will record the observation notes in a different manner. The observation recording sheets will be used during the observations and the gatherings from these observations will be discussed and analysed. 


Ethical Considerations  
Where research is being carried out, researchers must follow ethical principles, particularly where participants will be involved in the study (Mager & Galandini, 2020). The Code of Conduct published by the British Educational Research Association (2011), must be followed and applied to the research as should their ethical guidelines. 

The recruitment of the participants for this research was conducted following ethical guidelines (British Educational Research Association, 2018). The pupils themselves were made aware of the content of the research being undertaken, and their consent was given verbally. Gaining informed consent from children as young as the participants within this study, is essential and central to an ethical, children’s rights approach to research (Ethical Research Involving Children, 2022). 

The research made use of questionnaires in order to collect information from the participants within the study, however the age of the participants meant that these questionnaires required the researcher reading the questions carefully and ensuring the questions were simplified to suit their age, further noting down the participants answers as all learners are unable to write as of yet. Due to the participants age and intellectual capability circumstances, the researcher adapted and explored different methods that was suited to them so that this did not affect the participants themselves of the study (British Educational Research Association, 2011). 

Parents of the participants were made aware of the study via a school to home informing letter, which highlighted the purpose of the study, ensured them that all personal information and data would be kept confidential handled safely under the Data Protection Act, 2018,  Consent from parents was provided via signature and returned to the school. 

Participants and parents were made aware of their rights to withdraw at any time during the study (British Educational Research Association, 2011). Unfortunately, some parents were not happy for their child to participate in the study at all, however there were no withdrawals from the participants.  Those who did not wish for their child to participate had their rights respected and their children were not part of the study (Gordon & Prohaska, 2006), which led to a final number of 19 children participating in the study. 


Results/ Discussion 

After gaining consent from the participants, the researcher began the study and initially began the observations on the pupils during the child-led activities provided in classroom. The observations were carried out during a 15-minute time frame. 
During this time, pupils were sent to complete their child-led activities where adults were there to act as a learning facilitator during such activities but remain conscious of the child having control over the learning/activity (The National Strategies, 2009). 

During the activities observed there was clear episodes of children socially interacting with not only their peers but the adult present in the setting. It was clear that the adults and pupils shown sustained shared thinking, where learners communicated ideas with the adult during their activities (Vaisarova & Reynolds, 2022). As part of the observations the researcher made notes on the table in Appendix A. The data of what was witnessed is noted on paper, before then ensuring the data was protected and transferred to a digital format (Data Protection Act, 2018). 

From carrying out the observations and filling Appendix A, it was visible that some children shared more social interactions during these activities, than others. The table enabled a gathering of data, which displayed how there were some pupils in which interacted with a few pupils, and some only shared interactions with the adult present. The reason for this is not known, however, there are pupils present in which are non-verbal and do not socially interact or engage with others at ease. This meant that these individuals were observed to have poor social interactions during the child-led provision.

The sociogram (Appendix B) shows, with whom there were social interactions shared with during the child-led activities in practice, however the sociogram does not indicate what type of interaction was displayed, for how long and whether the interaction was a strong or poor one. However, from the table in Appendix A, this information was provided. The levels of poor social interactions were extremely high in pupil L.J and N.S. Both pupils shared only small episodes of social interactions, and one of the pupils had only shared an episode with the adult present. This interaction was the child asking the teacher whether they were allowed to go outside to participate in an outdoor activity, however during that 15-minute observation, that interaction was the only one visible for that child. Having difficulties following conversations between several people is an obvious difficulty for this child. These are the difficulties known to literature as proving to have poor social interactions (Bird Charity, 2019). 

Pupil Z.J shown in Appendix B shows visibility of being a pupil in which has a number of pupils trying to share interactions with them. However, as displayed, these interactions are not reciprocated. The observations shown that this pupil did not cope well under the child-led activities and found them overwhelming. This particular individual preferred to be on their own, however peers felt eager to interact with them. From displaying reduced desire to interact with others, there is a clear indication of poor social interactions (Bird Charity, 2019). 

The questionnaires asked the pupils, a number of questions in order to gain an understanding of their views on child-led activities provided and the social interactions they participate in during the child-led activities. The questionnaire as provided in Appendix C, found that all 19 pupils found the child-led activities in the classroom enjoyable. However, it was discovered that 36% of the pupils preferred to carry out the activities alone, which does potentially mean that there is a difficulty in social interactions amongst those individuals, where they do not wish to  interact peers and prefers to be alone (Bird Charity, 2019; Grandin & Barron, 2005).

The study found that 5 pupils enjoyed the company of a teacher during the child-led activities. This number of children could struggle with the provision of child-led activities in terms of their social interactions during this time, and feel the need to have an adult present, which is also identified as a characteristic for poor social interactions (Bolis & Schilbach, 2018; Bird Charity, 2019; Grandin & Barron, 2005). 

The child-led activities provided within the setting, offered the children opportunities to socially interact with one another. However, the results do show that not all pupils made use of these opportunities (Appendix B). During the observations, the researcher concluded that the social interactions that was displayed or in cases where no social interactions were displayed, could lead to damage in the children’s developmental progress. Where pupils shown signs of feeling insufficiently connected to others, can be associated to profound and lasting negative consequences in physical and mental health as identified by Hawkley & Cacioppo (2010). 

Literature understands that children often view child-led learning and play, and link play to friendship (Ramstetter, Murray and Garner, 2010). However, within this study, not all pupils shown signs of this connection, as a number of students were carrying out the child-led activities alone with no signs of friendship being displayed. Although, when studying the sociogram within Appendix B, there was obvious signs of friendship groups amongst the pupils, where clusters of pupils were participating in activities together, and there were clear and strong social interactions amongst them during.  

During the observations, there were clear signs of the child-led approach within the setting, having an impact on the social interactions amongst the children. The effects shown were those of a positive and negative nature, and the nature of these interactions depended on the pupil and their characteristics. The children are all unique and share different types of social interactions than others, however the provision of child-led learning offers a great amount of opportunities for pupils to share episodes of strong social interactions, it is personal to them whether they wish to take advantage of these opportunities. 


Conclusions 

The Case study approach to the research within this study, proved to be effective in order to gain an in-depth understanding of the chosen area of study (Widner, Woolcock & Nieto, 2022). Where the researcher found it adequate to make use of a qualitative and quantitative methods in data collecting (Hancock, Algozzine & Lim, 2021), there may have been better methods to try due to some limitations. 

Observations were used to understand the child-led provision implemented in the practice and to gather data on the social interactions. However, the researcher had difficulty noting the amount of data down in a fast and effective manner. There may have been occasions that the researcher had missed a social interaction between pupils, as they were studying all 19 in the classroom. In order to overcome this limitation, the study may have benefited from filming the pupils participating in child-led activities so that the social interactions during were recorded and would have been analysed in more detail (Asan & Montague, 2014).   

The use of questionnaires were also difficult due to the age of the pupils and their lack of Independence when doing so, due to the researcher needing to fill out the questionnaires with the pupils, the responses to the questions may have been different without the researcher present, there for could have impacted the results of the study. 

A different method that may have been beneficial to this research could have been the use of interviews with a sample group of pupils. Where a handful of pupils could have been selected at random and where they were able to expand and voice their opinions on the provision (MacDougall & Fudge, 2016). 

Overall, the study found that child-led activities had an effect on the children’s social interactions. However, these interactions were both of positive and negative, and there were some pupils who displayed a number of social interactions amongst peers, and individuals who didn’t display any signs of social interactions. There for, the effects on the pupils all depended on them as individuals and not on the activities/play itself. 


Recommendations

From carrying out this research, it has highlighted the area of research that is between the link of social interactions and child-led practice. The gatherings from the study recognised the social interactions that take place during a child-led provision, all depends on the pupil themselves and their personal traits and characteristics. However, the pupils that do show poor social interactions during the child-led activities, could be doing so, due to the provision not being rich in its child-led approach. This could lead to an argument on whether the child-led approach encourages pupils to share social interactions, or whether there are limitations in doing so. 

In order to gain a greater insight to this study and to potentially improve on its data and findings, more time and observations in the setting could have been beneficial where the researcher could focus on studying a smaller sample group. By chosing a smaller sample group, the research could have focused primarily on them during the observations, and the findings could be greater with much more time and effort spent on them. 
The research made great use of the remaining literature there is on the child-led approach in early years and also literature on social interactions amongst young pupils, however there is a very limited amount which links the two to one another, this could in time be a topic that is explored in greater depth which could potentially support a study similar to this. 
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