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Abstract

This study describes a critical exploration of theory into practice. Two principles 
of Vygotskian cultural historical theory: mixed age play and enhanced home- 
school links, already integrated into practice in Zolotoi Kluchick (Golden Key) 
programme schools in Russia, were adapted and implemented in an early years 
setting (3-6years) in Northern Ireland. These principles were implemented, 
evaluated and modified, in a cyclic process, involving the school community 
throughout. Over one school year, six teachers, 15 classroom assistants, 106 
children, five sets of parents, and the researcher, formed a pedagogical collective 
to explore the process of implementation, and resultant impact of the Integrated 
Play Programme (IPP). The study explores critically the translation of Vygotskian 
theory into practice, and provides proof of concept for the IPP.

A constructivist methodology was employed, which viewed collaboration within 
the school community as vital to its success. Vygotskian theory was foundational 
in the developmental methodology where new research methods emerged 
throughout the research. Findings and conclusions drawn from this study were 
drawn primarily from participant perspectives. Vygotskian concepts of the zone of 
proximal development (ZPD), social situation of development (SSD), 
internalisation, and cultural mediation guided analysis, evaluation, and reflection.

Findings revealed that the translation process was not straightforward, and 
required modifications to the original principles. The concept of‘family’ appeared 
to connect home and school, and emerged as the major factor in modifying the 
implementation process. A ‘family pedagogy’ was developed, where mixed-age 
play groups were known as ‘school families’. Children’s discussion of their 
‘school family’ at home generated curiosity and interest from parents and carers, 
providing dialogical and cultural tools to bridge children’s home and school 
learning.

The study highlights the value of using play as the basis for this family pedagogy 
and, aligned with Vygotskian theory, presents play as the predominant 
developmental activity for young children.
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1.0 Introduction

1.1 Rationale

This study explored critically the translation of theory into practice. It 

investigated the processes of implementing mixed-age play and enhanced home 

school links in a combined preschool and primary school in Northern Ireland. 

The study attempted to consider how these two principles were tools that allowed 

aspects of Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory, specifically, to be practiced in the 

early years setting. Emergent outcomes of such practice were also explored.

One of the main reasons behind completing this study was in relation to the 

ongoing development of early years services and provision in Northern Ireland.

“There are many excellent examples of best practice in early years 
settings across the north. Until now, however, there has not been a 
single, coherent, overall framework within which this best practice can 
be supported and embedded in all settings. The time has come for 
action. We have debated our approach to the early years for long 
enough, we need to move now to improve the education and learning 
experiences of our children. ”

John O’Dowd, MLA, 2012

As O’Dowd (2012), highlighted. Northern Ireland needs to put early years 

changes into action. Globally, early years education is a major field, with levels 

of research expanding and provision of services developing. In Northern Ireland, 

however, the early years are only beginning to develop as a field, as they have 

been brought to the forefront of the political and research agenda. This study 

identifies the value of cultural-historical theory for early years education and 

provides a framework of good practice that is theoretically sound, which has been 

practiced, and which has added to theory in the field of early years education.

1.2 Research aims and questions

This research study explored the process of implementing mixed-age play and 

enhanced home school links in an early years setting. These two principles were 

borrowed from Golden Key schools that were created under the premise of
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Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory. The study aimed to evaluate critically how 

cultural-historical theory translated into practice, through these two principles, in a 

Northern Irish setting, and their effects on participants in this setting. A third 

principle was employed with regards to the methodology: the constructivist 

participation of the community. The study aimed to involve the school community 

in working with the researcher to design, implement and evaluate the principles, 

from their perspectives.

The main research questions were:

1. What does Vygotskian theory Took like’ in early years education?

2. Can Golden Key principles be implemented in an early years context in 

Northern Ireland?

3. What was the impact of implementing Golden Key principles on 

participants?

4. What were the implications of this work in terms of developing practice 

from theory, and theory from practice?

1.3 Outline of the study

In order to collect the data needed to answer the research questions this study 

employed a constructivist approach, which involved the school community 

working as a pedagogical collective. The developmental methodology allowed 

the research methods to manifest as the research was carried out, and as 

participants engaged in a cycle of implementation, evaluation and modification, 

they used their observations and experiences to inform the next steps in the 

implementation process. Parents, teachers, classroom assistants and the children 

were not just participants, but contributors to the research. They were involved in 

the planning, data collection, implementation, evaluation, and interpretation 

stages. Data was collected by all participant groups based on their personal 

experiences, attitudes and constructions, through qualitative methods.

Qualitative researchers are interested in life as it is lived in real situations (Woods 

2006). This research focused on the implementation of two principles in a real
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school setting and observed this process, as well as the emerging outcomes as 

identified by participants. Interviews, video footage, reflective diaries, focus 

groups and participant observation are examples of some of the data collection 

methods that were used. Using a range of methods allowed for triangulation of 

the data. This allowed the same aspect to be considered from different sources, 

and potentially enhanced validity and reliability (Holtzhausen 2001).

The researcher worked with the pedagogical collective within the school setting 

and gathered the data with them, over a period of one school year. There were six 

teachers, fifteen classroom assistants, 106 children and five sets of parents 

involved in the study, and in the collection and analysis of the data. Staff were 

involved in implementing both mixed-age play and enhanced home school links, 

and were involved in completing interviews, focus groups, meetings, 

questionnaires, participant observation, video footage, and reflective diaries. 

Parents were involved in developing enhanced home school links. They worked 

closely with the researcher to record video footage and complete their reflective 

diaries. Parents also attended interviews with the researcher. All children were 

involved in the implementation of mixed-age play, and a focus group of five 

children were involved in the home school links. Children recorded video 

footage, completed reflective diaries and were involved in group interviews.

1.4 Structure of the thesis

This chapter has provided a brief introduction to the research study and has 

described its rationale, aims and research questions, and has given a brief synopsis 

of the methods that were used for data collection.

Chapter two reviews literature pertaining to the study. It provides an overview of 

early years education both globally and locally in Northern Ireland (Section 2.1), 

and details the Golden Key Programme in Section 2.2. Play, the child’s social 

environment and curricula that provide continuity and progression are three areas 

that are explored in relation to early years theory in Section 2.3. Section 2.4 

addresses the use of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) within 

early years education. It details the position of the ZPD within cultural-historical
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theory and highlights its relevance to mixed-age play and enhanced home school 

links. Section 2.5 introduces mixed-age play and enhanced home school links, 

collectively as an Integrated Play Programme (IPP). The Northern Irish context, 

and the research study setup are depicted, and the place of the ZPD described.

Chapter three describes the methodology that was employed in this study. Section 

3.2 presents the research aim and questions, and is followed by section 3.3, which 

describes the search for the methodology in this study. The research design is 

explained in section 3.4, while section 3.5 details the research sample and 

recruitment process. Section 3.6 gives an overview of the methods used for data 

collection and 3.7 explores the data analysis methods. The ethical considerations 

and methodological challenges that emerged in the research are described in 

sections 3.8 and 3.9.

Chapter four presents the findings and discussion relevant to the implementation 

of mixed-age play. The outcomes for children, staff and the wider school 

community in relation to mixed-age play are discussed. The limitations of a 

mixed-age setting are also addressed (Section 4.5).

The findings and discussion relevant to the enhanced home school links are 

presented in chapter five. The outcomes for children, parents and the wider 

school community are discussed in accordance with participant perspectives. 

Challenges to developing enhanced home school links and how these were 

addressed through the research, are also discussed in this chapter (Section 5.5).

Chapter six addresses the general outcomes of the Integrated Play Programme. 

This section was included so as to reduce repetition in chapters four and five. 

Chapter seven is a general discussion of mixed-age play and enhanced home 

school links and presents overarching aspects that attend to both principles.

Chapter eight details the conclusions of the study, and puts forward the 

recommendations, limitations and areas for further research. It concludes with 

section 8.5, which makes the distinctiveness and contributions of the study 

explicit.
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2.0 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

The purpose of this thesis was to explore, using a developmental methodology, 

the design and implementation of a new integrated play programme (IPP) in an 

early years setting in Northern Ireland. The theoretical framework for the 

programme combined Vygotsky’s concepts of the zone of proximal development 

(ZPD), the social situation of development (SSD), mediation and Vygotskian 

imitation within the activity of play.

This literature review examines theories and practices of early years education 

and situates the IPP within the global and local contexts of early years teaching. It 

explores critically the theoretical constructs, which guided practice, specifically 

those of Lev Vygotsky. The study considered how theory could be translated into 

practice and how that practice might then lead to changes and/ or additions to 

existing theory. Despite the focus of the study being to explore the design, 

development and implementation of the IPP, the study also uncovered some 
potential for the IPP to improve early years teaching and learning.

The Vygotskian principles on which the IPP was based, were mixed-age play 

(MAP) and enhanced home-school links (EHSL), borrowed from the Golden Key 

programme (Section 2.2). Together these two principles encouraged the 

classroom to become more like ‘home’, and, simultaneously, parents were 

involved with teachers and classroom assistants in developing their children’s 

play at home (Kravtsova, 2010). Mixed-age play and the home-school link were 

identified as ‘cultural tools’, which held the potential to promote child 

development through the creation of individualized zones of proximal 

development (ZPD) (Vygotsky 1978). These cultural tools could also mediate 

improved interaction across the school community and thus lessen the isolation of 

parents and teachers that can exist in more traditional early years settings.

2.1.1 Overview of early years education and research

Early years education and research is constantly under revision as educators.
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researchers and policy-makers strive to identify new practical approaches, and 

theoretical constructs to improve provision. Investing in the early years of 

children’s lives has been identified as socially, morally and financially beneficial 

(Department of Education 2011). According to Woodhead (2006) there exist four 

perspectives in relation to the promotion of early years education:

• The developmental perspective maintains that the early years are vital not 

only to a child’s current development but also to their future development.

• The political and economic perspective views the early years as a time 

where factors such as disadvantage can be addressed, opportunities 

equalised and children given a head start, particularly those children from 

impoverished homes and areas. Within this perspective, early years are 

considered to result in long-term outcomes that benefit communities and 

society economically.

• The social and cultural perspective1 promotes the value of social 

interaction and the importance of being embedded in your culture, and 

how these are both vital to early child development. The cultural- 

historical perspective draws attention to early childhood as a constructed 

concept and status, and to the diversities of ways it is understood and 
practised, in relation to how, why and with young children, with 

implications therefore for how goals, models and standards are defined, 

and by whom (Woodhead 2006).

• The Human Rights Perspective attempts to reframe the usual approaches 

to theory, research policy and practice in a way that fully respects young 

children’s dignity, their privileges, and their capacities to contribute to, 

and construct their own development and to the development of provision.

The rationale for early years in Northern Ireland today encompasses all four 

perspectives and a drive for best practice has identified the need for a general 

early years policy and practice. Best practice within early years has become a 

priority in government policy, but also in research and in practice. The

1 This is also referred to as the ‘sociocultural’ and ‘cultural-historical’ perspective. The term 

‘cultural-historical’ will be used throughout this thesis, as it is the terminology used by Vygotskian 

theorists in Russia, where the theory was initially developed.
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exploration of child development theory specifically, and of existing practices 

usually leads to the generation of an ideal perception of early years education, and 

therefore, forms the basis of a new practice. However, very often the same 

theories are studied and the subsequent practice becomes monotonous and 

outdated (Cole and Engestrom 1993).

Prominent child development theories employed in the early years include those 

of Piaget, Freud, Erikson and Vygotsky. There is increasing attention being paid 

to Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory as a framework for early teaching and 

research due to limitations inherent in other theories and practices (Anning et al 

2004, Berk 2003). For example, Piagetian theory has been criticized for its 

emphasis on the individual construction of knowledge as it is has become 

increasingly recognised that knowledge is collectively constructed and not 

individually framed (Rogoff 2003). Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory 

highlights the value of social interaction and of being embedded in culture, for 

development (Fleer 2003, Edwards 2007). Following an analysis of various child 

development views, Fleer (2010) suggested that Vygotsky’s view provided a 

theoretically rich framework for undertaking research with children in the 21st 

century because of its consideration of cultural and historical factors on 

development. In today’s society multiculturalism and globalization are important 

concepts and Vygotsky’s view ensures that children’s culture, history, and society 

are considered in relation to their developmental processes.

The cultural-historical framework underlies the theory and methodologies 

employed in much early years research and practice. Goulart and Roth (2010), for 

example, used the cultural-historical framework theoretically and 

methodologically in the development of a curriculum designed collectively by 

staff and early years children. The study focused on enhancing the quality of the 

learning environment for young children and the role of the adult in such a setting. 

The main purpose was to improve the conditions for child development by 

increasingly making room for their participation (Goulart and Roth 2010). A 

collective design such as that of Goulart and Roth’s (2010) study expanded not 

only the control of the community as a whole but also the control of each 

member, who through contributing to the research contributed to the learning
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environment. The activity was recursive and reflexive in that the participants 

helped to design what the community would be doing in the future, whilst 

“participating in the doings of this community” (Goulart and Roth 2010, p.535).

This current study employed a developmental methodology (Section 3.4). This 

equated to Kravtsova’s projective methodology (2010), which was, itself, an 

extension of Vygotsky’s experimental-genetic method. Vygotsky (1997) 

described his experimental-genetic method as artificially eliciting and creating a 

genetic or developmental process of mental development and making it 

observable. In this research study a collective of school staff, parents and children 

were involved in a research trajectory resembling that of “a garden path laid in 

walking” (Goulart and Roth 2010, p.557). The developmental research 

methodology transpired as the research proceeded, and differed from Vygotsky’s 

experimental-genetic method in the researcher’s active participation. The 

methods were “simultaneously prerequisite and product, the tool and the result of 

the study” (Vygotsky 1978, p.65). This suggested that the research would have a 

strong transformative potential as it permitted the development of results, which 

had more sustainable benefits because they attended to a wider set of needs and 

responses over time. For example, the development of mixed-age play sessions 

over time allowed various problems and issues to materialize as the programme 

was implemented. The developmental methodology allowed these issues to be 

observed, addressed and modified by participants, to improve the programme and 

potentially increase its longevity. The search for this methodology and the 

influential factors on its selection are described further in section 3.3.

2.1.2 An Integrated Play Programme (IPP)

The IPP developed in this research study used cultural-historical theory in 

conjunction with the theories of Piaget, Freud and Erikson and the practices of 

Golden Key schools, Montessori, and Froebel, to create a programme where play 

was the central tenet. Local policy such as the Northern Ireland (NI) Curriculum, 

the ‘Learning to Learn’ Framework (DENI 2012) and The NI Draft Early Years 

Strategy (2010) were also referred to. Two Vygotskian principles, mixed-age play 

and enhanced home school links comprised the IPP. These principles were first
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encountered by the researcher through her attendance at the International Cultural- 

historical Summer School (2010) in Moscow (Section 3.3). The theme of this 

summer school was ‘The Psychological Basis of Play'. Play was considered an 

activity that created a personal ZPD for each play participant. Therefore, in this 

study it was predicted that each child could have an individualized development 

trajectory in play within the IPP. In traditional early years practices in NI, 

provision is more generalized potentially due to large class sizes. This 

generalization of the curriculum can lead to education serving only the average 

children with large numbers of children either being stunted in their development, 

or being left behind. By employing play as a method for personalizing education, 

each child is respected as unique and individual, and their education is tailored to 

suit their needs and abilities. Play has been used widely in early years education 

and research, and there exists numerous theories and practical applications of the 

concept, globally. In Scandinavian countries, for example, research in play has 

led to the formation of Play Labs, which have been formed in universities to 

improve understandings of play and to identify ideal types of play (Bredikyte 

2011).

The IPP employed mixed-age play and home-school links as strategies to 

monopolise on the value of play as creating individualized ZPDs, in line with 

cultural-historical theory. Both mixed-age play and enhanced home school links 

provided new “spaces” for development. Children, families and school staff had 

the opportunity to interact in new physical and social environments, and could 

therefore potentially experience new levels of development within these.

An implicit sense of shared responsibility for each child was promoted in the IPP 

through mixed-age play and enhanced home-school links. This eased the task of 

personalizing provision. Within mixed-age play for example, the number of 

teachers increased immediately, as peer teaching and learning proceeded and 

children learned from one another, as well as from adults (Doherty 2012a). 

Children worked within their development level and participated in activities and 

interactions that were meaningful to them. In traditional practices, play sessions 

tend to be more structured and learning outcomes more defined. Within the IPP 

children became more independent and directive in their learning. Shared
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responsibility was also promoted through the optimization of the home-school 

link, which involved parents more fully in learning and development. The home 

and school environments became increasingly inter-related and information about, 

and experiences of, the children were shared between the two contexts. This 

intertwining of home and school created a more consistent and holistic early years 

education as learning continued between the two contexts, potentially boosting 

children’s academic success (Jeynes 2005, Henderson and Mapp 2002).

Kerr (1997) argued that Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory could provide a 

different vehicle to bridge pedagogical theory and practice, “a gap that yawns 

wide for educators in the West”. This research study provides proof of concept 

that Vygotskian concepts, specifically the ZPD, within the IPP, can be used as a 

theoretical framework to identify beneficial, practical strategies to implement 

within early years education, and to provide tools to aid such implementation. 

The IPP appeared to concur with Kerr’s (1997) view of Vygotsky’s theory 

providing:

...an approach that combines a high level of theoretical power, 
sophistication, and the possibility for scientific validation, with the 
possibility of actual implementation in real classroom settings by 
ordinary teachers (and not merely in a protected laboratory with 
especially dedicated practitioners).

The framework of the IPP aided in answering the ‘how’ and ‘why’ it works and 

moves ahead of existing models of play by providing tools for its design, 

development and implementation.

Golden Key schools were extremely influential in the development of the IPP- the 

two strategies of mixed-age play and enhanced home school links were borrowed 

from these schools as vehicles of cultural-historical theory. The following section 

provides a background to the formation of these schools, their ethos and the 

principles that underlie their foundation.

2.2 The Golden Key Programme

Golden Key schools are based on the cultural-historical theory of Lev Vygotsky 

and were set up by his granddaughter, Elena Kravtsova, and 23 of her colleagues
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during the period of Perestroika. The first ‘Golden Key’ school opened in 

Moscow in 1989 in Belaya Kalitva, in southern Russia and became the flagship 

Golden Key School. The schools were developed with the aim of promoting 

cultural-historical theory in the 21st century as a relevant child development 

theory and guide for practitioners.

Vygotsky originally developed his cultural-historical theory in Marxist Russia 

where the social was considered as important as the individual. Vygotsky viewed 

people as dualistic beings, belonging both to the worlds of culture and nature, and 

as possessing both a basic and natural mentality, together with the highest 

cultural, mental functions (Kravtsov & Kravtsova 2011). Whilst Vygotsky was 

interested in the development of individuals, he was potentially more interested in 

the ways in which individual growth and development was contingent on a wider 

social and cultural context (Kerr 1997). Vygotsky’s theory provides a framework 

to consider the self in relation to others that was largely lacking under the Soviet 

regime. Ties to the Marxist vision of a more just, classless society still ring with 

significance for many Russian educators today. Elena Kravtsova, the 

granddaughter of Vygotsky, has worked all her life with Vygotskian theory and 

continues to adapt and develop the theory in the 21st century, in the context of 

Post-Soviet Russia, where the social has lost some of its significance in societal 

structure. Kravtsova posits that schools need to recreate the social within 

education and the Golden Key programme, specifically, attempts to do so. In 

Moscow, where Kravtsova’s programme originated, many benefits have been 

identified. Kravtsov and Kravtsova (2011) described these benefits as higher 

levels of development and achievement, more firm morals, better psychological 

health and overall happier children who were more enthusiastic with regards to 

education. Of all the improvements shown over the years, one of the most 

surprising was that children from Golden Key schools school showed much 

higher levels of physical and mental well-being than the average for Russian 

schoolchildren, despite living in an area of high social disadvantage (Kravtsova 

2010).

Alongside Vygotsky’s theory, Swedish kindergartens, the English nurturing 

system, Rudolf Steiner’s anthroposophy and the Waldorf pedagogy, were
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influencing factors in the Golden Key programme’s development (Kamen and 

Murphy 2011).

Golden Key schools were developed, and are maintained on the basis of five main 

principles, as shown in Figure 2.1
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Figure 2.1: Principles of the Golden Key Programme

The first Golden Key principle is the use of mixed-age, as well as single-age 

teaching. In Golden Key schools children range in age from 3 years to 10 years. 

In the Golden Key schools children are arranged into “families”, instead of into 

classes according to their age. As a result each ‘family’ has between 15 to 25 

children between the ages of 3 and 10. There is an atmosphere of an extended 

family where the children have their own “home” instead of a classroom (Robbins 

2010). In Northern Ireland, children are allocated a place in school in accordance 

with their age and with no reference to their developmental level and have almost 

no opportunities to work in mixed-age groupings. Having taught in Northern 

Ireland primary schools, the researcher has realised that this does not suit all 

children involved. A mixed-age approach could perhaps be employed to aid this 

situation.
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Kravtsova (2010) criticises a strictly age-based approach to grouping children in 

schools. The Golden Key approach justifies mixed-age classes by the relatively 

high achievement of children in their schools, when compared with the more 

traditional schools in Russia, which is partly due to older children teaching 

younger children. The older children reflect their own learning by helping younger 

ones and the younger children benefit from being taught by people closer to their 

developmental stage (Berezhkovskaya 2010).

The second principle of these schools is that education and development are 

viewed as interdependent and as interactional (Kamen and Murphy 2011). The 

two processes intertwine. Golden Key schools, in relation to Vygotskian theory 

use the concept of the ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD) in relation to the 

learning and teaching process. The ZPD is a difficult concept to define because in 

Vygotsky’s work it was not elaborated in much detail (Verenikina 2003). From 

the reading thus far the researcher has come to view the ZPD as an interactive 

space where a child develops potential abilities and competencies that were 
previously only in the state of formation. What a child learns in the ZPD one day 

(their potential development) becomes their actual development the next 

(Vygotsky 1933).

Vygotsky proposed that education should make use of ZPD creation. Golden Key 

schools use them in their mixed-age teaching. Each child will be in their own 

zone and therefore at their own level. The knowledge they construct from one 

activity will be relevant to them and appropriate to the level they are working 

towards. Another child may be presented with the same activity and gain 

something completely different from it. Activities in Golden Key schools are 

aimed at the highest-achieving children (Berezhkovskaya 2010). This ensures 

that all children are constantly challenged and also ensures that the lower- 

achieving children “benefit from learning from people closer to their own age and 

stage” (Kamen and Murphy 2011, pg. 4). Brown and Ferrara (1985) argued that 

teachers have to aim instruction at the upper boundaries of a learner’s ZPD. This 

could lead the learner to “levels of success previously not envisaged by neither the 

student or the teacher” (Brown and Ferrara 1985, p.302). The higher achievers 

reflect upon and deepen their own learning as they teach their peers,
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simulataneously developing their confidence and self-esteem, as well as their 

social and language skills.

The third principle behind Golden Key schools is the incorporation of family and 

home to the schooling process. Golden Key schools appreciate that the teaching 

process is not limited to the classroom. They see parents as partners in education. 

Benefits of linking the home and the school to children include better levels of 

attendance at school, healthier attitudes to school, and better mental health. 

Benefits to teachers are better parent-teacher relations, enhanced teacher morale 

and a more friendly school climate. Parents also benefit from increased 

satisfaction in their child’s learning and improved confidence levels. In Golden 

Key schools, families are interviewed before a child is enrolled in the school. The 

schools are free to attend but there are certain expectations of families. Interviews 

are in place to establish, explicitly, the expectations of the family as a member of 

the school and to initiate home-school relations.

The fourth principle of Golden Key schools is that lessons are based on ‘events’. 

This means that each lesson, in essence, follows a plot, which strongly appeals to 

the children. The children are emotionally involved in such an approach and it 

has been observed that children use skills and abilities more advanced than would 

be expected. For example, Kamen and Murphy (2011) discuss an event they 

witnessed in a Golden Key school. A letter was sent to the children stating that a 

wolf was missing from his fairytale. A teacher dressed up as a wolf and interacted 

with the children, encouraging them to find his fairytale. A week of activities 

were planned to give the children clues so they could determine the correct 

fairytale. In the children’s bid to do so, Kamen and Murphy (2011, pg. 5) 

describe them as acting “a head taller than themselves.” Using an events 

approach, which fully engages the children, can aid in the development of high- 

level skills and abilities (Berezhkovskaya 2010). This relates to the skills-based 

focus of the curriculum in Northern Ireland (DENI).

The final principle of Golden Key schools is that of ‘paired pedagogues.’ This 

involves two different teaching roles. A single teacher can take on both roles, or 

if staff members are available, two separate teachers can act out a role each. The 

first role involves the teacher acting in the ‘traditional’ sense, whilst the second
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role involves the teacher acting in an ‘under role’ (Kamen and Murphy 2011). 

This means that the teacher acts below the children- they answer questions 

wrongly so as to get the children to correct them and ask naive questions so as to 

get the children to reflect on their learning (Kamen and Murphy 2011).

Whilst all principles together form the foundation of the Golden Key approach this 

current study selected two principles for implementation in the North of Ireland 

context. Mixed-age teaching and enhanced home school links were identified as 

potentially viable, and beneficial for the specific context. Similar to Russia and 

the problems regarding the loss of the social and community approach to child 

development, the North of Ireland too has experienced degradation in society and 

in the importance of community. In discussion with school staff, parents and the 

Principal the researcher explored each principle in relation to the context.

In the school in which the research was based there was a strong early years ethos. 

For the purpose of this study early years was defined in line with the N1 Draft 

Early Years Strategy (2010), as the first six years of a child’s life. This study 

worked within the early years department to bridge the transition period from 

preschool to primary school, and therefore worked specifically with children aged 

3-6years. A mixed-age approach was deemed useful in aiding this transition 

period, was identified as technically viable through the medium of play, and could 

potentially develop the early years community ethos. The school’s daily routine 

featured extended schooling sessions as described in section 2.5.1, which 

provided the arena for, and facilitated such mixed-age play sessions.

The school in question also had an ethos that valued the community and the 

families of the children who attended the school. In the school development plan 

it was identified how they wished to extend their home school communications. 

Parents were invited to contribute their ideas on how best to develop home school 

links through an interactive session involving the researcher, the Head of Early 

Years, and the Principal. Collaborative dialogue aided in the formation of initial 

ideas on how to extend links. Through the developmental methodology this was 

refined throughout the implementation year, as described in section 3.4.2.

The Golden Key programme, alongside the exploration of early years theory,
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research, and practice, highlighted specific focal areas to consider when 

developing a new programme, such as the IPP. The following section discusses 

and details the three focal areas deemed important within this study, having 

explored the Golden Key programme, various theories of child development and 

taking into consideration the school and the context.

2.3 Early Years Education: Aspects for Inclusion

This study employed cultural-historical theory both for theoretical and 

methodological purposes in developing the IPP within the NI context. The entire 

study was aligned closely with cultural-historical theory, particularly in its view 

of development as proceeding through the interaction of current and future forms 

(Vygotsky 1994, Veresov 2010). Vygotsky (1994, p.348) explained that within 

child development, the final form is present from the beginning of the 

developmental process:

The greatest characteristic feature of child development is that this 
development is achieved under particular conditions of interaction with 
the environment, where this ideal and final form (that form which is 
going to appear only at the end of the process of development) is not 
only already there in the environment and from the very start in contact 
with the child, but actually interacts and exerts a real influence on 
primary form, on the first steps of the child’s development.

Children develop through interacting with models of their future development that 

are present in their environment from the initial stages of development. This 

study adopted this view in relation to developing the IPP as an effective method 

for early years education. The real (current) form in this study was the current 

provision within the NI school environment. The entire global early years 

education field compromised of theory, policy and practice represented the future 

form of development. Through critical and reflective interaction with global 

models of early years provision it was hoped that the current practice could 

develop into its ideal form, emulating and incorporating relevant aspects of good 

practice to create a contextually specific, development-focused practice for NI. 

According to Bredikyte (2011), in child development the actual essence of the 

developmental act is that the child appropriates the ideal form and masters it, at 

which point the ideal form becomes transformed into the real form of the child’s
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own behaviour. In this study the current practice interacted with aspects of good 

practice in early years education, appropriated them and formed a new real form, 

which became known as an IPP.

This study involved a critical exploration of existing early years theory, policy 

and practice, specifically the Golden Key programme. Reflective processes were 

instrumental in the selection of specific aspects of early years that would be most 

appropriate for employment within this study, and most relevant to the context. 

Through both collective reflection with the school and staff, and with the research 

supervisors, and through individual reflection, the researcher identified three 

aspects that were deemed necessary for inclusion in the design of the IPP:

- The use of play in early years education as the leading learning and 

teaching activity of young children. (Play)

- The use of a community approach to child development and education, 

where a shared responsibility for learning and development is implicit, and 

where the child is viewed as developing in context. (The Child’s Social 

Environment)

An early years curriculum that displays progression and continuity. 

(Curriculum)

These three core areas would ultimately form the basis of the practice (IPP) 

developed in this study. Each aspect, the rationale behind its inclusion in the IPP, 

and its position within the wider, global context of early years theory, policy and 

practice will be explained in the following sections.

2.3.1 Play

Play is an activity and concept that has been widely researched across space and 

time, yet no one generic definition of‘play’ exists today:

As an area of academic study play continues to elude precise definition 
and clear explanation; scholars refer to play as an “elusive” 
phenomenon, liken it to “quicksilver,” and describe it as “Protean” 
because it is always changing shape and direction.

Brooks-McLane 2003, p. 2/3

Due to the inconclusive nature of play as a research area, as identified by Brooks- 

McLane, this study critically explored existing early years theory, policy and
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practice in an attempt to construct an understanding of play relative to the social, 

cultural and historical context of the study. This exploration highlighted a number 

of debates that exist in the early years field with regards to what play is, what it’s 

function/ purpose is in relation to child learning and development, and its position 

within education in general. This research study was based in an early years 

educational setting and therefore, the references to play within this section are 

relative specifically to play within the context of early years education.

Stephen (2012) addressed a number of ongoing debates about play within 

education whilst discussing pedagogy within early years practices, for example, 

play being either the way of learning, or one way of learning; being either a rule 

bound activity or a child-directed activity; and being either a structured activity or 

a spontaneous activity. The way in which play is employed as an activity within 

specific schools, curricula and policy is dependent on the conception of play held 

by the institution. Within this section, play will be explored from various 

theoretical perspectives and illustrated with examples from relevant practices and 

policies. The Golden Key approach to play will be referred to specifically.

Defining Play

Play is the work of the child (Froebel 1985) and is an “end in itself’ (Piaget 1962, 

p.147). In contrast to non-play activities, the focus of play is on the means rather 

than on the ends. Children participate in play for the experience rather than 

working towards an outcome. Many different types of play exist with reference to 

play areas, such as imaginative play and small-world play. However, free play 

and guided/ structured play also exist, which relate to the person leading or 

directing the play. In free play children select play activities, and initiate and 

direct their own learning, whereas in structured play the adult role is more 

defined. The adult organises, plans and directs children’s learning through 

structured activities, which usually have preset learning outcomes. Both types of 

play are employed within UK early years settings. However, in the UK there are 

no clear levels within play in relation to child ability. In Golden Key schools in 

Russia, however, a staged model of play was created (Kravtsova 2010). Table 2.1 

explains the three types of play in Golden Key schools, which characterise the 

progressive development of the child:
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Type of

Play

Description Example

Director’s

play

A child's individual play with small

objects creating imaginary

situations.

A child playing with sticks to

represent different characters

in recreating a story.

Image play A child exploring different roles in

play by mimicking a character.

A child dresses up, talks like

and repeats things they have

heard a doctor, they visited

recently, say.

Subject-plot

role-play

Children playing with each other

with shared plots, and with social

rules. Children are the subject of

play.

The children become

characters and develop the

role by incorporating aspects

of their own personality to it

and reacting in their own way

to certain events.

Table 2.1: Play Progression in the Golden Key School (adapted from Kamen and Murphy 2011)

Golden Key schools identify subject-plot role-play as the most advanced form of 

play for young children. As the child participates in and masters director’s play 

and image play, their developmental level is enhanced as new skills and abilities 

are learned. In director’s play the child learns to develop plots and storylines and 

may use a set of small toys or models to act these stories out. In image play, the 

child imitates a specific person they have observed, for example their family 

doctor. They mimic their language, dress and body movements and in so doing, 

learn the norms of societal roles in relation to this character. The most advanced 

form of play identified in Golden Key schools, however, is subject plot role-play. 

Combining the skills developed in director’s and image play, children are 

competent in developing story lines and in assuming roles within these, and 

following the rules that are consequently implicit. The roles, however, differ 

slightly from those in image play because the child becomes a doctor, rather than 

imitates a doctor and therefore combines their personality with that of the doctor 

from image play. Overall this staged development of play allows the formation of
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characteristics of “mature play” in relation to cultural-historical theory, for 

Golden Key schools (Kravtsova 2010).

Within mature play children must initially be involved in creating an imaginary 

situation. Secondly, within this play situation, the children should take on roles; 

these could be the different members of a family or perhaps animals in a zoo. 

Each role they create requires the child to act in different ways, wear different 

costumes and even use a specific type of language. Elkonin, throughout his work, 

emphasised the importance of taking on a role- he said that play begins only when 

a child takes on a role (Kravtsov & Kravtsova 2011). Vygotsky identified a third 

characteristic of mature play- that the children must follow the rules of their 

designated role. The child does not explicitly address these rules before or during 

the actual play but they are made visible through the way in which the child 

behaves. Considering the three aspects of Vygotskian play, Vygotsky considered 

imaginary, dramatic and make-believe play scenarios to be the most beneficial 

forms of play, hence the promotion of subject plot role-play in Golden Key 

schools.

Kravtsova, who was instrumental in the creation of Golden Key schools, extended 

Vygotsky’s definition of mature play. In his 1966/1933 paper “Play and its Role 

in the Mental Development of the Child”, Vygotsky distinguished between the 

two layers that exist in play:

In play a child creates an imaginary situation. This is possible on the 
basis of the separation of the fields of vision and meaning that occurs in 
the preschool period.

Vygotsky 1966/1933, p. 4

During play the child takes a real object or situation, changes the meaning in their 

imagination, and acts it out or uses it differently. Vygotsky (1966/1933) 

described the child’s use of a stick to represent a horse, as an example of the 

child’s first steps in severing meaning from the object. The stick acts as a pivot 

for the child to initially separate the meaning of horse from a real horse. In play, 

children develop abstract thought as they learn to separate meaning from objects. 

In play children also develop the skill of self-regulation. Play continually creates 

demands on the child to act against their immediate impulses. In play scenarios 

there are rules, and children act in accordance with these rules rather than their
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immediate impulses because when they follow the rules, play becomes more 

pleasurable for the child (Vygotsky 1966/1933).

The two layers that exist in play are referred to as the imaginary layer and the real 

layer. The child acts on these two levels simultaneously. A child pretending to 

cook a dinner is at play. If the child is merely lifting pots and pans and toying 

with them, and they are not involving an imaginary aspect, then according to the 

Vygotskian definition of play, they are not playing. Vygotsky referred to this type 

of activity as object-manipulated activity (Kravtsova 2010). To be classed as play 

the child would need to be describing what they are cooking, how they are 

cooking it and essentially build a story around what they are doing. Vygotsky 

said that children never try to subjugate their real feelings in play- they realise that 

real-life still proceeds alongside play and they have commitments to this real 

world (Kravtsova 2010). This means that the child realises that play may have to 

stop, for example, if their mother calls them in to eat.

Building on Vygotsky’s work, Kravtsova investigated the imaginary layer of play. 

She identified two sub-roles within the imaginary layer. In this layer the child is 

playing in an imaginary scenario, but they are constantly negotiating and 

communicating the play situation in a real manner- they are real people discussing 

an imaginary aspect (Kravtsova 2010). Kravtsova (2010), therefore, identified 

three overall roles of children in play. They have a role in a real situation, in 

which they remember reality and how this affects their play. They also have an 

imaginary role where they become a different person, animal or object. The third 

role of the child is that of the planner- the over-situational role. In this role the 

child organises, negotiates and reflects on the play situation (Kravtsova 2010). In 

mature play the child fulfils these three roles simultaneously. The culmination of 

these three roles has now come to be known as the Vygotsky-Elkonin-Kravtsova 

conception of play (Kravtsova 2010).

Purpose of Play

From the literature we see play described as “irreplaceable in childhood” (Yudina 

2007, p.4) and as a vital necessity to children’s development (Reaney 1927). It is 

an activity, which promotes child development (Vygotsky 1966/1933). Bodrova 

and Leong (2010, p.2) also described play as developmental when they defined
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play as a “distinct child-initiated activity with its own unique contributions to 

child development”. Play and active learning are increasingly recognized as the 

best way for children to learn and develop (Plowden Report 1967), and as a result, 

the drive for play-based curricula has increased. Play in schools in England, for 

example, has become recognized as “an essential ingredient in a feast of learning 

experiences” and it contributes to educational development (Right from the Start 

(ATL 2003, p.13). In these documents and policies, play was seen as one way of 

learning for young children. In comparison, in the revised curriculum in Sweden, 

play has become employed for learning and development whereas in the previous 

curricula, play and learning were considered two separate concepts (Sandberg and 

Arlemalm-Hagser 2011). Johansson and Pramling-Samuelsson (2006) described 

play and learning as inseparable domains in the early years of a child’s 

development, and supported their claim with Sandberg and Vuorinen’s 

(submitted) study, which stated that children themselves did not see play and 

learning as separate. Play is the method through which children learn. The 

Statutory Framework for Early Years Foundation Stage in the UK (DfE 2012, p.6) 

also highlighted the importance of play as the way for young children to learn:

Each area of learning and development must be implemented through 
planned, purposeful play and through a mix of adult-led and child- 
initiated activity.

This most recent framework document states clearly that play is the pedagogical 

approach to be used by teachers to deliver the curriculum.

On the other hand, in relation to government policy, assessment and outcomes, 

academic learning activities such as reading and number work are deemed more 

important than play for development. Consequently, all around the world early 

years practitioners today face the dilemma of allowing children time to play, or 

teaching academic skills (Bodrova and Leong 2007). Teachers are under pressure 

to deliver academically based curricula and as a result, play can be disregarded or 

used in ways that compromise its value as a developmental activity. Bodrova and 

Leong (2012, p.34) criticized the use of play in many modern classrooms:

Mature make-believe play is an important and unique context, providing 
opportunities to learn not afforded by other classroom activities. It 
should not be considered something extra that can be cut to
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accommodate more time for academic skills, nor should it be used as a 
means of adding “entertainment value” for inherently boring and 
decontextualized drills.

Too often play is used for purposes other than development and learning, and its 

value lost or degraded as a result. For example, children may only be allowed 

time to play as a reward within the classroom rather than using play as a distinct 

classroom activity. Bodrova and Leong (2007) and Kravtsova (2007) criticised 

the supposed dichotomy between play and learning. They explained that play and 

education “are not at odds” (Kravtsova 2007, p.8) with each other. Rather, play is 

one of the most important contexts where young children gather and internalise 

skills and abilities, and consequently which promotes development. Play does not 

prevent realistic learning but in actuality, contributes to it (Fromberg and Bergen 

2002). Play (as a developmental activity) is the precursor to the developmental 

activity of academic learning (Kravtsova 2010). Various early years practices 

regard play as a unique stage in development and one that is suited to the early 

stages of learning and development:

Optimal educational opportunities for a young child to reach his or her 
potential and to develop in a harmonious fashion are not created by 
accelerated ultra-early instruction aimed at shortening the childhood 
period—that would prematurely turn a toddler into a preschooler and a 
preschooler into a first-grader. What is needed is just the opposite— 
expansion and enrichment of the content in the activities that are 
uniquely “preschool”: from play to painting to interactions with peers 
and adults.

Zaporozhets 1986, 88

Zaporozhets criticised the “schoolification” process (OECD 2006, p.62) that 

occurs in many preschool centres as academically based curricula and activities 

are employed to further children’s intellectual and academic abilities, rather than 

allowing time for children to participate in play, the activity he claimed is more 

suited to their developmental stage.

In Vygotskian theory, play is described as the leading activity for young children. 

A leading activity is defined as the activity:

... in connection with whose development the most important changes 
take place in the child’s psyche and within which psychic processes 
develop that pave the way for the child’s transition to a new, higher 
level of development.

Leont’ev 1981, p.369
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Duncan and Tarulli (2003) described it as the activity that prompts development 

in a particular stable period. The leading activity may not be the most frequent or 

time-consuming activity at a particular period but it is the activity, which aids 

most greatly in the development of the central higher psychological function 

(Chaiklin 2003). Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory was the theory of the 

origin and development of higher mental functions (Veresov 2010). Each stage of 

development within cultural-historical theory is characterized by the development 

of a specific psychological function, for example emotions or memory, through 

participation in a specific leading activity, such as playing and experimenting. 

Through play, young children develop the central psychological function of 

memory, and when they have done so, the leading activity become formal 

learning activity. (Figure 2.2) displays the movement from one stage to the next, 

indicating the ZPD where development occurs, and the various elements of it.

ZPD & Development

* SSD
—>

t
Stage 1

ZPD -
• interaction between real 

ideal forms
• buds of development
• Vygotskian imitation
• unity of affect/intellect
• regression /recursion

/\

peripheral activities

/\

peripheral activities

* SSD
—>

Stage 0
* SSD = social situation of development

Figure 2.2: The ZPD and Development (Murphy 2012)

2 ‘Higher psychological functions’ are also referred to as ‘higher mental functions’ in cultural- 

historical theory
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Development, however in this respect, is not as linear a process as it initially 

seems (Veresov 2004, p. 1):

There are different levels of development in different functions in the 
child. At each age there are functions, which are already matured 
(developed) - they are “fruits” of development; and there are functions 
that are in a process of maturation - the “buds” or “flowers” of 
development.

The buds of development support the zone of proximal development3 (ZPD) as 

being a dynamic construct involving interaction where change and progress is 

ongoing. In the ZPD a process of development occurs where the buds are initially 

identified then through interaction these buds are developed. According to 

Veresov (2010) child development is not a linear, homogenous process. At any 

one time, there are different levels of development of different functions in the 

child.

Development is a “complex process of qualitative change, the reorganisation of a 

certain system” (Veresov 2010, p.84). At each stage of reorganization an activity 

that promotes development of the “buds” most effectively is highlighted- this is 

the leading activity. The main leading activities identified by Edwards (2011), 

from birth to seven years, are relating (emotions), experimenting, playing, 

learning activity and relating (content). The leading activities are only leading at 

one particular period- they become secondary or peripheral in other 

developmental periods. However, all activities are present at every stage hence the 

use of the term ‘unified’ by Chaiklin (2003) to describe Vygotsky’s model of 

child development. Vygotsky (1983, p.145) employed the idea of all processes 

being present at all times, but being “on the stage” and leading at different periods 

to highlight the complexity of development. Figure 2.3 provides a diagrammatic 

version of Vygotsky’s model of development as constructed by the researcher, 

following readings of the work of Edwards (2011), Veresov (2010), Chailklin 

(2003) and Leontiev (1981).

The ZPD is the interactive zone of learning in which participants collaboratively develop 

meaning and abilities.
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It is important to note that the leading activities do not disappear as development 

proceeds- the child may continue these activities throughout other development 

periods, however, they will not be the main developmental activity. Through the 

involvement in and mastery of leading activities, new or peripheral psychological 

functions can also develop alongside the central higher mental function, for 

example attention and speech (Edwards 2011) (Figure 2.3). These abilities 

develop as the child develops, and become more important to development at 

particular stages. All functions and activities are present from the beginning in 

the form of “buds”, which will mature as the child participates in particular 

activities (Vygotsky 1978, pg. 86).

Leont’ev (1981) identified three particular leading activities in society: play, 

school and work. From cultural-historical theory we see that the early years stage 

is characterized by the leading activity of play. Play is the activity that promotes 

young children’s development of the higher mental function of memory, 

following which the next leading activity is learning activity, an activity reflective 
of formal school learning.
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Play in cultural-historical theory is a distinct phase in child mental development 

and therefore early years educators should employ play as the main pedagogical 

approach. In Swedish kindergartens play has the central role as the medium 

through which young children learn (Sandberg & Arlemalm-Hagser 2011). Play 

is a vehicle through which the rest of the early years curriculum can be delivered 

(Lester and Russell 2008, Piaget 1962) as it allows the child to construct their 

experiences and gain meaning from them (Dewey 1944). Bodrova and Leong 

(2010, p.2) further explained the need to value play within education:

While children with language delays or emotional disorders have been 
long thought to benefit from play interventions, typically developing 
children are usually expected to develop play skills on their own. This 
approach, while valid in the past, may no longer be sufficient because of 
dramatic changes in the culture of childhood have resulted in a situation 
where an early childhood classroom may be the only place where many 
children have the opportunity to learn how to play.

According to Frank (1979) play is where young children learn to learn. This 

correlates with Vygotsky’s identification of play as the precursor to academic 

learning. However as Bodrova and Leong (2010) posited, play in society and 

opportunities for play have diminished, and therefore children’s ability to play has 

also been negatively affected. Fewer opportunities for joint play with other 

children and with adults has meant that an increasing amount of children do not 

develop mature forms of play before school age (Kravtsova 2010, Bodrova & 

Leong 2003; 2007). In line with cultural-historical theory then, this suggests that 

without a solid competence in play, children’s ability to learn formally may also 

be detrimentally affected.

This developmental view of play is represented in two ways within early years 

theory, policy and practice. Play is described as being developmental socially in 

some cases, and individually developmental in others. For example, Piaget 

defined play as the result of the child’s own independent actions on the physical 

world and not as the result of social interaction with caregivers or peers. Piaget’s 

(1962) description of how the infant discovers how to shake a rattle can be 

contrasted with Vygotsky’s account in which the caregiver demonstrates rattle 

shaking to the infant, then assists the infant’s attempts to shake the rattle (Saracho 

and Spodek 1998). Piaget’s account focuses on play as an exploratory activity in
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which the child engages with their environment to make meaning. This outlook is 

shared in the “Right From the Start” policy (ATT 2003) in the UK. It claimed 

that children learn best when they interact with their environment and when they 

discover how and why things happen. Play skills, according to Piaget, are also 

age-appropriate. At specific ages children are expected to be able to do specific 

things. Child development in Piagetian terms is a natural and internal, innate 

process that every child experiences in the same way. In contrast, Vygotsky's 

description of learning to shake the rattle in play was social, with the adult acting 

as model and facilitator. Numerous research projects completed in the 1980’s 

supported Vygotsky’s ideas in relation to adult interaction supporting learning 

more effectively than individual learning (Dunn and Wooding 1977, Dunn and 

Dale 1984, O’Connell and Bretherton 1984). Smolucha (1991, cited in Saracho 

and Spodek 1998) however, claimed that it did not have to be an adult or parent 

with whom the child played. A generally more skilled play partner could help 

develop the level of play. As play episodes progress the skill level of the novice 

play partner will gradually approach the performance level of the expert. Social 

play supports Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD. From a Vygotskian perspective, 

play is one of the most important contexts where young children are exposed to 

social learning. Vonta (2007) posited that we learn by doing, but more 

importantly by doing together. As children play together they learn new skills, 

they practice familiar ones and they teach each other skills, which they have 

already perfected themselves.

According to Kravtsova (2010), children learn more from their peers than from 

adults, that is, they learn better from someone who is of a similar age, and who is 

closer to their own developmental stage. As a result, in Golden Key schools, 

Kravtsova introduced mixed-age play as a pedagogical approach. At specific 

times in the day children aged 3-10 years were arranged into families and 

participated in play events. These events were planned to engage children’s 

interests and involved peer teaching and learning. The Golden Key approach 

justified mixed-age classes by the relatively high achievement of children in their 

schools, when compared with the more traditional schools in Russia, which is 

partly due to older children teaching younger children (Kravtsov & Kravtsova
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2011). According to Altman (1986) the socialising function of play should not be 

underestimated.

The New Zealand early years curriculum Te Whariki, demonstrated a combined 

understanding of the social and individual developmental aspects of play. In Te 

Whariki play is upheld as an exploratory form of learning in which children 

actively construct an understanding individual to them. However, Te Whariki 

describes play as a socially and culturally constructed phenomenon. El’konin 

(1978; 2005) also described play as a cultural activity thereby acknowledging it to 

be an activity learned from the social environment and incidentally, not an 

ingrained biological behaviour. In this respect, play is unique to each social and 

cultural setting and children actively engage and interact with others and with 

culture through participating in play activities. Steiner/ Waldorf schools also 

identify with both the individual and social aspects of development through play. 

Children are respected as individuals within Steiner/ Waldorf schools and 

activities are child-led and therefore unique to each individual. However, Steiner/ 

Waldorf schools view play as collaborative and see imitation as instrumental in 

child learning. Imitation requires more than one play participant and therefore the 

social nature of play becomes evident. Montessori schools, which originated in 

Italy, identify play as a self-initiated activity and promote individual learning and 

development. From the Montessori perspective, ‘play is work’ and ‘work is play’ 

(Montessori Schools Association 2008, p.17). Montessori schools...

...value children’s engagement in any activity that leads the child to a 
deep level of engagement and concentration. This kind of play is serious 
and hard work for the child. It is the work of self-construction.

Montessori Schools Association 2008, p.17

In Montessori schools play is the key tool for child development, particularly with 

regards to the development of personality. Play within Montessori schools is the 

means for each individual to explore and make sense of their world and their 

position within the world. During the first five or six years of a child’s life it is 

their sense of exploration that puts them in contact with their outer reality (Frank, 

1979). Play is a process of experimentation and exploration for the young child. 

Through play children attempt to master various skills to cope with their changing 

roles in a changing environment, to assimilate and integrate processes and to
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develop an individual, flexible personality (Altman 1986). Through play the child 

can restructure, dramatise and symbolize their daily experiences so that they can 

comprehend, assimilate and evaluate the elements of their environment (Altman 

1986). Play can act as a bridge between the adult and child world where children 

can safely practice and emulate their cultural practices, and consequently develop 

a conception of reality appropriate to them as an individual. Weininger (1978) 

described play as a tool for the child to connect and accommodate their inner 

(cognitive and emotional) and outer (world experience) realities. Imaginative 

(fantasy) play was specifically identified as important for the child as it allowed 

the child to make sense of their world through acting it out, but it also provided a 

safe space for the child to retreat into “when reality becomes unbearable or too 

threatening” (Altman 1986). This correlates with the function of play as a 

therapeutic activity for young children.

Freud’s work in play developed the practice of play therapy. Through being 

involved in play activities, children can regain equilibrium in the mind (Jenkinson 

2001) and prevail over any fears. Jenkinson (2001) claimed that how a child 

plays is determined by both the positive and negative experiences they encounter. 

Freud’s psychoanalytic theory declared that a child has the ability to actively 

remove negative emotions through engagement in playful activities and, 

simultaneously, develop things like self-awareness and self-control. Play makes 

children more capable of dealing with emotions and improving empathy skills 

and, because of this, is now seen as an acceptable method for providing 

counselling services to young children (Landreth et al 2009). Erikson too 

supported the position that play helps children to cope with their environment. 

These children may have suffered bereavement, (Robson 2008) or may have 

experienced family issues, such as parents separating (Camastral 2008). In 

particular, play has shown to be hugely beneficial for autistic children in terms of 

emotional, social and cognitive development (Mastrangelo 2009). According to 

Landreth et al (2009, p. 473) “children use play instead of, or in conjunction with 

talking”. This means that through play therapy, the adult can interact with the 

child on a completely different level. The play situation acts as a bridge between 

the child and the adult (Mastrangelo 2009) where the child’s play may very well 

be their language (Landreth et al 2009).
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In addition to play having explorative and therapeutic functions, it is also an 

activity through which skills and abilities are developed. Self-regulation, abstract 

thinking, imagination and creativity, language, and moral growth are some 

examples of the skills identified as products of play in research. However as 

Brooks-McLane (2003) claimed, while there are persuasive theoretical reasons as 

well as sound research support for the idea that play can facilitate skills such as 

early literacy and abstract thinking, studies remain suggestive rather than 

conclusive. As a result, the use of play within an education environment requires 

a deep consideration of the context:

If play is essentially a process, then whether or not this kind of process 
belongs in an early childhood classroom must depend on the specific 
context- on the values, purposes, and goals of the particular classroom.

Brooks-McLane 2003, p.12

Within this study the critical exploration of play theory, policy and practice 

allowed specific aspects of play to be acknowledged as potentially more relevant 

to the context of the study. Play as a developmental activity in its own right and 

its position as both an individual and social activity were recognized as important 

for the Northern Ireland context. Considering play as an individual and social 

activity allowed the idea of a personalized play curriculum to be developed for 

each individual child, which could then be advanced through social play with 

others. Play across learning contexts was also deemed valid as an approach 

within this research study. This takes account of the child’s social environment, 

and the view of the child as developing in context.

2.3.2 The Child’s Social Environment

To the doctor, the child is a typhoid patient; to the playground 
supervisor, a first baseman; to the teacher, a learner of arithmetic. At 
times, he may be different things to each of these specialists, but too 
rarely he is a whole child to any of them.

White House Conference on Children and Youth, 1930

In early years education the drive for a holistic curriculum promotes the 

development of the entire child rather than separate developmental domains such 

as the cognitive domain. However, the quotation from the White House
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Conference on Child and Youth above describes how different adults who work 

with children have separate, narrowly focused views of the child rather than a 

holistic view. A shared responsibility for child development between adults who 

work with them could promote a more holistic provision within early years 

education. The detailed accounts of various adults about the child’s various 

developmental abilities could permit the opportunity to incorporate a community 

approach to early years education where the adults can collaborate and share 

information and experiences of the child, with one another. This promotion of a 

shared responsibility for the child promotes the formation of more relationships 

between the child and other people, both adults and children, relationships that are 

of central importance to a child's learning and development (Ball 1992; Bruce, 

1997).

In recent research, a community approach that takes account of the child’s social 

environment in education and development has been debated, especially in the 

realm of early years. Policy, practice and theory in early years has reflected the 
benefits and value of parents and schools working together, and of various 

professional bodies collaborating to provide the best holistic education for young 
children. Benefits have also been noted in programmes where children are 

encouraged to aid one another through peer teaching and learning and this 

community of children has been noted to extend development in all domains. 

This current study focuses on the role of parents and how linking the home and 

school contexts can benefit child development, reflective specifically of Golden 

Key practice, but also focuses on peer relations and the effect of peer teaching and 

learning in early years education.

Involving Parents

In early years education it is important to acknowledge that the foundations of 

family-school relations and of learning are formed in the preschool (Miedel & 

Reynolds 1999). Bronfenbrenner (1974, p.300) identified family involvement 

specifically, at the early years as vital to the success of early years education and 

intervention:
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Without family involvement, interventions are likely to be unsuccessful, 
and what few effects are achieved are likely to disappear once the 
intervention is discontinued.

According to Bronfenbrenner (1974) parental involvement is required to improve 

the longevity and positivity of interventions that are implemented in the early 

years. Parental involvement therefore should be something that begins in the 

early years and extends throughout the primary school, developing over time in 

levels of commitment and interactivity. The challenge for early years education 

therefore lies in the formation of a sound foundation for future rich home-school 

links. This requires consideration and a knowledge of the child’s position in 

society, and their relationships and experiences outside of the school environment.

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1979) described the system of relationships 

the child is a part of (Figure 2.4). The model recognized that the child develops 

not in isolation, but through context and through relationships within the family, 

neighbourhood, community, and society. Rogoff (1990) claimed that this image 

of the child-developing-in-context allows for a more dynamic conception of 

learning and development, and subsequently a change in how children are viewed. 
Rather than viewing the child as an individual who develops in accordance with 

natural, innate laws, the child is observed to be a member of a network of 

relationships and socio-cultural contexts (Blank and Berg 2006). These social and 

cultural environments can influence the child’s behaviour. In school sometimes 

children behave well due to contextual factors and the rules of the school 

environment. Children may be intimidated by the large number of people, by the 

power differential, or just by the physical layout of the room, and as a result their 

behaviour is different from the home context. According to Ross and Nisbett 

(1991, p.9) “the social context creates potent forces producing or constraining 

behavior”. Behaviour, therefore, changes in relation to the social situation in 

which the person is based. Altman (1975) identified privacy, personal space, 

territoriality and crowding as four forces within the social context that affect 

behaviour. In the school, children may be affected by each of these forces in one 

way whilst in the home context these may be experienced in a different way, and 

as a result their behaviour differs. According to Vygostky (1978), children 

become increasingly embedded in their social contexts, their culture and their
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history, as they mature and develop. The child learns through social interaction 

with their peers, with adults, with their environment and with their context, using 

culturally-mediated tools such as language.

Bronfenbrenner’s model of ecological development (1979) shows the child at the 

centre of a growing set of relations. It is a useful model to use in early years 

education as it is inclusive of all the systems in which families are embedded. 

The model describes the family as the child’s closest relationship and therefore 

any system in which the family is involved, includes the child. Figure 2.4 shows 

Bronfenbrenner’s model. It identifies the different systems the child and their 

family are involved in:

Figure 2.4: Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model (1979) 
(http://faculty.weber.edu/tlday/human.development/ecological.htm)

The child is located in the centre of all the systems. Closest to the child is the 

microsystem. This comprises the child’s immediate environment, their 

interactions within this, and is the child’s nurturing centre (Swick and Williams 

2006). In the microsystem children begin to learn about the world.
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Bronfenbrenner (1974) specifically identified the role of the family as influential 

in child development. Parents establish the “educatability” of their child, 

facilitate their development and achievement, and remedy any educational and 

developmental problems (Becher 1984). According to Kravtsova (2010) the role 

of the parent at this stage is hugely influential on child development. The child 

and parent form what Kravtsova referred to as the ‘primordial-we’. The baby 

does not recognize itself as a separate entity and, alternatively, the child to the 

parent is a soul- the child is not separate from them. This is what Kravtsova 

(2010) referred to as a basic instinct of the child. It is a time when the child uses 

the parent’s abilities as their own. This relationship allows the child to develop 

independence, over time.

The mesosystem is the second system of relations the child is a part of. 

Mesosystems include the community and the entire school (Figure 2.1). These 

larger communities are composed of smaller microsystems, which together are 

intertwined and inter-related. As the child interacts within the mesosystem 
Kravtsova (2010) claimed the parent role becomes that of a close adult. The child 

depends on them less than before and can do things more independently than in 

the previous system of interactions. Within early years education the parent role 

progresses to one of a social adult. The child begins to identify the different roles 

that the adults around them undertake. For example, the child might see the 

mother as carer, mother as cook and mother as cleaner (Kravtsova 2010). 

Through enhancing parental involvement in school and strengthening the home- 

school link, the child could experience the parent in more roles, particularly in 

relation to school and learning-related roles. This could potentially encourage the 

linking of learning contexts and the transfer of skills and knowledge between 

home and school. Adults within the school can aid children in developing the 

view of the parent as social, and provide additional models of social adult 

behaviour.

The third and fourth systems in Bronfenbrenner’s model are the exosystem and 

the macrosystem. These larger systems are composed of political and education 

systems, cultural beliefs, societal values, political trends and community
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happenings (Swick and Williams 2006). These influence what, how, when and 

where we carry out our relations (Bronfenbrenner 2005).

This model highlights the complex “layers of environment” that affect child 

development (Ryan 2001). It suggests that children should have constant mutual 

interaction with important adults so as to support development. This starts within 

the home, proceeds outwards to the school and community, and eventually to 

society. This relates closely to cultural-historical theory which posited that 

children’s evolving membership in their culture, begins with the family and 

spirals outwards as children engage with their peers and proceed to create a 

further series of cultures which are influenced by the institutional structures of the 

adult culture (macrosystem) (Corsaro, 1997). Children’s learning and 

development is not confined to a single environment or setting, but is continually 

influenced by a dynamic interaction between all environments that are inhabited 

by the child (French 2007). According to the ecological theory, if the 

relationships in the immediate microsystem break down (the home), the child will 
not have the tools to explore other parts of his environment (Ryan 2001). In 

relation to developing early years practice therefore, this highlights the need to 
introduce partnerships with the home where children’s initial learning and 

development occurs and where children’s initial relationships are formed.

One justification for early years education is to support those children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds where the microsystem may have broken down. 

Through intervention at the early stages of childhood it was hoped that these 

children could receive extra support in their learning and development and very 

often this involved supporting and encouraging parental involvement. The 

Harvard Family Research Project (2006) suggested that more frequent parental 

engagement in school activities is important because parental presence in school 

may model for the child the importance of schooling. Parental engagement in 

school may also contribute to parents’ greater knowledge of the school program 

and familiarity with school experiences, thereby demystifying the school 

experience for parents and making it more accessible (Fabian & Dunlop 2007).

The relationship between parent and child is something to be valued in education. 

Parents have a relationship with their child that is very different to that any adult
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within the school can have with the same child. Parents have valuable insights to 

their child that the teacher may never experience in the school environment 

(Becher 1984). As a result it appears common sense to include parents within the 

education system so as to provide the child with a more holisitic education 

tailored to their specific needs and abilities (Miedel & Reynolds 1999). Various 

child development theories addressed the role of the parent in child development. 

Freud, Erikson, Piaget and Vygotsky, for example, identified the parent as 

influential on various aspects of child development.

Freud’s psychosexual theory and Erikson’s psychosocial theory both describe the 

parent as a guide and mediator of child development. In Freud's model the parent 

is key to the child’s development of their personality- how the parent reacts to the 

child's developmental progress mediates how future development processes 

proceed. For example, when the child is in Freud's anal stage, their major conflict 

is toilet training. At this stage the child has to develop control over his or her 

bodily needs. As this control is developed the child feels a sense of 

accomplishment and independence. The parent’s reaction and behaviour towards 

the child during this stage affects their success in developing control, but also can 

affect future development. If the parent offers praise and support the child will 

gain control of the body’s needs and develop onwards to the next stage. 

However, if a parent shows criticism or ridicule, or introduces shame, more 

negative outcomes with regards to personality can emerge, for example Freud 

suggested that the child may develop an anal-expulsive personality due to poor 

parent interaction, suggesting a messy, wasteful or destructive personality (Boeree 

2009).

Erikson too described how the parent could influence development through 

various stages of the development model. In Erikson’s model of development 

children move through eight stages of development, with each stage characterized 

by a conflict of personality. Children’s development through each of these is very 

dependent upon their social experiences and their social situation with respect to 

other people around them, particularly parents. For example aged 3-6 years, 

children are in what Erikson referred to as the ‘play age’ and are faced with the 

conflict of initiative versus guilt. When resolved positively with support from
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parents and other adults, the child gains a sense of purpose. He/she is confident in 

his/her ability to make a plan and carry out that plan. Play becomes purposeful, 

meaningful and concentrated and the child’s confidence levels rise. The parent is 

key in helping the child through this stage, encouraging a sense of exploration in 

play and appropriate decision-making. Without adult encouragement play can 

become purposeless and the child can experience a sense of guilt.

The child’s social situation changes with each developmental stage and new 

conflicts are presented. In cultural-historical theory Vygotsky refers to the social 

situation of development (SSD) to describe the complex set of interactions and 

social position of the child, at a particular stage of their development:

An original, exclusive, single, and unique relation, specific to the given 
age, between the child and the reality, mainly the social reality, that 
surrounds him.

Vygotsky, 1998 (as cited in Blunden et al 2008, p.198)

The SSD contains all of the child’s social interactions and it changes as the child 

develops (Kravtsova 2010). Vygotsky, however, did not use the term SSD just as 

a means of explaining the context or community of the child, but as representing a 

predicament for the child (Blunden et al 2008). The child’s particular SSD and 

their interactions within this, aids in their development of specific functions. 

However, at a point in the particular developmental period, the SSD then limits 

the child’s further progression. Their social situation, which previously aided in 

their development of vital processes, now “ensnares them in a trap” (Blunden et 

al, 2008, p. 2). There is a contradiction between the child’s current capabilities, 

their needs and desires, the demands of others around them, and possibilities of 

their environment (Chaiklin 2003). The child is constantly looking for things they 

cannot do. They strive to overcome this contradiction between ability and desire, 

and in doing so master that developmental period and move into a new SSD and, 

therefore, a new predicament. As a child develops and grows, their social situation 

of development (SSD) continually changes. That is, the adults and others around 

them begin to “adjust their demands” of them and consequently, treat them 

differently (Van der Veer, p. 21, as cited in Daniels et al 2007). Each crisis the 

child faces drives their development forward (Blunden et al 2008). How the
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parent or adult treats the child and the demands they place upon their behaviour 

are instrumental in the child’s developmental trajectory.

In the home context parents are recognized as children’s first educators and are 

models of the culture the child is progressively becoming a member of. They 

interact socially with children in reciprocal ways to co-construct knowledge and 

meaning. Within social interaction, however, there is also interaction with 

culture, with history, with society, with the environment and with resources 

within the environment. Interaction results in co-operatively achieved success in 

meaning-making, which lies at the foundations of learning and development. 

Vygotsky believed that development arose from the child overcoming obstacles 

and struggles in their everyday life through strategies they had learned through 

social interaction with their culture. According to Vygotsky (1978, p. 57):

...every function in the child’s development appears twice: first on the 
social level and later on the individual level.

Children initially participate in social scenarios where they learn new skills or 

abilities through the use of cultural tools such as language. Internalisation after 

the social scenario leads to individual learning, when the child appropriates the 

learning and becomes able to employ a skill or ability without outside assistance. 

Vygotsky developed the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) to 

describe the learning processes implicit in social interaction.

Vygotsky initially used the ZPD as a measure of potential intellect (van Oers 

2007). In this respect, it was described as the difference between what the child 

could achieve alone and what the child could achieve with help from more 

competent others through social interaction. It concerned the skills and abilities 

the child could potentially develop if social assistance was available:

These functions could be termed the “buds” or “flowers” of 
development rather than the “fruits” of development.

Vygotsky 1978, p. 86

The use of the term ‘bud’ here emphasizes the idea of something in the making

something that will develop.
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As Vygotsky’s thinking developed he began to focus more on the ZPD as an 

educational concept and on the conditions necessary for its success. Van Oers 

(2007) explained how the ZPD does not focus on a specific quality of the child, 

nor on a quality of the educational setting or educators. Instead the ZPD is an 

interactive space: a co-constructed, interactive space where the child and the 

other participants have shared understandings (Dyson (1997). This social 

interaction produces new, elaborate and advanced psychological processes that are 

unavailable to the organism working in isolation (Donato in Lantolf 2000) and as 

a result, the child develops socially and cognitively. Bronfenbrenner (1979, p. 60) 

claimed that the actual person with whom the child is socially interacting, can also 

affect the learning that results:

Learning and development are facilitated by the participation of the 
developing person in progressively more complex patterns of reciprocal 
activity with someone with whom that person has developed a strong 
and enduring emotional attachment...

The parent is the primary educator of the child and according to Kravtsova (2010) 

is the child’s closest emotional bond, therefore, the ZPD should be implicit in all 

parent-child interactions. In terms of this project the home-school link that was 

developed aimed to encourage parents to become aware of this learning potential 

and to construct more situations where the ZPD could manifest. In line with the 

research of Melhuish et al (2008), the home learning environment (HLE) and 

improvements within it in this way could potentially enhance child development. 

Melhuish et al investigated the influence of aspects of home and preschool 

environments upon literacy and numeracy achievement at school entry and at the 

end of the 3rd year of school. Socioeconomic status, parental education and the 

HLE were some of the aspects explored. Results indicated that the HLE was a 

more indicative tool for child performance, and more influential on the child, than 

either of the two aforementioned aspects. As a result, this current research study 

was directed towards improving the HLE and involving parents as active 

participants in doing so.

Teachers were also invested in improving the HLE, as they shared information 

about the child’s abilities in school with their parents, and used the ZPD as a 

concept to do so. This will be discussed further in section 3.6.5, and is pictorially
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represented in target outcomes sheets (Figure 5.2). Samples of the information 

shared are also provided in Appendix 1. In education terms within school, the 

ZPD gives the teacher the opportunity to “delineate the children’s immediate 

future” (Vygotsky 1978, pg. 87). The teacher can see what the child has already 

developed, what they are currently developing towards and based on these two 

levels can plot a projected developmental trajectory. Parents and teachers alike 

can then use the ZPD concept to construct learning environments to encourage the 

child’s progression along this trajectory. Melhuish et al (2008) too identified the 

value of the ZPD in the HLE as reinforcing the idea that children acquire 

cognitive skills such as literacy through interaction with others who aid and 

encourage skill development. This highlights the potential value of home-school 

links where learning can be shared between contexts and between different 

influential adults in the child’s life.

Research into parental involvement in preschool has shown that in some cases 

parent involvement results in scholastic and cognitive developments when both 

parent commitment, and the child’s, to school was enhanced (Miedel & Reynolds 

1999, p.396):

Direct family participation in a program is expected to promote a 
family-school partnership that increases both the parent's and the child's 
commitment to school, thus leading to more positive child outcomes.

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) also addressed the child’s efficacy for doing 

well at school and how parental involvement encouraged this. Becher (1984) 

recorded improved language ability, increased standardized test performances and 

improved general school behaviour as results of parental involvement in the early 

years. However, Becher (1984) also identified outcomes for parents. Better 

home-school links resulted in parents becoming better teachers of their children at 

home, and employing more positive forms of reinforcement in their interactions 

with their child. Parent knowledge of child development and the educational 

process, and their social contact with schools could also potentially be enhanced 

(Blank and Berg 2006). Research reports show that parents who become involved 

in home-school programmes develop more confidence and self esteem, and often 

enroll in programs to enhance their own personal development. They are more 

positive about school and school personnel than parents who do not participate
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(Herman and Yeh 1980), and become more proactive in the community gaining 

support for various programmes (Becher 1984).

Despite recognizing the value of parents in education and acknowledging the 

benefits that emerge through linking the home and school contexts, NI practice 

has shown that parents are still insufficiently involved in education. Keane and 

Magee (1990) in the paper “Parents as Partners in Northern Ireland Schools” 

discussed the varying levels of parent involvement in NI education and some of 

the barriers that exist in relation to this involvement. According to Keane and 

Magee, opportunities for parent involvement are broad and extend into areas such 

as management and decision-making within education. They claimed the best 

way for parents to become involved in such activities was through membership of 

the Boards of governors. However, membership to these Boards requires election 

and nomination, a process that can be intimidating to many parents. Also, the 

bureaucracy of schools may discourage parent’s involvement and their expression 

of concerns, complaints, and demands (Wagenaar 1976). Parents can contribute 
more directly through Parent-Teacher Associations, which are noted as growing in 

number and in activity in Northern Ireland especially within primary education 

(Keane and Magee 1990). These offer a valuable forum where educational issues, 

fund-raising and social events can be discussed by parents in a less formal manner 

than Board of Governor’s meetings. Despite these opportunities for parents in NI 

education, however, levels of parent involvement remain low. Various strategies 

have been employed to encourage parental involvement in their child’s education 

in the home context. Many of these, however, are school-specific with individual 

schools attempting to create opportunities for parents that suit the exact context 

and therefore approaches are not widespread.

On the 2nd October 2012 the Northern Ireland Executive announced the 

introduction of the Education Bill into the Assembly, which according to 

Education Minister John O’Dowd will “see the replacement of a 40 year old 

model of administration with one that better meets the needs of the 21st Century”. 

The Education Bill will see the replacement of eight education bodies by the 

Education and Skills Authority (ESA) as of 2013:
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“£,V/1 will be able to build on the work of these various bodies. It will do 
so in a way that will reduce unnecessary expenditure on bureaucracy; 
will help disseminate good practice in our schools; will facilitate the 
advancement of shared education and will ultimately lead to improved 
educational outcomes for all children. ”

John O'Dowd, Education Minister MLA

Television advertising campaigns entitled “Get Involved Because Education 

Works” have begun the promotion of a shared education. They encourage parents 

to play, talk, read and count with their children at home to extend learning across 

contexts. Northern Ireland policy on parent involvement in school appears to be 

advancing, but through exploring other practices, potential strategies to enhance 

parent involvement can be highlighted for adaptation within the NI context.

The Golden Key programme, Reggio Emilia schools, Swedish kindergartens and 

the Te Whariki curriculum in New Zealand all stress the role of the parent in 

education but also, more holistically, focus on the concept of ‘family’. These 

practices provide examples of good practice in relation to involving parents in 

early years education.

When a child is involved with the Golden Key programme, for example, their 

family too becomes involved, forming an extensive school community. Parents of 

children in Golden Key schools are interviewed prior to their child being accepted 

into the school. They are informed about the importance of their own 

participation and are made aware of the activities and events within the school and 

what their roles are as parents. Parents are expected to be an integral part of the 

school and of their child’s education- they are described as teaching partners 

(Murphy 2012). Parents are an everyday component of the Golden Key 

classroom. Golden Key teacher Jhana Shopina (2010) described the Golden Key 

school as “a family event, which is lived together.” The children are not members 

of the school; the entire family is a member of the school. By involving the 

family, the Golden Key programme claims that morals and values are shaped and 

developed, and that learning is ongoing (Kravtsova 2010). It also develops a 

healthy attitude to learning and to the education system. Golden Key outcomes 

identified cognitive and developmental benefits of adult participation for children 

but also recorded children’s long-term motivation for learning as improved, as 

well as later effects, such as reduced involvement in antisocial behaviours, like
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smoking and alcohol consumption, as the children matured to adolescence 

(Kravtsov & Kravtsova 2011).

Reggio Emilia schools also emphasise the role of the parent in children’s 

education and development. Reggio Emilia is a small village in Northern Italy, 

which has become internationally renowned for its early years provision. 

Provision in Reggio Emilia promotes a community approach where respect is 

given to the “potential of children, the organization and quality of centre and 

preschool environments, the promotion of collegiality and the ethos of co

participation with families” (Abbott and Nutbrown 2001, p.l). The Reggio 

Emilia approach has developed from the experience of earlier generations and this 

evolving nature has led to the deep-rooted ethos of being and learning together 

(Abbott and Nutbrown 2001) and of valuing the collaboration between educators, 

children and families to encourage development. Parents are partners in Reggio 

Emilia education and are part of curriculum planning and teaching. The historical 

development and evolution of the programme by parents reflects the historical 

aspect of Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory (one of the theories the programme 

is based upon):

For Vygotsky human inquiry is embedded within culture, which is 
embedded within social history. The educational process works, more 
or less, from the outside in. It is social history, and, most important, the 
tools developed through our social history that helps to determine our 
everyday culture.

Classman 2001, p. 3-4

Vygotsky refers to history in terms of the tools and symbols from our historical 

ancestors, which become inbuilt in our culture in the future and which, in effect, 

define the culture and the traditions within it. These historical artifacts give 

meaning to the activities members of the culture participate in. The social history 

is embedded in the tools and symbols (Glassman 2001). According to Abbott and 

Nutbrowne (2001, p.2) the children in Reggio Emilia schools today have early 

years provision that is steeped in the social history of the town and people who 

lived there in previous generations:

Reggio children of the early twenty-first century are, it seems, inheriting 
a preschool experience which was conceived when history pointed their 
grandparents to a different path, and the cornerstones of community and 
citizenship in the town became the central pillars of the now famously
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celebrated Reggio Enapproach t the education of its youngest 
citizens.

The townspeople of Reggiolia identifid community and citizenship as vital 

for child development and ted this trough the educational approach they 

developed, which has bee refined oer time by proceeding generations. 

Parents have in effect creand develoed the Reggio Emilia approach that 

exists currently.

Swedish kindergartens and Te Whard curriculum in New Zealand also 

promote parental involvemethin the edy years institutions. Parents in these 

contexts are considered the gest influece upon children’s learning and in Te 

Whariki, specifically, paremrk in collooration with schools so as to reduce 

the discontinuity children rience acres transitions and between contexts. 

Blank and Berg (2006) positat schools families, and communities must work 

together to produce the besllts for chiiren. Bringing together communities 
and families in schools helj support clldren, while ensuring that the school 

sees the community as an )rtant parter and resource, and conversely the 

community seeing the schoa resource.

Involving Peers

Peer interaction was also id<ed as impetant within early years theory, policy 

and practice and is an impo componer of the shared responsibility that this 

current study aimed to empe in early/ears education. In relation to social 

development, peer interactillows chiiren to form relationships with other 

children. In Erikson’s psyclial theory eer interaction was promoted because 

of its positive influence on evelopmet of children’s social abilities. In the 

Swedish curriculum, makfriends is a significant aspect of a child’s 

development. In friendshiptdren becoie aware of themselves, of the wider 

society, and of their membejof groupswhich contributes to the foundation of 

the child’s moral stance anGonality (Sndberg and Arlemalm-Hagser 2011). 

The interaction and cooperaaetween tbm is vital for both the individual and 

the group’s values (Pramlinpuelsson <$Asplund-Carlsson 2008).

Peers also have important rot children cognitive development. Both Piaget 

and Vygotsky, particularly,ilighted th role of peers in the construction of

59



meaning and knowledge. Children learn from one another through the processes 

of modelling and imitation. In Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory the concept 

of the ZPD relates to any learning activity. Peers can collectively create a 

learning environment where the ZPD allows reciprocal learning for the two 

children. The more competent peer assumes the role of model and the other 

observes this child and proceeds to emulate their actions or behaviour. The type of 

curriculum employed in early years setting is highly influential on peer teaching 

and learning, and on the home school link.

2.3.3 Curriculum

There is much debate and research within the early years sector in relation to the 

type of curriculum that should be employed to best enhance child learning and 

development (Kwon 2002). According to policy makers early years education 

should be about becoming school ready and school effective. This 

‘’’schoolification’” (Fleer and Hammer 2012, p.3) process promotes academic 

instruction within the early years. Woodhead (1999, p. 10) argued that adults 

working with preschool children needed to use a formal approach in early years 

education, and direct teaching: "Direct teaching is crucial at this age as it is at 

every other age."

In contrast to this, however, early years practitioners and specialists expressed 

concern that this schoolification of early years would result in over-concentration 

on formal teaching and on the attainment of specific learning outcomes (Kwon 

2002). Fleer and Hammer (2012) described how the over-emphasis on cognitive 

competence for later school and life long achievement (Belfield et al 2005; 

Schweinhart & Weikart 1997; Sylva et al 2010) would coincide with 

practitioner’s priorities to develop the whole child and not just the thinking child 

(Gormley et al., 2011). In cultural-historical theory development is a holistic 

process (Vygotsky 1978), and therefore, early years education should also aim to 

develop the whole child. Schoolification divides development into distinct 

categories and domains, for example cognitive development, rather than focusing 

on the whole dynamic system of development. This therefore, introduces the risk 

of'‘educational casualties” (Fleer and Hammer 2012, p.3) as some domains would
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be focused on less than others. Bruce (1997) claimed that young children learn in 

an integrated way and not in neat, tidy compartments, therefore, a holistic and 

broadly integrated curriculum would promote the development of the whole child.

However, curriculum content is not instrumental to this study. Rather, this study 

postulates that a curriculum that shows progression and continuity is vital. A 

curriculum that shows continuity and progression is identified in theory, practice 

and policy as influential on the success of early years education. Developmental 

theories including those of Vygotsky, Piaget, Freud and Dewey describe the 

continual maturation of skills and abilities in the child, as they become an adult 

member of their culture and society. Many of the models constructed, namely 

those by Freud (1940/1969) and Piaget (1970), focus on the individual as a 

separate entity, learning and developing in a linear manner, according to innate 

biological laws:

This “classical” approach focuses on age differences and age-related
changes in the psychology of the individual.

Duncan and Turalli, 2003, p.272

These models outlay a series of stages through which all children develop and 

include the various skills and abilities within each that the child should attain. For 

example, Piaget’s stages of development claimed that between 2-7years of age a 

child should be performing at the preoperational stage within which they will be 

able to learn to use language and represent objects by images and words and 

classify objects by a single feature. Piaget’s theory is relative to current education 

practices where children at a specific age are expected to be able to do specific 

things and have specific skills. This has aided in curriculum planning where 

policy makers can plan age-based curricula to follow the developmental 

milestones and imbue progression and continuity in the content and skills.

Despite the progressive and continuous nature, there are criticisms to such models 

as Piaget’s. Development, in Piagetian terms, is constructed sequentially and the 

child, regardless of social or cultural background, must pass through each stage of 

cognitive development in succession. A child cannot move to the next stage until 

they are developmentally ready to do so (Danger 1998). With regards to the 

implications of this in the classroom, the idea of progression through each age-
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class is restrictive. Some children fall behind with regards to curriculum and 

others are held back from moving to the next stages because of their age.

Vygotsky criticized staged models, which laid out learning very structurally, and 

claimed that they diminished the overall development process (Offord 2008). 

According to Vygotsky development is not a linear process, and models of 

development should not be based upon one particular trait, such as age (Vygotsky 

(1934/1998). Development cannot focus on just one trait because “aspects that 

were primary earlier become secondary” later (Vygotsky 1934/1998, p.189). 

Development involves the entire person with all mental processes undergoing 

constant reconstruction (Vygotsky 1934/1998). Vygotsky’s model suggests that a 

periodisation of transformations and overall mental re-structuring process occurs 

in every child irrespective of their culture (Figure 2.2.).

Vygotsky employed the idea of all developmental processes proceeding 

simultaneously, but being on stage and leading at different periods. From 0-7 

years children will progressively develop the higher mental functions of 

sensorimotor function, perception, emotion, memory and thinking. Through 

participation in leading activities such as relating (emotions), experimenting, 

playing, learning activity and relating (content), child development of such higher 

mental functions is boosted. These activities are referred to as leading in terms of 

their influence upon development. Leading activities remain present in the child’s 

psyche throughout their development, but promote the development of specific 

higher mental functions only at certain stages of the development process. For 

example, children will always play, but it is only in the early years in which play 

leads development. This highlights the interconnected nature of development in 

Vygotskian terms.

In relation to curriculum planning Vygotsky’s model highlights development

enhancing activities for children at various developmental stages, and identifies 

the particular skills and abilities that children will develop if the curricula is 

designed and implemented effectively. The idea of developing a series of higher 

mental functions following participation in specific developmental activities 

permits the formation of a curriculum that exudes continuity and progression 

through these skills and abilities.
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In Golden Key schools children are arranged into ‘families’, and participate in 

mixed-age play. Progression with regards to child development is made visible to 

the children themselves, as they are then able to identify their next stage of 

development in the models of older and more able children. Older children benefit 

from the opportunity to teach and interact with other children, which in turn 

develops their confidence, decision-making abilities, and cognitive ability. In 

Golden Key schools children participate in the same type of approach each year 

they attend the school, but enter the programme at a higher developmental stage. 

This continuity in both environment and teaching approach can promote children’s 

smooth and progressive development. Each year the children’s perizhivanie4 of 

the programme changes, as their SSD is modified in line with their developmental 

stage, and as a result the continuity remains underlying but the experience and 

enjoyment prolong.

Another practice that emphasises progression and continuity is Te Whariki, the 

early childhood policy in New Zealand. The Te Whariki curriculum is staged and 

constructed around broad age groups. Children are respected as individuals who 

are unique and who learn and develop at varying rates and in different ways. 

These age groups overlap and therefore allow for a wider scope of developmental 

traits at specific stages:

Although the patterns of learning and development are sometimes seen 
as a progressive continuum linked to age, such patterns vary for 
individual children in ways that are not always predictable. The 
direction and speed of learning and growing will often fluctuate from 
day to day, according to where the child is and the people they are with.

New Zealand Ministry of Education 1996, p. 21

The Te Whariki curriculum could potentially provide progression for relatively 

more children, as the broader age groups suit children who have capabilities 

atypical of average children at their developmental stage, as well as the “average 

child”.

4 ‘Perizhivanie’ is a Russian word that is generally translated to mean “lived experience”.
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Progression in education is deemed important in the NI early years policy. In the 

Learning to Learn’ framework (DENI, 2012, p.10) one particular aim was 

identified to...

...further develop the continuity and progression of children’s learning 
across all stages.

The framework identified the value in linking preschool and primary school to do 

so but also recognized the challenges that exist in this, for example the wide range 

of preschool experiences children come to school with. This research study 

focused on the provision of continuous and progressive teaching approaches 

across preschool and the foundation stage using play. A play programme that 

connected the preschool children’s prior experiences of learning to learning in the 

new context of the primary school attempted to make the transition process 

smoother.

Summary

Effective early years education comprises a variety of aspects and approaches 

with regards to organization, ethos, and pedagogy. An exploration of the 

literature has identified three core aspects of successful early years education, that 

apply to the NI context and which relate to children and current policy within this 

context. Strategies of play have been highlighted as most effective in the early 

years for child learning and development. When these are delivered from an 

understanding of the child’s social environment and involve partnerships between 

home and school, and when children engage in peer teaching and learning, the 

benefits of early years education can improve. Finally, through providing early 

years education that is progressive, that takes account of childrens’ prior learning 

and that promotes continuity, children can experience a more holistic experience, 

which attends to their wider development.

2.4 Using the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) in Early 

Years Education

A critical exploration of early years theory, policy and practice, and consideration 

of the NI context, allowed the identification of mixed-age play and enhanced
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home school links as principles for implementation in Northern Ireland. 

Underlying these two principles were three aspects of effective early years 

education, as explored in the literature. An early years approach that used play as 

the pedagogical approach, which was delivered by teachers in collaboration with 

parents, and which promoted a progressive and continuous early years education 

was deemed most applicable and effective for the NI context. Through 

participating in play, children can develop more effectively, than for example 

through direct teaching (Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff 2003). One theory that stood 

out as relative not only to the NI context but also to the context of childhood in 

the 21st century was Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory. Although this theory 

was written 80 years ago, the ideas are still up-to-date (Bredikyte 2011). 

Vygotsky’s theory is still being comprehended and translated today due to a 

number of factors, including the withdrawal of Vygotsky’s work from the public 

realm until the 1960s, by Stalin. Translation issues, too have created debate and 

disagreements and, as a result, researchers have shaped their own interpretations 
of the original theory:

The Vygotsky described in the books of J. Wertsch (1985), does not 
resemble the Vygotsky in the works of A.V. Brushlinskii (1994) or V.P. 
Zinchenko (1996). M.G. laroshevskii (1991) and Kozulin (1990) do not 
agree in their evaluations of Vygotskian theory with Van der Veer and 
Valsiner (1991), Veresov (1992), or Leontiev (1998).

Koshmanova 2007, p.62

As a result, Vygotsky’s texts have provided a wealth of rich and complex 

information that afford a multiplicity of avenues for exploration and development. 

Daniels (2008) refers to the difficulties in understanding the theory, as well as the 

excitement of Vygotsky’s legacy, as the driving forces behind the rich vein of 

cultural-historical research and theory today. The researcher in this study faced 

predicaments regarding the wide variety of translations and how to select specific 

texts for use in this thesis. The researcher’s networking with a range of 

Vygotskian scholars, however, proved invaluable in this task. Colette Murphy, 

Irina Verenikina, Elina Lampert-Shepel, Nikolai Veresov, Elena Kravtsova, 

Gennadi Kravtsov, and Elena Berezhkovskaya discussed and debated various 

issues concerning translation, and offered explanations of the theory from a 

Russian perspective. This aided in the development of the researcher’s thinking 

and understanding of cultural-historical theory, and highlighted the texts deemed
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closest to the meanings that Vygotsky posited. Veresov (2004) provided 

particular clarity regarding discrepancies in translations.

The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is perhaps the most famous concept to 

emerge from cultural-historical theory. According to Palincsar (1998) it is 

“probably one of the most used and least understood constructs to appear in 

contemporary educational literature” (p. 370). Vygotsky used the term in 

reference to two different contexts- play and school learning (Bredikyte 2011, 

Veresov 2004). According to Bredikyte (2011) Vygotsky introduced the two 

contexts chronologically at the same time but defined the concept using very 

different criteria, therefore permitting diverse interpretations and uses of the term. 

The role of play as a creator of the ZPD was instrumental for the IPP. Not all 

learning activities involve a ZPD, and therefore may not be developmental:

[The] zone of proximal development is not concerned with the 
development of skill of any particular task, but must be related to 
development.

Chaiklin 2003, p.3

Chaiklin criticized the “generality assumption” (2003, p.3) of the ZPD concept 

that exists, in which it is assumed that the ZPD develops in any learning activity. 

A ZPD only forms in activities that are developmental.

The Zone of Proximal Development

Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory is based on the development of higher 

psychological functions through interaction with social and cultural factors, using 

culturally-mediated tools, such as language. The mastery of psychological 

functions permits the mastery of one’s own behaviour which, according to 

Bredikyte (2011), is the goal of development in Vygotskian terms.

In cultural-historical theory development is not a smooth process, but is rather a 

time of revolution and struggle as the individual faces conflicts between the 

primitive (biological) and cultural forms of behaviour. Development is the result 

of the intertwining of the natural and cultural worlds. It proceeds through a series 

of successive stages that are unified, principled and holistic (Chaiklin 2003). 

Each stage uses the same abstract explanatory principles but how these principles

66



manifest and in what order of prevalence, differs at each stage. Each stage is 

characterized by the development of a specific psychological function and a 

leading activity to master this function, for example participating in the leading 

activity play leads to the development of the higher psychological function of 

memory (Figure 2.2). For Vygotsky “psychological functions are given in the 

form of social relations which are the source of the origin of these functions and 

their development within humans” (1998, p.473). Social interaction, therefore, is 

the root of cultural development.

In social interaction with others Vygotsky claimed that a second level of mental 

functioning, above the initial biological level of functioning, becomes evident. In 

the initial biological or “actual level of development”, the child's ability to 

independently solve learning tasks can be observed. The second level that 

becomes evident in social interaction is known as the “potential level of 

development”. It relates to what the child can do in cooperation with more 

competent others. Therefore within any social interaction a child has two 

simultaneous levels of development in relation to mental structures and functions 

(Veresov 2004). The distance between these two levels is what Vygotsky termed 

the zone of proximal development (ZPD):

...the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 
collaboration with more capable peers.

Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86, (originally Vygotsky, 1935, p. 42)

Therefore, within the ZPD there are abilities and functions that are in the process 

of maturation:

...the zone of proximal development defines those functions that have 
not yet matured but are in the process of maturation, functions that will 
mature tomorrow but are currently in an embryonic state. These 
functions could be termed the "buds" or "flowers" of development rather 
than the "fruits" of development. The actual developmental level 
characterises mental development retrospectively, while the zone of 
proximal development characterises mental development prospectively 

Vygotsky, 1978, p.86, (originally Vygotsky, 1935, p. 42)

The ZPD focuses on the future development of the child, in other words what the 

child is developing towards. At the beginning of interaction the buds of
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development can be identified, then through interaction and ZPD creation, these 

buds develop. However, according to Veresov (2004), this conception of the ZPD 

is relative only to learning activity and instruction. Does this mean therefore, that 

preschool children and adults do not experience the ZPD? No.

Vygotsky also referred to the ZPD in correspondence with the leading activity of 

play. Vygotsky (1966/1933, p.101) stated that:

Play creates a zone of proximal development of the child. In play the 
child always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behavior; 
in play it is as though he were a head taller than himself. As in the focus 
of magnifying glass, play contains all developmental tendencies in a 
condensed form and in itself a major source of development.

However, in play there are no specific generic learning tasks to which the initial 

concept of the ZPD can be applied. This therefore suggests, as Veresov (2004) 

indicated, that the ZPD is a more complex concept than is initially thought. To 

explore the ZPD further requires a deeper exploration of Vygotsky’s cultural- 

historical theory, which specifically identified the social interaction process and 

the social environment in which the learner is located, as instrumental factors on 

developmental processes.

Three concepts that aid in the comprehension of the ZPD, and which are implicit 

in the ZPD, include the social situation of development, Vygotsky’s general law 

of the development of the higher psychological functions, and the interaction 

between the real and ideal forms of learning. These three aspects of the ZPD are 

described to provide a more clear understanding of learning within the ZPD and 

internalisation.

Social Situation of Development

Vygotsky developed the concept of the social situation of development (SSD) to 

explain the combined social factors affecting the relations that an individual 

experiences at any one time. According to Chaiklin (2003) and Veresov (2004) 

the SSD is the initial moment for all the dynamic changes that occur in 

development and it presents itself as a contradiction for the child. It is a 

contradiction between the child’s current capabilities (as manifested in the 

actually-developed psychological functions), the child’s needs and desires, and

68



the demands and possibilities of the environment (Chaikin 2003). Each stage of 

development is characterized by a different SSD, which limits their further 

progression. The child strives to overcome the contradiction between ability and 

desire by engaging in different concrete tasks and specific interactions, which can 

result in the formation of new functions or the enrichment of existing functions 

(Chaiklin 2003). In doing so, the child masters that developmental period, 

moving into a new SSD and, therefore, a new predicament. The crisis the SSD 

introduces, in essence, drives child development forward:

Dramatic contradiction is the moving force of development. Not in 
social surrounding itself and its demands, and not in the child itself we 
could find such force, but in the relations between them, which are 
dramatic contradictions-collisions.

Veresov 2004, p.4

Veresov highlighted the role of the “drama” in child development relative to 

Vygotsky’s general law of development.

General Law of Development
Veresov highlighted the term ‘drama’ as instrumental not only within the SSD, 

but also as instrumental to the entire development process. Veresov supported 

this with reference to Vygotsky’s general law of development, which stated that:

...any function in the child’s cultural development appears on stage 
twice, that is, on two planes. It firstly appears on the social plane and 
then on a psychological plane. Firstly among people as an inter- 
psychological category and then within the child as an intra- 
psychological category. This is equally true with regard to voluntary 
attention, logical memory, the formation of concepts and the 
development of volition.

Vygotsky, 1983, as cited in Veresov 2004, p.6

Vygotsky claimed that children learn through social interactions initially, with this 

learning then moving inwards as an individual function (internalisation). In 

Russian theatre the term ‘category’ is a unit of drama, or a “dramatic event, 

collision of characters on the stage” (Veresov 2004, p.6). The term ‘category’ 

explains the “emotionally colored and experiencing collision” that occurs as the 

social interaction becomes an individual function (Veresov 2004, p.6). Veresov 

(2004) indicated misunderstandings with regards to this law, by comparing this
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original statement with westernized translations, such as the 1978 version by 

Cole:

"...every function in the child's...development appears twice: first, on the 
social level, and later, on the individual level; first between people 
(interpsychological), and then inside the child (intrapsychological)...

Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57

The westernized versions highlight the social aspect of development. However, 

Veresov criticized such conceptions as they disregard what he classed as the most 

important aspect of the law- the drama. The term ‘category’ which was used 

twice in the original law is exempt from the translation. Without the drama the 

process of the internalisation of learning specifically is not explained and the ZPD 

as a construct of learning becomes unclear, misunderstood and its value in theory 

becomes diminished.

Interaction between real and ideal forms

Vygotsky stressed the essential role of the environment in the development of 

higher psychological functions. The environment is not just a setting for 

development, but rather is the source of development (Bredikyte 2011). In the 

environment there are ideal models and images of development:

An ideal or final form [of behaviour] should be present in the 
environment and it should interact with the rudimentary form found in 
children, and what would result is a certain form of activity which then 
becomes a child’s internal asset, his property and a function of his 
personality.

Vygotsky 1994, p.353 (as cited in Bredikyte 2011)

These ideal forms are “an invitation for the child to act, to respond and to enter 

into a dialogue” (Bredikyte 2011, p.25). They influence and affect the child’s 

primitive levels of development:

...In no one of types of development, which we know, never occurs so 
that at the moment when there is an initial form, the supreme, ideal form 
that should appear at the end of development already exists. The 
supreme, ideal form directly interacts with first steps made by the child 
on the way of development of this initial... form. The highest originality 
of child's development consists in this [interaction], in contrast to other 
types of development...

Vygotsky, 1984, Vol. 4, p. 395, cited in Veresov 2004, p.9
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As the child interacts with these ideal forms, they appropriate them, reflect upon 

them, master them, and they become transformed into the real form of the child's 

own behaviour. The role of imitation within the ZPD is stressed here. As 

children interact with ideal forms they observe, reflect on, and then emulate this 

ideal. A child’s ability to imitate is dependent on their subjective ZPD, in other 

words, the ZPD relative to them as an individual (Chaiklin 2003). Their objective 

ZPD relates to the level of the typical child stereotype of the culture, community 
and age period to which the child belongs, for example, in the 19lh century the 

objective ZPD was relative to a child working in an industrial factory (Chaiklin 

2003). Each child’s ability to imitate is dependent on whether or not what is 

being imitated lies within their ZPD:

Imitation refers to “all kinds of activity of a certain type carried out by 
the child ... in cooperation with adults or with another child”
(1934/1998b, p. 202), and includes “everything that the child cannot do 
independently, but which he can be taught or which he can do with 
direction or cooperation or with the help of leading questions”

Chaiklin 2003, p.9

When imitation is used in a Vygotskian sense it does not mean to copy or mimic. 

Imitation in the Vygotskian sense requires observing something, understanding it 

and the consequent appropriation of the material to suit the subjective learner. 

Imitation can be used as a device to gauge where the child’s ZPD is in 

developmental terms. If a child can imitate an ability or action then this ability or 

action is budding within the child’s developmental state and a ZPD can then be 

created to advance this ability. In contrast, if the child cannot imitate the action or 

skill, it is not yet within the child’s ZPD and no instruction or modeling will be 

successful.

Altogether, the ZPD is more complex than is originally presented in Western 

translations of Vygotsky’s work. Through exploring the SSD, the general law of 

development and the interaction between real and ideal forms, the importance of 

social interaction as a learning experience is emphasised. The emotionally 

charged, complex experience of learning is known in Russian as ‘perezhivanie ’. 

The perezhivanie of the same environment changes as the child moves through 

the different stages of their development and therefore each learning environment 

has a different perezhivanie. This has implications for teachers and classroom
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practices in relation to the construction of learning environments (Bredikyte

2011).

The concept of the ZPD will now be more fully explored in relation to what 

classroom practices can be employed within play in the context of early years 

education, to extend learning and development. Mixed-age play and enhanced 

home-school links were identified and selected as two appropriate, and potentially 

developmental strategies for implementation within the NI early years setting. 

These two strategies presented a new social situation of development (SSD) for 

young children and therefore could boost each child’s development trajectory. 

The new collective communities that developed in mixed-age play and through 

the home-school link could challenge children’s current levels of development 

and introduce a change in their development route.

2.4.1 ZPD in Mixed-age Play 

Mixed-age Environments

Mixed-age education has its roots in the one-room schoolhouse of the 19th 

century (Goodlad & Anderson, 1987; Katz, Evangelou, & Hartman, 1990; 

Theilheimer, 1993). Similar to mixed-age or nongraded classrooms today, 

children worked together with a mixture of cooperation and competition, and 

experienced a degree of flexibility in learner progression (height & Rinehart, 

1992). The mixed-age classroom encourages an ethos of‘family’, ‘nurturing’ and 

‘commitment’ (McClellan and Kinsey 1999, Feng 1994, Marshak 1994). This 

promotes more pro-social behaviour such as sharing, and reduces discipline 

problems (Gaustad 1992, Whiting and Whiting 1975). Turn taking is smoother, 

and greater social responsibility and sensitivity to others in mixed-age groups is 

more evident than in single-age groups (Chase & Doan 1994). General social 

competence is improved. According to McClellan and Kinsey (1999), theory 

suggests that improved social skills can have a positive effect on cognitive 

abilities (Rogoff, 1990; Tizard, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978). With more opportunities 

to interact with younger and older peers, children’s cognitive skills, for example 

problem-solving, have been noted to improve through participation in mixed-age 

education (Nye et al 1995, Katz et al 1990). Younger children imitate their older
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peers’ behaviour and actions, and consequently develop these budding skills and 

abilities over time. Older children, on the converse, have the opportunity to 

become teachers, and use and appropriate their knowledge and abilities in a 

different manner as to when they developed them themselves. They learn to 

reflect their own learning.

In mixed-age play the number of teachers automatically increases (Katz 1995). 

Children require less adult help and learn to depend on one another, encouraging 

cooperative skills (Gaustad 1992, Goldman 1981, Reuter and Yunik 1973, 

Ridgway and Lawton 1965). One concern that exists in relation to peer teaching, 

however, is that when children assume the role of teacher there is the potential for 

the transmission of incorrect information, poor suggestions, or wrong advice. The 

teacher is instrumental in intervention in such scenarios. The teacher will observe 

such interactions and identify where both children need additional help, and can 
correct any wrong information that has been exchanged.

Gaustad (1992) identified how mixed-age groupings promote independence and 

children’s ability to direct their own learning. Throughout the school year 

children can progressively move from easy to difficult areas in the curriculum and 
do so seamlessly. In contrast, age-segregated education provides the opportunity 

for promotion in curriculum only once per year as children are upgraded to the 

next primary (Gaustad 1992). Relative specifically to play, research claimed that 

more mature and complex forms of play emerge in mixed-age scenarios as 

children interact with a wider range of ages and developmental stages (Mounts 

and Roopnarine 1987, Howes and Farver 1987, Goldman 1981). They experience 

different levels of play models and, therefore, in correlation with Vygotskian 

theory, can directly see the ideal form of play behaviour.

Golden Key schools in Russia employ mixed-age play as a pedagogical approach 

at specific times in the school day. Play activities are aimed at the highest- 

achieving children (Berezhkovskaya 2010). This ensures they are constantly 

challenged but also, gives them the opportunity to teach the lower-achieving 

children, who “benefit from learning from people closer to their own age and 

stage” (Kamen and Murphy 2011, pg. 4). The higher achievers reflect upon and 

deepen their own learning simultaneously. The mixed-age approach taken is said
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to suit under-achieving and over-achieving children and not just the “average” 

child of a certain age group (Evangelou 1989, p.l):

The greater diversity of maturity and competence present in a mixed-age 
group, as compared to a same-age group, provides a sufficient number 
of models to allow most participants to identify models suitable for their 
learning.

The mixed-age classroom provides models of many developmental stages and 

therefore may accommodate learners from a wide array of developmental levels. 

Montessori school also employ mixed-age play as a pedagogical approach with 

children aged 3-6 years working and playing together. Montessori (1999) 

described peer teaching as effective because "the mind of the five year old is so 

much nearer than [the adult's] to the mind of a child of three" (p. 206). The 

proximity in age and developmental stage of play participants is more effective 

for learning as the younger child can interact directly with their next stage of 

development and therefore have a clearer image of where/ what they are 

developing towards (Kravtsova 2010).

The older children practice a different type of learning in such learning scenarios- 

reflecting learning. The preconception that older, more able children are held 

back in mixed-age education is refuted by the idea that before children can share 

their knowledge and skills with others, they must first have mastery of the subject. 

They must also be able to analyse, organize and present the information in a way 

that is comprehensible to the learner. Research by Ellis et al (1981) indicated that 

it is important that the more competent partner understands what the less 

advanced partner needs, and is able to adjust the degree of support to 

accommodate this. According to Montessori (1989) the peer teacher has to find 

out even more about the subject, in order to meet the needs of the learner. The 

older child is challenged by the teaching process, which requires them to develop 

not just their subject knowledge but also their social competence (Katz, 

Evangelou, & Elartman, 1990; Ridgway & Lawton, 1965). Miller (1989) 

following a comparison of age-graded and non-graded education, concluded that 

multiage or multigraded classes are as effective as single-grade classes in terms of 

academic achievement, but also are superior in terms of student attitudes toward
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school and self. Following an exploration of the literature, mixed-age play was 

identified as potentially beneficial for implementation within this research study.

ZPD in mixed-age play

Mature play in Vygotskian terms is subject plot role-play, which involves children 

taking on roles and behaving in accordance with the implicit rules of these 

specific roles. Subject plot role-play requires a group of play participants and 

therefore, the learning situation becomes one that has been collectively created. 

Each play participant will behave and perform at, and within, their personal ZPD. 

The relations between these roles in the imaginative situation present a challenge 

for children in play (Bredikyte 2011). This is particularly evident in mixed-age 

play where children of different ages and developmental stages play together. 

Children have to develop in correspondence with other children, and cooperate to 

ensure the play scenario proceeds smoothly.

Through the employment of a mixed-age play approach, various aspects of the 

ZPD become evident. The interaction between real and ideal forms of behaviour, 

for example, is clear in mixed-age play scenarios. Younger, less able children can 

observe and identify the ideal form of behaviour in the older children as the older 

children play at their own actual level of development. The younger children, in 

play, create a ZPD with their older peers and gradually appropriate the older 

children’s behaviour (ideal form), and over time transform it into their own real 

form of behaviour. Each child’s SSD within mixed-age play is modified. 

Younger children perceive the older ones as being able to contribute something, 

and the older children see the younger ones as in need of their contributions. 

These mutually reinforcing perceptions create a climate of expected cooperation 

beneficial to the children (Gaustad 1992). The children are expected to behave in 

ways that are different to how they behave in age-segregated play. Older children 

have been recorded as becoming more aware of younger children and modifying 

things like their level of language use, and younger children, too, lose their 

‘babyness’ and become more mature in their dealings with older children 

(McClellan and Kinsey 1999). This challenges the children’s prior SSD and 

forces development to accommodate and appropriate the new environmental 

influences. Important to note is that sometimes in mixed-age scenarios children
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may regress or experience recursion. Older children specifically, when teaching 

the younger children may need to re-learn or revise specific skills or knowledge 

before being able to successfully present the material for teaching. This recursion 

is natural in human learning and development, and is necessary to further enhance 

and solidify cognitive ability. Regression and recursion is also an element of 

Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development. Vygotsky's take on development with 

Zebroski's image of the tidal wave, presents regression as a moment of 

reorganization of thoughts - a moment just before a revolutionary point of 

understanding (Newman & Holzman, 1993). Zebroski (1994) discussed 

Vygotsky's model of development as one that is progressive and regressive at the 

same time.

Development in this sense depends upon risk taking, which may involve 
apparent "failure," but that is momentary as the apparent regression may 
actually be in preparation of the developmental leap that follows.

Wink and Putney 2002, p. 112

Regression within the ZPD means that the learner takes a step back in their 
development but this step back then permits greater depth and width of 

understanding and following this, development excels once again.

Overall, mixed-age play promotes consistency for children both socially regarding 

relationships, but also with regards to their cognitive development. Individual 

ZPDs are formed within mixed-age play that cannot exist in age-segregated 

interactions. Mixed-age play introduces an innovative social situation for the 

child, which can boost their holistic development.

2.4.2 ZPD in Enhanced Home-School Links 

Home-school Links

Home-school links are increasingly promoted in early years education in general. 

The role of the parent is increasingly valued to promote not just child 

development, but also home environments and parental involvement within, and 

attitude to schooling. Gordon (1979) presented three categories of programmes to 

improve parental involvement in education.
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The parent-impact model included programmes that attempted to enhance the 

family’s ability to improve the family’s home learning environment (Baker & 

Soden 1997). One example included Coleman et al’s study (1966) of “Equality of 

Educational Opportunity”, which identified teachers as having significant impact 

on children’s learning. Parent-impact models attempt to enhance parents’ ability 

to teach their children in the home. Teachers can provide assistance by locating 

appropriate activities and aiding parents in setting up a supportive and creative 

home learning environment (Bermudez 1994).

The school-impact model described programmes in which parents were 

instrumental in schools becoming more responsive to families and thereby 

advancing child development. Baker and Soden (1997) identified Cummins’ 

(1986) study of “Empowering minority students”, which focused on how parents 

can become involved within the school to aid for example bilingual students. 

Schools need to be welcoming to the parent community. When school personnel 

do not organize themselves to include parents in the work of the school, parents 

sense that their participation is unwelcome or unimportant and usually will remain 

distant (Comer, 1986). In comparison, when schools reach out to parents, they 

can be very receptive and may take on roles within the school, such as classroom 

assistants or roles within the parent-teacher association (Bermudez 1994).

Gordon identified both these models as having several setbacks and, so, 

developed the community-impact model (Baker & Soden 1997). A community- 

impact model recognized the bidirectional nature of influences between children, 

families and schools and presented a partnership between parents and teachers to 

benefit all parties involved. Nichols et al (2007) claimed that a move towards a 

partnership model between early years adults and parents meant that early years 

adults needed to view parents as resourceful, not as a deficit. Parents should be 

recognized as active agents in resourcing young children’s early learning and 

development. A community-impact model identified by Baker & Soden (1997) is 

Comer’s School Development Project (1988). In the study parents were involved 

in both the design and implementation of the intervention (Baker & Soden 1997), 

and the model was implemented in 600 schools in the United States. This study 

claimed that by linking the home and school environments the school climate, and
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children’s achievement were improved. This model emphasised the need to 

attend to children’s and family’s emotional and developmental needs.

ZPD in enhanced home-school links

When parents become involved in young children’s education a new ZPD is 

created as the social situation changes. The perezhivanie of early years education 

for the young child changes as they experience new members in their learning 

environment and new levels of engagement. The ZPD of both the teacher and the 

parent also change, as they too experience an enhanced experience of interaction 

with the young children, and with one another. As highlighted in the community- 

impact model, each participant’s holistic needs are instrumental in developing a 

supportive home-school link. Emotional, cognitive and social factors need to be 

acknowledged and addressed so as to create, strengthen and prolong the link. 

Without, for example, parent’s emotional involvement in the link and without 
these emotions being respected and supported, the link will not prolong. Adults 

need to become emotionally engaged at the beginning and throughout the entire 
duration in which they work in collaboration with the school.

Within the ZPD for a home-school link, reflection is a key process. Upon 
engaging parents emotionally and initiating a home-school link, the next stage 

requires reflection on the processes to best extend this link. Reflection on behalf 

of both the teacher and the adult is needed to ensure that both parties are 

supported through, and can accommodate, the link easily. Through reflection 

each involved party can develop budding skills and abilities. They can learn new 

things about various aspects of education and development, and can learn skills of 

social interaction and cooperation.

Summary

A ZPD is collectively created when a learning experience is presented. In mixed- 

age play and in enhanced home-school links, innovative ZPDs are created, not 

just for children but also for adult participants. Buds of development are evident 

in both mixed-age play and enhanced home-school links as children, parents, and 

teachers are faced with new social situations of development, and develop skills 

and abilities outside of their normal day-to-day interactions. In mixed-age play 

imitation is a key process to how children learn within their ZPD. The range of
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ages and developmental stages present in mixed-age play provides a number of 

ideal models for children to observe and imitate. For older children specifically, 

in mixed-age play, regression is a possibility. These older children may regress 

with regards to development, but this is a temporary phenomenon as this step 

back improves depth and width of understanding, and consolidates learning. In 

enhanced home-school links emotion is vital to both engagement in, and success 

and longevity of, the interaction between home and school. Parents and teachers 

alike must be emotionally driven to participate fully in the link. They must also 

participate in reflective processes to ensure the link remains valid and suited to 

their development, and to the context.

2.5 The Integrated Play Programme (IPP)

This PhD study began with the aim of critically exploring how theory translates 

into practice in early years. Following a critical exploration of early years theory, 

policy, and practice this study selected mixed-age play and enhanced home-school 

links as two strategies that would create innovative ZPDs for the research school 

community. The ZPD was identified as a theoretical construct with various 

implicit aspects that related well to the context of Northern Ireland and to the 

specific context of the school. Play was the vehicle through which the two 

aspects were implemented, as it was the activity best suited to young children’s 

development, and because of the resources available within the research study 

school. In its entirety, the programme became known as the Integrated Play 

Programme (IPP) and was so-called by the school staff and pupils. It focused on 

integrating play across age groups and across developmental contexts.

2.5.1 The School Context

This research study was completed in a small urban school located in Derry city 

in the North of Ireland. Unlike the majority (75%) of schools in Northern Ireland, 

this school had a preschool department on site with which the school worked very 

closely. The school was located in an area of very high deprivation with 39% of 

children receiving free school meals. The school served approximately 200
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children ranging in age from three to eleven years, with over fifty percent being in 

the Early Years (Preschool-P2). The school identified that 25% of their pupils 

required additional support with aspects of their learning. All early years staff 

were involved in the research. Six teachers and fifteen classroom assistants made 

up the team. Two of the teachers involved had between zero and five years 

experience of teaching when beginning the research, with the remaining four 

having between five and ten years. The fifteen classroom assistants all worked 

within the Early Years classes, and were identified as key players in the 

progression and development of the research. The early years department within 

the school was rich, and student intake reached capacity every year.

The research school offered a programme of extended schooling for all children 

aged 3-11 years. This meant that the school day ran from 08:30am until 3:00pm 

for all children. This was an optional programme, so children in the early years 

could choose to leave before 3:00pm. Within the school, however, it was noted 

how most children remained for the entire duration of extended schools. The 

school ethos behind the offering of such a programme was in relation to the inner 

city location of the school, and the high levels of deprivation. The school viewed 

this extended school day as permitting children to experience more frequent and 

valuable playful interactions with peers and with adults in a safe, supportive 

environment.

The research school and the researcher had previous professional contact- the 

researcher had a teaching role within the school. Staff, parents and the children 

worked with the researcher in the planning and implementation of the IPP, and 

were continual evaluators and assessors of its success. Alongside these roles 

adults in the school environment also had additional roles in relation to the IPP.

2.5.2 Adults in the Integrated Play Programme

Adults can assume a large number of roles and can experience various types of 

interaction within play. In education contexts, however, adult roles are usually 

more restricted due to the demands placed on staff to undertake observations, 

planning, extensions of, and assessments of play in the classroom. In Northern 

Ireland, however, curriculum documentation affords teachers flexibility and more
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individuality in relation to how and what they teach their classes, specifically at 

the Foundation Stage (CCEA 2007, p.14):

The Foundation Stage also endorses good early years practice where 
teachers have more flexibility in terms of what they teach. This 
flexibility allows teachers to follow the interests of the children, 
encouraging them to see links in their learning and to appreciate that the 
skills they learn in one area can be applied elsewhere.

Teachers in Northern Ireland have to form strong relationships with the pupils 

they teach so as to develop an awareness and understanding of their 

developmental levels, abilities, and interests (CCEA 2007). It has become well 

established that positive student-teacher relationships in the early years relate to 

multiple indicators of children’s later school success, academically (Hamre & 

Pianta, 2001; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004) and also in socio-emotional functioning 

(Decker, Dona, & Christenson, 2007). There is relatively very little research, 

however, on how these relationships affect teacher wellbeing (Spilt et al 2011), 

teacher’s professional role or teacher practice.

According to Johnson et al (2005, p. 184) teaching, as an occupation, was ranked 

as one of the “most stressful regarding physical and psychological well-being and 

as having the lowest levels of job satisfaction”. The high levels of “emotional 

labour” (Johnson et al 2005, p.185) that teachers experience everyday in 

interactions with their students was identified as a primary explanation for such 

findings. Spilt et al (2011) completed a study based on the premise that student- 

teacher relationships were a constituent of this ‘emotional involvement’. One 

model they explored predicted that, “positive teacher-student relationships 

enhanced autonomous work motivation and job commitment of teachers” (Spilt et 

al 2011, p.472). The IPP set out to develop teacher-student, and teacher-parent 

relationships across age boundaries and across learning contexts. The ZPDs 

created in mixed-age play could promote interaction between staff and children at 

a wider range of developmental levels. The ZPDS created in enhanced home 

school links could potentially enhance teachers’ holistic view of the child, and 

consequently allow for more specific tailoring of the curriculum for this child. 

They could also facilitate the development of teacher-parent relationships through 

collaboration in constructing this holistic view of the child.
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Ash & Levitt (2003) claimed that adults develop through interactions with 

children. They developed a model to explain how teachers and students can 

benefit simultaneously from interactions within the ZPD, and therefore within 

play. They proposed a developmental trajectory for teacher transformation, 

specifically. The first step in teacher transformation through the ZPD involved 

the teacher observing a student’s work and categorizing learner products, such as 

drawings, questions and utterances. These are shared between staff members. 

The second step involved the teacher identifying a mismatch between their 

expectations, and the student's level of performance, either in competence, 

proficiency, ability or overall goals. This led to the third step where the teacher 

undergoes self-reflection, observing their own practice, and beginning to adjust 

pedagogy, either by changing the requirements of the task, by providing specific 

student guidance, or by re-evaluating the goals of the task. In the fourth and final 

step of teacher transformation, self-reflection continues and the teacher adjusts or 

constrains tasks and/or expectations according to the student's ability. This helps 

students move towards desired conceptual goals, but also moves the teacher 

towards increasing sophistication in diagnosing and understanding their own 

pedagogy (Ash and Levitt 2003). Teachers and pupils, alike, can benefit from 

interactions in the ZPD in play.

Adults in the 1PP might also develop innovative relationships with other adults in 

play. The relationship between teachers and classroom assistants is of particular 

importance to the IPP. Doherty (2004) completed research into the importance of 

classroom assistants in Northern Ireland and concluded that, in general, classroom 

assistants were valued in the classroom, but also that they were under-utilised. 

Doherty’s (2004) study confirmed that classroom assistants, in general, might not 

have much input to the interdisciplinary team within the school. A quarter of all 

classroom assistants in her study, for example, had never attended a meeting with 

the class teacher, and more than a quarter had never attended a school meeting of 

any kind. Doherty’s study (2004, p.66/67) concluded that, “a more imaginative 

approach must be made to make full use of the potential of these enthusiastic and 

committed staff members,” and that, “teachers should not feel threatened by this 

opportunity”. OFSTED (2002, para 65) claimed that, “making the most of such 

abilities should certainly not threaten the professionalism of teachers; rather it
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should be encouraged and developed to the full’. The IPP sought to promote the 

involvement of classroom assistants in becoming more invested in planning, and 

in the observation and assessment of play scenarios.

Two major roles of adults in the IPP, alongside the importance of forming social 

relationships, were to complete assessments, and to be reflective practitioners. 

These two responsibilities were identified by staff as needing to be addressed, and 

included, in the design and implementation of the IPP.

In Northern Ireland, there are no statutory requirements for practitioners to assess 

children during pre-school education (3/4years), although curricular guidance 

does promote the monitoring of children's progress as an indicator of good 

practice (Eurydice at NFER 2009). In the Foundation Stage (4-6years), 

assessment should be a continuous cycle, where assessment is not the end point 

but should feed back into the learning process to help improve each individual 

child’s learning. At the foundation stage and in preschool settings, assessment is 
based mainly on teacher observation (DENI 2012). However, assessment 

procedures change evidently from preschool to primary school:

Although the infants classes curriculum is a play-based one, with a focus 
on active learning, the child is moving from the preschool environment 
where his achievements were judged against his own past performance, 
to the school environment when he is expected to attain particular 
academic goals, for example in phonics. He will now be compared 
across the board with classmates, and will be judged on whether he has 
reached certain standards expected at junior infant level.

O’Kane and Hayes (2010, p.10)

Assessment on entry to primary school becomes relative to others and set learning 

outcomes, whereas previously it focused on the individual’s progressive 

development. The IPP sought to introduce continuity in assessment techniques 

and focused on individuals. Assessment techniques also aspired to reflect the 

ethos of the school as respecting individuality and uniqueness in children, but also 

correlated with Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD and, more specifically, Chaiklin’s 

(2003) concept of the subjective zone of proximal development. Chaiklin (2003) 

referred to the existence of subjective zones of proximal development in 

describing how children can have different ZPD’s. He suggested that it should be 

possible to identify children who have “larger” and “smaller” zones of proximal
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development. The use of the term ‘size’ here was used not to describe the ZPD as 

a fixed possession, but as referring to the;

...extent to which a child can take advantage of collaboration to realise 
performance beyond what is specified by independent performance and 
relative to age norms.

Chaiklin 2003, p.53

Chaiklin (2003) stressed the potential for the “size” of the ZPD to change across 

age periods in the child’s development. Children, therefore, may have different 

sized ZPDs in different tasks, in different learning environments and at different 

stages in their development. This was relevant to this study in that new 

environments would be created for the children in both the home and school 

contexts throughout the implementation year. This could suggest a potential for 

more ZPDs, as well as changes to the “size” of the child’s subjective ZPD. This 

therefore necessitated assessment strategies that could be individualized, 

appropriated to various developmental stages and strategies that could be used in 

play.

Engaging in reflective practice is generally considered to be a core standard and 

benchmark within the teaching profession. The General Teaching Council for 
Northern Ireland publication "Teaching: the Reflective Profession ’ states that “one 

of the principles which underpin the Council’s concept of competence is the 

centrality of reflective practice.... (and that) competence is developed through 

reflection on practice and through dialogue with others,” (GTCNI, 2007, p.13). 

‘Reflection’ and ‘being reflective’ have therefore been the subject of much 

research and provide the cornerstone for many professional development 

programmes (Pollard et al. 2005). According to Baum and King (2006, p.217), 

the “foundation” of good teaching lies in helping educators to “develop a sense of 

self-awareness”. Through critical reflection on their experiences and practice, 

teachers can develop a deeper understanding of themselves and of their students 

(Yang 2009), and introduce positive changes to their settings (Liou 2001). 

Lampert-Shepel (1999, p.8) defines reflection as a process that is;

...more than merely bringing something to mind. Reflection means 
asking basic questions of oneself. The basic and comprehensive question 
during reflection is "What am I doing and why?" Reflection is a form of
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slightly distorted self-evaluation, distorted in the sense that judgment is 
emphasized rather than data collection.

Lampert-Shepel 1999, p.8

Reflection, in this sense, is based on each individual, their perceptions and their 

beliefs. Through reflection, educators critically evaluate their teaching methods 

and beliefs and become responsible for their actions (Korthagen, 1993; Sockman 

& Sharma, 2008).

Reflective practice has been primarily conceptualized as an individual process 

(Zeichner & Liston, 1996). However, the collective dimension of reflective 

practice is widely accepted, although it is under-conceptualized (Collin and 

Karsenti 2011). Reflection becomes collective when the practice is no longer 

individual, and involves another. Collin and Karsenti (2011) used Vygotsky's 

concept of semiotic mediation in an attempt to conceptualise collective reflection. 

Semiotic mediation is the appropriation and use of signs as a facet of 

psychological development:

The invention and use of signs as auxiliary means of solving a given 
psychological problem, (to remember, compare something, report, 
choose, and so on) is analogous to the invention and use of tools. The 
sign acts as an instrument of psychological activity in a manner 
analogous to the role of a tool in labor.

Vygotsky 1978, p. 52

Vygotsky compared the use of psychological tools in semitoic mediation to the 

use of physical tools in labour that make the task easier. The predominant sign 

Vygotsky referred to was language. Collin and Karsenti (2011) identified verbal 

interaction as key to semiotic mediation, and situated it at the heart of collective 

reflection. They described that in interaction, there are;

...two joined and interacting movements, one at the interpersonal level 
and another at the intrapersonal level. Both interaction levels are fuelled 
by professional action, and in turn they fuel the reflective process

Collin and Karsenti 2011, p.577

This suggested that as participants interact, they experience development with 

others but also within themselves, and. both of these experiences contribute to and 

influence their reflective process. This correlated with Vygotsky’s general 

genetic law of cultural development, which from Valsiner’s translation (2000, 

cited in Veresov 2004, p.5) stated that:
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...every function in the cultural development of the child comes onto the 
stage twice - first in the social relations between people, and then within 
the person's intra-psychological self-organisation system.

This, relative to adults, could suggest that reflection, through interaction, involves 

reflection on two planes also. Reflection will occur in the collective, initially, 

through verbal interaction, and then within each individual’s psyche. The 1PP set 

out to encourage both collective reflection and also individual reflection by the 

pedagogical collective. Through reflection, parents, teachers, classroom assistants 

and the researcher could develop and extend both the IPP design and 

implementation process. Reflection would form an important pillar of the 

developmental methodology, which allowed different issues and problems to be 

acknowledged and addressed over the implementation year. This will be 

discussed further in the methodology chapter (Section 3.0).
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2.6 The Theoretical Framework

At the end of the implementation year the IPP was managed and run by the school 

community. Figure 2.5 describes the IPP framework that was developed:

Context

Early Years 

Curriculum Early Years 

Practice

Early Years 

Policy

Early Years 

Theory

The Integrated Play 

Programme (IPP)

• Imitation

Buds of development

Regression/ recursion

Mixed-age Play

• Emotion

• Reflection

• Buds of development

Enhanced Home-school

Links

Figure 2.5: The Integrated Play Programme (IPP)

Figure 2.5 highlights the various influences on the developed IPP as early years 

policy, practice, theory and curriculum, and the context. Each influence was
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explored critically within this literature review to decipher what aspects would 

promote a successful play programme in the early years. According to Vygotsky 

all development occurs in context, therefore each early years programme will also 

develop in context. The central core concept influential upon the IPP was the 

ZPD. Mixed-age play and enhanced home-school links held the potential to 

promote the creation of innovative ZPDs within the context, for child learning and 

development. The main aspects of the ZPD relative to each strategy are 

identified. These are factors that emerge within the ZPD through the employment 

of each strategy.

Chapter Summary

In this literature review early years education has been explored critically in 

relation to theory, policy and practice to identify successful strategies and 

approaches to promoting child development.

Cultural-historical theory was used within this study both theoretically and 

methodologically as it was deemed most relevant to child development in the 21st 

century and to the specific context of NI. From cultural-historical theory a 

number of theoretical constructs were explored. The zone of proximal 

development (ZPD), the social situation of development (SSD), leading activities 

and higher mental functions are some examples of constructs, which applied 

directly to the theoretical basis of this study to aid in the understanding of child 

development and to identify ways in which children learn.

Play was identified as the leading activity of early childhood and was selected as 

the pedagogical approach that would foster development most effectively within 

the context of this study. Play, however, was noted as being a difficult concept to 

define and one that is the focus of widespread theories, policies and practices. 

Play was employed within the context of cultural-historical theory as a 

developmental, active and social activity that is a unique stage in overall 

development of the human mind. A play-based approach was therefore deemed 

necessary to develop in this study.

Children develop in context and are involved in social and cultural relationships 

with other people and with their environment. Interaction within child
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development, therefore, is necessary. This involves interaction not only between 

the learner and the teacher, but also between adults who interact and work with 

children on a daily basis. Parents and teachers working collaboratively can 

enhance children’s holistic development and can improve school community 

relations. Peer interaction can also benefit child development as children learn 

better from those closer in age and developmental stage to them (Kamen and 

Murphy 2011).

An early years curriculum that ensures continuity and progression is beneficial to 

child development. When children experience an early years education with 

smooth, seamless transitions where similar teaching approaches and activities are 

employed, and that extend the child’s abilities in a continuous manner, early years 

education is much more positive. Children’s experience of education and their 

progression through it will be more harmonious and children are more able to 

construct a solid learning foundational base.

The concept of the ZPD was central within this literature review and to this study. 

According to Vygotsky (1966/1933) play creates a ZPD for the child. The 

employment of play as the pedagogical approach within this study immediately 

introduces the concept. A ZPD is constructed in every developmental activity. It 

is an interactive space of learning where a learner develops new skills and abilities 

through emotionally engaging interaction, with a more competent peer. The ZPD 

allows for regression in learning but accentuates the positivity of such backward 

movement in learning in that it consolidates learning. The ZPD involves 

reflection as the learner considers their ideal learning and developmental level.

This literature review identified two collective communities that promoted the 

creation of ZPDs not usually present in early years education, in the context of 

Northern Ireland. Mixed-age play and enhanced home-school links could 

potentially change the social situation of the learning scenario and promote the 

creation of a new ZPD for all parties in the learning episode. The study aimed to 

explore critically the translation of this theory into practice. An integrated play 

programme (IPP) was developed on the premise of theoretical exploration and 

was implemented in a NI early years setting. The adult role within the IPP to 

extend and develop play, and to participate in assessment and reflection were
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identified as important to the IPP and to the methodology. The next chapter 

discusses the methodology employed in both the design and implementation of 

this IPP within the research study.
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3.0 Methodology

3.1 Overview

The purpose of this research study was to explore critically the design, 

development, and implementation of mixed-age play and enhanced home school 

links, in an early years unit for children aged 3-6years. The critical exploration of 

these two principles and the process of their implementation involved the 

collaborative participation of the school community, comprised of the principal, 

early years teachers and classroom assistants, children and their parents, and the 

researcher. Through an applied developmental methodology, this study 

implemented principles that could potentially boost the development of the young 

child participants (3-6year olds). Qualitative methods of data collection were 

deemed most appropriate for the study to allow for the development of an 

understanding of human systems within the naturalistic setting (Savenye & 
Robinson 2007). Analysis and interpretation of this data were completed under 

the premise of social constructivism, specifically Lev Vygotsky’s cultural- 

historical theory, and, where possible, all participant groups were involved in 

these processes. This chapter presents more fully the methodological approach of 

the study, including the research aim and questions, the research design, the 

setting, and the methods of data collection and analysis used.

3.2 Research Aims and Research Questions

This research study explored the process of implementing a programme of mixed- 

age play and enhanced home school links in an early years setting. These two 

principles were borrowed from Golden Key schools that were created under the 

premise of Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory. The study aimed to evaluate 

critically how cultural-historical theory translated into practice, through these two 

principles, in a Northern Irish setting, and their effects on participants in this 

setting. A third principle was employed in relation to the methodology: the 

constructivist participation of the community. The study aimed to involve the
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school community in working with the researcher to design, implement and 

evaluate the programme, from their perspectives.

The main research questions were:

1. What does Vygotskian theory ‘look like’ in early years education?

2. Can Golden Key principles be implemented in an early years context in 

Northern Ireland?

3. What was the impact of implementing Golden Key principles on 

participants?

4. What were the implications of this work in terms of developing practice 

from theory, and theory from practice?

This was an exploratory research study. The focus was initially based on the 

critical exploration of mixed-age play and enhanced home school links and the 

process of their implementation. The outcomes that were emerging at different 

stages throughout the year, both positive and negative, negated the direction or 

changes, which needed to occur in the implementation process. Participants 

gauged the efficiency of the implementation in relation to the positive or negative 

aspects that they observed and experienced in the context. Observations by staff, 

parents and children, and also the researcher, were recorded and discussed 

throughout the year and used to change or adapt the process. Taking this into 

consideration, the researcher employed a developmental methodology, which 

permitted the selection and adaptation of methods throughout the process of the 

research. The research needs changed, as the participants were involved in a 

cyclic process of planning, implementation, and evaluation. A developmental 

methodology, therefore, meant that participants could trial various approaches to 

the implementation, and explore their observations and ideas from various 

perspectives, using a variety of methods. The developmental methodology 

focused on the processes that were employed to reach the desired outcome of 

implementing mixed-age play and enhanced home school links, tailored to the 

specific context.
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Selecting an appropriate methodology was vital to the success of this study in 

answering the research questions. The process of selection of an appropriate 

methodology is outlined in the next section.

3.3 The Search for Method

The methodology is part of the research process that involves a scrutiny or 

evaluation of the methods to aid in the understanding of, not the products of 

scientific inquiry, but of the process itself (Cohen et al (2000), Wellington 

(2000)). The search for a method in this study necessitated an exploration of the 

philosophical underpinnings of, and motivation behind, the research, and of the 

outlook on learning and development within the study.

The search for method becomes one of the most important problems of 
the entire enterprise of understanding the uniquely human forms of 
psychological activity...the method is simultaneously prerequisite and 
product, the tool and the result of the study.

Vygotsky 1978, p. 65

From the Vygotskian (1997) perspective, both the object of the study, and the 

specific research methods do not exist before the research has begun. The 

methodology is created and developed throughout the research process and, at the 

end, is an outcome of the study. Holden and Lynch (2004, p.2) suggested asking 

the question ‘why research?’ before considering the methodology. The answer to 

this question can highlight how research involves something “much deeper than 

practicalities - it necessitates a philosophical solution,” which then affects what is 

actually researched. In this study, the answer to the question ‘why research?’ 

was, to explore how Vygotskian theory could be translated into practice, and how 

this resultant practice might affect the research participants. This study, therefore, 

needed a methodology that permitted the exploration of this translation process, 

and that allowed the methods to change in relation to the various stages of the 

translation.

In answering the question ‘why research?’ it was evident that this study stemmed 

from a subjectivist philosophy. Subjectivist researchers attempt to understand and 

explain, rather than measure social phenomena, and focus on meanings attached
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to given situations in relation to the individuals, rather than looking for a cause 

(Holden and Lynch 2004; Hughes and Sharrock 1997; Easterby-Smith et al. 

1991). This research involved participants working as a pedagogical collective, 

with the researcher, to explore, develop and understand the research process 

together. The researcher was active within the study and was not distanced from 

the study’s subject matter, from what was observed, or from the methods of study 

(Hunt 1993).

Holden and Lynch (2004) claimed that subjectivism is more appropriate for the 

study of social science, due to the complex nature of social science research, that 

is, human beings. This research viewed the participants as active in the 

construction of knowledge and in their own development and learning. It 

employed a social constructivist epistemology and ontology in relation to learning 

and development. Social constructivism involves meaning being negotiated from 

multiple perspectives (Merrill (1991, cited in Lewis 2001). Social interaction and 

collaboration were evident in this study as participants worked collectively to 

observe and understand the translation of theory, and to actively construct the 

research study through their actions, experiences and ideas. Participant 

perspectives were collected, negotiated and debated, and these informed the next 

steps of the translation process. The participants would construct the 

methodology whilst participating in the actual research. This study required a 

methodology that stemmed from a social constructivist, subjectivist philosophy, 

and that permitted the exploration of methods in relation to the research process.

The search for a method in this research was advanced by my participation in the 

International Cultural-Historical Summer School, hosted by the International 

society of L.S.Vygotsky and the L.S.Vygotsky Institute of Psychology, Moscow, 

in July 2010. The theme of the summer school was “The Psychological Basis of 

Play”. Over a fourteen-day period, Vygotsky’s personal life, the definition of 

play in Vygotskian literature, the stages in play progression, various play 

activities, the Golden Key programme, and various methodologies were debated 

and discussed. The summer school was led by Elena and Gennadi Kravtsov 

(Vygotsky’s grand-daughter and her husband) and Elena Berezkhovskaya. This 

event allowed participants to become immersed in Vygotskian theory in the
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context where it was developed, and from the perspective of the culture it was 

based upon. The key developments of the theory by Vygotskian scholars, many 

of whom were taught by Vygotsky’s colleagues and students, were explained and 

any practical applications of the theory described. The methods and 

methodologies employed within these practical studies were also addressed. 

Attendance at this gathering of cultural-historical theorists informed the theory 

and methodology of this study. It highlighted Vygotsky’s experimental genetic 

method and introduced Elena Kravtsova’s projective methodology. Involvement 

in the summer school and interaction with the speakers, were key activities that 

contributed to the social construction of an understanding of these methodologies.

Elena Kravtsova developed the projective methodology as an extension of 

Vygotsky’s experimental genetic method, which was based upon modeling the 

processes of psychic-mental development in special experimental conditions 

(Kravtsov & Kravtsova 2011). A projective methodology differed in that it 

promoted the active involvement of the researcher. In projective methodology 

emergent methods and outcomes are explored during the process of the research 

towards a specific aim or outcome (Kravtsov & Kravtsova 2011). A projective 

methodology was deemed useful for this particular research study because it 

stressed the importance of the process in determining what methods would be 

most suited to this process. In projective methodology, the methods manifest as 

the research is carried out. The exploratory nature of this current research meant 

that it was unknown what methods would be needed at the outset of the research, 

and the employment of a projective methodology permitted and promoted the 

appropriation of methods as the research proceeded. However, this research study 

had no set outcome and neither the researcher nor the school community could 

know how the implementation process would proceed. The projective 

methodology was, therefore, deemed not ideal for this study. A cross-fertilisation 

of methodologies proved beneficial. Borrowing the principles of mixed-age play 

and enhanced home school links from projective methodology and with further 

discussion and debate with Irina Verenikina, a Vygotskian scholar based in the 

University of Wollongong Australia, developmental methodologies and their 

parallels with the projective methodology were discovered. Verenikina 

recommended further exploration of developmental methodologies because of
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their similarities to projective methodology and because they are more commonly 

known and more widely used. This would allow for a wider base of 

understanding and comparison, in terms of the methodology as it was employed.

The following section details, more fully, developmental methodologies and the 

qualitative nature in which they were used in this study.

3.4 Research Design

Following the identification of the needs of the research, and having explored a 

variety of methodologies, this study selected and employed a developmental 

methodology. A developmental methodology embraced the exploratory nature of 

this research study and afforded a community, constructivist approach that 

allowed for the formative nature of developing and evaluating mixed-age play and 

enhanced home school links, within the real context. Qualitative methods 

including interviews, focus groups, video footage and participant observation 

were used over a period of one school year (September 2009- June 2010) to 

collect participants’ changing perspectives on mixed-age play and enhanced home 

school links, as they were adopted and adapted within the specific context. This 

was in line with the social constructivist outlook of the research that viewed all 

participants as active social agents, and that viewed learning and development as 

social practices.

3.4.1 Qualitative Enquiry

The target for the social sciences is not the world itself, but people’s 
experiences of the world, and such experiences are variable and personal 
and self-constructed.

Miller 2007, p.124

Within the social research tradition, qualitative enquiry is concerned with 

meanings and the way people understand what they encounter in their lives, and 

the associated patterns of behaviour (Denscombe 2003). This study employed 

qualitative methods of enquiry to encourage the active participation of all groups 

in the various stages of the research process. In doing so, the research required 

personal rather than detached engagement of participants in the context, and as
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such it required multiple actions and reactions from the people who were the 

research instrument (Meloy 1994). In other words, participants played an 

important role in that their personal actions were highly influential on the research 

process, and in essence, these actions were the research process. Participants 

were encouraged to share their personal observations, experiences and opinions 

with regards to the various stages of the research process. This personal 

engagement was also required from the researcher. Participatory action research 

(PAR) was an approach identified as appropriate to use in this study because it 

diminished the political relationship that often exists between researchers and 

subjects. With collaboration between the researcher and the school community, 

PAR ensured an equal basis, which meant that knowledge was more willingly 

shared between counterparts and therefore advanced on the whole. The 

incorporation of teachers, particularly, helped to bridge the researcher-practitioner 

gap that exists in educational research (Baumfield and Butterworth (2007) cited in 

Hennessy and Deaney 2009, p. 618):

Both parties act as agents of inquiry, actively participating in rigorous 
analysis, contributing interpretative insights and re-negotiating their 
perspectives- within a carefully constructed framework of trust.

This framework of trust already existed between the researcher, and the subject 

school and staff, due to previous encounters with one another, thereby aiding the 

research process.

Erikson, (Stake 1995, p.8), described “the most distinctive characteristic of 

qualitative inquiry [as] its emphasis on interpretation.” Interpretation of data in 

this particular project was an active, cooperative and collaborative process. The 

children, their parents and teachers, and the researcher were actively engaged in 

observing, analysing and interpreting how mixed-age play and enhanced home 

school links were implemented in the context of the specific school. By widening 

the range of interpretation, the researcher sought more depth and more 

subjectivity in data analysis. As a result, it was hoped that this inter-rater 

reliability might allow for more robust conclusions to be formed (Denzin and 

Lincoln 2005).
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A qualitative, collaborative methodology was also hoped to bridge the gap 

between theory and practice, with participants practicing theory, and theorizing 

practice, as they implemented the mixed-age play and enhanced home school 

links in their real school setting. Learning is promoted when knowledge is 

applied to, and integrated in the real world (Merrill 2002), and therefore an 

environment was developed in this study, that fostered “shared knowledge, 

professional growth, and progressive methods of instruction” (Holmes Group, 

1990; Goodlad, 1990). Participants shared experiences, reflected on theoretical 

and practical implications throughout the implementation year, and collectively 

modified what the community would be doing in the future, whilst “participating 

in the doings of this community” (Goulart and Roth 2010, p.535). The goal was 

to create a new form of community, with a newly-established sense of unity of the 

individual and society (Kravtsov & Kravtsova 2011). The research involved the 

community as a whole, but also each individual member, who through 

contributing to the research contributed to the learning environment. The activity 

was recursive and reflexive for each individual, but also for the community as a 

collective, as they were involved in continuous evaluations of the process 

throughout the implementation year. These evaluations were used to inform the 

next steps in the implementation methods and future evaluations.

The researcher was central to setting up and accommodating collaboration 

between participants, and in the selection of qualitative methods to encourage 

analysis and interpretation by the participants. Vygotsky used the metaphor of a 

train track to describe the role of the teacher in child development:

“...the teacher should be the track upon which the train coaches move 
freely and independently. The track only gives the coaches the direction 
of their own movement. The teacher's role is to organise the social 
environment of the students and to control that the interaction between 
the students and this environment is functioning.”

Oscarsson 2001, [online]

Similar to this, the researcher attempted to play the role of the train track in this 

research, with the school community acting as the “train” and developing the new 

practice. The researcher helped to create the environment for the community to 

collaborate and work together, through qualitative methods, to share their ideas, 

opinions and interpretations of the data throughout the implementation year. The
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‘train’ then progressed along a different track after the researcher completed the 

study. Visits to the school in the two years subsequent to the study revealed how 

the principles of mixed-age play and enhanced home school links had been 

implemented. The details of how these were developed and tailored to suit the 

context will be discussed in sections 4.2 and 5.1.

3.4.2 Developmental Research Methods

Developmental research is an interactive, cyclic process of development and 

research, in which theoretical ideas feed the development of products that are 

tested in classroom settings that eventually lead to theoretically and empirically 

founded products (Schwebel et al 2000; van den Akker 1999). In this particular 

study the “product” of the research was the practice that developed through the 

employment of mixed-age play and enhanced home school links. Exploration of 

theory and practice in the field of early years education highlighted these two 

principles as potentially viable for use in the specific context (Northern Ireland) to 
promote child development. Over the implementation period, the two principles 

were then adopted, and continually adapted, in accordance with the observations 
of the participants. This formative evaluation by participants drove the process of 

implementation by optimizing the quality of the intervention (van den Akker 

1999).

The developmental research methodology supported the exploratory manner in 

which the research was completed. Miller (2007, p.90) described exploratory 

research as an attempt to “break new research ground- to attack some little- 

studied problem in some new and mostly non-predetermined way.” In 

exploratory research, there are possibilities for the research team to be creative, to 

follow up on unexpected findings and to try out various forms of study. Using 

developmental research methods, this study experimented with, and modified, the 

research process and various aspects within it. Mixed-age play and the enhanced 

home school links were progressively refined as the process continued, and the 

“successive approximation of the ideal” was evident as the research team became 

increasingly engaged with the research and implemented changes and 

amendments they deemed necessary (van den Akker 1999, p.2). In qualitative
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research and in this study, exploration was the entire story, and not just the 

prelude to the research (Miller 2007).

Developmental research methods are also employed in research with an aim to 

generate, articulate and test design principles (van den Akker 1999). The results 

can be substantive (what the intervention/ programme/ product should look like), 

or procedural (how an intervention/ programme/ product should be developed). 

This study attempted to address both substantive and procedural outcomes 

through the presentation of both participant observations, and of principles that 

emerged and developed throughout the implementation year. The study initially 

identified three specific theoretical, design principles:

• Mixed-age play

• Enhanced home school links

• Constructivist participation of the community

As these three principles were put into practice, the participants analysed and 

interpreted how they affected the school setting and people within this setting, and 

they were refined and extended. It was noted that the direct application of theory 

was insufficient in solving practical issues. Van den Akker (1999, p.9) suggested 

the employment of a more constructivist approach to develop “workable 
interventions and articulate principles that underpin the effects of these 

interventions’'. This study, focused not only on the question of whether these 

principles yielded coherent and accurate predictions, but also on the extent to 

which these theoretical principles informed practice in productive ways (Richey et 

al 2005; van den Akker 1999). In other words, the research critically explored the 

theoretical principles and tailored them to best suit the specific context so that 

they were appropriate on a practical level. These practical and scientific 

contributions could be beneficial for the feasibility of different practitioners 

implementing the principles in different settings (Miller 2007). Through the 

employment of developmental methods this study could support the development 

of prototypical products and provide evidence to support these, whilst also 

generating methodological directions for the design and evaluation of such 

products (Miller 2007). This study focused on the development and testing out of 

a programme but did not extend its focus to the evaluation of the programme.
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Developmental research methods require interaction with practitioners, thereby 

further consolidating the importance of this study’s rationale for a collaborative 

methodology with participant input:

“Interaction with practitioners is needed to gradually clarify both the 
problem at stake and the characteristics of its potential solution.”

Van den Akker 1999, p.8

Without practitioner input it would not be possible to gain insight into any 

potential implementation problems and, consequently, to generate measures to 

reduce these. Working in the real context of a school environment allowed issues 

and problems to be detected effectively and changes to be implemented 

efficiently. A common critique of exploratory developmental methods is bias, 

both from the researcher and practitioner perspective. Miller (2007, p.95) 

described how very often practitioners, for example, might use “response sets” 

and therefore respond to a question or task in a predetermined, biased fashion that 

is independent of task content. Within this study this was lessened, however, 

because the staff involved in the research had the responsibility to continue 
providing an effective education for the children they worked with and, therefore, 

their motivation to identify problems, and implement changes was evident. In 

relation to the researcher there is also the issue of role division:

“The researcher needs to enter into the participant's world in order to 
understand it, while all the time remaining aware of the difficulties in 
fully doing so.”

Miller 2007, p.124/125

The researcher needed to maintain objectivity with regards to how the research 

proceeded, and in relation to the outcomes of the study.

Developmental research is intricately connected to real world practice in that it 

creates a loop, with practice informing research, and research, in turn, informing 

practice (Richey et al 2005). This again contributed to the study’s aim to bridge 

the gap between education research and educational practices.

3.4.3 Developmental Research in Early Years Education

Under the umbrella of developmental research methods, this research study could 

be classed as an intervention strategy. Miller (2007) defines intervention research
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as that whose explicit goal is to optimize developmental outcomes. Taking into 

consideration that development always takes place in the field, in the various 

natural settings where children spend their lives, this study incorporated 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems model within the methodology 

(Figure 2.1). Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems model described the 

child’s complex social environment and their interactions within these. It helped 

to explain how a child’s development can be affected by their learning contexts, 

and the various participant groups who may affect this. Important to note is that 

each of the child’s learning contexts includes not just a physical dimension, but 

also characteristic activities and important social agents including parents, sibling, 

teachers and peers. This study recognizes that the child’s micro- and 

mesosystems are not isolated (Miller 2007), but are embedded in the wider 

exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem, which govern societal, cultural and 

temporal norms. This model was instrumental in the identification of participant 

groups for this research study and provided further justification for the 

employment of a constructivist methodology towards developing the practice to 

promote child development.

Early years education is beneficial for early intervention in supporting children 

from disadvantaged backgrounds (DENI 2010), where the microsystem may have 

broken down. Through intervention at the early stages of childhood these 

children could receive extra support in their learning and development, very often 

in the form of support and encouragement for parental involvement. Through 

enhanced home school links in this study, especially, but also through mixed-age 

play where children experienced a “family” environment, early intervention was 

made possible. School staff could support children whose microsystem had 

broken down, either through developing their concept of ‘family’ in school or 

through directly supporting their parents using the home school link. The 

developmental methodology allowed the link to be developed, over time, to suit 

each individual family or home and the constructivist methodology ensured 

everyone worked together as a pedagogical collective.
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3.4.4 Stages of the Research

Table 3.1 gives a visual representation of the stages of the research. Overall it 

shows how the research was developed and implemented over a three-year period 

(September 2009- September 2012). As the implementation proceeded, 

evaluations occurred and outcomes were identified. Positive or negative, these 

outcomes then fed into, directed and influenced the implementation process in a 

cyclic, ever-evolving manner. The planning and development stages, the stages 

of programme implementation, data collection and analyses at each stage and 

finally the foci of critical exploration and the subsequent observations are 

identified in Table 3.1.

Date Planning Implementation Data Critical Outcomes
Process (Collected Exploration

and
Analysed

September Discussion -Books -Theoretical -Theoretical
2009 of research - Journal principles of principles of this

and Articles Early Years research
potential - Reviews critically
strategies to - Lectures explored
implement - Websites

- Good -Principles of
-Immersion practices of early Years
inCH Early Years Practice (Section
theory and critically 2.4)
practices
(RUSSIA)

explored

-Parent
Information
session

September -Selection - Consent - Consent
2010 of strategies 

to
implement

- Consent 
Process

- Staff
training by 
senior staff

- Methods
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for home- 
school link

November

2010

- Implementation of 
mixed-age play in 
the form of free 
play

- Video 
footage 
recorded by 
children

-Child 
behaviour in 
mixed-age 
play

Implementation 
process data 
(Sections 4.2 and 
5.1)

- Targeted 
observations 
by teachers

- Peer
Interaction

- Child social 
skills,
cognition and 
abilities

- Emergent 
outcomes for 
participant 
groups

- Adult roles

December
2010

-Selection of focus 
group families

January
2011

- Meet with parents 
to confirm focus 
group and discuss 
methods

- Weekly 
collection of 
home-school 
diaries and 
video footage 
until June

February
2011

- Review of mixed- 
age play

- Review of 
play types in 
reflective 
diaries and 
video footage 
from homes

- What is play?
(Parent
perceptions

April 2011
- Entire school staff 
meeting to update 
on IPP progress

- Staff
questionnaire

May/ June 
2011

- Data
transcription, 
reduction and 
analysis

- What theory 
worked well?

- What theory 
did not work
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well?

July-
December
2011

- Staff 
interviews

- What practices 
worked well?

-What practices 
did not work 
well?

January
2012

- Data

interpretation

and thesis

writing

February-

January

2013

- Thesis

Table 3.1: The Stages of the Research

3.5 Research Sample and Recruitment 

3.5.1 Sample Characteristics

Children

Overall there were 106 children involved in the research. Figure 3.1 shows the 

breakdown of these children into their classes.

■ Preschool 
(3-4 years)

■ Primary 1 
(4-5 years)

■ Primary 2 
(5-6 years)

35%

Figure 3.1: The Breakdown of Children according to school class

Sixty percent of the children involved in the research were female and forty 

percent were male. All children were invited to participate in the research and 

following the consent process the children participated in the play sessions as a
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regular part of the school day. Those children whose parents did not give their 

consent still participated in the play, but were not included in the research. The 

consent process is addressed more fully in the ‘Ethics’ section (3.8).

Home-School Link Families

Vaughn et al (1996) claimed that the single most important factor in determining 

the success of a focus group lies in the selection of its participants. The 

characteristics and profile of the target subjects needed to be predetermined so as 

to ensure that accurate and useful data was gathered. The selection criteria for 

participants were defined as follows:

• This research was based over a one-year period and therefore the desire to 

actually want to be a participant became a characteristic of possible 

participants. If participants wanted to be involved, they would be more 

likely to complete the project and do so with conviction. Sixty percent of 

parents offered to be participants, so a large enough pool of participants 

was available to avoid high levels of bias.

• The focus group needed to have parents of children from different age 

groups so this too determined whether or not parents were selected.

• Another factor associated with the selection process was availability for 

involvement, both for interviews and for time to complete a reflective 

diary throughout the process. The researcher had discussed this aspect at 

an initial parent meeting so it was assumed that by offering consent, the 

time was available.

• One final factor that governed selection was one that was highlighted by 

staff within the school. The enhancement of the home school link 

involved not just parents and the researcher, but it also involved teachers 

who would be co-constructing the reflective diaries, with parents. 

Teachers completed weekly progress updates in the diaries to inform 

parents of their children’s attainment each week. The relationship parents 

had with the school and with the staff, therefore, became a relevant factor 

to consider in the selection process. With healthy working relations, it 

was presumed that the data gathered would be of a higher quality.
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Six sets of parents and their family were selected in accordance with the selection 

criteria for participation in the research. Table 3.2 below gives an overview of the 

families who were selected for involvement:

Parent set Sex of focus
child

Age of focus child
at start

Siblings?

Parents 1 Girl Playgroup Younger brother

Parents 2 Boy Playgroup Younger brother

Parents 3 Girl Reception Younger sister

Parents 4 Girl Primary 1 No siblings

Parents 5 Boy Primary 1 No siblings

Parents 6 Boy Reception None

Girl Primary 2

Table 3.2: Focus Group Families

Miller (2007) identified participant dropout, or attrition, as a limitation of 

developmental research methodologies, and in particular of exploratory research. 

‘Parents 6’ dropped out of this study in the initial stages, thereby shrinking the 

sample size and decreasing the amount of data collected. It was deemed too late 

by the collective community, however, to find a replacement family so the 

research proceeded with the other five families.

The use of participatory action research (PAR) meant that participants had to be 

emotionally involved and interested in the research to ensure its success. 

Participants offered their consent to become involved in the research following an 

information session with the researcher and school staff, where the aims of the 

research were discussed and the importance of the parent role highlighted. 

Initially parents became involved because of the emotions of the presenter, and 

only later with the actual ideas behind the research. Therefore, in this research 

study, the researcher’s presentation of the study and attitude towards it, were vital 

to gaining adult participants.

At the start of the research three general aims were highlighted in relation to 

parents as collaborative participants:
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1. It was envisaged that participants would become empowered within, and 

by the research. The term ‘empowerment’ suggests that power is a 

quantifiable property, which can be ‘given’ by the original power-holders 

to a subordinate group, and which in effect can also be taken away 

(Vincent 1996). Vincent criticised this basic power definition as failing to 

acknowledge the complexity of power networks that exist, particularly 

within schools, where relations between families and school are organised 

and negotiated through hierarchies of power, structured by gender, race, 

culture, religion and class differences (Dehli & Januario 1994). The 

current research study aimed to give families equal power from the initial 

introduction of the project. Data was collected in accordance with the 

family and the level of input they could supply. The collaborative 

methodology encouraged parents to recognise the value of their input and 

position, alongside that of staff and the researcher. Vincent (1996) 

referred to the work of Foucault (1980) to explain how individuals are the 

vehicles of power, not its points of application. In this study, the 

researcher aimed to empower individuals to realise their potential within 

the research.

2. Participants would become agentic within the study and actively introduce 

changes in relation to their opinions, attitudes and values. In this research 

study, agency is defined as a proactive change within a participant, which 

causes them to physically change, or implement some new aspect to their 

actions, or tools to aid their actions. This, consequently, may result in an 

improvement both implicitly in their mind and explicitly in reality.

3. Parents would reflect on their involvement throughout the implementation 

period through employing the meta-cognitive function. Shamir et al 

(2009) described meta-cognition’s most common definition to be thinking 

about thinking. Meta-cognition in this research refers to occasions where 

participations reflect on what they have thought, learned, or concluded 

from their experience, and involves the participants reconsidering or 

reflecting upon their participation.

If participant involvement reached the stage of meta-cognition it was believed that

mixed-age play and enhanced home school links would have more longevity as
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the participants would already have become empowered and physically involved 

in its development. In theory, if participants moved through all three levels of 

engagement, the potential of the two principles being continued in the school after 

the researcher had left, seemed more likely.

3.5.2 Obtaining Consent 

Child Consent

Traditionally, parents’ permission has been sought for their children’s 

participation in research (David et al 2001). However, in line with the British 

Educational Research Association Revised Ethical Guidelines (2004), which 

requires children to be informed and consulted if they are to be involved in any 

research this study sought children’s informed consent. This gave children the 

opportunity to practice their self-selection and decision to participate in the study 

(David et al 2001), rather than relying only on the consent of parents and/ or 

teachers. The BERA Revised Ethical Guidelines advise researchers to comply 

with Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(1979, in “that children who are capable of forming their own views should be 

granted the right to express their views freely in all matters affecting them" 

(BERA, 2004:6). Children should be facilitated towards giving fully informed 

consent. This study also complied with Queens University Belfast’s ethical 

guidelines and received ethical approval prior to the fieldwork (see Appendix 2).

A number of consent processes were considered for this study with the aim of 

informing children in an efficient manner, with minimum disruption for everyone 

involved. It was deemed by the researcher and school staff, as most useful for the 

researcher to circulate the classrooms talking informally to children in groups of 

four and five during play, and discussing the study with them. Prior to this, 

teachers had agreed to discuss the research, and the role and identity of the 

researcher, with children, during carpet time sessions. This allowed children to 

ask questions more easily, and allowed the researcher to be more confident in 

relation to the children being informed about the research. Consent was obtained 

from all children over a one-week period using the template in Appendix 3.
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Though no child chose to withdraw at this stage, it was made clear to children that 

they could talk to adults at any time if they were feeling unsure, uncertain or 

uncomfortable in the research. Staff and the researcher agreed that child 

wellbeing was of utmost importance and as a result children were observed 

closely throughout the research to ensure there were no signs of discomfort. 

Parents also agreed to discuss the research with their children at home and, as a 

result, children had some understanding of the research before their consent was 

sought. Some difficulties were presented in cases where the children spoke 

English as an additional language, and where children experienced special 

educational needs. These were overcome with help from the school staff. Five 

percent of children who offered their consent to be involved, however, were later 

withdrawn from the research because their parents did not consent. Parents were 

‘gate keepers' of the children and. therefore, it was deemed necessary that both 

child and parent consent were obtained before a child could participate. As a 

result of some parents not consenting, children participated in the play sessions 

(as they were a part of the school day) but were not video recorded, involved in 

analysis or interpretation, and have not been referred to in the findings and/or 

conclusions.

The methods used in the research were selected to maximise children’s 

participation, acknowledging their young age and varying abilities to express 

themselves verbally. The use of the developmental methodology allowed the 

adaptation of methods as necessary, to suit the children’s needs.

Parent Consent

Relationships with parents were instrumental in the success of this research, both 

for mixed-age play and for enhancing home school links. The constructivist 

participation of the community relied on interactions between participants, and the 

development of relationships between them. As a result the researcher felt it was 

important to inform parents personally about the research, in a face-to-face 

manner, rather than through a letter. Parents were invited to a presentation, which 

included school staff and the researcher. In this presentation parents generally 

agreed with the researcher’s views on play, and on its value for their child’s 

development. Parent’s main interests were their children and their development,
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and how they, as parents, could work with the school to boost their child’s 

development as much as possible. Parents discussed their anxieties in relation to 

their role as children’s first educators, and how, as working parents, many of them 

felt that their role was not as robust as it should be. They expressed an interest in 

the research as a method to enhance their parental role, and to offer their child an 

opportunity for new experiences. Approximately 40% of 106 sets of parents 

attended the presentation. To inform the remainder of the parents, it was deemed 

necessary to distribute information booklets, letters and consent forms. Providing 

information to all parents about the project ensured their consent was informed. 

Informed consent implies informed refusal- if participants decided not to consent 

or to withdraw from the research they could explain their reasons for doing so 

(Cohen et al 2007). However, it was made clear to participants that they would 

not have to give a reason if they did not want to. Over a one-month period, 

parental consent was collected. This involved face-to-face interaction with the 

researcher, letters and consent forms being sent home and teachers talking to 

parents.

In the two weeks following the initial presentation and distribution of parent 

consent forms, 60% of forms were returned. The researcher re-issued consent 

forms to those who had not responded and awaited responses. Teachers 

commented on how a small number of parents had asked questions about certain 

aspects of the research and had appeared uncertain. Teachers discussed and 

allayed these concerns directly and confirmed consent from these parents. After 

one additional week, a third wave of consent proceeded. The researcher was 

available to parents for any questions or concerns they might have. Face-to-face 

interaction allowed the researcher to explain any issues and settle any concerns 

they held. When all consent forms were issued and returned, 95% of parents had 

agreed to their child’s participation.

Parental consent for their involvement in the family focus group was also sought 

in these forms. Sixty percent of parents consented for their participation in the 

family focus group. Using the selection criteria above, a focus group of families 

was selected. This was discussed with the Principal, and upon her approval the 

researcher proceeded to contact the selected participants. A personal letter was
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distributed to each family with more information about the researcher and the 

project and asking parents to attend a one-on-one meeting with the researcher. 

Parents could select the venue and time for this meeting as the researcher was 

aware of the busy nature of family life. As a result, meetings were held in school, 

in participants’ homes and in local coffee shops, dependent on convenience and 

comfort for the families. These meetings allowed more precise questions and 

details to be shared between the researcher and the parents, allowed roles and 

responsibilities to be ascertained and permitted the sharing of resources each 

family could use in developing their home school link. The researcher 

encouraged each family to develop a home school link suited to their lives and 

their routines, and stressed how this could change as the implementation 

proceeded. There was one limitation regarding this link in relation to variance in 

the frequency and breadth of information the families shared in their home school 

link. However, the underlying principle in this research meant that participants 

were regarded as autonomous individuals and that each family was unique. As a 

result no one model of a home school link could “fit” each family. Encouraging 

them to create a link that suited their context ensured they were secure and under 

no pressure to follow specific rules and meet strict limits.

3.6 Data Collection Methods

This research used a predominantly qualitative approach to data collection and 

analysis. Qualitative data collection and analysis methods to explore the 

implementation of mixed-age play and home-school links included participant 

observation and field notes, video footage, questionnaires, reflective diaries, staff 

feedback and interviews. As the subjects were seen as partners in the research, to 

dupe them in any way would be to undermine the very processes the researcher 

was monitoring (Punch, cited in Denzin and Linoln 1994). These research 

instruments were used in the highest ethical manner possible (Section 3.9), and 

how they were employed throughout the year, progressed and developed in 

relation to the observations of participants. Each method employed within this 

research study is described in detail in the following sections.
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3.6.1 Meetings

Formal and informal meetings were held throughout the implementation year. 

Three whole staff meetings were formally arranged, with purposes of introducing 

the research, planning the mixed-age play programme, and disseminating 

emergent ideas about the programme. A large number of informal meetings 

occurred throughout the implementation year. These were initiated by different 

people and were very often with regards in relation to the research process. 

Meetings allowed participants to raise issues they deemed important, allowed for 

opportunities to express reassurance and praise, as well as a chance for the 

researcher to offer gratitude to participants. Meetings also allowed updates on the 

programme to be shared more easily.

The researcher also arranged meetings with each set of participant parents when 

they were recruited. Parents 1 and 5 both opted to meet within school property 

and during school hours. Parents 2 chose to have a meeting outside of school in a 

local cafe, whilst parents 3 and 4 requested that the researcher come to their home 

for a meeting. Parents 6 withdrew from the research and timing issues resulted in 

it being too late to recruit another set of parents. These meetings were very 

relaxed and allowed for sharing of information between both participants. 

Meetings were recorded roughly in the researcher’s field notes as soon as was 

possible to do so.

3.6.2 Field Notes

Field notes are a qualitative form of data. There are no universally set standards 

on what field notes should address, nor on what procedures are involved in taking 

field notes. These mechanics are very much specific to each individual researcher 

and to the setting where the research is being completed. What is important is the 

fact that field notes are taken at all (Quinn Patton 2002).

While in the field, researchers presumably identify certain phenomena 
as interesting and worthy of annotation. They therefore must exercise 
discretion in deciding what should be documented in their fieldnotes.

Wolfinger 2002, p 87

Field notes contain all the things the researcher sees worthy of notation at the time 

and should include as much detail as possible to allow for as wide a qualitative
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analysis later in the study as possible (Quinn Patton 2002). The researcher, in real 

time, noted observations and experiences of the different participants, any 

reactions or feelings to any implementations, and any interpretations participants 

made. The researcher also kept a reflective journal within the field notes. This 

was completed weekly as the researcher observed the implementation process and 

any occurrences. This helped the researcher to develop her role within the 

research as it allowed her to become more aware of, for example, relationships 

within the school, and ways to work with participants to ensure as little 

interference to their role as possible.

3,6.3 Participant Observation

For as long as people have been interested in studying the social and 
natural world around them, observation has served as the bedrock source 
of human knowledge.

Adler and Adler, cited in Denzin and Lincoln 1994, p.377

Observation allows the researcher to witness the process first-hand without 

necessarily having to be a part of the situation. Researchers can use all human 

faculties to gain as much information as possible without actually interfering with 

the subjects. In this study, the researcher observed both the child participants and 

the play activities, and the process of implementation. Within each of these, the 

researcher had two roles in the observation process: active membership and 

peripheral membership (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). By taking an active role in 

child observation and play activities, the researcher participated in the play 

activities and assumed the responsibilities associated with these, without actually 

being fully committed (Adler and Adler in Denzin and Lincoln 1994). Playing 

like this allowed for easier admission and acceptance into the situation and into 

the group. Taking a peripheral role meant that the researcher observed the 

children closely and interacted with them, but did not partake in the actual play 

activities (Adler and Adler in Denzin and Lincon 1994). Being a peripheral 

member was used in occasions where child play was well underway and this 

allowed time for the researcher to make field notes. The researcher was also an 

active and peripheral observer in the implementation process overall. The 

researcher observed each classroom, making field notes on meaningful play 

situations and recording (in the field notes) conversations with staff about the
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mixed-age play programme at that specific time. This allowed a picture of the 

entire implementation process to be built up with obstacles, problems and 

successes, over time.

Very often perception, with regards to what is observed, is a criticism of 

observation as a research method (Adler and Adler in Denzin and Lincoln 1994). 

The use of a number of observers in this study helped to reduce the impact of 

perception and bias. The researcher’s subjectivity was lessened due to the 

collaborative observation team, as staff completed targeted observations in mixed- 

age play.

Participant observations within the study did, however, present a few challenges. 

Teachers initially drew up a template in order to identify aspects they would 

observe. However, following the first few observations the level of recorded 

detail differed. Different staff recorded and focused upon different aspects. Also 

there were variations in how the staff used this data. Instead of using the 

observation to identify a budding ability/ skill in the child, some staff continued to 

complete observation after observation. This was changed when one staff 

member highlighted the ineffectual nature of the repeated observations and 

reinforced the need to aid the child’s development in a particular area. Staff 

members decided that designated teachers would complete observations of target 

children (see Appendix 4 for samples of completed observation sheets). This 

observation would then be read by another teacher who would identify a budding 

skill/ ability from the notes and suggest this to the original designated teacher. 

This would ensure more efficient use of observations and of time. Overall 

observations of the classroom were also completed to record scenarios outside of 

the targeted children (see Appendix 5 for samples of completed general 

observations). These general observations contributed to the bank of data for 

mixed-age family play.

3.6.4 Video Footage

Mixed-age play involved the creation of four different ‘school families’ who were 

located in four different play bases. These were four different classrooms within 

the school, which were set up to offer four different types of play (construction
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play, imaginative and role play, physical play, and messy play and art). The 

researcher could not observe every base at all times and, as a result, video cameras 

were used to record each play session.

Audiovisual materials are an unobtrusive form of data collection and provide an 

opportunity to capture, directly, the reality of the situation (Creswell 1994). 

However, debate surrounds the authority of the image. How an image is 

perceived depends on the individual. Vygotsky (1978) maintained that every 

individual, in accordance with a combination of social and cultural factors, makes 

meaning actively. This consequently means that everyone’s interpretation of the 

same image may be different and overall the research findings may be ambiguous. 

However, the use of a collaborative methodology involving qualitative methods 

focused on interpretation as key and this aided in the social construction of 

mutually agreed conclusions. The research team watched and discussed video 

footage together, and shared their ideas about what was happening.

Audiovisual materials were integral constituents of this research methodology. 

Video recording of children at play in school during mixed-age play sessions 

allowed the researcher to view the scenario multiple times and allowed for deeper 
exploration. The video footage also allowed for easier transcription of spoken 

data because the researcher could use the visual images to aid in deciphering what 

was spoken, but could also be aware of the environment, and context, and how 

this may affect what was happening in the footage. The researcher watched 

footage back after each play session, made field notes and transcribed the data.

In the initial mixed-age play setting, children used small compact cameras to 

record their play situations. They recorded what they felt was important. 

However, very often children were not holding the camera correctly and the visual 

could not be seen. With audio data still available, however, transcripts could be 

made of the play situations.

The type of play ongoing in each of these videos was classified and recorded by 

the researcher, in relation to the categories of play identified in the teachers’ 

planners:

1. Messy play and Art
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4.

2.

3.

Physical and outdoor play 

Imaginative, small-world and role play 

Construction play

5. ICT

An extra section for ICT was included as teachers progressively incorporated ICT 

activities in each play base, over time.

When the concept of ‘families’ was introduced (Section 4.2), it was agreed, by 

adult participants, that static cameras were then necessary to capture the goings- 

on of the whole classroom. Classroom assistants took on the responsibility of 

arranging video equipment at the beginning and end of play sessions. These 

cameras allowed the entire classroom environment to be observed. Other data 

could then be derived from these videos, through the use of a video observation 

analysis tool, which will be described in the data analysis section (Section 3.7.3). 

Recordings throughout the year showed the process of implementation changing 

and adapting to suit the context (Section 4.2). The issues that teachers raised and 

the emerging outcomes they acknowledged can be identified from the footage 

collected. As teachers and child participants watched some of the footage back, 

new findings were highlighted and different viewpoints noted. These different 

perspectives of the data resulted in more discussion about how the implementation 

was proceeding and added to the process data.

Video footage of play sessions in the home setting was another form of data 

collected. Parents were given the cameras that children used in school to record 

their mixed-age play sessions, and were asked to record their child playing at 

home. No discussions of what comprised play took place prior to the recordings, 

nor where there limits set on how much/ little to record. Parents were reminded 

that the research aim was to develop a link that suited them. They were 

encouraged to complete as much, or as little, as they deemed appropriate. Some 

families recorded lots of footage whilst others recorded less. The more footage 

there was, the more the researcher could comment on and the greater the insight to 

the child’s developmental level. The process of watching video footage and 

writing feedback based on the researcher’s observations was timely, but was 

deemed very important. Conversely, if families recorded little or no footage each
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week, the reasons behind doing so were key to the process of implementation. 

Issues or problems with the research at that stage were highlighted and could be 

modified. Parents, staff and the researcher changed and adapted their routines to 

suit each other and to suit the context.

As the footage was collected throughout the year, aspects of the children’s 

development became visible and could be traced through the video footage. In 

conjunction with the reflective diaries, this permitted the construction of a story of 

development, based on each child.

Video footage was also used to investigate the types of play ongoing at home. 

Parents were asked to record play sessions but without a discussion of ‘play’ and 

what constituted ‘play’, the aim was that parents would record a wide range of 

activities that they perceived to be playful. Classifying play activities using the 

same categories as play in school allowed for the comparison and contrast of play 

at home and at school.

Video footage of the mixed-age play sessions was recorded weekly, but 

sometimes this did not happen for every play ‘family’. This resulted in the 

collection of less video footage than was originally planned. On a number of 
occasions battery power ran low, therefore, reducing the footage time, and on 

other occasions, human error with the cameras meant that the session was not 

filmed. The video clips recorded in school by the children were sometimes 

difficult to view because the children were not holding the cameras properly. 

However, the audio was still available, allowing transcripts to be created.

Video footage from the home scenarios also had limitations. Some parents 

recorded vast amounts of footage on a regular basis whereas others submitted 

footage very rarely and this usually consisted of short clips. This resulted in 

different amounts of data being available in relation to each focus group family/ 

child. This did not cause too many problems, however, as the focus group 

members were not being compared. Another issue associated with the video 

footage appeared at the analysis stage. The researcher had to observe hours of 

footage each week in what turned out to be a very time-consuming and 

monotonous process. A randomized selection of the video footage could have
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been used for analysis but with less footage than expected available, the 

researcher wanted to use as much as possible.

3.6.5 Reflective Diaries

A scrapbook was supplied for each child/ family in the focus group. This was the 

means by which the teachers, parents and researcher communicated, to enhance 

the home-school link. Teachers completed a weekly outcome sheet in which they 

described the child’s current level of development in play, and also their 

prospective development (the ‘buds’ of development (Section 5.2)). In line with 

the constructivist methodology, teachers collectively created the templates for 

these outcome sheets. They employed Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD in the 

respect that they considered developing abilities and skills, instead of focusing 

just on those that had already developed. Each child’s progression and 

development throughout the year was easily observable through consultation with 

their diary (see Appendix 1 for reflective diary extracts, as completed by 

teachers). Parents wrote about their child’s activities at home each week and the 

child drew and wrote in the diary also (see reflective diary extracts in Appendix 

6). Parents also video recorded their child at play in the home and upon watching 

this footage each week, the researcher wrote notes (into the diaries) on these 

videos and how they reflected on the child’s development (see Appendix 7 for 

samples of researcher feedback). All parties were constantly updated through the 

scrapbooks and the children took great ownership and pride in them. There was 

no preset method to completing these diaries: each family developed their own 

approach with some parents completing the diary weekly and others monthly, 

whilst others encouraged the child to primarily construct it. By the end of the 

study each family developed a mode of contact personally relative and adapted to 

them. The outcomes they drew from constructing the diary were very much 

tailored to their personal context and needs also. The developmental 

constructivist methodology was evident in this approach to creating the home 

school link. The outcomes participants identified throughout their involvement in 

the research were shared in the diary and any issues or problems that arose from 

their observations could also be commented on.
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A system was set in place for the exchange of the diaries between the different 

participants. Families took the reflective diary and video camera to the home 

setting on Friday afternoons from school and spent the weekend and the start of 

the week, updating the research. On Wednesdays the researcher would collect 

their diaries and cameras and take the footage home to watch and add notes to the 

reflective diary. On Thursday the class teachers would receive the diaries and 

complete the outcome sheets for that week. The accuracy and reliability with 

which this regime was followed was not the focus of the research, however. The 

ethos behind the sharing of the information and doing so at times to suit the 

families was more important. Again this was reflective of the developmental 

constructivist methodology. It must be noted that the children involved in this 

part of the research were key players in the exchange of the diaries and footage. 

Children were excited to share their reflective diary and the work they had 

completed in the elapsed time and if there were any delays in its return to the 

child, feelings of frustration were noted. Parents commented on how the diary 

became a part of the family’s home routine and the child’s school routine.

3.6.6 Questionnaires

A questionnaire was given to each staff member at the end of the implementation 

year (Appendix 8). Over the implementation year, the developmental

methodology permitted the employment of different methods as the research 

needs changed (Section 3.4.2). Questionnaires became evident as potentially

useful for collecting staff views at this late stage, and were deemed as an efficient

way for staff to share their views.

Questionnaires are advantageous in that they provide structured data, they can be 

administered without the researcher being present and they can be easily analysed 

(Munn and Drever 1990, Wilson and McLean 1994). In this research a 

questionnaire was used to gauge staff experiences of, and reflections on, the two 

strategies being implemented. The process of implementation, from staff 

perspectives, was the focus of the questionnaire. The positive and negative 

aspects of the programme and any changes staff would have made to the 

implementation process were areas addressed in the survey. Open-ended
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questioning was used throughout to encourage a wider range of responses and 

reduce interviewer bias (Oppenheim 1992). The questionnaire was distributed to 

staff on school premises and a room was designated where they could complete 

the form during the school day, when time was available to do so. The researcher 

gave a brief description of the questionnaire and its purpose prior to its 

completion, so staff knew the value of their responses and their input.

Playgroup staff (comprised of the playgroup leader and four classroom assistants) 

were unavailable to complete the survey during school hours and consequently, 

received the questionnaire via post. All participant staff completed the 

questionnaire and returned it to the researcher within one week of administering 

it. Questionnaires were completed anonymously and responses were analysed by 

the researcher. With a small sample size, this was deemed appropriate.

3.6.7 Interviews

In this research study interviews were used towards the end of the implementation 

year. Throughout the year the constructivist methodology meant that the research 

team worked collectively. The interviews, however, provided space for 

individuals to reflect on their personal experience and develop their own ideas in 

relation to this. One teacher and one classroom assistant were selected to describe 

their experience of the research. The focus group families were also interviewed 

to gather their perspectives of the 1PP and any development they had noted in 

their child.

The main aim of an interview is to reveal beliefs held by the interviewee through 

exposing the conceptual structures that reside inside them (Hallden et al 2007). 

Interviews are deemed more advantageous in data collection than questionnaires 

in that the researcher is present and thereby can clarify any misunderstandings of 

the respondent. Also, in an interview the researcher can probe more and can 

stimulate fuller answers (Cohen et al 2007). From a cultural-historical 

perspective, traditional one-on-one interviewing can be problematic, however. 

The setting of an interview, for example, can be quite intimidating to many people 

and the political/ power relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee 

plays a huge role in how the interviewee responds. The relationship the
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researcher developed with the school staff, however, helped to reduce the political 

nature of the relationship and encouraged staff to be more forthcoming in sharing 

their views.

In the interviews for this part of the research, the structure was very open-ended. 

The researcher explained to the interviewees the main aim of the interview, which 

was to explore their personal experience of the IPP. One teacher and one 

classroom assistant were selected and interviewed four months after the end of the 

implementation year. The length of time they were involved in the project and 

their availability for an interview were two factors considered in the selection 

process. The researcher entered the interview with a list of set questions to be 

used as a guide (Appendix 9). The interviews became more discursive as other 

issues were mentioned and discussed further by the researcher and the 

interviewee. As a result, a non-threatening, collaborative atmosphere resulted. 

The questions asked were designed to promote reflection on behalf of the 

interviewees, to look back on the implementation and discuss their experience.

Parent interviews were also conducted at the end of the implementation year. 

Each set of parents selected to be a part of the focus group, were invited to select 

a time and place for an interview with the researcher to discuss the research. 

Parents 1, 2 and 5 agreed to meet within school property and within school hours. 

Parents 4 requested a home meeting. Parents 3 were unavailable for a final 

meeting. The researcher drew up an interview schedule and gave this to parents 

in advance of the meeting, to allow for deeper reflection on their involvement 

(Appendix 10). Giving participants the schedule also appeared to reduce the 

formality and the apprehension interviewees held with regards to the session. The 

questions were planned to encourage reflection on the research and on the 

participants’ involvement. Parents’ suggestions and ideas were sought in these 

interviews to add to the implementation process. The outcomes of the research 

were discussed with reference to effects on parents and effects on children, from 

the parents’ perspectives.

The researcher took the opportunity to use this time to ask the parents about their 

perceptions of the mixed-age play programme in school, as well as their 

participation in creating home-school links. Parents, although not directly
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involved in the mixed-age play programme, experienced it through their 

children’s involvement, especially when collecting their child from school and 

when talking to their child about the programme. Their observations of this, and 

any ideas or attitudes towards it were recorded.

AH interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed.

Children, too, had perspectives on the process of implementation and had directly 

observed the mixed-age play programme through being involved in it. Article 12 

in the United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF 1989) 

stated;

State Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or 
her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters 
affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in 
accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

This research recognised the value of childrens’ input and their opinions on the 

programme they were involved in. The researcher led group interviews at the end 

of the implementation year to gather child perspectives. Group interviews are 

defined as “group conversational encounters with a research purpose” (Lewis 

1992, p.413). These interviews may uncover richer responses and can very often 

gain a much wider range of responses due to ideas being prompted by others’ talk 

and opinions (Lewis 1992). Taking into account the fact that young children were 

participants, the importance of their utterances was stressed. Children at three and 

four years of age might not have had fully developed language systems so the 

study acknowledged their potentially limited level of language use.

Both single-age and mixed-age group interviews were completed during the 

school day. A total of 18 children were randomly selected by teachers, through a 

lottery, to participate in the group interviews with an equal ratio of males and 

females; six Preschool children, six Primary 1 children and six Primary 2 

children. Group interviews for each separate age group took place and children 

were asked about their personal experience of mixed-age play. Before beginning 

the interviews the researcher showed the group three videos from the recorded 

video footage of the play sessions. Some researchers argue that young children 

have short attention spans (Horowitz et al 2003), and that they forget detail quite
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quickly, so the researcher deemed it important to remind them of their 

involvement through the videos. Children were asked what they liked and what 

they disliked about the play. They were then asked about the easy and difficult 

aspects of being involved in the mixed-age play programme. The researcher took 

one question at a time and asked each child for their response in a circle-time 

activity. Children sat with the researcher in a circle on the carpet, reflective of 

their classroom setting, so as to make them as comfortable as possible. When the 

single-age groups were completed the researcher selected two children randomly 

from each single-age group and formed a mixed-age group and asked the same 

questions. Each group interview was audio-recorded and transcribed. Initially the 

data was analysed in relation to children’s perceptions of the play programme. 

Any comments made about the process were also noted and highlighted by the 

researcher. Data was then analysed using the computer programme MaxQDA, 

which is discussed in section 3.7.2.

Interviews presented a few challenges. These were very much associated with the 

location of the interview. The researcher worked to accommodate participants 

and consequently, gave the interviewee(s) the choice of time and location for 

meeting. In two focus group families, the chosen location was the home. In these 

meetings it became evident that it was difficult for both parties to concentrate on 

the interview. Young children in the home, televisions and other home routines 

meant that the interview was not as focused as it could have been had it taken 

place in, for example, the school. Staff interviews were completed during school 

hours in the school building. They were only held when time could be spared, so 

as to avoid keeping staff behind after school hours. This, despite working well for 

staff, resulted in short meetings where sometimes points were not addressed in as 

much detail as would have been hoped. Sometimes the interview had to be 

completed over two sessions, also resulting in stilted discussion of some issues. 

One benefit of the research study however, was that it was based longitudinally 

over one year therefore, giving the researcher the opportunity to chat briefly and 

informally to rectify, re-address or delve deeper into any specific issues that were 

initially discussed in the interview setting.
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3.6.8 Triangulation of Data Methods

Qualitative studies are limited by their reliance on participant interpretations. 

Through using various sources of data and through encouraging various 

participant groups to collect data, however, methodological triangulation of the 

data was made possible. Using “different...sources to corroborate each other’’ 

(Mason, 2002 p.33) offered some reliability to the study. The constructivist 

methodology in itself promoted the development of the methods by participants as 

they shared their ideas and experiences throughout the year. The different 

participant groups used different methods in different ways and, as part of the 

developmental methodology, were also involved in evaluating these throughout 

the year. The methods were amended to suit the context over the implementation 

process. Triangulation of the data meant that the findings were compared across 

data sources from the various participant groups.

Table 3.3 presents an overview of the data collected, whom it was collected by, 

and which aspect of the IPP it was relevant to.
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3.7 Data Reduction and Analysis

Vast amounts of data were collected over the implementation year, from a large 

number of sources (Section 3.6 and Table 3.3). Therefore, data analysis was a 

difficult and extensive task. The process necessitated data reduction through the 

systematic subjective methods of coding and identification of themes.

3.7.1 Coding/Identifying Themes

The amount of data collected in this research study was extensive, and was 

collected in a range of different formats. The data sets included:

• Five reflective diaries

• Five parent interview transcripts

• Child focus group transcripts

• Two staff interview transcripts

• Staff focus group transcripts

• Teachers’ targeted assessments for the year

• Field notes for the year (including notes taken during informal discussions 

and meetings)

• Video footage of mixed-age play sessions

• Video footage of children playing at home

• Video footage of children reflecting on their videos from home

• Staff questionnaires

The researcher began the process of data reduction by initial transcription of all 

data. Video screenshots were used to represent the video footage. The data was 

then explored by the researcher and broad themes identified. Following the 

sorting of data into these themes, large posters were created, relevant to these 

themes. These ‘theme boards’ allowed research data to be visualized and 

collated, as initial findings, in one document. This process of identifying themes 

and creating ‘theme boards’ was completed four times, following continual 

exploration of the data, and identification of different sets of themes, as the data 

was collected. The researcher shared the theme boards with the research 

supervisors at various stages to allow for further discussion. The types of themes
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that were developed and the relevant data sets were explored critically to assess 

the reliability of the themes. Data was compared for similarities and differences 

in participant perspective, and doing so helped the researcher to “make sense of 

the data” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p.210). In the compilation of data 

from a range of participative methods in this way, however, the views of the 

participants may have been construed by the researcher, and therefore bias may 

potentially have been introduced, which might jeopardize the reliability and 

validity of the research. The researcher, attempted to minimize this effect by 

triangulating the data and constructively involving participants in data 

interpretation.

As exploration of the data proceeded, and data reduction continued, more 

prevalent themes arose, and those, which were more relevant to the “story” of the 

research, emerged. The themes were initially broad, but through repeated 
exploration, creation of theme boards and discussion with the supervisors, these 

were refined and applied across the data sets. This developmental approach to 

refining the themes, and reduction of the data was reflective of the constructivist 

developmental methodology, which developed to suit the research at various 

stages. The analysis of the data in this way was a process of exploring critically, 

the data that was emerging throughout the process of the implementation year.

Other than general reduction of data through the use of themes, two other tools of 

data analysis were also used in this study. These will be described in the 

following sections.

3.7.2 MaxQDA- a qualitative data analysis tool

MaxQDA (Qualitative Data Analysis) software is a computer-based tool that 

allows the qualitative researcher to analyse textual data. The transcripts from 

each child group interview were uploaded to the program. Children’s responses 

from the transcripts were then coded into two categories in relation to the type of 

play, with a third category added for those responses that children gave, in which 

they imitated or copied what an adult had said: Social play, Materials-based play 

and Adult-led responses. These emerged following an initial analysis of the
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transcripts. When the data was assigned to each category, sub-categories were 

then developed for the two play categories:

1. Social play:

a. Social behaviours

b. Social participants

c. Self-reflection

2. Materials-based play:

a. Play at home

b. Play at school

i. Messy play and Art

ii. Physical and outdoor play

Hi. Imaginative, small-world and role play

iv. Construction play

v. ICT

vi. Unspecified

c. Play descriptor

The percentage frequency of each type of comment (determined by how many 

times something was mentioned) emerged for different age groups and the 

prevalent types of play engaged in by each group identified. The researcher 

referred to other data sources in this research, such as the video footage to 

triangulate the data sources to strengthen the research design, to aid in the 

interpretation of findings (Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Denzin, 1970; Polit & 

Hungler, 1995). Data analysis triangulation can also be used to determine 

similarities or validate data (Thurmond 2001).

3.7.3 Video Observation Analysis Tool

Observation schedules are usually used in structured observation to study 

behaviour and interaction (Croll 1986). In this research, the researcher and one 

teacher developed a video observation anaylsis tool/ template to be used whilst 

watching back video footage of play sessions. These were used to measure a 

variety of aspects that the researcher identified through exploration of the data, 

such as the extent to which children played in mixed-age groups in the play
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sessions, and the effect of adult presence on child play. It was agreed that 

teachers could use these templates following the implementation year for 

observations during the play sessions. They could gauge the programme at 

specific times and its effects, or how any changes to the programme may affect its 

outcomes.

3.8 Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations are paramount in research with children (Alderson and 

Morrow, 2004). The consent processes that were carried out within this research 

have been discussed previously. Other ethical areas to address, however, include 

the ideas of confidentiality, and participant wellbeing.

3.8.1 Confidentiality and Anonymity

In the UK the Data Protection Act (1998), gave formal guidelines, which clearly 

stated that data about individuals must only be used for agreed, specified 

purposes, and that data should be relevant, adequate and not excessive to the 

purpose for which it was gathered. Sometimes in research, particularly 

naturalistic research (as employed in this study), the data collection and analysis 

process can become quite “busy” and the researcher must limit the data they 

gather and use.

In this research all participants were assured of complete anonymity and 

confidentiality throughout the project and were informed of their right to leave the 

research at any time, without having to provide a reason. The types of data 

collected, access to this data and the security of the data were explained. 

Participants were informed of the purpose of the data and anonymity was 

confirmed. If data was to be used for any additional purposes, the researcher 

guaranteed to contact participants and seek consent to do so. In section 6.3 of this 

thesis it can be noted, however, that participant photographs are included. This 

may initially appear as contradictory, but this arose in accordance with the 

constructivist methodology. The school was keen to be recognized for its 

involvement in the research, and parents too, desired to be acknowledged as being
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active participants. Section 6.3 provided an arena for the participants to 

personally contribute final comments on the research, in accordance with their 

wishes. Statements of consent for the inclusion of these photographs and 

statements were completed and samples of these are provided in Appendix 11. 

These participants explicitly requested that they be identified in the thesis and that 

they would like photographs of themselves to be included.

3.8.2 Participant Wellbeing

Researchers have a responsibility to protect participants, or anyone affected by 

their research, from any harm arising from the research. The potential of this 

research to affect wellbeing was discussed between staff, parents and the 

researcher at the initial parent information meeting and no extensive risks were 

identified. However, throughout its entirety of this research, child comfort 

became a closely monitored factor. If any child was noted as being 

uncomfortable or as feeling uncertain within the research, the research was 

stopped. Children were viewed as contributors to the research as they shared their 

opinions and ideas. To dupe them in any way would be to undermine the research 
methodology. All attempts were made to ensure children felt safe and secure 

within the research. Therefore the research was completed in the school 

environment. The researcher was familiar, and complied fully, with the school’s 

child protection issues and procedures.

3.9 Methodological Challenges

This research study was completed in a real context (a school environment), 

where real events, occurrences and obstacles were presented. This proved the 

biggest challenge of all- ensuring that reality (in terms of teacher’s jobs and 

children’s education) was not affected too much through the deployment of the 

research. Throughout the implementation of mixed-age play sessions, and of 

strategies to strengthen the home-school link, numerous challenges were 

presented with regards to the participants and to the methods employed. The 

developmental methodology permitted that the methods used could be adapted, 

modified and changed in an attempt to accommodate the process of
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implementation in the particular context. As these challenges presented 

themselves, the research team (teachers, classroom assistants, parents and the 

researcher) discussed how these could be lessened or eluded. Very often this 

resulted in new methods being employed, or in changes to the way methods were 

used.

3.9.1 Researching in the school

One of the main challenges in this study was relative to the real context. 

However, in subjectivist research, “understanding can only be comprehended 

through investigating the problem in its entirety” (Holden and Lynch 2004, p.l 1). 

All participant groups who may have been affected by this research study were 

actively involved in it. The research was completed in the real school setting over 

an extended time period. This meant that contextual factors were acknowledged, 

understood and explored relative to the research, and that participant input was 

maximized through frequent interaction with the researcher. Teachers became co

researchers, but also still held the responsibility of educating the children in their 

classes. Wong (1995) addressed the moral obligations and professional 

responsibilities that teachers hold throughout research, and how these are 

immediate and unavoidable. This issue surfaced in meetings between staff and 

the researcher when discussing current happenings in the implementation process. 

Teachers continually supported the play programme, its value and its applicability 

to the context, but on a few occasions throughout the year, staff commented on 

how they still had teaching to do and had plans to do for their teaching. They still 

had targets to reach and results to produce. Despite having the Principal’s full 

support and encouragement to participate in the research, outside pressures from 

boards and curricula meant that sometimes staff felt under pressure to revert to 

their previous teaching approaches. Wong (1995, p.27) addressed this point:

In general, researcher/teachers and good teachers alike are constantly 
asking themselves whether what actually happens in the class is 
worthwhile teaching and whether it is better than the existing 
curriculum. New ideas are often disruptive and frequently 
discontinuous with pre-existing teaching. What are the consequences of 
failure? If the curriculum or the teaching fails to lead to valuable 
changes in the students’ understanding, the implications extend far 
beyond an experimental failure to “reject the null hypothesis”.
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The teachers, as a result of working in collaboration with the researcher, talked 

about the issue of their responsibilities. The researcher, consequently, worked to 

accommodate the staff in the implementation process, ensuring concise, brief 

meetings and trying to make the programme as efficient as possible at all times. 

As the year progressed, routines and approaches employed in the research became 

more deeply embedded and staff confidence in the research improved. The 

researcher’s role was one of facilitator, observer and equal participant (Wong 

1995) and the researcher realised how working to suit the staff, resulted in a better 

rapport between all staff, and in better communication and commitment overall.

Time, in general, was very restrictive throughout the research study. Meetings, 

interviews, focus groups, observations, write-ups and analysis strategies all had to 

be well planned and concise, so as to ensure the real context was as unperturbed 

as possible. Developing and implementing an innovative approach to early years 

within a one-year period, whilst also ensuring the formal education of children 

throughout this year meant that the research had to be efficient and flexible.

3.9.2 Developing consensus on the ‘play’ concept

The concept of ‘play’ and what constituted ‘play’ was another challenge to 

emerge between staff. Staff had different training backgrounds and had 

developed different perceptions of play as a result of their previous experiences. 

To manage this debate on play and attempt to lessen the challenge of different 

mind-frames, two staff focus group sessions were set up to discuss ideas on the 

issue. One group made up of teachers and the other made up of classroom 

assistants, discussed the key terms they associated with play, and then in the 

second session these were sorted into three categories of importance (‘very 

important’, ‘quite important’ and ‘not important’). The researcher decided to split 

staff members into these groups in an attempt to lessen power differentials and 

promote more discussion. These sessions were devised to highlight to staff their 

perceptions of play. These sessions were audio-recorded and transcribed. As the 

groups participated in the second session, they simultaneously identified the 

themes as they arose. Teachers identified important aspects of play, from their 

perspective, to be the skills and abilities that children develop through play, and
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defined the ‘quite important aspects’ as actual types of play. Classroom assistants 

defined the most important aspects to be the social aspects of play. ‘Quite 

important’ aspects of play were identified as those, which are more applicable to 

individual play. Neither group classed any of their responses as ‘not important’. 

Following discussion of these results, staff members were able to identify clearly 

their initial thoughts on play. They could then decipher the aspects of play they 

communally identified as most important and plan for how to develop these 

throughout the research.

3.9.3 Research with young children

Challenges also arose with respect to child participants. Children involved in this 

study were aged 3-6 years. Sensitivity was necessary with regards to their 

participation and involvement and special ethical considerations had to be adhered 

to. Children needed to understand the research and the research process and in 

some cases this proved challenging. Children who spoke English as an additional 
language and children with special educational needs needed some extra 

explanation and very often teacher intervention was necessary to aid this process. 
Approaches to gaining child consent were modified to be more appropriate for the 

younger children also, for example incorporating images rather than writing 

(Appendix 3).

3.9.4 The development and testing of a new model

This study set out to explore the design and implementation of a new programme 

in a school environment. The purpose was to design an integrated play 

programme and monitor its process of implementation, and to develop this 

through taking account of participant perspectives and experiences. It must be 

stressed that the purpose of the study was not to measure the impact or 

effectiveness of this programme, particularly in relation to child development. As 

such it is important to note that the data in this thesis that pertains to child 

development extends only from participant perspectives- this data is not 

conclusive of the programme and cannot be used to make any claims regarding its 

effectiveness or impact. To ascertain the level of effectiveness or level of impact
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of the IPP. particularly in relation to child development, would require further 

study.

In summary, this research study encountered numerous challenges and limiting 

factors. The developmental methodology employed, however, allowed these 

challenges and limitations to be addressed and lessened throughout the duration of 

the research. The introduction of new methods, or modification of current 

methods, allowed the research to proceed more efficiently. The constructivist 

nature of this research, also, led to the discussion of changing the methods and 

strategies employed, and allowed the research to be seen from all participants' 

perspectives. The limitations inherent in the study, relative to establishing or 

measuring its level of impact or effectiveness could not be overcome in this study 

but could be overcome through further study and research.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has provided a detailed account of the methodology employed within 

this study and has addressed the associated challenges and limitations. The use of 

a collaborative developmental methodology promoted the involvement of 
participants, and highlighted the value of their input in appropriating mixed-age 

play and enhanced home school links to suit the specific context. The methods 

used were supportive, and inclusive, of teachers, classroom assistant, children, 

parents and the researcher, and viewed all perspectives as equally valuable. The 

research was carried out ethically because all participant groups consented to 

participate and were informed of their ability to withdraw at any stage, without 

having to give a reason. The data was analysed from a social constructivist 

perspective and used themes derived from the exploration and reduction of the 

data, which were then applied across the data sets.
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4.0 Findings and Discussion: Mixed-age Play

4.1 Introduction to Findings

Mixed-age play and enhanced home school links were principles selected from 

the Golden Key programme. Golden Key schools, based in Russia, employ these 

two principles, alongside three others, on the basis that they result in the 

expansion of children’s zones of proximal development (Kravtosva 2010). 

Mixed-age play in the Golden Key programme provided enhanced learning 

opportunities for the older children, who ‘reflected’ their learning by helping 

younger children, whilst younger ones were motivated to engage in activities at a 

level not too distant from their own, and which were explained in more familiar 

‘child’ language (Kravtsova, 2010, Section 2.5.1). The enhanced home-school 

links focused on providing an extended home-school ‘family’ setting for children, 

thereby expanding the learning between home and school through the various play 

activities carried out at home and in school. Thus the ZPD was extended to 

comprise both home and school environments (Kravtsova, 2010). The two 

principles were adopted and then adapted in accordance with the specific context 

in the project school. Over the implementation period these two principles 

became increasingly intertwined and participants referred to them collectively as 

the ‘Integrated Play Programme’ (IPP).

Participants evaluated both mixed-age play and enhanced home school links on 

the basis of their observations and experiences. From participant perspectives, 

child development and the development of the whole school were generic to both 

mixed-age play, and enhanced home school links. Teachers and classroom 

assistants, specifically, benefitted through their participation in developing mixed- 

age play, and parents, particularly, benefitted through the enhanced home school 

links. The principles were adopted over a one-year period (September 2010- 

2011) and have been retained in their adapted form since then. The process of 

implementation was not straightforward. The format of mixed-age play, for 

example, changed completely after its initial inception. The following sections 

describe implementation, and the observed benefits and challenges of mixed-age
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play and enhanced home-school links. Chapter four will consider the mixed-age 

play programme, its implementation, and the observed benefits and challenges. 

Chapter five will focus on the implementation of, and benefits and challenges of 

enhanced home school links. Given the interchangeable nature of some elements 

within these two principles, chapter six will address, specifically, the benefits and 

challenges that were common to both mixed-age play and enhanced home school 

links.

The next section focuses on the mixed-age play principle and the process of its 

implementation over a one-year period. It identifies the challenges that were 

faced and how, through the developmental methodology, the research team 

modified the structure of the programme to overcome these obstacles. Benefits to 

children, teachers and classroom assistants, and to the wider school community 

are described from participant perspectives.

4.2 Implementing Mixed-age Play

The mixed-age play principle was derived from the work of Vygotsky and his 

followers. Kravtsova (2010) showed that children learned better by playing in a 

mixed-age setting compared to playing with only same aged children. Mixed age 

education has also evidenced improved children’s social competence (Katz, 

Evangelou and Hartman, 1990; Miller, 1989; Ridgway and Lawton, 1965).

In the present study, mixed-age play was implemented over a school year 

(September 2010-June 2011). A total of 106 children, six teachers, 15 classroom 

assistants, the researcher and the school principal participated in implementing the 

mixed-age play. Initially, four classrooms were set up as play bases. The rooms 

were in close proximity to each other to enable free movement of children 

between bases. The four bases were:

1. Construction play base

2. Imaginative, creative and role-play base

3. Physical play base

4. Messy play and art base
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This setting was explicitly aligned with the school ethos in relation to the 

importance of each child and their development into unique individuals, and in 

respecting individual differences in terms of diversity, ability and developmental 

level:

Provide a happy, secure and supportive environment in which all our 
children are treated with equal respect and regard.

School Mission Statement (Aim)

As such, children were encouraged to choose freely and to move between play 

bases as and when they wished.

A play skills baseline was developed (Appendix 12) which outlined the skills 

children may develop naturally through play from pre-school to the end of the 

foundation stage (3-6 years). This baseline followed the advice and guidelines 

specified in a range of documents, primarily the Draft Early Years (0-6) Strategy 

(DENI 2010), Healthy Child, Healthy Future (Public Health Agency 2010) and 
From Birth to 5 Years (Sheridan, 2008).

The baseline provided a trajectory for the development of skills, which were 
arranged according to domains of development set out in the Curricular Guidance 

for Preschool Education (CCEA 2006):

• Language Development

• Early Mathematical Experiences

• The World Around Us

• Physical Development and Movement

• Personal, Social and emotional Development

• The Arts

The skills ranged from less difficult (as indicated in red in the play skills baseline 

in Appendix 12) through medium difficulty (green), to most difficult (blue).

4.2.1 Changing the mixed-age play setting

Participants concluded that the setting described above proved to be problematic 

in terms of giving children the optimal conditions to best develop play skills. 

Points a, b and c, below outline participant observations and evidence to support
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how the initial setting was not as efficient as it could have been in promoting child 

development through mixed-age play:

a) Children were playing with their same-age classmates by choice - there was little

evidence of mixed-age play apart from with family members or close family

friends

Video footage and staff observations highlighted how children regularly 

continued to play with their friends or classmates, rather than in mixed-age 

groups, as was initially anticipated:

’’They were more likely to stick to their own age groups ...and they 
went looking for their [usual] buddies- only the very, very odd 
child would have lookedfor their buddy from a different class. ”

Molly, classroom assistant, Interview

Children needed adult encouragement to mix with children from other 

classes. In staff questionnaires, for example, it was identified how 

younger children, in particular, needed more encouragement, in 

comparison to the older children:

“Some of the younger children find it a bit daunting so need a bit 
of extra encouragement. ”

Anonymous, Staff questionnaire

The daunting environment of mixed-age play, in some cases, led to a small 

number of younger children remaining in their own classroom for play, 

rather than moving to other play bases. This limited the extent to which 

they mixed with other children:

“Today 1 was involved in mixed-age play and I noticed that one 
little girl remained in her preschool classroom and did not move 
to any other play base. I noticed how the same little girl behaved 
in the same way in Tuesday’s mixed-age play session. Today she 
was doing some art at the colouring table alone. I sat beside her 
and began drawing my own picture. She did not talk but smiled at 
me and her behaviour suggested that she enjoyed my sitting 
beside her. After a few minutes I began talking about the mixed- 
age play and said that I might go to another play base. 1 asked 
the little girl if she wanted to come too, but she shook her head. I 
asked her why, but her response again was a shake of the head. I 
told her how there were lots of other things to play with in the 
other rooms and lots of other children too. Her response this time 
was 7 just like to stay here- out there's scary. ’ She appeared
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uncomfortable with other play areas and chose to remain in the 
preschool classroom. ”

Researcher field notes, 11th November 2010

This child was afraid to leave her preschool classroom and enter the 

mixed-age environment. This highlighted the need for staff to present the 

mixed-age setting as safe and secure, and as welcoming to all children.

Children had the freedom to choose where, with what, and with whom to 

play in this setup. They chose to participate, predominantly, in single-age 

play or solo play, despite the mixed-age environment that existed:

“Childx didn’t interact with anyone at the sand tray... when she 
was talking it was only to herself ...very limited use of language”

Teacher observation of child

“During SOminutes of observation, child didn’t speak to any other 
child... only took part in solitary play. ”

Teacher observation of child

“ Watching what other children are doing but no interaction. ”
Teacher observation of child

Staff observations of specific children were recorded during mixed-age 

play sessions and highlighted the lack of interaction, the low level of 

language and the scarcity of mixed-age group play in this setting.

In the single-age play that predominated in this setting, parallel play was 

observed frequently. In scenarios of parallel play children played alone, 

did not interact, and used very little language. Video one, for example, 

shows three preschool children (3 and 4 years), and one primary one child 

(5 years) at the junk art table during mixed age play. Throughout the clip 

the three preschool children worked independently on their own projects. 

There was no interaction between the children- they did not discuss what 

they were doing or making, nor did they make any attempts to share or 

explain their ideas (Figure 4.1).
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Each child was engrossed in completing their individual projects and, from 

the video, appeared content in doing so. However, mixed-age play was 

employed to enhance child development through the promotion of mixed- 

age social interaction. In the video, the children, aged 3 and 4 years, 

behaved similarly and chose to play individually, not socially interacting 

with one another. The social environment in which they were playing, 

therefore, may have limited their development. The three children were 

playing in the same way, at the same level, indicating a lack of models of 

potential or ideal development. Bredikyte (2011, p. 25) described how the 

ideal form drives child development:

The ideal form of development acts as an invitation for the child 
to act, to respond and to enter into a dialogue. If the child would 
accept the invitation an act of development might take place. The 
essence of the developmental act is that the subject (child) 
appropriates the ideal form, and then masters it. The ideal form 
becomes transformed into the real form of the child’s own 
behavior.

When someone more competent works or plays alongside a child they may 

model or demonstrate ideal levels of development for the younger child, 

through their more advanced skills and abilities. In imitating and 

appropriating these ideal forms of development, the younger child then
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develops and masters these skills and abilities. In the scenario above, the 

three younger children were not presented with an ideal form of 

development. As a result, they continued to play at their actual or real 

level of development, and consequently, no zone of proximal development 

(ZPD) was created. According to Vygotsky (1966/1933) mature play 

naturally creates a ZPD. The level of play in this video, therefore, may be 

regarded as immature, with respect to Kravtsova’s conception of mature 

play within cultural-historical theory. Mature play involves an imaginary 

situation where children take on roles and where they follow rules implicit 

to these roles (Kravtsova 2010). More mature forms of play could be 

modeled for younger children, by older children, and through interaction 

with older children. However, without interaction with older children, the 

play in this clip, for example, was of a low level, developmentally. This 

highlighted, for staff, the need to implement a change in the organization 

of the play environment to encourage children’s participation in mixed-age 

play in collective communities, where they could encounter new social 

scenarios and new interactions that might enhance their development more 

effectively.

Some mixed-age play was observed in this setting, but it was generally 

between home family members, and between children who were friends 

prior to the introduction of mixed-age play. In video one, for example, a 

girl of 5 years is also present in the play scene. She did not play with the 

three preschool children, but stood behind her younger friend, and at one 

point, tried to persuade her friend to play elsewhere with her. Mixed-age 

play permitted time for the two girls to continue their friendship and, in 

this respect; children’s freedom of movement within mixed-age play was 

identified as a positive. However, the lack of play activity on behalf of the 

older girl in the video clearly highlighted that without structure or 

motivation to participate, some children within this mixed-age setting 

chose not to actually play, but to spend time talking with friends about 

where to play. The researcher addressed this point in her reflective 

journal, and described how there needed to be a balance between children 

playing and children socially interacting:
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“Staff have noticed a lot of children playing in the corridors, or 
moving around constantly with the video cameras, and not 
playing at all. They have observed how children are socialising 
increasingly in their usual groups of friends and moving around 
collectively, rather than playing. Staff members have discussed 
the importance of both play and social interaction, but feel that 
the current setup leans too much towards the promotion of social 
interaction and the play focus has been lost. A setup that 
balances play and social interaction was deemed necessary to 
maximize the potential benefits of the setup. ”

Researcher, Reflective Journal, January 2011

b) Many children ignored the activities set out in the play bases

Mixed-age play in this setting gave children the freedom to move around 

and to select play activities. In mixed-age play sessions, however, it was 

observed how children did not stay at activities for prolonged periods of 

time and, in some cases, they did not play with the prepared activities:

“When we originally started it and the children were allowed to 
mill about, it was just bedlam- there was no focus for the 
youngsters- they just ran from... they never stayed anywhere- they 
flitted too much so that wasn 7 great ”

Molly, classroom assistant. Interview

Children’s concentration during play activities was low without a focused 

setup, or designated outcome for the play activities that were available. As 

a result children did not spend long periods of time at play activities.

“Spending a lot of time running from room to room alone, and 
spending too much time walking in the corridors. ”

Teacher observation of child

“Encourage child to stay at activities for longer and focus, in 
order for language opportunities to be extended further. ”

Teacher observation of child

Staff, through their observations, recognized how this particular mixed-age 

setting permitted children to move around a lot and, as a result, not focus 

on activities, meaning that the potential for development was reduced. 

The Statutory Framework for Early Years Foundation Stage in the UK 

(DfE 2012) highlighted the importance of planned, purposeful play for 

development. This suggested a need to provide play activities that were 

somehow more structured, and with designated outcomes. Video two is an
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example of how a child was easily distracted during mixed-age play, and 

follows his extensive movement around the play bases. The clip was 

recorded by Colin (the child) and follows his play activities during one 

mixed-age session. In a period of nine minutes Colin participated in six 

different play activities: home role-play, pirate role-play, in the tent, at the 

dollhouse, in the farm shop and with a set of toy cars (Figure 4.2):

Playing at the home corner Playing in the farm shop

Playing in the tent Pirate Role Play

Figure 4.2: Moving between different play activities

Colin moved around a lot, interacted only briefly with his peers and adults, 

and did not stay at any play activity for longer than one minute. Data 

collected in the research evidenced frequently that when children had the
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freedom to choose how and where they played in mixed-age play, a lack of 

concentration and focus was observed, and children, instead of playing, 

focused on their movement around the play areas. This resulted in the 

description of the mixed-age arena at this stage as “chaotic" (Brenda, 

Parent, Interview). According to Wood (2012, slide 15) truly ‘free play’ 

can be described as,

...chaotic, ‘dizzy’, unpredictable, noisy, messy, anarchic, 
challenging to established rules and authority, subversive, 
revolutionary, exuberant, wild....BUT there may also be order 
within the apparent chaos.

Wood (2012) defined free play as “choice of play activities - who to play 

with, what to play at, what to play with, where to play, how to play.” This 

resembled the mixed-age play setting in this research where children had 

the opportunity to direct their own learning in play. Wood claimed that 

free play can appear disorderly, but that there exists order within the 

chaos. In the mixed-age play setting presented in this research, staff and 

parents acknowledged the chaotic atmosphere in school, and also the 

importance of children’s choices in play. However, when children failed 

to participate in play or engage with the play materials, the mixed-age play 

setting became an issue that needed to be addressed:

“Today Stephanie asked me if we could speak one-on-one about 
mixed-age play. She claimed that mixed-age play has reached a 
point where she can no longer see much value in it. She claimed 
that this is a general staff attitude and staff agreed that it is a pity 
because mixed-age play has so much potential, which at this point 
is not being maximized. Molly, too, commented on how mixed- 
age play has much more potential than the current setup provides.
She described how some staff are becoming frustrated with the 
chaotic atmosphere and how the setup is not suitable for the 
specific school context. Molly claimed that mixed-age play is 
being wasted as an opportunity to rejuvenate and promote 
learning through play, and claimed that children’s main focus in 
mixed-age play sessions is moving around, rather than playing. ” 

Researcher Field Notes, 14th December 2010

c) Staff were distributed ineffectively and therefore it was difficult to encourage all

children’s participation in. and development through, play
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Teachers followed specific children between the play bases for the 

purposes of observation and assessment, whereas classroom assistants 

were assigned to a given base and did not move between them. This led to 

some confusion and occasions in which there were too many people in one 

room and too few in another. A consequence of this was that, at times, 

there were four teachers in one room observing different children. 

Teachers and classroom assistants reported that their roles were “wasted”:

“You know sometimes I’m in a classroom on my own with a group 
of children who might not stay for a very long time and then at 
other times the room is full and I have to make sure there’s 
enough resources and materials, so I don't really get the chance 
to play. I don ’t really feel as though I’m being useful- I’m sort of 
wasted. It's very unpredictable. ”

Marie, classroom assistant, staff focus group

“7 don’t know if I like it- 1 mean yes 1 get to work with children 
one-on-one but that is at the expense of not knowing what any 
other child is doing. I move around so much that I miss out on the 
activities of everyone else. ”

Sally, teacher, informal comment

Classroom assistants claimed that, because of their placement in a specific 
room where children could come and go freely, their role became more 

like that of a usupervisor, rather than facilitator or guide" (Marie, 

classroom assistant, staff focus group). Teachers, in their role as target 

assessors in the play, felt they were unaware of the rest of the children. 

Teachers did not have the opportunity to become play participants learning 

alongside the children, as a whole group. Overall, it was reported that 

staff distribution was inefficient in this mixed-age play setting. Teachers 

and classroom assistant roles were adversely affected and ultimately 

restricted in the setting. This, in effect, reduced staff ability to promote 

every child’s development.

4.2.2 Development of the new mixed-age play setting

Following the initial adoption of mixed-age play in this way and having observed 

the above effects on participants, the organization of the setting and the adult role 

were identified as areas for improvement. A more structured setting within the 

play was identified as potentially beneficial for the development of children’s play
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skills because it might encourage children to integrate more fully across age 

groups:

“In a whole-staff meeting today we watched some video clips from 
mixed-age play and discussed how it is manifesting in the school 
environment. Staff collectively criticised the freedom and choice 
afforded to children in mixed-age play because children are not actually 
mixing and playing together but rather sticking to their own friendship 
circles or playing alone. The concept of a structure, with restrictions on 
children's physical movements, was suggested as a potential to improve 
mixed-age relations. A mixed-age structure could increase social 
contact between children of different ages, and therefore potentially 
encourage interactions and hence learning as a result of these 
interactions. It was also highlighted how adults could encourage and 
support children’s participation in mixed-age interactions. ”

Researcher Field Notes, 11th January 2011

Adults were identified as vital in encouraging and supporting mixed-age 

interactions, especially for the younger children. Their distribution, therefore, in 

the mixed-age scenario needed to be revised so that they had an increased 

opportunity, and capacity, to fulfill this task.

Having considered the suggestions, the setting was developed and changed, and as 

a result, was closer to that, evident in the Golden Key schools. This was ‘family 

play’. In family play children were assigned to mixed-age groups, each 

comprising approximately 25 children in the 3-6 year age range, and a ‘family 

teacher’. Children easily distinguished their ‘family teacher’ from their ‘class 

teacher’:

“The children know the difference between their classes and their 
families- you know they'll come into class each day and ask, ‘are we in 
our families today? ’ And they know everyone in their family, their 
family teacher and which room they ’ll be in. At the start we had to use 
family lists and check that the right children were in the right family, but 
now they know exactly where they 're going and it's so easy! ”

Stephanie, Teacher, informal comment

Play activities were pre-planned and set out. Each play base was themed and 

families spent two sessions in each base before moving to the next one, until they 

had played in all areas. Children could freely select play activities within bases. 

Children, as members of a “family” moved from one base to the next as part of a 

routine.
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A summary of the two mixed-age play settings is provided in Table 4.1. In 

general, it was observed from video footage, staff interviews and questionnaires, 

and the researcher’s field notes collected in this research that the family setting 

proved much more successful in promoting enhanced learning and development 

from mixed-age play. This could potentially be due to the family pedagogy being 

closer to the children’s experience, and more aligned to expanding the ZPD.

Feature of Setting “Children’s Choice”
play setting

“Family” play setting

Structure Ad-hoc arrangement Mixed-age groups of

children who stayed in

the same families each

week.

Referred to as... “Free play” - children

and staff referred to this

arrangement as free play

because children move

around freely to play in

whichever play base they

desired.

“Family play” - children

distinguished between the

“family” teacher and their

class teacher easily.

Play Activities Play activities were pre

planned and set out.

Children could move

around the four play

bases and play with any

activities on offer. Each

play base offered a

different type of play

(construction play, messy

play and art, physical

play, and creative and

role-play.

Play activities were pre

planned and set out.

Each play base was

themed and families

spent two sessions in

each base before moving

to the next one, until they

had played in all areas.

Children could freely

select play activities

within bases.

Space Boundaries Children could move Children, as members of
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freely with no a “family” moved from

boundaries, or limits on one base to the next, as

when or how often they part of a routine.

moved.

Table 4.1: Mixed-age play settings

Video footage of mixed-age play sessions, and the researcher's field notes 

identified a change in the general atmosphere of mixed-age play over the 

implementation period. As the mixed-age play setting was adapted and refined to 

become a “family” setting, children were recorded as playing more purposefully, 

and as concentrating more within play (Figure 4.3).

“Today was a great day- such a better setup- yes there's less free play 
but the children are more stimulated by being in families and they’ve got 
more focus and intent within their play. ”

Anonymous, Classroom Assistant, Informal comment

As this quote indicated, the family pedagogy engaged children in play more fully. 

Mixed-age play, in the family setting, also promoted a more inclusive 

environment, which benefitted all children, including those with special 

educational needs (SEN):

“It's amazing for children with SEN, especially a wee boy in my class.
He’s become really relaxed and calm- overall the environment has 
become a lot calmer and we’ve seen loads more imaginative play which 
was also what we wanted. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Informal comment
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Children focused on play tasks and worked in mixed-age groups both with and 

without adult intervention.

The family pedagogy was made permanent throughout the remainder of the 

research because of the successes identified by staff (Sections 4.3 and 4.4). In the 

remainder of the implementation year staff continued to discuss and explore ways 

to improve the setup further, in preparation for the following school year. For 

example, in interviews with two staff members in October 2011, staff discussed 

two issues: changes to planner format and setting up classrooms with a variety of 

play types. Interviewees also talked about the dissemination of information 

between staff. The mixed-age play family sessions, in October 2011, were 

occurring four days per week (Monday to Thursday). Two days per week was the 

procedure during the implementation year. The school valued the programme 

and, as a result, incorporated it as part of their daily practice, within their 

Extended Schools programme (Section 2.6).

In general, data collected suggested that mixed-age play was beneficial for the 

children, teachers and classroom assistants who participated in adopting and 

adapting this approach in the school. Mixed-age play promoted social interaction 

between peers (both child and adult peers), and between children and adults.

151



Vygotsky (1978) described social interaction as the source of learning and 

development. In interaction with more competent others a ZPD manifests, where 

ideal development is modeled for the learner, by the more competent peer 

(Vygotsky 1978). Children’s participation in more frequent social interaction in 

this study evidenced the encouragement of mixed-age friendships and improved 

language development. Increased social interaction through mixed-age play also 

supported smoother transitions between classes and promoted peer teaching and 

learning, where older children reflected their learning and younger children 

learned from those closer to their age and developmental stage. Enhanced social 

interaction also resulted in improved relationships between staff members, and 

between staff and the children they worked with. Through their involvement in 

mixed-age play staff were also able to extend assessment techniques and develop 

reflexivity in their practice.

4.3 Children and Mixed-age Play

This section addresses child participants and how they were affected by mixed- 

age play, as observed by staff, parents and the researcher. Opportunities to 

develop mixed-age friendships, to develop language levels, to experience 

smoother transitions, and to participate in peer teaching and learning were 

recorded as being enhanced through the mixed-age play setting. Each of these 

benefits will be discussed in relation to evidence from the data collected and to 

relevant literature. Improved levels of social interaction were also recorded, but, 

because this was also a benefit of enhanced home school links within the IPP, this 

will be discussed more fully in chapter six.

4.3.1 Mixed-age Friendships

Parent and staff interviews, video footage and the researcher’s field notes 

suggested that mixed-age play encouraged the creation of friendships across age 

bands and allowed children to mix with a wider range of developmental levels. 

When children made friends with others this led to further friendship circles 

forming, as their respective friends also interacted:
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“You have the likes of Chloe in Primary 1, and Bella in Preschool, who 
are in the same family and they love... to get over to each other, hugging 
and kissing and playing...so then what’s happening then is that Chloe’s 
friends from her class are automatically mixing with Bella’s friends 
from her class, so you have a whole group of different age groups 
playing together and their friendship circles grow again. ”

Molly, Classroom Assistant, Interview

As this quote highlighted, staff projected that these friendships would grow and 

evolve with each year of the programme, as new children entered the integrated 

play programme (IPP). This added to the community ethos that developed during 

the implementation year:

“Well it developed a sense of community within the school, the children 
all get to know each other, they’re all looking out for each other, the 
older ones almost feel like they ’re taking the younger ones under their 
wing and so when they see them in canteen, when they see them in the 
playground and stuff, they blow their names and they ’re playing with 
them. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

Stephanie highlighted how increased interaction across age groups seemed to 
promote behaviour in children that was caring and respectful of others. Molly 

(classroom assistant, interview) suggested that this helped to create a community 

atmosphere, where from Preschool to Primary 2, all staff and children were more 

like a “unit” rather than separate classes.

Allen (1989) described how mixed-age scenarios provide an alternate peer group 

for those who are unable to find friends among their own peer group. In mixed- 

age scenarios children can interact with different age groups and developmental 

stages, in relation to their own level, and can interact with peers on the basis of 

whom they are similar to (Allen 1989). Video three is a clip of two boys playing 

at the water tray during a mixed-age play session. Brian, a preschool child, and 

Cathal, a primary 1 child, played together frequently in the IPP and, according to 

staff and parents, developed a strong friendship (Figure 4.4).
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Figure 4.4: Playing at the water tray

In the video clip both boys initially played independently with their toys but 

observed one another quite closely. Brian, despite being younger, took control of 

the play and modeled an imaginary play scenario about a shark (Figure 4.4). 

Cathal observed what Brian did and upon Brian’s order of “Your turn to do it’’, 

Cathal emulated Brian’s play activity. Following Cathal’s acting out of the story 

line, Brian observed and then acted the scene for himself, a second time. He 

incorporated aspects of Cathal’s play within his in this second enactment. In this 

scene the two boys interacted with one another socially, but also through play. In 

the imaginary scenario they created, the boys observed and learned from one 

another through modeling and imitation, and also displayed, and shared social 

cues such as turn-taking:

“In playing together both Brian and Cathal seemed to benefit. 
Brian was the younger child but he took control of the play and 
acted out the initial scenario. He then encouraged Cathal to go 
next, apparently incorporating turn-taking as an important 
element of the play. Cathal having observed Brian’s model of the 
play, then imitated the play scene and slightly modified it. Brian 
repeated the play scene for a second time, incorporating Cathal's 
ideas and how he had acted it out. Both boys appeared to model 
and imitate one another. This seemed to introduce the importance 
of social cues and social factors straight away, as each child had 
to watch and observe and give time to the other before they could 
try something out.”
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Researcher Reflective Journal, 3rd November 2010

According to Randell and Nielson (2007) when children are involved in 

imaginary or pretend play, their use of social cues and engagement in social 

interaction increases. Through this pretend^ scenario, in which the boys were 

acting out a shark story, their level of social interaction with one another and their 

social awareness seemed to be enhanced. Also, according to Allen (1989), 

children select friends in mixed-age play in relation to similarities in character, 

and as they develop friendships, the children become even more similar. In this 

video the two boys, despite the age difference, were very similar and played even 

more similarly with time. For school staff, this video highlighted the importance 

of developmental stage in play, rather than age:

“You know the likes of Brian and Cathal is great to see...they ’re both at 
the same wee level, you know, Cathal might be considered on the low 
achieving ability in PI, whilst Brian would be a high achieving 
preschooler. During the family play their age became less important 
and they could focus on playing together at an appropriate 
developmental level. ”

Stacey, Teacher, Informal comment

Chaiklin (2003, p.9) stated that, “a person’s ability to imitate, as conceived by 

Vygotsky, is the basis for a subjective zone of proximal development”. The two 

boy’s ability to imitate one another in the play scenario described above, therefore 

suggested that their ZPD’s were relatively close, and hence, there was an element 

of reciprocity in the learning scenario. Reciprocity in childhood and in friendship 

is a basic norm and, and can be defined as a multifaceted principle of give and 

take, to mirror and exchange the other’s behaviour and actions, with each person 

in the relationship free to direct actions and reactions without constraint by the 

other party (Damon 1990). This reciprocity was displayed by the two boys in 

their pretend play scenario as they added to and extended the play episode. 

Important to note in relation to this play is Chaiklin’s (2003) conception of 

imitation. In Vygotskian terms, imitation is not a mindless copying of actions but 

constitutes any activity that the child carries out in cooperation with another:

5 Pretend play, in Randell and Nielson’s (2006, p.133) study, was defined as “play involving the 

non-literal transformation of objects or events, such that the world is treated contrary to reality 

(e.g. putting the doll in the bath saying “Dirty!”)”
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“Imitation refers to “all kinds of activity of a certain type carried out by 
the child ... in cooperation with adults or with another child” 
(1934/I998b, p. 202), and includes “everything that the child cannot do 
independently, but which he can be taught or which he can do with 
direction or cooperation or with the help of leading questions”
(1934/1998b, p. 202).”

Chaiklin 2003, p.9

The two boys in video three imitated and appeared to learn from one another. 

Mixed-age play gave them the opportunity to do so as they would not have had 

the opportunity to play together in age-segregated education. Brian’s mum, upon 

observing this video, was very happy with the mixed-age setup because she could 

see that her child was content and comfortable with, but also challenged by, this 

older boy:

“Amm it’s structured more and I think it's good. I like the fact that he 
does get that time with Cathal because he’s always talking about how 
he’s his best friend. He talks all the time about the things they do and 
how they help each other and how sometimes they argue even... and I 
suppose that's good because then they have to negotiate and stuff. ”

Brian’s mum. Interview

Play prompted Brian to act a “head taller” (Vygotsky 1978, p.102) in interacting 

with Cathal, and Brian’s mum, during her interview, claimed that they had 

become “bestfriends" through the mixed-age play sessions. The boys developed 

their ability to both teach and learn from one another, and thereby did not require 

as much adult intervention within their play.

Through interrogating a number of data sources, it was suggested that children 

were encouraged to socially interact with peers of different ages in mixed-age 

play, and over time, build friendships with one another. These mixed-age 

friendships encouraged development as children observed one another, and 

participated in modeling and imitation, within the play environment. Through 

continued mixed-age interaction in this way, other benefits were recorded, 

including social development, and more specifically language development.

4.3.2 Language Development

Within this section children’s language development will be discussed in relation 

to the mixed-age play setting. The research was completed, involving children
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aged 3-6years, and as a result, language levels were quite low, overall. However, 

through their participation in mixed-age play language levels of children were 

recorded as improving. This section introduces a number of particular children 

who were noted as developing language, specifically.

Mixed-age groupings, especially in the lower primary school, can lead to the 

greater recognition of individual differences between children in terms of their 

language development (De Lemos 2001). In mixed-age play, therefore, children 

could potentially develop language at their own rate and through developmentally 

appropriate methods. According to Mastrangelo (2009), the play situation can act 

as a bridge between the child and the adult. Therefore, in cases where language 

levels may be low among younger children, play can be their language (Landreth 

2009). This was observed in the IPP, particularly in cases where children were 

observed as using little or no language, before the implementation of mixed-age 

play. Dale (6years), for example, was a Primary 2 child and in school he used no 

language with adults or children. In mixed-age play, however, the researcher 

recorded (in the field notes) observations of how Dale interacted more frequently 

through play. Dale’s level of language continued to be limited, but he interacted 
more through gestures, eye contact and through collaborative play:

"I sat beside Dale today in the sand tray and started to build houses and 
castles. Dale began to copy me but he never talked. I built three castles 
and he smiled and attempted to copy me. I commented on how nice his 
castles were and he smiled in recognition and for the first lime made eye 
contact with me. When / began counting the castles other children 
joined us at the sand tray- all Primary 1 children (4/5 years). These 
children were destructively playing and squashing the castles, but Dale 
did not show any annoyance. He stopped playing but started to rebuild 
his castles again when I asked the other children to be more careful.
One boy drove a toy car around the sand tray and knocked over the 
castles again. One of the little girls exclaimed, “Stop it so I can build 
my castle! Please! ” The little boy stopped and the girl continued to 
build castles... I tried to engage Dale again by asking him what he was 
building, and when he failed to respond, I asked him if it was a castle, at 
which point he nodded his head. As the play continued I made a few 
comments on how Dale was playing very nicely and how he was 
ensuring to keep all the sand in the tray- he was evidently happy about 
this as he looked me in the eye and smiled once again. ”

Researcher Field Notes, 3rd February 2011

Dale did not interact with the other children but interacted with the researcher on

an individual basis in and through play. Schneider Corey et al (2010) described
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play as permitting self-expression in a less threatening manner than through direct 

verbal interaction. Dale therefore may have been more comfortable in the play 

setting and, ultimately, more willing to interact during playful activities.

Kerry’s (4years) language development is a second example of the enhanced 

levels of language through involvement in mixed-age play within the IPP. 

Kerry’s parents were also involved in developing the home school link in the 

second aspect of the IPP (Section 5.0). Before the research began, the researcher 

had previous professional contact with the case study school as a member of the 

teaching staff. Kerry was in attendance at the school during this period, and over 

a two-year time span she interacted rarely with the researcher, despite the 

researcher’s attempts to engage her. Kerry was very quiet in class and used very 

little language when speaking to adults. She interacted with other children, but 

again used very little spoken language. Kerry’s mum explained how she had 

repeatedly heard about how quiet her daughter was in school, but claimed that at 

home, she was rarely quiet:

“She wouldn 't be like that in school often wouldn t she not? She d be 
quieter ...It’s unbelievable the difference in her because we never see the 
quiet Kerry so whenever people say she’s quiet we be like... ”

Kathleen, Mother, Informal discussion

Through being involved in the research Kathleen hoped to get a fuller picture of 

Kerry’s behaviour between the two contexts of home and school.

Throughout the implementation year the researcher observed the progressive 

development of Kerry’s social and language skills in the reflective diary, in field 

notes, and through the video footage. In school, Kerry would not initially interact 

with the researcher. However, as time progressed this changed notably. After a 

few weeks, Kerry began bringing her reflective diary directly to the researcher 

and giving a brief overview of the videos she had recorded that week:

“I was shocked today when Kerry came running down the corridor 
towards me- she was holding her diary and was claiming that she 
couldn 7 wait to show me what she had done this week. At the start of 
the research she would not talk to me about very much, especially not 
home. Today she wanted to show me her drawings and informed me of 
the videos about her play at home. She did not use full sentences but 
more so utterances and phrases but her language was clear and 
concise. ”
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Researcher Field Notes, 24th February 2011

Kerry was willing to talk about her play extensively with the researcher. On one 

occasion, however, her behaviour changed when the researcher suggested she 

share her videos with her friends:

“Today I offered children who formed the home school link the chance 
to share some of their videos with their friends in school. I started to 
show Kerry her videos and I was surprised at how talkative and excited 
she became. She was offered the chance to bring a friend but she 
wanted to watch the videos on her own- she seemed to be very secretive 
about them- we were sitting in the corridor to watch the videos and 
Kerry wanted to hide the screen when any other children walked past.
She seems to feel special about doing this project and she thinks that 
only she should see the videos. ”

Researcher Field Notes, 11th March 2011

Kathleen, Kerry’s mum, claimed that Kerry felt special through being involved in 

the research and almost as part of a “club ” (Kathleen, Informal discussion). She 

claimed that Kerry thought that, "only children who were involved in the 

developing the home school link could see her videos” (Kathleen, Informal 

discussion). The researcher observed this during a focus group for all children 

who were involved in developing the home school link. In the company of the 

other child participants, Kerry spoke confidently about her videos and proudly 

displayed her reflective diary for the other children to see:

“Today all children involved in creating the home school link were 
brought together to discuss their experiences of the project. The 
children all displayed their diaries for the others ’ to see and giggled and 
laughed when their videos were played. Kerry particularly stood out 
today. When this group was offered the opportunity to share their 
videos with their friends they all accepted, except Kerry. 1 thought she 
would be very shy today again and not interact much. But, to my 
surprise she was extremely confident and stood in front of the group 
showing them her diary and pointing out various different pictures and 
images. She also explained what she was doing in her video and asked 
other children about their diaries and videos. She giggled a lot and 
generally seemed to enjoy the interaction. ”

Researcher Field Notes, 17th June 2011

In the focus group, Kerry said she really enjoyed the project, and “never liked not 

one bif'.

Researcher: Kerry what didn ’t you like about the project?
Kerry: I felled with my cousin one day out the back
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Researcher: You sometimes fell- what about your book, is 
there anything you didn V like about it? Or 
maybe the videos ? Did you like it ad the time?

Kerry: I never liked not one bit...
Child Focus Group

The researcher was keen to compare Kerry’s behaviour between home and school, 

and through observation of Kerry’s home play, the researcher could understand 

her mother’s confusion:

“After seeing Kerry’s videos from home I can now understand 
Kathleen's inability to see Kerry as a quiet child in school At home she 
puts on puppet shows, dances around her room, participates in dress up 
play and talks a lot! Her videos from home are a reminder of how 
children can behave in very different ways dependent on where they are 
based! ”

Researcher Field Notes, 14th March 2011

The researcher could identify how Kerry’s behaviour and language varied 

between home and school. Figure 4.5, for example, is taken from video four of 

Kerry playing at home.

In video four, Kerry arranged and organized a play scenario in her bedroom where 

she was the teacher and her toys were her pupils. She proceeded to pretend to 

teach a lesson. As can be seen in the video, she assumed the role of teacher and
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employed the language and gestures of her actual class teacher. When her teacher 

watched this back she was amazed at how much Kerry had internalised and 

responded emotionally to the clip:

“Oh my god! I can 7 believe that’s Kerry- look at her and listen to her
d's just such a different child. She’s taken in so much about the 
classroom dynamics, and look how confident she is in her own room! I 
never expected any child to take in so much about me and the 
classroom, and our routines. Like this is what this whole project’s 
about-1 would never have expected her to act like that and I could never 
have got her to behave like that in school, but having the video lets me 
know that she can do that and she does have those abilities. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Informal Comment

This video made the teacher re-evaluate the amount of information children in her 

class internalised and acted as a reminder to her about the importance of play and 

its purpose in children’s lives. Stephanie, through her informal discussions of the 

clip, claimed to never have expected any child to internalise so much from the 

classroom and transfer it elsewhere. This was particularly in relation to Kerry’s 

level of language use. In video four Kerry used the language Stephanie would 

have used in class, and employed exact gestures and facial expressions to match. 

This allowed the teacher to become aware of Kerry’s language development, 

specifically, in a more holistic way. In a more general sense, it also reminded 

staff that some children may behave differently within the school environment, 

and reinforced the need for school staff to interact with the home.

In relation to language development, mixed-age play was also described as 

promoting vocabulary, particularly in the younger children:

“Children’s vocabulary was extended so well because of the carpet 
sessions we had together, where you had small children taking on topic 
vocabulary that the older children were using during discussions. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

As Stephanie points out, through the mixing of younger and older children, topic 

vocabulary and language were developed as the older children modeled it for their 

younger counterparts. Beck et al (2002) stressed the importance of vocabulary 

knowledge in relation to reading proficiency and, ultimately, school achievement. 

An enhanced vocabulary may also better equip children for further interaction.

In the cases of Dale and Kerry, specifically, mixed-age play promoted levels of
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language development, and allowed a more holistic picture of the child to be 

developed. In general, teachers claimed that children’s vocabulary was also 

extended within mixed-age play, as older and younger children were exposed to 

peers with varying levels of language and interaction proceeded with modeling 

and imitation. As children developed friendships across the age bands, and as 

their language levels and levels of social interaction were enhanced, children were 

more confident across the early years, and seemed more comfortable within the 

school setting. This was suggested to benefit transitions within the school, and 

settling in periods for the children.

4.3.3 Transitions into Following School Year

Parents and school staff, in interviews with the researcher, described the transition 

between classes, and particularly between preschool and primary school, as 

becoming smoother as a result of the mixed-age play programme. This section 

refers to parent and staff ideas on how mixed-age play facilitated children’s 

transitions.

In the child’s transition from preschool to primary school, particularly, the child is 

influenced by various factors. This includes their family and community, the 

characteristics of their past and present learning environments, and the 

educational values and experiences of his/her caregivers (O’Kane & Hayes 2010). 

This therefore suggests that a community approach within the school could aid 

this transition if various participant groups worked together to provide positive 

experiences for the children in both preschool and primary school. In 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system’s model (1979), the young child’s 

microsystem consists of their home and school. Through linking these two 

contexts also, the child could potentially develop more fully, and more efficiently 

through the microsystem, and into the mesosystem. In staff and parent interviews, 

mixed-age play was described as promoting a positive community ethos within 

the school. It was also suggested that mixed-age play aided transitions between 

preschool and primary, and also the transition from one primary to the next:

“...we’re offering like a more holistic approach to everything because 
your child, right from the word go, is accepted into the whole school 
community ...and it helps with the transition as well, from one key stage
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to another, because the children are so used to everybody and all the 
staff and they know what's going on that there’s nobody crying in my 
class, there's no tears, there’s nobody not wanting to be there because 
they 're so used to it already. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

Stephanie claimed that the increased social interaction in mixed-age play allowed 

children to become more familiar with other children, with other staff members 

and with other areas of the school. This helped children to become a part of the 

whole school community, rather than just a class. Staff claimed that children 

were more comfortable in classroom transitions as a result of this. This also, 

however, helped staff in their practice and professional development:

“...you know it’s lovely to get to know their wee personalities because 
then I have a heads-up before they even come to Primary 1- I mean I 
nearly know what I’m planning for ...so whenever they come in, in 
September there doesn't have to be this whole settling in process and I 
don’t have to think ‘oh I need a month to gauge these kids because I’ve 
been working with them so long that I know the wee ones and I know 
where they’re at, so I’m not having to spend that time ...trying to figure 
out who’s who and where they ’re at, because I already know- which is 
great. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

As demonstrated in this quote, the child and teacher would be more familiar with 

one another, teachers could have a better understanding of the class’ 

developmental needs, and provision could be tailored to suit the class more 

efficiently. According to O’Kane and Hayes (2010), each child copes with 

transition in different ways, with some children better equipped to do so than 

others. Mixed-age play, therefore, could allow teachers to prepare for the 

transition of the entire class, as well as transition for specific individuals. It could 

allow for early identification of potential issues and, therefore, early intervention. 

In this study, the individual classes of preschool, primary 1 and primary 2 became 

an early years unit and parents claimed that mixed-age play reduced the fear and 

anxiety their child experienced when moving from one class to the next:

“I think it’s good as well because it takes away the apprehension of 
going into PI and not knowing your teacher and if she's out on the 
playground she ’ll know a few familiar faces and it takes away that 
anxiety at the end of their year when they don’t know where they ’re 
going next-1 remember that feeling- so it takes that away. ”

Ann, Parent, Interview
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This parent focused on the transition from preschool to primary school and 

reflected on her own experience of this as a base for comparison. She 

acknowledged the anxiety associated specifically with this first transition. She 

claimed that through mixed-age play this anxiety could be reduced, as the younger 

children would have interactions with the older, primary-school-age children prior 

to the move into formal schooling. They would also have greater experience of 

other adults within the staff, and of the various classrooms and areas within the 

school.

Overall, mixed-age play provided opportunities for children to experience 

smoother transitions between classes. It allowed staff to better prepare for 

transition periods as they interacted with children from various age groups and 

formed relationships with them prior to their actual teaching of them. Mixed-age 

play reduced the length of time children required to become accustomed to new 

classroom environments and new class teachers during transition periods. 

Children experienced interactions with a wider staff and with a wider circle of 

peers from different classes. This encouraged their social interaction and 

consequently reduced the fear of moving from one class to another. The next 

section considers the interactions between children in terms of peer teaching and 

learning and considers how mixed-age play influenced the frequency with which 

children participated in such interactions.

4.3.4 Learning and Development

The mixed-age play setting promoted children’s participation in peer teaching and 

learning, particularly. Evidence from video footage, staff questionnaires, staff 

target observations, staff interviews and the researcher’s field notes is used to 

support the claim.

In this research, the mixed-age class was not a combination class where children 

of different ages were placed in one classroom and treated as two distinct 

subgroups (Surbeck, 1992). Rather, the mixed-age model employed in this study 

promoted the integration of instruction across age groups, with students having 

the opportunity to choose their own level of study (McClellan & Kinsey 1999). 

Children were encouraged to participate in mixed-age play and it was anticipated
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that this would encourage them to take on roles of peer teachers and learners. In 

age-segregated education children perform at similar levels and opportunities for 

peer teaching and learning are less frequent. In the mixed-age scenario, however, 

there are bigger gaps in developmental level. As a result, older children develop 

help-giving behaviours and self-confidence (French et al 1986; Hartup 1976), 

whilst younger children develop help-seeking behaviours (Hartup 1976), and 

skills of imitation (Brody and Stoneman 1981; Thelen & Kirkland 1975).

Teachers grouped the children in mixed-age families in accordance with ability, 

age, siblings (kept separate) and friendship circles (also kept separate), with the 

main aim being to improve the social interaction of children and improve the level 

of learning from these peer interactions (Doherty 2012a). Siblings and friends 

were kept as separate as possible to create new social situations of development 

(SSD) for the children. When children were presented with a new, enforced 

social scenario, they had to adapt their behaviour to suit the less familiar peers 

with whom they were interacting. This led to children acting “a head taller” 

(Vygotsky 1978, p.102) within play scenarios with unfamiliar children. For 

example, in video five, a primary 1 girl, Cathy, and a preschool girl, Abbie, were 

playing at the garden centre role-play corner (Figure 4.6).

Figure 4.6: Peer teaching and learning in the garden centre

165



As evidenced in video five Cathy took control of the play scenario and assumed 

the role of a teacher. She shared the garden tools with Abbie and modeled how 

each tool was used. As Cathy observed Abbie’s attempts to emulate Cathy’s 

demonstrations, she exclaimed, “I’m telling her how to do that!” Cathy was 

consciously aware of her role as teacher and model, and was aware of her ability 

to help Abbie in learning certain skills and abilities. Abbie too recognized the 

value of the interaction with the older girl. She reacted to Cathy’s demonstration 

by emulating the older girl’s actions. Her ability to imitate Cathy meant that the 

learning Cathy was modeling was therefore within Abbie’s subjective ZPD 

(Chaiklin 2003), and the scenario was potentially developmental for her (Section 

2.5). It was also developmental for Cathy, the older child, however. Within the 

ZPD, regression is an important factor (Section 2.5). Zebroski (1994) used the 

metaphor of a tidal wave to explain development in the ZPD as both progressive 

and recursive in nature:

When the movement is progressive, the wave becomes deeper and 
higher as it moves forward, exemplifying the cumulative effect of 
increased development. By looking at the tidal wave, past experiences - 
continually transform themselves as the foundation for the next wave of 
development. The new wave is qualitatively different from the previous 
one, yet is connected experientially, which provides an overall 
continuity to this model.

Putney 2006, p.3

In the play scenario involving Abbie and Cathy, Cathy had to revise the 

movements of the tools in the play scenario before she could demonstrate them 

for Abbie. She had to take a backward step to familiarize herself with the tools 

and clarify her understanding, before modeling the movements for Abbie. This 

backward movement, which might initially appear as regressive, was the 

foundation for a developmental leap in the next wave of development as Cathy 

became consciously aware of her role as teacher and model (Putney 2006). 

Gaustad (1992) claimed that both participants in such a learning scenario 

recognize the mutually reinforcing perceptions they hold with regards to the value 

of interacting with one another.

In a second scenario a primary two child, Dena worked in cooperation with an 

adult who was reading a story to a group of young children:
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“Dena is in the creative and role play room, and is sitting beside Marie 
(classroom assistant), who is reading a story to a group of four 
preschool children. As Marie reads Dena is pointing to the pictures in 
the book and repeating what Marie says. When Marie introduced the 
villain of the story, Dena put on an angry face and pointed to his 
clothing and weapons for the younger children to see. She said he was 
“nasty because he stole from all the good people” and the younger 
children became quite enthused and started to ask her questions about 
what else he had done. Marie moved back from the group and allowed 
Dena to continue telling the children the story from her viewpoint and in 
her own language. ”

Sally, Teacher, Target Observation

The teacher observing Dena stressed the need to continue providing opportunities 

like this for the girl as she obviously enjoyed and thrived as a result of this type of 

experience. Dena became a teacher for the younger children and potentially could 

have been better in this role than the adults who were present, in that she was 

closer in both age, and developmental stage to the younger children (Kravtsova 

2010). She was a model of ideal behaviour that was closer to the children's 

current developmental level. In this peer culture, Aschermann (2001) claimed 

that children could transform their knowledge and practices into the knowledge 

and skills necessary to exist in society. She described how this occurs through the 

constant dialogue, negotiation, and construction of experiences between the 

children within their social interactions:

The children are able to do this at a level between them that is different 
from interactions with adults and is more in tune with their needs.

Aschermann 2001, p. 10

In a later, similar play scenario, one of the younger preschool girls (who was read 

to by Dena) was observed by a teacher. In the younger girl's assessment record it 

was noted that she repeated the same words spoken by the older girl in the first 

session:

“Beth is at the story corner in the creative and role play room with 
Marie and two other preschool children. Beth is telling the other 
children about the story book Marie is going to read. Beth sits beside 
Marie and describes how terrible the villain is and all the awful things 
he does in the story, as Marie reads the story aloud. Earlier this week 
Beth played alongside Dena, a P2 child who read her this story with 
Marie. Now that Beth has taken over Dena’s role in the storytelling she 
is adding her own details and opinions. What is interesting is that Beth 
is using a lot of the exact language that Dena used when she described 
the story- she has imitated a lot of what Dena said and did. Her
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participation in the story exercise has changed completely and she is so 
much more engaged than she was earlier in the week. ”

Sally, Teacher, Target Observation

It was noted that the younger girl’s concentration improved in this second 

scenario, and she was more engaged, as she informed other children about the 

extra details of the story, which Dena had given in the earlier session.

Peer interactions benefited not only children’s play development, but also their 

social development. As children mixed across age groups, and across 

developmental abilities, the environment within the early years seemed to change:

“I’ve seen older children looking after the younger ones during our 
family play- it’s not just in play activities, but also in everyday tasks, 
such as cleaning noses and reading them stories. ”

Stella, Teacher, Staff Questionnaire

Children became more aware of one another and of how their behaviour affected 

others. This increased awareness appeared to enhance levels of peer teaching and 

learning. The challenge remained for staff, however, in trying to encourage peer 
teaching and learning as much as possible within mixed-age interactions:

“One thing that’s really hard to ensure is that the kids are actually 
mixing and helping each other. You can see them all mixing but how 
much are they actually teaching and learning from one another? It's 
difficult to do it but I’ve found that wee reminders often, helped, and I 
suppose even modeling it myself helped. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Informal comment

Stephanie frequently reminded children to look out for one another, and after time 

she noted how children began to teach and learn together. As a result staff noted a 

reduction in the amount of adult intervention necessary in these learning 

scenarios:

“...if other children need help with particular activities you can see the 
children helping one another out as opposed to asking for adult 
support. ”

Molly, Classroom Assistant, Staff Questionnaire

Children were described as being busier and more focused, and it was recorded 

that they were staying at play activities for longer periods of time when mixed-age 

interaction occurred and involved peer teaching and learning:
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“I have to say it's so lovely- the children are so quiet and calm and you 
can see how busy they are in their wee groups learning together.
They ’re focusing on what they ’re actually doing instead of wondering 
where their friends are, or what’s going on next door. ”

Stacey, Teacher, Informal comment

Mixed-age play promoted the development of mixed-age friendships, encouraged 

smoother transitions, promoted language development and resulted in enhanced 

levels of peer teaching and learning. It also promoted children’s social 

development and their levels of social interaction. The aspect of social 

development will be addressed in chapter six, in conjunction with the social 

development that resulted from enhanced home school links.

Both teachers and classroom assistants also experienced benefits following their 

participation in the mixed-age play programme. The next section addresses the 

benefits that staff identified during and after their participation in designing and 

implementing the mixed-age play programme.

4.4 Teachers, Classroom Assistants and Mixed-age Play

All teachers and classroom assistants involved in the preschool through to primary 

two of the case study school were involved in this research project. Staff 

members were engaged in informal debates, focus groups, interviews, 

questionnaires, in the recording of video footage, through working within the 

programme on a weekly basis, and through the development of the programme, 

and any strategies used within it. Data was collected based on their involvement 

over a period of one school year and interrogated to identify any benefits they 

recorded for their role. This section describes and evidences how staff 

experienced improved relationships both with children and with other adults in 

mixed-age play, how they developed innovative assessment strategies and how 

they reflected more fully upon their practice.

4.4.1 Developing Relationships

Staff experienced improved relationships with both children and adult participants 

in the mixed-age play programme. They interacted, and were able to initiate
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relationships with children they were yet to work with in the classroom. They 

were also able to maintain relationships with those children whom they had taught 

previously and who had since moved to older classes. Both of these factors aided 

in transitions and in developing a community ethos in the early years unit. In 

mixed-age play staff also had the opportunity to work with adults they may not 

usually have worked with, thereby developing these relationships and enhancing 

opportunities for professional development.

Student- Teacher Relationships

In mixed-age play in this study teacher-student relationships were enhanced. This 

was noted in both staff interviews and staff questionnaires, and was described as 

facilitating teacher competency in carrying out their professional role (Section 

4.3.3). Mixed-age play facilitated teachers in forming relationships with children 

they would teach in the future. This allowed them to become familiar with 

children on both a personal and professional level, where they could then discover 

the child’s interests, as well as their individual learning and developmental needs. 

In terms of classroom practice teachers described this as shortening the settling in 

process and thereby providing more time for actual teaching and learning.

Staffs improved relationships with children were beneficial from a second, 

perspective also. Staff could remain in contact with children they had previously 

taught:

“See from me being in Reception, they come into us in Reception and 
you ’re just the best thing since sliced bread, and then they leave, and 
they don 7 want to look at you again because they ’re big boys and girls 
and we ’re in the “baby ” class. And it’s lovely seeing them coming back 
in. I look at the wains6 now in Primary 2 and 3 doing things and it’s 
like, ‘aww she couldn’t do that in with us’... the confidence they’ve 
grown, you know, you can see it...just seeing the difference in them...it 
is unbelievable...it’s nice for me to keep my relationship with the weins 
going and just to see how they progress themselves and their own 
potential- it’s brilliant ”

Molly, Classroom assistant. Interview

As Molly pointed out, mixed-age play afforded adults the opportunity to maintain 

relationships with children for longer, and allowed them to witness children’s

6 'Wains’ is a colloquial term for ‘children’ in Northern Ireland
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progressive and continuous development. Enhanced relationships between staff 

and children were beneficial on both a personal and professional level, and helped 

to promote a community ethos across the early years.

Relationships Between Staff

Mixed-age play also permitted the development of relationships between staff 

members. During mixed-age play sessions, staff, like children, were mixed and 

assigned to a specific family. This meant that staff were working with colleagues 

they might never have worked with, in the classroom setting, before. This was 

refreshing for staff, and provided a change to the usual routine and usual play 

schedule:

“For me, myself as a practitioner, it was something different, it was 
something enjoyable, it was really good to see the weins mixing and to 
be able to facilitate that... It was nice that you’re not stuck in the same 
room for 3 hours in the morning and you’re getting a wee bit of change, 
and you've different children coming in ”

Molly, Classroom Assistant, Interview

Mixed-age play was something novel for staff to become involved in and appeared 

to be appealing to them. As staff worked with new colleagues in the new 

environment of mixed-age play, staff identified a change in how they came to view 

one another and in how the input and role of classroom assistants, specifically, 

became increasingly valued:

“We all did it- it’s nice for us to work together. And it’s nice for the 
assistants to have a voice as well and actually be valued for what 
they 're doing and what they 're saying because ultimately without them 
we couldn ’t do this programme- this wouldn’t happen without them, 
without everybody- we need all the adults that are there, not just the 
teaching staff. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

“Everybody gets on well and everybody knew what they were doing...I’d 
say the staff were good communicators with one another ...it’s working 
now that there's two staff to 24 children and it’s definitely calmer, 
therefore it gives you the chance when you 're sitting in the class for me 
and Stephanie [Teacher] and our family to talk...so when I come in she 
starts on the carpet, she brings all the youngsters in and tells them we 
have this set up today, or that set up today, or this is the theme... then we 
have an equal share ...whenever I come into the class both of us are 
equally working with the children- if I want to do something I know 
Stephanie would say ‘by all means go ahead- if you think it’s going to 
work ’, so there’s no problem in that. I suppose it would do no harm if
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maybe the two of us tried to get five minutes together on a Monday to 
plan. ”

Molly, Classroom Assistant, Interview

Considering Doherty’s (2004) research that highlighted the need to develop 

innovative ways to involve classroom assistant, mixed-age play allowed teachers 

and classroom assistants to work together as equal partners, with both parties 

contributing to the learning environment and activities in the play scenario. In 

mixed-age play an important aspect, as highlighted by staff, was that it gave 

classroom assistants a voice, where previously they may not have had much input. 

In this research, mixed-age play highlighted the value of the input of the 

classroom assistants, and helped to develop a sense of appreciation between staff 

members. Teachers recognized the need to involve classroom assistants in the 

programme, to ensure the success and sustainability of it. Molly’s quote above 

also emphasised the need for more time to allow teachers and classroom assistants 

to plan mixed-age play more fully, together.

Stephanie’s quote also highlighted a sense of accomplishment on behalf of the 

entire staff, and pride in this achievement. Developing the mixed-age play 

programme was a positive and enjoyable experience for both staff and children. 

Staff had control over what they were doing with regards to the service they were 

providing and viewed mixed-age play as extending and improving the service 

they provided:

“ ...the programme has helped us to stand out from other schools- we 
have something that’s new and that’s innovative.

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

The introduction of mixed-age play enhanced the service provided in the research 

school in a unique and innovative way that boosted staff relationships and mutual 

respect within these relationships. It also encouraged staffs professional 

development, as they tailored assessment techniques to suit the mixed-age play 

setting, and as they participated in more reflective practice. Assessment 

procedures employed by staff will be discussed in the next section.
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4.4.2 Developing Assessment Procedures

Mixed-age play provided teachers with the opportunity to introduce a targeted 

assessment scheme. When children were targeted, they were selected to engage in 

more focused one-on-one interactions with early years teachers through play, 

within the mixed-age setting. Teachers usually completed child assessment 

within their age-segregated classrooms, but mixed-age play provided a new 

environment in which assessments could also be completed. As a result of the 

integration of staff and children in play families, children were being observed by 

someone who was not their usual class teacher. This allowed staff to experience 

and observe different children, share these experiences, and ultimately develop 

more robust strategies to aid individual children’s learning and development:

“It was very, very beneficial from a teacher’s point of view for another 
teacher to observe our children, so whenever the children were mixed 
together you could get feedback from other teachers, you know, if you 
had a concern about a child, or if the child was really good at 
something, then they were sort of confirming that and confirming your 
ideas... and then I can plan for the children better. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

Targeted assessments allowed staff to construct a deeper understanding of the 

child, with less subjectivity and from more perspectives, and to incorporate this 

into their planning for that child’s future learning and development. These 

assessments also allowed the staff to employ Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of 

proximal development (ZPD) as a strategy to work with individuals to promote 

their learning and development. Wood (1988) studied primary school classes and 

concluded that it is not possible for teachers to identify the ZPD of thirty different 

students. Taking this into consideration, this study employed the scheme of 

targeted assessment and worked with smaller numbers of children on a monthly 

basis. In developing the targeted assessment scheme, children benefitted through 

the one-on-one interaction with staff, and staff developed professionally. The 

targeted assessment scheme embodied the four steps of Ash & Levitt's (2003) 

model, as explained below.

Children were selected for targeted assessments on the basis of their ability to 

potentially benefit from extra one-on-one adult interaction. Twenty children, in 

total, were selected monthly and assigned to the relative family teacher for
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observation and assessment. Resembling step one of Ash and Levitt’s (2003) 

model (Section 2.5.2), teachers then recorded factors such as language a child 

used, details of the activities they selected, and their general behaviour throughout 

mixed-age play. Play was employed as the arena for these targeted assessments in 

this study because, in Vygotskian terms, play is a developmental activity that 

naturally creates a zone of proximal development for the child (Vygotsky 

1966/1933). In the preschool years (3-6years), play is the leading activity and 

therefore the main developmental activity for children of this age (Vygotsky 

1966/1933). Using play as the activity for targeted assessments, therefore, would 

suggest the potentiality for more zones of proximal development. Consequently, 

target assessments were carried out within, and through play.

Verenikina (2003) suggested that the teacher needed to know the child’s current 

level of development, but also needed to be aware of the skills that the child 

would be developing next. Staff and the researcher, therefore, drew up a 

progression framework of skills and abilities to outline the skills children could 

develop in play across the early years (preschool to primary 2). Curriculum 

documentation was used to develop this progression framework, which staff 

referred to as the ’play skills baseline’. This provided an overarching view of the 

skills and abilities children in the early years could develop during play, and 

therefore, provided staff with a point of reference for identifying where children 

would be developing towards (Appendix 12). This aligned with step two of Ash 

& Levitt’s (2003) model where the teacher could compare a child’s performance 

against their expectations, or the expectations of the child’s developmental stage.

After the initial observation of the child, the family teachers used the remainder of 

the month to identify a “budding skill” in each targeted child, from the play skills 

baseline, and worked with the child to master that skill. Budding skills were skills 

that the teacher could see the child attempting but not yet having mastered. The 

teacher, after the identification of the skills a child would be developing next, 

could then work with the child within a co-constructed ZPD to encourage 

development as much as possible. Steps three and four of Ash & Levitt’s (2003) 

model were exercised at this stage of the target assessment scheme as teacher’s 

began to identify skills and work with children to develop these:
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“I’m kind of getting used to it now- you know as you watch the children 
and focus on what they 're doing in play you can see the skills they 're 
developing quite clearly- and the more you do it the easier it becomes.
You start to realise what sorts of activities work and don 7 work, and it 
allows you to select ones and develop them for specific individuals. ”

Sally, Teacher, Informal comment

As Sally indicated, continuous involvement in developing the ZPD with children 

encouraged staff competency in working within the ZPD. Staff members learned 

to tailor approaches for individuals and could identify the more successful 

approaches or strategies that could be employed in the mixed-age play setting.

The concept of the ZPD was not always easily understood in the research, 

however. Prior to the targeted assessment scheme, the researcher and staff 

members discussed the concept. Verenikina (2003) described how the ZPD is a 

term that is commonly referred to, but both its interpretation, and implementation 

varies from study to study. Consequently, it was agreed that all staff members 

would discuss the concept to agree upon a common understanding and a common 
use of the term within the study. The researcher introduced the concept of the 

ZPD as a prospective measure of development, rather than retrospective 

(Vygotsky 2003), and identified the value of looking for ongoing development in 

children, rather than those skills that they had already developed. Through the 

identification of currently developing skills, teachers could plan for the specific 

development of these skills and abilities, and engage in interactions with the child 

to potentially promote the child’s developmental trajectory. To reflect this 

perspective of the ZPD as looking to future developments, staff developed a 

template to use in targeted assessments (Figure 4.7). This initial template 

provided space for observation details to be included and a section for ‘next 

steps’. This allowed staff to identify the child’s next developmental step and 

thereby plan their next steps in helping the child during this, also:
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Child's Name:____________________________ Date:

Figure 4.7: Targeted assessment sheet

As the template in Figure 4.7 was implemented and used, it became evident that 

teachers were not planning the ‘next steps’ as fully as was anticipated, however, 

and only the observations became increasingly detailed. It became evident that 
there was some confusion surrounding the identification of budding skills and of 

the ZPD.

“You know I know the point of it and I know what we 're supposed to do, 
but when it actually comes to figuring out what exact skill the child is 
developing there and then, and where I fit into that, it can be difficult. ”

Anonymous, Teacher, Informal comment

As this quote indicates, some staff found it difficult to establish what skills the 

children were developing and where they could intervene to help create a ZPD to 

boost the child’s development. The ZPD is a co-constructed interactive space 

between the teacher and student (Ash & Levitt 2003; Kinginger 2002), and as 

such, is transformative for both parties (Rogoff, 1995, Wells, 1999). A common 

misconception of the ZPD was that it was a “property of the child” (Chaiklin 

2003, p.4):

“The ZPD is causing difficulty- there is confusion and questions about 
what it is, where it is and how staff can locate it. The ZPD needs more
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explanation as to its existence as a co-constructed interaction between 
the child and adult. ”

Researcher Reflective Journal, March 2011

The researcher reflected on how the ZPD needed to be presented more clearly, as 

interactive, and as existing between individuals, rather than as something 

associated with the child. As the study proceeded staff focused increasingly on 

the interactions between adults and children, and on how these interactions could 

be developed in play. Staff watched video footage of mixed-age play sessions 

and identified examples of good adult-child interaction and discussed why these 

were so. Video six, for example, shows a classroom assistant working with a 

preschool child in the physical play area (Figure 4.8).

Figure 4.8: Taking the child by the hand

The child in the video needed a lot of adult assistance and motivation to complete 

the physical activities and the classroom assistant, having gauged this, physically 

took the child’s hand and completed the activities with him:

“I think this video’s great. You can see how Margaret (classroom 
assistant) takes Bobby (Syears) by the hand and physically does the 
activities with him. She demonstrated the activities, but also facilitated 
Bobby in completing them- and he needed that help- Margaret’s 
interaction with him was exactly what he needed. It was at the right 
level. ”

Molly, Classroom assistant, Informal comment
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Molly commented on the value of Margaret's interaction for the child and 

described it as an appropriate interaction for the child's developmental level. An 

important point to remember, however, is that interactions are reciprocal, and 

consequently, teachers and children both experience transformation as a result of 

their involvement in interactions with one another (Ash & Levitt 2003). This 

suggests that Margaret would have developed from the interaction in video six 

also. Ash & Levitt (2003) argued that this transformation occurs within the ZPD, 

and results in learner development through formative assessment, and teacher 

development through gaining a deeper understanding of their own teaching 

practices.

The developmental methodology employed in this study allowed participants to 

evaluate, reflect on and develop their interactions as the research proceeded:

“I think at this stage what we’ve seen happening is that it becomes 
observation after observation. We need to start being more definite 
about identifying where the wee ones are going next and what they ’re 
working towards, and pinpointing the exact steps that we need to take. I 
think the best way to go about it is that each week when there are 
observations I 'll read them and then using the baseline try to identify a 
potential developing skill. The other teachers can then try to work with 
the child within their limits to develop that skill. ”

Sabrina, Teacher, Informal comment

Sabrina was able to identify the areas in which the assessments were not as 

effective as it could be. She reflected on the practice of the adults in the research, 

and as she described, staff needed to identify the child’s next developmental steps 

more clearly, so as to inform their future interactions with that child. Sabrina 

reflected on her own abilities, and volunteered to work with other staff members 

in future to aid in the process of identifying budding skills and how to develop 

these in mixed-age play. According to Ash & Levitt (2003) as the teacher and 

learner interact in the ZPD, and bring the learner from an initial level of mastery 

to gradual independent activity, the teacher’s expertise is also enhanced so they 

can be of “utmost assistance” (p.5). The teacher becomes more competent in 

interacting with the student to create a ZPD. Interaction between staff members 

in this way could also permit the development of ZPDs between staff members as 

they discussed and debated their next steps, and developed their practice.
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The initial challenge of identifying the child's actual ZPD was lessened upon the 

employment of Chaiklin’s (2003) idea that the child’s ZPD is based on their 

ability to imitate. Imitation, in this instance, refers to the activities carried out by 

the child in cooperation with adults or with another child, and includes 

“everything that the child cannot do alone, but which he can be taught or which he 

can do with direction or cooperation or with the help of leading questions” 

(Vygotsky 1934/1998b, p. 202). Verenikina (2003) discussed how when adults 

work within the child’s ZPD, they should look at the way that the child's 

performance is mediated socially- how shared understanding or intersubjectivity 

has been achieved. Intersubjectivity is the establishment of shared understandings 

between the child and the adult (Wertsch 1985, 1998), and is an essential step in 

the process of internalisation, as the adult gradually removes the assistance, and 

transfers responsibility for learning, to the child (Verenikina 2003). This involves 

a consideration of the means through which staff interacted with the child, and 

how then the child used, and adapted these to reach a higher, culturally-mediated 

level of development (Verenikina 2003). The mediating tools the child used in 

the learning scenario, and how they were implemented must also be considered.

Overall, staff used observations, questioning and modeling to distinguish what 

children could and could not complete independently, and what they could 

complete with assistance. The skills and abilities that children could complete 

with the help of the teacher, but not independently, were noted as being within the 

child's ZPD. Staff then became active in play, and provided children with models 

and demonstrations of how they could master that skill or ability independently:

“Staff are becoming increasingly active in identifying skills in children 's 
ZPDs. They are also more aware of the need to be players in the mixed- 
age play setup. When they become a player they are immediately a part 
of the child’s environment and can participate in activities as selected 
by the child without explicitly intervening. They can model and 
demonstrate abilities for the child without removing them from the play 
environment or from their peers. ”

Researcher Reflective Journal, April 2011

The importance of assessing the child within the context of play, and of 

intervening through play was highlighted as targeted assessments continued. The 

ability to use assessment in this manner was noted as a benefit of the targeted 

assessment scheme:
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“The target assessments are good because they can be done within the 
play and the children don’t have to be separated from the play or their 
friends and it means they don 7 even really know they 're being 
assessed. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Informal comment

As Stephanie suggested, the children were unaware of ongoing assessment within 

the mixed-age play setting. In mixed-age play children were assessed 

individually through the targeted assessment scheme, therefore reflecting, and 

continuing the format of assessment in preschool. This allowed for more 

individualized forms of assessment and was a step towards the creation of “pupil 

profiles”. Pupil profiles are a form of assessment, suggested in the Revised NI 

Primary Curriculum (CCEA 2006, p.15):

The Pupil Profile at the Foundation Stage is the statutory means of 
reporting to parents. The format of the Profile will address and reflect 
the curriculum in Northern Ireland. It will also provide a record of the 
child’s learning and attainment together with any learning issues. The 
Pupil Profile will inform parents how their child is progressing at school 
and will help form the basis for planning future learning.

In this study a range of observation and next step templates were collated for 

target children over a period of a month and collected in a file for each individual, 
to be used in conjunction with normal classroom assessments. In addition, 

children who were involved in developing enhanced home school links had more 

detailed weekly templates that were collated in reflective diaries and shared with 

parents on a regular basis (chapter five).

Overall, mixed-age play facilitated a scheme of targeted assessments where 

teachers could work with children on an individual basis, and create individually- 

tailored zones of proximal development. The employment of the ZPD concept, 

both in and through play, encouraged the co-construction of developmental 

interactions between adults and children. These interactions promoted child 

development, and staff professional development. Staff interacted with children 

of different ages and developmental stages, and needed to develop strategies to 

encourage development in the various age groups. Through the integration of 

staff within the mixed-age families the sharing of assessments between staff 

members was permitted and fuller, more detailed perspectives of each child were 

collated. This allowed staff to consider specific differences between individuals,
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and evaluate their practice more fully in relation to individuals. Their reflective 

practice in relation to this will be discussed more fully in the next section.

4.4.3 Reflective Practice

This section details how staff became increasingly reflective within their practice, 

and in relation to the conceptions and ideas they held about various areas of their 

practice through participating in mixed-age play. Staff reflected individually, and 

as a collective, on their conceptions of play. They explored the potential 

influences on the conceptions they held and how these changed through their 

participation in the research. This section also addresses how the level of critical 

reflection was enhanced over the period of the implementation year.

Staff, in this study, reflected on their participation in developing the IPP and 

displayed a sense of pride in their achievement:

“We all did it- it was nice for us to be able to work together too and it’s 
important for the assistants to have a voice as well, and actually be 
valued for what they’re doing and what they’re saying because 
ultimately without them, we cou/dn '( do this- the programme wouldn't 
have happened- we needed all the adults there not just the teaching 
staff... the programme has helped us to stand out from other schools- we 
have something that's new and that’s innovative. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

Through reflection, staff recognized their agency in the process and began to 

appreciate the value in what they had developed. They described it as “a learning 

curve” (Stephanie, Teacher, Interview), for them as individuals, and as a team, 

and described how it allowed them to physically change the service they were 

providing:

“There’s no restrictions on us- we 're not necessarily part of the original 
planning, but we've no restrictions that we can’t deviate from. ”

Molly. Classroom Assistant, Interview

“We’re offering like a more holistic approach to everything because 
your child, from the word ‘go’ is accepted into the whole school 
community ...and we've changed it so that it’s in the afternoon now, and 
we’ve combined the mixed-age play and extended schools now so it’s all 
one big thing. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

Molly and Stephanie both highlighted the autonomy they had within the
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development of the mixed-age play programme and described the changes they 

made to it. The developmental methodology employed in the study meant that 

staff could make changes to the methods as they participated in the research. This 

required them to evaluate and reflect upon their actions and practice throughout 

the implementation period.

The mixed-age play programme, and its design and implementation, facilitated 

both verbal interaction and collective reflection by staff members, and the 

researcher. Collective reflection in this way enhanced staff understandings of 

mixed-age play, its rationale and its value:

“You know we had to try and win people over as well- that was the other 
thing- that was trying to get people to understand the value of it and 
actually to value it...it's getting people to realise that there’s a purpose 
to this. Even now today when staff are talking and chatting during play 
we’re all very conscious of the fact that you know we should be 
integrating with the children ...whereas before you’d have thought they 
were okay playing away...it’s affected even my own structured 
play ...before I would have thought ‘I’ll get this done while they’re 
playing but now I’m thinking 7 have to be a part of their play ’ ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

Collective reflection on the mixed-age play programme developed staff 

understandings, influenced beliefs and ultimately benefitted the practice, as the 

staff members became increasingly aware of their role in the play scenario and 

consciously adapted this to enhance the programme. Critical reflection of the 

programme, and of their roles within it, encouraged staff to reconsider their 

individual practice and beliefs regarding play, specifically, and its value for 

development. Staff focus groups were carried out, within the implementation 

period, to explore staff perceptions of play. Two separate groups were arranged: 

one included only teaching staff, and the other only classroom assistants. Groups 

were separated in this way in an attempt to remove the potential influence of the 

power associated with roles on participant responses. It was thought that by 

grouping all teachers together, and all classroom assistants together in a separate 

group, there might be richer responses. Over two sessions staff discussed 

definitions of play, valuable components and outcomes of play, and the position 

of play in education. These focus groups encouraged debate and discussion 

between staff members. The second session also allowed time for reflection on 

the outcomes of the initial session.
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In the first focus group session participants were asked to list words and terms 

they associated with the term ‘play’. Teachers and classroom assistants focused 

on two themes when faced with this task: types of play, and skills developed 

through play. Table 4.2 gives an overview of teacher and classroom assistant 

responses.

Types of Play Skills Developed Through
Play

Teacher Responses - Outdoor play - Thinking skills

- Physical play (use energy) - Team work

- Construction - Self-management

- Role Play - Roles and responsibilities

- Free play - Mimicking/ Imitation

- Exploratory - Develop Personal

- Natural Capabilities

- Creative - Aware of healthiness

- Fun (physical and mental)

- Family and Society play - Imagination

- Investigating skills

- Social Interaction

- Facilitates development

of skills and abilities

- Facilitates learning

Classroom - Free play - Learn who they are

Assistant - Plan-do-review play - Learn where they belong

Responses - Individual play - Into their own world

- Role play (develop imagination)

- Adult-led - Self-expression

- Self-led - Self-awareness

- Fun/ Enjoyment - Adult interaction

- Imagination/ Imaginative - Social skills

play - Holistic development

- Developmental play - Emotions
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- Play as Learning - Learn to share

- Learn to take turns

- Interaction with other 

children

- Fine and gross motor 

skills

- Learn to help others

Table 4.2: School Staff Discussions on ‘Play’

The responses given by both groups were very similar. Play was described as an 

academic activity but also as a natural activity and both groups agreed that play 

allowed a child to learn at their own pace and in their own way, but with 

intervention their play could be furthered to boost learning.

The description of play differed between teachers and classroom assistants. 

Teachers described play as a “facilitator of learning and of development.” 

Classroom assistants described play as learning, and as development in itself. 

This difference only became evident upon collective reflection by the classroom 

assistants when they studied the teacher’s ideas about play in the second session. 

The classroom assistants pointed out the discrepancy and suggested possibilities 

for the difference:

“...maybe it’s because they have to stick to curriculum and have all that 
pressure. You know we can be a bit more relaxed with the wains. ”

Anonymous, Classroom Assistant, Focus Group

“I think we have the luxury I suppose, of being able to play with the 
children and think about what development we can get from it, whereas 
teachers sort of do maths and literacy and stuff through play. It’s more 
restricted for them. ”

Anonymous, Classroom Assistant, Focus Group

When it was presented to the teachers they too began to discuss the difference in 

descriptions given by the two groups:

“/ always thought of play as valuable and as important for wee ones ’ 
development, but whenever we actually get talking about it now I’m 
really shocked about what I’m actually realising. I suppose when you 
get bogged under with all the teaching side of things and curriculum
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and targets you kind of...play kind of maybe moves down a bit on your 
list of priorities. ”

Anonymous, Teacher, Focus Group

In theory the teachers believed play to be both ‘development’ and ‘learning’, but 

through collective reflection they were confronted with a different outlook. They 

began to reflect more on their thinking, and started to consider the source of their 

knowledge. Shamir et al (2009) referred to this process as meta-cognition. 

Livingston (1997, web source) defined metacognition as “thinking about 

thinking" and as referring to “higher order thinking which involves active control 

over the cognitive processes engaged in learning”. In developing meta-cognition, 

staff considered and addressed outside factors that might have impinged on their 

beliefs, thought processes, and practices. The outside influences on both the 

teacher’s, and classroom assistant’s behaviour were considered so as to attempt to 

understand this discrepancy in their understandings of play. In the groups the 

teachers and the classroom assistants discussed the goal of their activity in school, 

and the mediating factors that allowed them to reach their goals.

When the two groups discussed and agreed upon the main object in their activity, 

a major difference was evident. Teachers’ main initial objective was identified as 

developing the children socially and settling them in the school environment, to 

benefit their learning potential:

“I think that the children will learn better whenever they can function 
socially and integrate with other children. They can access the 
curriculum better. ”

Anonymous, Teacher, Focus Group

Teachers continued to explain that learning to read and write would be their next 

priority. Classroom assistants, on the other hand, identified a different objective, 

relative to the holistic development of the child:

“My goal is helping the child to reach their potential in health and 
safety, happiness and education. ”

Anonymous, Classroom Assistant, Focus Group

“Helping them to develop in all areas, but letting them choose what they 
want. ”

Anonymous, Classroom Assistant, Focus Group
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Classroom assistants considered their role in a wider, less-restricted sense than the 

teachers. They identified a broader range of areas where they helped to develop 

the children. On the contrary, teachers honed in on the areas that, consequently, 

were the basis on which children were tested, and teachers evaluated. Teachers 

identified the curriculum as the primary mediating factor on their teaching 

practice:

"At the end of the day we would love more freedom but our main 
priority lies in delivering the curriculum and getting the results. We are 
judged by those outcomes also- if we don ’/ get results it reflects badly on 
us and our job. ”

Anonymous, Teacher, Focus Group

Teachers were restricted by the curriculum and, consequently, their expectations, 

aims and objectives were focused on the curriculum outcomes. Children are 

tested in accordance with curriculum specifications and so teachers’ focus must be 

on these guidelines.

Classroom assistants, on the other hand, identified “plans” (the teacher’s plans) as 

their main mediating factor. They had to follow teacher’s plans in reaching their 

outcome. They also mentioned ‘curriculum’, and clearly identified ‘play’ as a 

tool to reach their outcome.

Following discussion about play as a mediating artifact, both teachers and 

classroom assistants agreed that classroom assistants usually have a more 

substantial role in play, than teachers.

“Classroom assistants have more time to become ‘players ’ with the 
children. I mean we usually have something else to plan, or do, like 
reading groups, so we don’t really get the time to settle into play 
activities. ”

Anonymous, Teacher, Focus Group

In Doherty’s (2004, p.33) study, classroom assistants specifically described part 

of their role as “being a playmate” to younger children. Overall, classroom 

assistants face less pressure in the learning environment and can focus more on 

helping children develop life skills rather than just the academic skills, which 

teachers must concentrate on. These coinciding conceptions of play at the 

beginning of the research suggested a potential concern relating to the future 

delivery of the IPP:
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“It’s not really a challenge in that everyone worked well enough 
together and everyone knew what they were doing but I think you have 
the challenge that every staff member has a different perspective of play 
and how it’s delivered and how it’s facilitated... ”

Molly, Classroom Assistant, Interview

Molly raised the concern that varying conceptions of play might affect the 

implementation of the programme. She was concerned that staff may take on 

different roles, in relation to their ideas about play. As the research proceeded, 

however, and as staff members were integrated, it was thought that the different 

perspectives were positive for the delivery of the programme:

“But with regards to how that affected staff I suppose it wasn’t a 
challenge- if Mary had have picked up on something, she would have 
said ‘Molly look at this, look at this, ’ and we would have sat and 
watched and discussed and thought ‘I’ve seen her doing that before or 
that’s a development or whatever ...you know we kind of discussed it 
more and shared our ideas and then moved forwardfrom that. ”

Molly, Classroom Assistant, Interview

When staff had different ideas and perceptions about play, it was more valuable to 

the play environment they created as it incorporated a wider variety of values and 

attitudes, which were fed into future practice. According to staff, integration of 

the adults resulted in “richer play environments,, (Anonymous, Classroom 

Assistant, Focus Group). Staff working in this way resembled a community of 

practice, which, according to Wenger (2006, p.l), “are groups of people who 

share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as 

they interact regularly”. In communities of practice, the behaviour of the 

community constantly changes as the demands of the practice “force the 

community to revise its relationship to the environment” (Brown and Duguid 

1991, p.51). In mixed-age play the behaviour of participants, both as individuals 

with separate and differing roles, and as a collective community, changed as the 

implementation proceeded and as the developing environment dictated their 

behaviour. Daft and Weick (1994) described the latter- the participants acting as 

a collective community- as the central unit of analysis in understanding the 

innovation of the practice, rather than the individual roles. Within mixed-age play 

and within the IPP as a whole, however, individual reflections and collective 

interpretations were sought and analysed, and viewed as equally important. This 

is in line with Cobb et al’s (1997) view that the “discourse and the associated
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communal activity of collective reflection.. .both supported and were constituted 

by actively reflecting individuals” (Cobb et al 1997, p. 266). Staff were actively 

involved in developing mixed-age play, and reflected while participating in, and 

contributing to the development of the discourse. This participation both 

supported and enabled their individual reflection (Cobb et al 1997):

...it's been a learning curve for me, it's helped me and my practice to 
become a lot more aw are... of how important it is to engage in play with 
the kids... it’s given me a new lease of life for my structured play in my 
own classroom! ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

Staff identified changes to their beliefs and practices, and how mixed-age play 

influenced these. As the staff reflected collectively and individually, changes and 

adaptations to the mixed-age play programme were implemented. Reflective 

practice not only made change possible, but also provided information that was 

needed to develop guidelines for setting new needs, goals, and plans (Yang 2009). 

Burnett and Lingam (2007) maintained that critical reflection helps teachers and 

administrators to rethink the purposes of education and reshape any programs to 

meet students’ needs. As participants became increasingly engaged in mixed-age 

play, they displayed more agency in its development and they tailored it to 

become as effective as possible for all participants. In this research study, agency 

was defined as a proactive change within a participant, which caused them to 

physically change, or implement some new aspect to their actions, or to employ 

tools to aid their actions. This change would have resulted in an improvement 

both implicitly in their mind and explicitly in reality. For example, staff changed 

the mixed-age play setting into the family setting because it was deemed more 

beneficial for the explicit, overall school environment. Through staff interviews, 

questionnaires and informal feedback, it was also identified, however, as more 

suited to staff, personally, in their modes of working and to their beliefs and 

perceptions.

Critical reflection by participants was noted to initiate frequent debates and 

discussions between individual participants, but also intrapersonally, within the 

individual. These internal and external debates seemed to encourage and drive 

participant’s actions. However, in the initial stages of the research, the researcher 

reflected on how individual reflections seemed to lack criticality:

188



“One important aspect of working collectively to develop mixed-age 
play is in relation to relationships and how people reflect on what is 
happening. So far I have experienced a few different reflection 
scenarios both in relation to individual staff, and in the staff collective.
In the initial stages of the research, reflection was not very deep- staff 
when discussing the programme made generally positive comments 
about the programme and did not seem to question what was happening 
or why. I noticed a change in staff attitude however, when staff became 
increasingly involved in the programme. As time passed and the initial 
setting for mixed-age play was identified as inefficient, staff frustrations 
emerged and tensions increased. This seemed to promote staff levels of 
critical reflection as they challenged specific aspects of the programme 
and why they were occurring, much more frequently. This led to the 
robust adaptation of the mixed-age play setting to become one, which 
was deemed more effective.

Researcher Reflective Diary, 14th June 2011

As the researcher indicated, levels of critical reflection seemed to become 

enhanced as participants became emotionally engaged with the mixed-age play 

programme. The developmental methodology employed, meant that participants 

were living the research, working within it each day, and therefore experiencing 

it. This could suggest that their understandings and perceptions of mixed-age play 

became more pronounced with their enhanced involvement, over time, and the 

development of their attitudes (positive or negative) towards it. As individuals 

developed their own attitudes towards mixed-age play they seemed to be more 

willing to share these with others in order to develop the programme:

Through group discussions staff reflected on the overall mixed-age play 
programme and continually suggested changes, and modified the 
programme as it was implemented and became institutionalized. At the 
end of the implementation year collective reflection was ongoing and 
staff appeared to become increasingly vocal about their opinions and 
ideas concerning the IPP.

Researcher Reflective Diary, 14th June 2011

The researcher noted how staff attitudes fed into the development of the mixed- 

age play programme, throughout the year. The use of a developmental, 

collaborative methodology permitted this continual adaptation and modification 

of mixed-age play, and therefore allowed the progression and development of the 

research over the implementation period. The interpersonal interactions 

encouraged group discussion on the state of the programme at various stages, 

possible changes to make and any problems that participants may have 

experienced.
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Considering Vygotsky’s general genetic law of cultural development, however, 

reflections also occurred on an intrapersonal level. Individuals reflected on their 

participation as part of the collective, and the results of this collective, and these 

then affected the individual’s personal ideas and opinions:

Individual reflections of staff were also however evident. Through the 
questionnaires, for example, staff were able to note their reflections for 
the researcher. These provided viewpoints and ideas that were not 
raised at all in the collective and proved very interesting as to how the 
programme was interpreted by each individual member of staff. For 
example, one staff member reflected on the value of the programme in 
relation to her position as a newly qualified teacher. Through a teacher 
interview and a classroom assistant interview, further, deeper 
reflections were gauged. With these two individuals, discussions and 
debates they appeared to be having in their own psyche with regards to 
the entire project came to light. As they vocalized their reflections, 
further debate and, in some instances, clarification of their ideas, was 
evident. One such example involved the teacher’s ideas about a change 
in the types of play being offered in the play bases- when I probed her 
thinking, she began to critically evaluate and question the change they 
had implemented at the end of the implementation period. The teacher 
began to question the changes from her individual perspective and 
claimed that they may need to readdress those changes. ”

Researcher Reflective Diary, 14lh June 201 1

Individuals’ reflections also fed into the implementation procedure and into 

further collective reflection. Again this supported and emphasised Cobb et al’s 

(1997, p.266) idea that “discourse and the associated communal activity of 

collective reflection...both supported and were constituted by actively reflecting 

individuals.” The implementation process in this research, and the collective 

reflection of the school community, supported individual reflection but was also 

supported by individual reflections.

Overall, reflection levels improved as participation was enhanced. Through 

critical reflection teachers were encouraged to take a stand through questioning, 

and to challenge others’ assumptions, which could then have improved teaching 

practices and allowed the conditions in which schooling occurred to be 

rationalised (Carr & Kemmis, 1983; Manouchehri, 2002; Burnett & Lingam, 

2007). This was evident in the teacher interview, as noted in the researcher’s field 

notes above. In this interview the teacher began to critically evaluate the current 

state of the programme from her individual perspective. Up until this point she
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had been working as a collective and had implemented changes as a collective:

Teacher: “It doesn t really matter what you’re playing with- it's
the skills that you ’re transferring to use when they ’re 
playing, so that’s what we’re going to focus on...and 
we’ve got lots of different play activities in each room to 
try to develop as many as possible ”

Researcher: “So, you’re developing all play skills at once- how
might that affect children’s participation and 
concentration, in light of what we observed in the first 
setting we tried out?

Teacher: “Hmm now that’s actually a good point...because we
saw that the wains flitted about didn ’t they when they 
were given lots of activities. Now I’m thinking that we 
might need to think about pinpointing a particular skill, 
so we need to focus on one... that’s a good point...right 
we’ve only been discussing this and we haven’t started 
proper observations and assessments yet but that’s 
raised an important point now in my mind...and now 
that’s another issue highlighted, and that’s another 
thing for us to re-evaluate. ”

The teacher, through discussion with the researcher, reflected individually and, as 

a result, took a more critical stance with regard to the group’s proposals. She 

highlighted how she could then become an agent and bring this to the collective 

forum to suggest further changes to the implementation. Again this highlighted 
the reciprocal nature of individual and collective reflection as highlighted by 

Cobb et al (1997).

Both collective and individual reflective practices were encouraged in this 

research study. As participants were involved in the research their levels of 

reflection were enhanced and their levels of engagement with mixed-age play 

improved. They reflected both as a collective and individually, and these two sets 

of reflections were inter-related and dialectical, as they influenced each other. 

Participant’s collective and individual reflections were shared and discussed, and 

fed into the future design and planning of mixed-age play.

4.5 Limitations of the Mixed-age Play Setting

The planning, design and implementation of mixed-age play were not smooth 

processes. From September 2010 until June 2011, mixed-age play was 

implemented in the research school involving teachers, classroom assistants, the
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researcher and the children. The research employed a developmental 

methodology, which meant that the methods that were employed could potentially 

change depending on participant’s reflections and evaluations of them. Over the 

implementation period participants identified issues and problems and collectively 

attempted to lessen the influences of these on the success of the mixed-age play 

programme. There were three main limitations identified in relation to mixed-age 

play. Time, the challenge of ensuring that children were actually playing in 

mixed-age groupings, and ensuring that all children were challenged through play 

were recorded as limitations of the mixed-age play setting.

4.5.1 Planning and Assessment Time

A general limiting factor on mixed-age play in setting one, specifically, was time. 

Staff noted the lack of time as limiting both planning and assessment. In relation 

to planning, staff worked collaboratively to arrange monthly play schemes around 

a common theme. Having all staff present at these planning sessions would 

ensure a wide range of activities for all developmental stages:

‘We’d like everyone to help with the planning because each teacher is 
the expert in their age group and they know what activities would suit 
and what resources we have available. ”

Susan, Teacher, Informal comment

However, time for these sessions was limited and, as a result, planning was 

completed by smaller numbers of staff. This may have affected the width of 

activities available and could have caused tensions between staff members. 

However, as the implementation period progressed, staff worked increasingly 

closer, and, were therefore more able to informally suggest changes, 

modifications or additions to the planners. Staff used the term “team” (Sally, 

teacher. Informal comment) to represent how they planned and organized the 

mixed-age play.

Time was also limited in relation to assessment. This particularly referred to the 

dissemination of targeted observations and assessments between staff. Staff 

completed targeted assessments on children who were not in their normal class 

and therefore they needed to share their findings with the child’s class teacher. 

Time, however, was limited for doing so:
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“/ have some great stuff in my assessments about targeted children and 
to be honest w ’re finding it really hard to find time to share this 
information. At the minute 1 feel it might be a bit wasted because we ’re 
putting it into the child’s file but we ’re not really discussing it or delving 
into it. ”

Sally, Teacher, Informal comment

Staff made a number of suggestions regarding these assessments to aid this 

process. Some suggested the completion of these by not only teachers, but also 

by classroom assistants. This could mean that more could be completed but also 

that they could be more easily disseminated through classroom assistants who 

may have more time to do so.

4.5.2 Promoting mixed-age play

Mixed-age play was selected for implementation in an attempt to mix children 

according to age and developmental stage. The extent to which children were 

actually mixing and interacting cross the age groups, however, varied and this 

proved a challenging task for staff:

“We still have that problem in the [play base] because everyday I talk 
about how we’re an overall group and we're all together and...it’s 
nearly force of habit that the older children, they just ad gravitate 
together in the one place and it's trying to remind them that they...you 
know I would look for opportunities where someone's maybe on their 
own doing a jigsaw, and say to one of the older children ‘awk look 
they ’re trying to do that and it would be lovely if you could help ’, so it's 
looking for opportunities to try and integrate the older ones in with the 
wee ones too. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

Teachers and classroom assistants noted how children interacted often with peers 

of the same age, and did not mix with either younger or older children. This was 

identified as an issue in the initial setting, particularly, but it prolonged as an issue 

into the adapted setting also. As Stephanie highlighted above, however, adult 

intervention was identified as positively influencing and affecting this issue, and 

staff became aware of their role in promoting children’s participation in mixed- 

age play, as the study proceeded.

Alongside the influence of the adult, however, the play family concept also 

affected the level of actual mixed-age play. Table 4.3 shows the levels of mixed-
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age play from whole class video footage of mixed-age play sessions. The 

researcher watched the footage and, using observation schedules, noted the ages 

of children at various play activities within play bases. The video footage was not 

recorded every week due to the research being completed in a real environment 

where events such as school plays, inspections and school trips were influential.

Date Average % Mixed-age Average % Single-age

13/01/11 43.5 56.5

20/01/11 78.6 21.4

03/03/11 75.1 24.9

08/03/11 88.5 11.5

15/03/11 85.2 14.8

24/03/11 74.0 26.0

07/04/11 83.8 16.2

14/04/11 75.9 24.1

19/05/11 81.4 18.6

01/06/11 80.9 19.1

Table 4.3: Average levels of mixed-age and single-age play during “family play” sessions

From Table 4.3, the introduction of the play family was on the 20/01/11. At this 

time a stark rise in the level of mixed-age play was noted. From this date onwards 

the level of mixed-age play remained high varying between 74% and 88.5%. 

Molly, a classroom assistant, however, raised an issue with mixed-age play in this 

respect. She claimed that despite children physically mixing and working at the 

same activities it was difficult to really know if children were actually playing 

together:

“The more the mixed ages are sitting together, they’re not necessarily 
talking to each other. You could have five children sitting around a 
table, all playing with play dough but not one of them are playing 
together and interacting ”

Molly, Classroom assistant, Interview

Molly suggested that only by encouraging group activities could the actual level 

of mixed-age play be increased. She suggested the use of group activities during 

family play. For example, she claimed interaction across ages could be more
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pronounced if there was one large group art activity rather than individual 

projects.

4.5.3 Optimising Mixed-age Play

Despite improved levels of peer teaching and learning, one issue persisted in 

mixed-age play. Staff faced difficulties in ensuring that children of all ages and 

developmental stages were continually challenged by the play activities provided:

“I felt the bigger ones weren't getting challenged enough- yes they 
were there as a great role model for the younger ones but I didn’t feel 
there was enough of a challenge for them. I think we were very, very 
general in our planning and then the teachers were more focusing on 
the observations on their own with the target children, and we weren't 
really looking at the entire picture and asking how we were going to 
challenge the [older children]. ”

Molly, Classroom Assistant, Interview

Molly stressed the need to consider the older, more able children and their 

performance in mixed-age play. She identified the need to ensure that play 

activities that were available were open to differentiation for children aged 3- 

6years but also sufficiently demanding to ensure that all children were challenged. 

A common question that arose throughout the implementation year was whether 

or not the older children were being challenged enough. Initially it was agreed 

that encouraging the older children to teach the younger children and practice 

‘reflective learning’ would be challenging in itself. When a child teaches, they are 

reflecting their knowledge as if off a mirror, and as a result, their knowledge is 

presented in a manner different to that in which they learned it. As it is reflected 

it becomes enriched, more deeply embedded and increasingly contextualized 

(Doherty 2012b). However, as time progressed it was felt that the older children 

should be challenged in more concrete ways:

“This year now we are sitting saying ‘right how are we going to start 
challenging the bigger ones? ’ And we 're learning as we ’re doing. We 
need to be stretching and challenging the P2s more. ”

Molly, Classroom Assistant, Interview

Molly indicated how school staff were consciously planning play activities for the 

more able children. Suggestions to further these children’s play experiences 

included the incorporation of the next class in the school (Primary 3 (7/8 year
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olds)), and their teacher, as participants in mixed-age play also. Activities and 

outcomes could be borrowed from this year group so as to introduce more 

challenge for the more able children:

“Silly thing like if we ’re bringing over the Primary 3's (7/8year olds) 
now they bring over jigsaws and games. You 're always trying to up the 
challenge with each group. ”

Molly, Classroom Assistant, Interview

Learning outcomes from the Key Stage One curriculum were also suggested for 

inclusion in the play skills baseline so as to form a link with this next transition 

period from Foundation Stage (Primary 1 and 2) to Key Stage One (Primary 3 and 

4). This process was ongoing at the end of the implementation year and was still 

being modified into the next academic year.

Chapter Summary

Overall, children and staff who were involved in the planning, designing and 

implementation of mixed-age play benefitted from their participation. Through an 

exploration of the data that was collected over the implementation year through 

interviews, questionnaires, focus groups, photographs, field notes and video 

recordings, it was confirmed that participants noted benefits in relation to child 

development and adult development within the specific context. As a result of 

their involvement, participants claimed that children developed mixed-age 

friendships, advanced their language skills, participated in peer teaching and 

learning, and experienced smoother transitions across the early years. From 

participant perspectives, staff also developed as a result of being involved in the 

research. Staff experienced improved relationships with other staff members, 

developed their assessment procedures, and enhanced their levels of reflective 

practice.

The initial principle put forward for implementation in this research was ‘mixed- 

age play’. After the process of implementation, and the evaluation of the 

programme by participants, this principle was modified to state ‘mixed-age family 

play’. The concept of ‘family’ was vital to the success of the programme and to 

the benefits identified by participants. This concept will be discussed further in 

chapter six.
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Despite the limitations of time, ensuring all children were challenged by play 

activities, and the challenges of ensuring play was actually mixed-age in nature, 

the mixed-age play family setting evolved and was maintained in the research 

school. The school, having recognised the benefits of mixed-age play through the 

family setting fitted the programme into their daily routine and increased the 

frequency of the sessions. They adapted it to suit the specific setting, and the 

children and families who were a part of the school community. Parents were 

identified as a group of participants that staff needed to involve more fully in 

mixed-age play. Through enhancing the home school links, staff attempted to 

inform parents about, and involve parents in, child development through play, in 

general, more fully.
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5.0 Findings and Discussion: Enhancing Home School 

Links

Enhancing home school links is a common aim of early years, and indeed primary 

education practices. When parents are involved in education, and the home and 

school contexts are linked, children’s learning is enhanced, thereby promoting 

their success in school, and in later life (Epstein, 2001).

The definition of a home school link, or the best method for linking the two 

learning contexts, however, is unclear. Current research reveals that there are 

many different activities that connect families and schools (Jordan et al 2000). 

Often these activities are quite different, yet they are all included under the 

umbrella terms “parent involvement” or “school-family connections”. Research 

has highlighted successful strategies as including parental education programmes, 

a family-school action team or working group, school newsletters, parent 

handbooks of information, the appointment of a school contact such as a parent- 

school liaison officer, and the sharing of folders of student work between home 

and school.

The school involved in this study recognized the value of the parental role, 

particularly at the early years, and with some home school links already in place, 

they aimed to enhance or strengthen these throughout this research study:

“In our school we try really hard to get our parents involved- we know 
that we 're in a deprived area where a lot of the parents might have 
negative attitudes towards school, or might not have time to talk to us, 
or get involved and sometimes you can see they don ’/ hang around too 
long. We have an open door policy though where parents collect their 
children from the classroom and they know they can talk to us at any 
time. We see benefits in interacting with parents casually often, and we 
just want to keep building that link with the parents because we know 
how important a positive parent attitude and parent support is for the 
child’s learning and not only that, but also for the whole school 
community- we want parents to know what we ’re doing and why, and we 
want them to become involved too and take on an active role in the 
school. ”

Sabrina, Teacher, Informal comment

Parents too recognized the potential to enhance the link between home and school. 

They sometimes felt “removed" (Hugh, Parent, Interview) from their child’s
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education, and maintained that in the early years especially, they would like to 

know more about daily happenings and daily progress:

“They don’t call you in if there’s something good you know - they don't 
have that time to do that. So getting this input [reflective diary] is great 
cos you know as Hugh says you drop them off in the morning and you 
pick them up in the afternoon and you don ’/ know what’s going on. You 
know sometimes the level of info you get is low and you kind of have to 
assume that if there’s no complaints you just have to trust everything’s 
all going good”

Ann, Parent, Interview

5.1 Designing and Implementing Enhanced Home School Links

The process of designing and implementing these links was undefined at the 

outset of the research. Through the developmental methodology, however, the 

methods transpired as the research team (comprised of teacher, classroom 

assistants, parents and the researcher) engaged in discussions and shared ideas 

about what methods would best suit the school community.

An initial concept to agree upon was in relation to what actually constituted a 

home school link. According to Izzo et al (1999), school personnel and parents 

may conceptualize this differently and may very often have different ideas about 

the roles they hold within this link. Parent motivation and the reasons behind 

their becoming involved were interesting for the research, as to the value they 

ascertained to home school links and to indicate the type of role parents may 

undertake within the home school link. In discussions with the five sets of parents 

in the focus group about their motivation for wanting to form a home school link, 

the child’s wellbeing was the predominant response:

“It was to give her every opportunity -you know everything that’s going 
we want her to do”

Hugh, Parent, Interview

“David is an only child and it's very hard to kind of think is he doing 
right, are we doing right or are we doing wrong? We’ve nothing really 
to go by and we thought it would be goodfor him ”

Brenda, Parent, Interview

Parents addressed the potential benefit to their child through active parental 

participation in creating a home school link, but also recognized how it could
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benefit them in their role as parents. Brenda, for example, described how her 

family’s involvement in the research could be a potential aide in the development 

of her personal perceptions and opinions of play:

“I thought I have to do this for myself because you know even with the 
rain I’d be a bit worried and say to David, "no you wouldn ’t want to go 
out in the rain ” you know you might melt. ”

Brenda, Parent, Interview

Brenda held negative connotations of play prior to the research and became 

involved so as to address these and potentially make them more positive.

The entire parent community of the school was encouraged to become involved in 

debates about the home school link, and to voice their concerns and ideas, in 

relation to what would work in their home and in their routine. In an initial parent 

information session a debate on the form the home school link would take, was 

raised. The researcher and school staff had, at this stage, suggested the 

potentiality of a family-school working group who would meet once a month to 

discuss the programme and their observations, and plan for the next steps. 

Concern was raised, however, in relation to how such an approach did not suit 

working parents who could not commit to monthly sessions:

"What about working parents? You know my husband and I both work 
full time and I do a lot of shifts so I couldn 't guarantee being at all the 
meetings. But I really want to be a part of this. I mean I think it'd be 
great for us! I think we could make the link in a different way that 
wouldn’t mean us needing to be at a certain place at a certain time.
That’s maybe just a wee bit restrictive. ”

Anonymous, Parent, Comment at information session

This comment allowed the researcher and school staff to see the research from 

another perspective and re-evaluate their ideas. Parent input in this way provided 

a justification for, and stressed the value of, methodological debates as a form of 

collective reflection by the research community, within the collaborative 

methodology.

In line with the implementation of mixed-age play, it was collectively agreed that 

a play-based link between home and school could provide continuity for the 

children, and promote their transfer and sharing of learning, between the two 

contexts. Play was recognised as an activity existent in both the home and school,
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and it could therefore act as a bridge between these two contexts. The concept of 

play was also one that each member of the research community had an 

understanding of and an experience of, and, as a result, training for participation, 

in this respect, was unnecessary. Play, in this study was regarded as a 

developmental activity. This meant that parents were engaging not only in the 

education system, but also the process of their child's development.

Reflective diaries and video cameras were used to aid in the dissemination of play 

experiences between home and school. Parents video-recorded their children 

playing in various ways, with a range of activities, and with various playmates. 

They reflected upon these play experiences, expressed concerns, and asked 

questions through the reflective diary (Figure 5.1):

Figure 5.1: Communicating through the Reflective Diary

Families personalized their reflective diaries and shared them along with the video 

footage on a basis that suited each family and their routine (Appendix 6). The 

researcher contributed to the diary in the form of reflective feedback following her 

viewing of the play footage from the home setting (Appendix 7), and the teacher 

completed a weekly outcome sheet based on the child’s development in school 

(Figure 5.2 and Appendix 1). This weekly outcome sheet, like the targeted 

assessment template used during mixed-age play sessions (Figure 4.7), was based
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on the premise of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development in that it explicitly 

identified skills or activities that the child was “ready to do’’ or in the process of 

developing:

4*

Things your child can do! Things your child is ready to
**** do!

Signed;.____________________ (Teacher) Signed:_____________________(Parent)

Figure 5.2: Weekly Outcome Sheet

This template allowed parents to monitor their child’s developmental performance 

in school, and where the child was developing towards. Parents could then 

encourage the development of these skills at home.

A focus group of five families participated in developing this home school link. 

Focus groups can have as few as four participants (for example Kitzinger 1995), 

or as many as twelve (for example Goss and Leinbach 1996). This study selected 

five sets of parents due to time and workload constraints associated with 

enhancing home school links and parents were selected in relation to a set of 

criteria that is outlined in section 3.5.

The actual implementation of the home school link through the use of diaries and 

video footage began in January 2011. From September 2010 until the point of 

implementation, planning for these links and the designing of them was ongoing. 

As the strategies were implemented and participants became involved in 

enhancing the home school link, children, parents and the wider school
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community were recorded as benefactors. In the following sections the effects of 

enhanced home school links on children, on parents and on the wider school 

community will be addressed, using participant perspectives and experiences.

5.2 Enhanced Home School Links: Children

Through an exploration of reflective diaries, video footage, parent interviews, and 

the researcher’s field notes, it was noted that child development was influenced by 

the enhanced home school links. Children’s social development through their 

involvement in enhancing the home school links was recorded frequently. This 

will be discussed specifically in chapter six, alongside the social development that 

was noted as a result of the mixed-age play programme. This section will address 

how children were noted to benefit from enhanced home school links in that they 

received more parental support at home.

5.2.1 More Support in the Home Setting

Through exploring reflective diaries, parent interviews, video footage, and the 

researcher’s field notes, it was observed that through enhancing home school links 

in this context, children received more support from their parents at home. This 

was in the form of play provision and how parents supported and extended play 

opportunities for the child at home. This resulted in children linking the home 

and school contexts more evidently. When the research began, children did not 

link home and school very well. For example, parents recorded how when they 

initially took the cameras home children were aware of its presence and 

questioned why, as an object from school, it was at home:

“David was very shy towards it you know at home and if we, you know 
David’s the kind of person that school’s school and home's home. You 
know and when we first brought the camera home he would ask, “what 
are you doing with that, and what have you got that for- that’s to do 
with school. ” He just didn ’t bring... he doesn 7 bring the two together”

Brenda, Parent, Interview

Brenda clarified her son’s experience of the separation between home and school. 

However, as the home school links were strengthened throughout the year and
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children became more accustomed to seeing items from school at home and vice 

versa, parents noted a change in how children talked about school at home:

"And she talks about the days that you've had her in here showing her 
back the videos and all....”

Hugh, Parent, Interview

“And Tracey will comment that I was in PI today or I was in Reception 
today or wherever she was that day- and we’ve chatted about it too and 
I think it’s a brilliant idea...in playgroup who knows anybody beyond 
their wee class especially at that age and who has the interest- but she 
does say about people in reception and PI and it’s great! ”

Ann, Parent, Interview

“He talks about- well not a lot from school, but he talks about it [mixed- 
age play], about P2s... You know I know there’s a Damien and a Daphne 
and you know he talks about them. ”

Brenda, Parent, Interview

Parents witnessed how children increasingly brought the school environment into 

the home environment, and talked more frequently about school and aspects of the 

research, such as mixed-age play, at home.

Throughout the reflective diaries and video footage that was recorded at home, it 

was evident that some parents also brought the school environment into the home. 

There were a large variety of play activities recorded in the video footage at 

home, from writing to role-play. Children participated in many of these activities 

working closely with, and alongside parents. Many of these activities were 

reflective of play in the school context, so having parents participate also, meant 

that there was the potential for children to connect the two contexts more fully. 

For example, in Tracey’s videos there was a role-play scenario in which she is a 

shopkeeper (Video seven). Her mother acted as a customer in the shop and 

modeled language and behaviour for Tracey (Figure 5.3):
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Figure 5.3: Shop Play at Home

This play activity was very reminiscent of that in an early years classroom. The 

role taken on by Tracey’s mother would typically have been that taken on by an 

early years adult. With parents extending some school-like activities into the 

home the child would potentially have more opportunities for development, not 

only socially but also cognitively, emotionally and physically. In Tracey’s shop 

play, her behaviour was very atypical to her usual behaviour in school:

"I’ve seen Tracey in school and she’s usually quite bossy with other 
children in for example telling them what to do, but in playing with her 
mum there’s a big difference. She’s uses loads of language and is quite 
bossy but it’s completely within the role she is playing to be so. She’s a 
bossy shopkeeper in this, rather than being bossy in organizing the play.
She seems to be a lot more focused on the play and playing her part. ”

Margaret, Classroom assistant. Informal comment

Margaret, a classroom assistant identified how Tracey concentrated more in her 

role in play at home and how she channeled her personality through that role. 

From the video it was also observed how Tracey responded to various 

occurrences within the shop play very emotively at home, in for example 

shouting, “No babies allowed in the shop!” (Tracey, Play comment, Video 

seven). In school she would not have behaved as emotionally. This discrepancy 

between the two contexts may have been relative to her level of comfort at home,
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and familiarity within the setting (Altman 1975). In school, Tracey regulated her 

emotions much more as she played with peers. In videos at school she was quite 

reserved in her play with others, in comparison to her play at home with her 

family. This ability to self-regulate suggested she was socially aware of the 

limitations of her behaviour in various contexts:

“I think Tracey is more comfortable to express her emotions at home- 
she can be a lot more emotive at home without the presence of peers and 
school staff who may affect her behaviour due to her social situation of 
development. ”

Researcher, Reflective Journal, April 2011

The researcher identified how Tracey’s social situation of development within 

school was different to that at home. In school, her behaviour was dependent on 

her peers and school staff, and this affected her interactions with them. At home 

Tracey’s social situation of development was different in that she was interacting 

with family members. In line with Ross and Nisbett’s (1991) research, her 

interaction within this environment resulted in her behaviour differing from that in 

school:

“You know having seen some of the videos from home it’s really clear to 
see that she acts differently in the two settings. It’s nearly like she 
knows she has to act in certain ways in certain places. That’s good I 
suppose that she’s aware of that, even though we want to connect the 
two places more! There are I suppose different rules and expectations 
in the two places so she really is aware of that. ”

Anonymous, Classroom assistant. Informal comment

As this quote highlighted, Tracey’s social awareness developed as she participated 

in play at home and at school, and her ability to distinguish between these settings 

and appropriate behaviour for each was excelled.

It was also evident from reflective diaries that parents provided an environment 

that was increasingly supportive of play at home. Kerry’s mum (Kathleen), for 

example, recorded in the diary how she would change, extend and develop the 

environment at home to offer more opportunities for play. Kathleen was very 

interested in the research project as a whole and had asked about the mixed-age 

play aspect. She was enthusiastic to trial the mixed-age play from school in the 

home context:
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“Kerry was talking about her ‘family ’ at school and I thought she meant 
her Auntie Molly who works at the school so I reminded her that when 
she was in school Molly was staff, you know we try to remind her that 
she can’t call Molly her aunt in school. But anyway I asked Molly what 
Kerry meant when she was talking about her family and she explained it 
and I thought it sounded great. I wanted to try it at home and I even 
thought it might be good for my work in the creche. ”

Kathleen, Mother, Informal comment

Kathleen organised play sessions for Kerry at home where she could play with her 

older cousins. In one such example Kerry’s mum invited Kerry’s two older 

cousins to a play session in her home. Kerry, Tina (6years) and Tim (9 years) 

played a variety of activities together and Kathleen recorded their play (Figure 

5.4).

Figure 5.4: Mixed-age play at home

Following this initial mixed-age play session, Kathleen then stated that she 

needed to record Kerry and her cousins at play in a different context:

“Today I recorded Kerry playing with her cousins in our house, but I 
noticed how she was quite bossy, so I think it might be interesting to 
record her in their house next time, just to see if that affects how she 
acts. ”

Kathleen, Mother, Reflective Diary, March 2011
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Kathleen was aware of how the context in which play occurred, may have affected 

Kerry’s behaviour and was keen to investigate how this could have changed. 

Kerry’s development therefore was supported and extended by her mother’s 

actions and ideas. Kathleen arranged a second play session, this time in Tim and 

Tina’s home, and again identified outcomes of this play session in relation to her 

ideas on development:

“I think Kerry was definitely a lot more restrained in the play at her 
cousins ’ house. She definitely wasn't as bossy- I suppose maybe her 
confidence wasn't as high as in her own room and house. ”

Kathleen, Mother. Reflective Diary, 6th March 2011

The researcher also commented in the reflective diary on how Kerry’s behaviour 

was different in the new context:

“It’s really obvious that Kerry’s not as confident in Tina’s house than 
she was in her own- in her own room she was authoritative and told 
Tina and Tim how they would play. In her cousins ’ house instead of 
making demands and giving orders, she asked questions and made 
suggestions to the play ”

Researcher, Reflective Diary, 6th March 2011

The researcher and Kathleen shared ideas and experiences and collaborated 
through the reflective diary. Kathleen recorded Kerry’s current levels of 

development in the reflective diary and these could be used as a basis to look to 

Kerry’s future developments:

“Kerry has some difficulty with shirt buttons so this week we ’re going to 
work on her motor skills in this task. ”

Kathleen, Mother, Reflective Diary, March 2011

Kathleen worked in accordance with the researcher and teacher’s feedback as she 

actively created scenarios where this future development was encouraged. She 

encouraged the creation of ZPD’s for Kerry through changing the play 

environment, employing different organisational setups and introducing new play 

peers. Kathleen was empowered and showed agency throughout the research as 

she implemented new activities and interactions within the home environment. 

She recreated the mixed-age play from the school environment within the home, 

which could potentially have benefitted Kerry and her performance in these 

scenarios within the school.
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David, another child involved in enhancing home school links was also noted to 

have been supported more fully by his parents at home. In his story, he was 

supported through the development of his parent’s perceptions of play. David’s 

mum, Brenda, became involved in the study to aid the development of her role as 

a parent and to improve her perceptions of play. As Brenda became consciously 

aware of the negative perceptions she held in relation to play, she became more 

active in attempting to change her behaviour with regards to her son’s play. In 

relation to how David was supported more fully, however, the play opportunities 

he had and the role his parents took in these scenarios changed. As an only child, 

David’s opportunities for play with others was potentially lower. As his parents 

were involved in enhancing home school links, however, their involvement in his 

play was boosted and their awareness of the value of their involvement was 

heightened.

Overall, children seemed to experience more input from their parents in their play 

at home. Parents organized play episodes and play environments involving 

themselves and their child’s peers each week and recorded and reflected on these 

accordingly. This appeared to benefit children in relation to the opportunities they 

had for play and developed things like social awareness and play skills for the 

children. According to the data collected by and from participants, however, this 

enhanced engagement in play also benefitted parents. These benefits for parents 

will be discussed in the following section.

5.3 Enhanced Home School Links: Parents

Parents were involved in the design, planning and implementation of enhanced 

home school links, and were primary evaluators of the effects of these links. 

Through their completion of reflective diaries and through video recording of 

their child playing at home, parents co-constructed the home school link with 

school staff and the researcher. Parents tracked their child’s development over the 

implementation period, and were involved in play activities at home. Parents 

noted that they benefited from the research simultaneously, alongside their 

children. They learned more about child development in general, and more 

specifically, became increasingly informed about their child’s development
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trajectory. Their levels of engagement with the school, and the support they 

received from the school were also noted as benefits for parent participants. This 

section will address each of these benefits with evidence from the data that was 

collected.

5.3.1 Knowledge of Development

Through an interrogation of parent interview transcripts, and the researcher’s field 

notes it was noted that, through their involvement, parents gained an improved 

knowledge of child development. Parents, when discussing why they became 

involved initially, hoped that the project would aid their child’s development, but 

also their development in their role as parents. Two sets of parents addressed the 

fact that their child had no siblings and therefore they had nothing on which to 

base their child’s level of development:

‘‘Yes, especially having an only child. And even in a kind of selfish way 
you ‘re finding out how he‘s progressing and how we ‘re progressing at 
home. ”

Brenda, Mother, Interview

Parents wanted to extend their knowledge of child development and development 

trajectories through participating in this research study, and how parents play a 

part in this. In her interview Brenda noted how having the researcher provide 

feedback in the reflective diary, made her recognise the type of parent she was. 

She claimed that when the researcher made a comment in relation to her child's 

language development she became...

“ ...very conscious now of... and trying to get more language out of him.
You know just saying “come on now’’ and keep questioning him- I’m 
very conscious...because we would be quite laidback as parents you 
know and if he didn 7 answer we ’d just leave him to it...but I didn 7 think 
there was anything wrong with leaving him...but when you look at it in 
black and white you realise you ’re not really helping him by leaving 
it...you know you want to get the best out of him. ”

Brenda, Mother, Interview

Brenda became aware of, and reflected critically on her and her husband’s usual 

parenting style. She began to question her role and described how, after her 

involvement, she had consciously changed this role in her son’s development. 

She became much more reflective about how her interaction with her son could
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affect his development. She claimed to benefit from the project much more than 

she had originally anticipated:

“You know in the long run 1 think it’s probably benefitted us more than 
what we actually thought it would. ”

Brenda, Mother, Interview

Brenda became more aware of the development process in general and was active 

in attempting to further it. Examples of David's advanced social interaction are 

described in section 4.3 and they indicate how a change in a parent’s role can 

affect their child’s development.

5.3.2 Informed of Child Progress

Through an exploration of parent interviews and of the researcher’s field notes it 

was recorded how parents were updated more fully on their child’s development 

and their level of performance, as well as where they would be developing 

towards next. Figure 5.2 was used in the reflective diaries and completed by 

teachers to inform parents of the child’s performance in school. It is important to 

“demystify school for parents and to make school accessible” (Fabian & Dunlop 

2007, p.23). Through the completion of the outcomes sheet (Figure 5.2) on a 

regular basis parents were informed of what was happening in school and how 

their child was developing. The mystery of what the child did each day in school 

was reduced. Parents identified the lack of information from schools about their 

child’s progress as a source of worry for them. Ann, a parent involved in the 

research, for example, stressed the importance of the outcome sheet and the diary 

in general, in keeping all parties informed of any progress, or of any issues that 

may be occurring in the child’s life:

“They don’t call you in if there's something good you know - they don’t 
have that time to do that. So getting this input is great cos you know as 
Hugh says you drop them off in the morning and you pick them up in the 
afternoon and you don’t know what’s going on. You know sometimes 
the level of info you get is low and you kind of have to assume that if 
there’s no complaints you just have to trust everything’s all going good’’

Ann, Mother, Interview

The inclusion of this sheet in the reflective diary, therefore, was important not 

only for tracking the child’s development but also for the parental benefit. 

Parents appreciated being kept updated and informed about their child’s school
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life in general, as well as their developmental progress. It faciliatated parents in 

becoming more aware of school programmes, and suggested activities they could 

employ to help the child’s development at home. The suggestion of activities and 

staff s enhanced support for, and engagement with, parents will be discussed more 

fully in the next section.

5.3.3 Support from School in Parental Role and Engagement

From parent interviews, reflective diaries, video footage and the researcher’s field 

notes it was indicated that through enhancing home school links, parents received 

increased support from the school, and experienced increased engagement as a 

result. According to Grant (2009) when parents are more engaged in their child’s 

education and development, at home particularly, and when they model and 

reinforce a positive disposition towards learning, children have higher 

achievements. Their achievement can be raised by incorporating school-like 

activities into family activities. As was addressed in section 5.2.1, children in this 

study experienced enhanced parental support at home in their play, in this 

research study, as home school links were enhanced. The success of this, 

however, is dependent on “providing parents with access to both additional 

pedagogical knowledge and information about finding and using educational 

resources” (Biddulph et ah, 2003, pp v- vi). Early childhood practitioners 

therefore must provide and sustain support and modeling needed to aid parents in 

working with their children (Harvard Family Research Project 2006). The 

reflective diaries in this study were a source of support for parents.

Within the reflective diaries there were weekly outcome sheets (Figure 5.2) that 

were completed by teachers, and feedback from the researcher, based on the video 

footage each family submitted. The researcher watched the footage recorded by 

parents and commented on the child’s behaviour, and skills and abilities that were 

displayed in these videos. Parents said they were reassured and comforted by this 

commentary:

“The feedback was you know- just to see how she's progressing- your 
input as an educationalist and your view- its good because we don ’t see 
her in here and I suppose then we ’re so used to her playing we take it 
for granted...! do think it’s great because as I say sometimes you
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definitely take it for granted - like you look at your child with a parent's 
viewpoint and you think she’s getting on great, she’s getting on great 
but you kind of liked that wee bit of reassurance that yes she is getting 
on great! ”

Ann, Mother, Interview

Ann valued having feedback from someone from the education sector and she was 

aware of how her position as a parent could skew her perspective of her child. 

She appreciated having the objective feedback from the researcher in the 

reflective diary. Parents described how they anticipated the diary being returned 

so they could read what was written:

"The videos were great -they were brilliant and then you were able to 
comment on them- we used to look forward to getting the book back to 
see what was written... And say "aw I never saw it like that"

Ann. Mother, Interview

The feedback interested parents, engaged their emotions and allowed them to 

view their child and their behaviour, from a different perspective. In engaging 
their emotions through exciting them about getting the diary back, parents were 

motivated each week to continue video recording their child playing and 

completing the diaries. Parents claimed that feedback in this way was important 

as they could relate different skills to exact activities their child was participating 

in. Parents also valued this feedback as it gave them some direction and ideas 

about how to guide these activities at home:

"And you know we only want to do what is best for him, and when you 
have someone coming in and saying "you should do it this way” or “try 
this way ” you know we ’ll try anything, just to see if we can get the best 
out of him and I thought it was brilliant! ”

Brenda, Mother, Interview

The feedback and overall home school link appeared to enhance parent’s 

confidence in their role in playing a part in their child’s development, but also in 

their role as a parent in itself:

"And even in a kind of selfish way you ’re finding out how he's 
progressing and how we 're progressing at home ”

Brenda, Mother, Interview

Parents valued the reassurance the home-school link offered in knowing that what 

they were doing was to the benefit of their child. Overall, parents were supported 

through the information they received about their child’s performance and this
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encouraged their further contributions to the research as they became emotionally 

engaged in the home school link.

Through their continued involvement in developing home school links parents 

became more engaged with school life and school staff. Some benefits were 

noted in relation to how these enhanced home school links affected the wider 

school community.

5.4 Enhanced Home School Links: Whole School

From parent interviews, reflective diaries, video footage and from the researcher’s 

field notes it was clear that the wider school community was affected by enhanced 

home school links in two main ways: more holistic views of individual children 

were developed, and a community ethos was promoted across the entire school 

community. The second of these (the community ethos) was generic to the 

outcome of mixed-age play on the whole school, and consequently, this will be 

discussed in chapter six.

5.4.1 Holistic View of Children

According to the Harvard Family Research Project (2006) family involvement in 

early education is connected to the concept of complementary learning:

Complementary learning emphasizes the linkages such as those among 
the home, early childhood setting, and school that work toward 
consistent learning and developmental outcomes for children.

Harvard Family Research Project 2006, p. 4

Consistency in young children’s learning is promoted through the home and 

school settings working together. In this study it was recognized that enhanced 

home school links permitted the creation of more holistic views of young 

children. Parents in interview and through the reflective diaries commented on 

how the link allowed them to see how their child’s behaviour varied in accordance 

with the setting. One particular mum explained how in discussions with staff she 

had repeatedly heard about how quiet her daughter was in school but how at home 

she was rarely quiet. In discussing one of her daughter’s videos from home
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Kathleen posed a question for the researcher, in relation to Kerry’s behaviour in 

school:

“She wouldn ’t be like that in school often wouldn ’t she not? She'd be 
quieter ...Its unbelievable the difference in her because we never see the 
quiet Kerry so whenever people say she’s quiet we be like... ”

Kathleen, Mother, Interview

Through being involved in the research Kathleen hoped to get a fuller perspective 

of Kerry’s behaviour in the two contexts of home and school.

The researcher through observations of the play footage from home was also able 

to identify the difference in child behaviour at home and at school. In the cases of 

Kerry and David, this was especially evident. Both children behaved at home in 

ways their teacher would never have seen or expected. This allowed the teacher 

to build up a bigger picture of the child. For example, David in school was a very 

shy, quiet, polite and patient boy. In video eight David was playing at the park 

with his friends when an older girl took his football and would not let him play. 

David was not very happy and reacted in a way neither the teacher nor the 

researcher expected (Figure 5.5):
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David repeatedly raised his voice and reacted very angrily to the situation. When 

his friends tried to explain what happened, he folded his arms and repeatedly 

exclaimed, “I don’t want to hear it!” Upon showing this video to David’s 

teacher, she was very surprised. She had never witnessed David reacting in such 

a manner. She was very positive about his reaction because she had never seen 

him angry:

"You know what? It’s really nice to see David reacting like that- in 
here he’s very subdued and quiet and always very calm. In this video I 
feel like I’m getting to see a completely different side to him and that’s 
great! ”

Sarah, Teacher, Informal comment

Sarah described how this video gave her a fuller, more holistic outlook on David 

and his personality. This finding correlated with research by Ross and Nisbett 

(1991) and Altman (1975) who demonstrated the influence of the environment on 
child behaviour.

Teachers also received a more robust view of the child in relation to the skills and 

abilities they were competent in. From watching the video footage the researcher 

identified how children transferred learning between home and school. In the 

case of Kerry, the quiet girl who used very little language, video four, for 

example, was "outstanding” in showing the different behaviour of children 

between contexts (Stephanie, Teacher, Informal comment) (Figure 4.5).

Overall, parents, the researcher, and school staff had the opportunity to see 

children in a more holistic manner through the enhanced home school links. The 

play experiences of the children in school and at home, were shared and discussed 

by all adult participants and child behaviour was noted to change between the two 

contexts. This was valuable in allowing adults to be more aware of the child and 

their abilities in more than one learning setting.

The implementation of the home school links took place over a period of one 

school year and was done so in an exploratory manner to investigate a variety of 

methods and trial these to discover which would be most successful in the 

context. Participants evaluated the methods as the research was carried out and 

identified some limiting factors. These limiting factors, and how they were
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overcome through the process of implementation will be discussed in the 

following section.

5.5 Enhanced Home School Links: Addressing Challenges

A number of issues arose throughout the implementation year in relation to the 

enhancement of existing home school links within the case study school. As this 

was a developmental study it was expected that there would be issues and, as a 

result, the research participants had to ensure criticality at all stages of their 

participation. The participants who were involved, were essentially pioneers of 

the study and therefore could identify initial problems and suggest potential new 

ideas to eradicate or lessen the effects of these.

Time was the overarching limiting factor in relation to various aspects of 

enhancing the home school link. Parents and teachers were busy and therefore 

time to complete reflective diaries and to record video footage was restricted. 

This study attempted to reduce the restriction of time by not standardizing the 

amount of data to be submitted by families, nor a schedule on how often it was to 

be submitted. The researcher wanted participants to develop a link that suited 
each family personally. One set of parents claimed that this could cause future 

difficulties because there would be no standard and it could prove unsettling for 

some families. They suggested that parents be shown either a template or 

exemplary reflective diary entry so as to assure them that it was not a lot of work, 

nor a time-consuming task:

“For next year if it’s the book I think there might be a bit of 
apprehension from the parents saying “what have I to do? ” So if its 
clear right from the outset, there’s a template, and right here's what we 
expect from you and it’s not a while lot. I can see that if someone's 
coming at this and doesn’t know the rationale behind it and stuff like 
that and if you have to do this book every night it’s a bit... What is this 
about like? ”

Hugh, Father, Interview

Without a template Hugh thought there was the risk that parents would not know 

what the teacher would like to read about, and as a result, parents may lose both 

interest and understanding of their role. Providing parents with a template, but
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also a rationale for their involvement could help so as to ensure they understand 

the reasons behind their role.

In relation to the concept of time, however, parents who participated claimed that 

the project became a part of their family routine. Children and parents alike, over 

time, began to incorporate the link between home and school into their home 

routine:

“... it kind of becomes a part of your routine ”
Ann, Mother, Interview

"Aye every Sunday it was our routine to do that!
Kathleen, Mother, Interview

The children and parents, alike, incorporated the diaries and video footage into 

their daily lives. As it became a part of their home routine, it was suggested that 

the two contexts became less distinct and more intertwined. Children appeared to 

enjoy the creation of a stronger link between home and school as parents 

proclaimed that they "loved it!” (Ann, Mother, Interview). On one occasion one 

parent claimed that her child was actually upset when that routine was disrupted:

“I think if the scrapbook wasn’t coming home on time she was getting 
annoyed about it! You know she wanted the book then- it was like a 
homework to her and she actually really enjoyed it. ”

Kathleen, Mother, Interview

Kathleen’s child completed the diary routinely and regularly, suggesting that it 

was something she valued and enjoyed doing.

A second way in which time limited the research was in relation to accessing the 

programme. Parents claimed that a lot of parents did not know about the 

programme and therefore would not have known the justification behind either 

mixed-age play or the home school link. Brenda (mother, interview) suggested 

that there should be a compulsory "parent conference ” held in the school at the 

beginning of the academic year to inform all parents about the home school link 

to provide more details on its benefits. Upon the researcher’s suggestion that 

some parents may not appreciate being made to attend such an event, Brenda’s 

response was as follows:
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“/ think in your own self that as a parent, you know, when you did your 
presentation, my conscience was pricked that day. You know this is my 
child and I think every parent wants the best for their children ”

Brenda, Mother, Interview

Brenda commented that all parents should be creating a link between the home 

and school because it benefits their child primarily. As section 5.3 suggested, it 

also benefited a lot of the parents and therefore could aid other parents in their 

role within child development.

A third difficulty that emerged in relation to time was relative to teachers and 

staff. Completing the reflective diary was an additional task on top of the 

teacher’s already large workload and, as a result, the researcher sometimes had to 

complete the diaries on behalf of the teachers after a brief discussion:

“Today I completed Tracey, Kerry and David’s diaries on behalf of the 
teachers. Time was very limited- I went to each teacher and discussed 
what they had noticed in relation to each child this week and then wrote 
this up. / also ensured for teachers to check that these were okay.

Researcher field notes, March 2011

Instances where the researcher completed the diary occurred quite often 

throughout the year, and as a result the researcher became the predominant 

contributor to the diary. Teaching staff, however, discussed this issue informally 

and agreed because of the value, primarily for parents, and secondarily, for the 

children and the school community, the extra work was worth doing in future. 

They believed that following observation of the parent’s reaction to the 

implementation year that they had benefited most from it:

“When I see how well you've worked with the parents and see how 
happy they are and how willing they are to get involved I’ve realised 
that we need to keep this going for them- they’ve obviously really 
benefittedfrom it! ”

Stacey, Teacher, Informal comment

Staff agreed that parents were very positive about the enhanced home school links 

following their participation, and that they had become much more involved in the 

school system. To introduce the reflective diaries in the following year, the staff 

suggested beginning using them with children experiencing special educational 

needs (SEN). They also discussed the potential of classroom assistants being
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contributors to these also and perhaps altering how often they would be collected 

and shared:

“/ would change the recording of the reflective diaries to maybe once a 
fortnight or on a monthly basis, as to record this on a daily basis would 
be too time consuming. It would also help if the classroom assistants 
could record some of these. ”

Anonymous, Staff questionnaire

All participants deemed the reflective diaries the most suitable form of linking the 

home and school in the specific context. Generally the video cameras and 

subsequent recordings were the most enjoyable aspect of the link for participants 

with one set of parents claiming that the videos “made it for them ” (Ann, Mother, 

Interview). However, it was agreed by all that a teacher could not watch and 

comment on the videos of an entire class of children on a regular basis- there 

would be insufficient time and as one parent said “it could be very boring” 

(Brenda, Mother, Interview). Some parents suggested the potential of videos 

being collected from targeted individuals throughout the year. However, the 

question still stood as to whether or not teachers would have time to complete 

such a task.

Chapter Summary

Overall, enhanced home school links were perceived as positive for and by 

participants. Children, parents and the wider school community claimed to 

benefit through the strengthening of home school connections. The inclusion of 

school within the home, particularly, created a new social situation of 

development (SSD) for all involved in the research. This meant that, as a 

community, all participants were learning and developing alongside the 

development of the home school link.

Children learn from many experiences and in many settings. Learning is not 

limited to the school context but also occurs in the home and local community, 

and as a result, connections between these contexts can enhance learning. In the 

context of Northern Ireland the involvement of parents in education is an area 

highlighted for improvement in the ‘Learning to Learn’ Framework and involving 

parents in their child’s learning and development is classed as best practice (DENI 

2012). As part of an integrated play programme (IPP), this research study
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attempted to develop home school links to suit the context and school community. 

A link based on play was employed because all participants were familiar with 

play and had ideas about this concept and could therefore contribute. The school 

in which the research was based previously had some links with parents but a play 

link was innovative to the context. The principle for implementing a link was 

therefore put forward as ‘enhancing home school links’. As this principle was 

implemented parent, child, staff and researcher input and experiences, led to 

changes and modifications to this principle. What started out as quite a broad and 

general principle became more focused to state ‘Extending the experience of the 

“family” to include school as well as the home’.

As this principle was implemented over a one-year period, successes and 

obstacles were faced. Different families had the freedom to create a link to suit 

them and ultimately get what they wanted from such a link. Over time a number 

of benefits were noted by participants. Parents, teachers, the researcher and the 

children all experienced new relationships with one another and formed quite 

personal links. This coincidentally promoted other positives such as improved 

social skills, increased awareness of child development and the education system, 
and enrichment of interactions between various participant groups. School staff 

had the opportunity to observe the child’s behaviour in their home context and, on 

the other hand, parents were informed regularly of their child’s progress in school. 

All participant groups contributed to, and were informed through the reflective 

diary providing comfort and reassurance for parents and an extra insight for the 

teacher. Children benefited in that their parents initiated and participated in play 

activities in the home with them, resembling the learning activities in school. The 

use of video cameras allowed the sharing of experiences in the home and school 

to be shared much more easily and provided parents with something to keep and 

to look back upon to see how much their child had developed. Parents became 

increasingly aware of their role within play and within child development and 

were noted to become more confident in this role as the project progressed.
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6.0 Findings and Discussion: Integrated Play 

Programme

Mixed-age play and enhanced home school links, together, comprised the 

Integrated Play Programme (IPP). The two aspects were designed, implemented 

and evaluated simultaneously over the period September 2010 until June 2011. 

Chapters four and five have described the implementation of these two factors and 

discussed the benefits of each of these, from participant perspectives. However, 

some benefits of mixed-age play and enhanced home school links overlapped, and 

so, to avoid repetition, this section will address the benefits that were common to 

both. Child development (Section 6.1) and the development of communities 

(Section 6.2) were identified as common to mixed-age play and enhanced home 

school links. Sections 6.1 and 6.2 will address each benefit in relation to both 

aspects of the IPP, collectively.

6.1 Child Development

Child development was recorded by participants as an outcome of both mixed-age 

play and enhanced home school links. Social development, particularly, was 

noted in relation to child participants, but also in relation to adult participants, and 

interaction between, and within, these participant groups was also extended. 

After an interrogation of all data sources, including video footage, reflective 

diaries, parent interviews, child group interviews, staff questionnaires and the 

researcher's field notes, social development was identified as the predominant 

benefit of the IPP. Through participant’s social development, other developments 

were also recorded including advances in confidence, enhanced levels of 

interaction, and improved language use. This section presents the enhanced social 

interaction between participants groups as a result of the IPP, and then describes a 

specific child who displayed extensive social development during his participation 

in the IPP.

Mixed-age play encouraged social interaction between children of different ages, 

and between children and adults. This enhanced social interaction led to the
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enriched development of the relationships between the various participant groups. 

The enhanced home school links, too, promoted interaction between the 

participant groups. According to the Harvard Family Research Project (2006), 

parents who maintain direct and regular contact with the early educational setting 

have children who demonstrate positive engagement with peers, adults, and 

learning. Following the implementation of the IPP. children were generally more 

sociable with peers, and with adults inside and outside the school. Their levels of 

language were improved, and their self-confidence was visible through their 

interactions with others, specifically in play. This section will explore these 

findings more fully.

In child-child interaction, children’s behaviour seemed to suggest a change in how 

they related to one another. According to staff observations and staff interviews, 

older children, for example, were observed to help younger children in mixed-age 

play activities, but also in daily tasks, such as putting on items of clothing and 

cleaning noses:

"The hig ones took on like nearly a mothering role over the wee ones 
didn 7 they? You could see them doing wee silly things- it wasn 7 even 
that they were teaching them academic skills, they were teaching them 
how to put on your jumper, how to put on your coat, how to clean your 
noses, ‘come on over to I tie your lace', ‘come on I'll take you over 
here If they saw a wee one sitting on their own they quite happily 
would have been able to say ‘come over here and play with us' or ‘do 
you want to play with us? ’ and... there was a very big social element to 
it- it was very, very good. ”

Molly, classroom assistant, Interview

Older children “mothered” the younger children, and exhibited behaviour that was 

“a head taller” (Vygotsky 1978, p.101) than their behaviour in single-age 

groupings:

‘‘The older ones have sort of stepped up a bit. You know they would ask 
for help usually but when they were in mixed-age play their focus 
became helping the younger ones and making sure that they were okay.
There was definitely a change in them. ”

Marie, classroom assistant, informal comment

According to Katz et al (1990), in their roles as teachers and nurturers of the 

younger children in this way, older children can develop social competence. 

Simultaneously, in relation to Vygotsky’s view of interaction as reciprocal
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(Gargiulo and Kilgo (2011), younger children also develop social competence as 

they observe and model the behaviour of their older classmates (Katz et al 1990). 

As children develop social competence, they become more “able to make use of 

environmental and personal resources to achieve a good developmental outcome” 

(Waters and Sroufe 1983, p.81). Social competence is considered a strong 

predictor for children's school readiness and positive school adjustment, as well as 

for success on standardized achievement tests (Birch & Ladd, 1996; Kupersmidt. 

Coie, & Dodge. 1990; Malecki & Elliott, 2002). In line with theory therefore, it 

could be argued that mixed-age play extended children's awareness of their 

environment and of themselves through the enhanced opportunities for social 

development, and how they might manipulate resources for learning and 

developmental purposes. In the case of the preschool children, particularly, it 

could be argued that this helped them in becoming school ready.

In child group interviews children discussed the research in relation to what they 

liked and disliked, and what they found easy and difficult. Following 

transcription of these group interviews the transcripts were explored using a 

MaxQDA anaylsis, and patterns and themes identified. The older children 

involved in mixed-age play, seemed to be aware of the value of socially 

interacting in play. In child group interviews, older children were noted to refer 

to play in relation to the social aspects associated with it, whilst younger children 

focused on play activities and materials. Table 6.1 below displays the breakdown 

of the comments made by children into three areas:

Code % of total comments

Material-based 55

Social factors 42

Adult-led7 3

Table 6.1: Children’s Comments on Play

Material-based comments made by children referred to the actual activity a child 

was participating in, or the materials they were using, for example “lego ” (Betty,

7 ‘Adult-led’ refers to comments made by children that copied something an adult had said or 

suggested during the group interview.
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3years) or “jumping on the trampoline” (Bella, 3years). The majority of 

comments made by children in relation to their involvement in mixed-age play 

were relative to the physical activities that were available. Children, however, 

also commonly addressed social factors. Social comments referred to either 

social participants or social behaviours in the play scenario. Examples included 

“I found it easy to make friends with the wee ones” (Daniel, 6years), and “It’s 

hard to talk to your new friends” (Coby, Syears). Children were able to identify 

both positive and negative social factors. Other examples included:

“[I didn’t like} playing with the sand because they throw it in your 
eyes ”

Daisy ,P2

“I liked colouring in because I helped people ”
Daisy ,P2

“Because they were sharing with me and playing with me ”
Daniel, P2

In these three quotes it can be seen that the children referred to both materials and 

social factors to explain their reasoning more fully. The number of comments 

made by children in relation to the social aspects of play, increased with age. The 

older children in the group interviews discussed whom they played with, and how 

they played, more so than the younger children who discussed play materials 

more frequently. This was useful information for staff as they could initially 

encourage the older children to interact more frequently with the younger 

children:

“The bigger ones are a wee bit more aware of what’s going on and I 
just keep stressing to them the importance of playing with the younger 
ones. I’ve actually started a buddy scheme where at the beginning of the 
mixed-age play an older children takes the hand of a younger child and 
they go play together- it just sort of ensures that no-one is left out. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Informal comment

As this quote demonstrates, staff members were aware of the need to remind 

children to interact across the age groups and, over the implementation period, 

they developed practices and schemes to encourage this.

Vialle et al (2000, p. 125) suggested that, “from about four years of age onwards 

children gradually begin to develop an understanding of how other people think
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and, as they become less egocentric, they are able to adopt perspectives other than 

their own/’ This was reflected in some of the older children's comments about 

mixed-age play, as they talked about how younger children might feel in such 

scenarios:

“I was holding Ahbie’s hand ‘cos I didn 7 want her to get hurt ‘cos she
was scared at times with all the bigger ones. ”

Cathy, 5 years, Group Interview

Cathy was able to identify how Abbie felt, and furthermore recognized the role 

she could play in addressing Abbie’s emotions towards mixed-age play.

Through staff interviews and questionnaires, video footage of play, and in the 

researcher’s field notes it was recorded that mixed-age play enriched children’s 

development of relationships in that it encouraged children to become more 

confident. Stephanie’s (teacher) “buddy system” could potentially have 

encouraged this. Through increased social interaction with a wider circle of peers 

and adults, children gained confidence in the interaction process and, with time, 

“came out of their shells” (Molly, classroom assistant. Interview). This was 

evident in video nine- it shows a group of boys at physical play in the hall (Figure 

6.1).
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One particular boy was recorded in the researcher’s field notes (November 2010) 

as “taking control in the play where previously he would have been quite shy”. In 

playing with a mixed-age range of children on the scooters he could be heard 

directing different children and organizing the play scenario:

“Corey really took control of the play today which was a surprise- 
usually he would be very quiet! There were six children playing together 
in the physical play base on the scooters. However, there were only two 
scooters free for the group. Corey had a scooter from the beginning and 
when someone suggested a race between him and the other child, he 
immediately started to assign roles to the rest of the children. He gave 
some boys the job of recording each ‘racer'. He talked to the other 
children confidently and as they raced, the other children cheered him 
on. ”

Researcher Field Notes, November 2010

As this quote and video highlights, increased confidence improved Corey’s 

participation in social interaction, and may potentially have enhanced his 

development of relationships with others. Oswalt (2010 [online]) claimed that 

young children, who have peers who are usually nice and include the child in 

activities, would have a positive self-image. As a result it could be claimed that 

children’s self-confidence and their relationships are dialectical and influence one 

another. Benabou and Tirole (2000) suggested that an agent undertakes an 

activity only if he has sufficient self-confidence in his ability to succeed. Corey, 

in video nine, therefore must have been confident in his play with the other 

children.

Teachers noted that in some cases mixed-age play also allowed children to use 

play as a form of interaction. This was particularly evident when teachers 

observed children who used English as an additional language (EAL):

“It’s really interesting the way you see the EAL children playing with 
the other children in mixed-age play. You know they 're only young and 
their language isn ’t great, that’s if they even have any sort of English, 
but in the play you can see them playing with others easily. And I think 
the mixed-age play helps more so than play in the classroom because 
older children especially are more aware of the EAL children and will 
make more attempts than younger children, to interact with them. 
Children have their own language in play, and you can see them in here 
playing together without a bother, and without needing actual spoken 
language. You could see one speaking in English and the other in 
Polish and neither understanding one another but they’re still playing 
away happily together. ”

Stacey, Teacher, Informal comment
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Mixed-age play allowed all children to play alongside one another and interact 

through their play. Children could use play instead of, or in conjunction with 

talking (Landreth 2009) and, as highlighted in the quote above, EAL children may 

have found it easier to interact, and form relationships with other children in this 

context. In the setting there were EAL children in each class involved in mixed- 

age play (preschool to primary two). Mixing the age bands meant that EAL 

children of different ages could also mix and interact with one another. This 

allowed them the opportunity to interact in their first language and form 

relationships in this way. Staff suggested that this could have provided a source 

of support and comfort for these children, especially for the younger children:

“We have quite a few EAL children and the IPP allows them to socially 
interact with one another, but also with a wider range of children. For 
the likes of the older EAL children this can be good in that they can mix 
with the younger English-speaking ones who may have similar language 
levels. With the younger EAL children it’s great because they can mix 
with the older EAL children and interact in their own language- I 
suppose that can kind of settle their nerves a wee bit. ”

Anonymous, Teacher, Informal comment

As this quote indicated, staff believed the IPP, specifically mixed-age play, could 

have benefitted the EAL children in their settling into school.

Having addressed how the IPP influenced children’s social development in 

general, the next section now addresses one case where, according to participant 

perspectives, a child displayed substantial levels of social development.

David

David was a child who was markedly shy with regards to both adults and children 

prior to the research study. The researcher noted his low level of social 

interaction in the field notes:

“In observing David I have seen how he uses a lot of non-verbal 
communication. I have tried a few times to initiate conversation but he 
becomes very shy and laughs a lot. He doesn’t talk very much in peer 
groups either- he listens and nods and makes gestures but his level of 
language is quite low. ”

Researcher Field Notes, 26lh November 2010

David interacted with other children but used immature speech, and used almost 

no speech with adults. At the beginning of the research, the researcher made a
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comment in the diary encouraging his parents to attempt to make David use verbal 

language as much as possible. As he participated in the research, the researcher 

noted how he socially interacted more with her in school:

"David is still quite shy but I notice a big change in how he interacts 
with me. Before the research he would have said the same small-chat 
things to me each time he saw me. Now he asks me questions about the 
diary and tells me about the content of the videos before I even watch 
them. ”

Researcher Field Notes, 3rd March 201 1

David got involved in more conversation with the researcher. David’s mum, 

Brenda, also observed a change in David’s social skills:

“...what I have found is that, you know David has become very 
sociable...You know we went to Moville on Sunday just and he was 
constantly going "hi”, "hi” and waving to people walking along the 
street. And you blow the many people he blew just from school and you 
know the day before we were in the bowling alley and he was mixing 
with children he didn’t even know and he would never have been able to 
do that... Yeah you know whenever he started nursery he was very very 
shy but I think being through the nursery, PI and doing this research 
has kind of brought him out of himself and we be shocked. I be 
overwhelmed at times because me and Michael would be the opposite- 
we'd be quite quiet and not sociable- you blow...Aye you know and he's 
said "this is Katie’s mummy Nikki and she lives next door to Mamie” 
and I was just like "how you doing? ” You know I'm thinking this is my 
five year old who introduces me to other people. ”

Brenda, Parent, Interview

Brenda described how David interacted with people casually on the street and also 

how he approached other children in play scenarios outside of the home and 

school. She claimed he would not have done this previously, so this suggested 

that David’s confidence in social interaction was also developed through his 

participation in the research. The final scenario David’s mum addressed was how 

he introduced her to another adult. Brenda claimed to be ‘overwhelmed’ by his 

levels of social interaction and expressed shock at his interaction with this adult 

especially.

Overall, the combination of mixed-age play, and enhanced home school links 

within the 1PP, resulted in children experiencing social development. As children 

developed social skills and self-confidence, and as levels of interaction excelled, it 

was noted how interactions in general also evolved. Child-child, child-adult and
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adult-adult interactions were noted as being extended throughout the school and 

home environments. This led to the development of a 'community’ within the 

school. The next section describes how the collective IPP helped to create and 

maintain this ‘community’, and how participants experienced this.

6.2 Development of Communities

The IPP promoted social interaction between and within the various participant 

groups, and through doing so, promoted a community ethos across the early years. 

Parents, school staff, children and in some cases other family members and other 

institutions, became involved in the programme and contributed to it. Parent 

interviews, video footage, staff interviews, staff questionnaires and the 

researcher’s field notes were explored and, in general, participants agreed that this 

community ethos was promoted and maintained by the IPP.

The “play family” was a principle within the IPP that was identified as 

particularly important in the development of the community ethos. It was a 

principle that extended beyond the school gates. Children told their parents about 

their “cousins ” from various other classes and shared stories of their play with 
their family, at home:

Ann:

Researcher:
Ann:

Researcher:
Ann:

This is really interesting-1 didn 7 know about this at all 
but I’d like to know is there a wee girl called Cathy in 
PI?
Yes
‘Cos Tracey keeps talking about her big cousin Cathy in 
PI. They’re not cousins. And my mummy had Tracey 
in a shop last week and a wee girl approached Tracey 
and was all “is your name Tracey? ” and Tracey said 
“yes ” and the wee girl said “your big cousin Cathy's in 
my class ” and I didn 7 know where this cousin thing 
came from
Probably the whole family thing?
Aye if you call them families and she said Cathy told her 
she was her cousin so they 're taking it literally!

8 The children were not actually “cousins” but they adopted the term in relation to the other 
children in their play families.
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When used in school, the “family” concept appeared to encourage a connection 

between the mixed-age groups of children, which they transferred to the home and 

other social environments. This appeared to encourage a sense of community 

within the early years department:

‘‘Today I entered a classroom full of extremely excited children- they 
were excited about integrated play and were chatting about where they 
were going to go to play. Children were grouped into their families and 
were excitedly planning where they would go to play together. Children 
from one family were holding hands so as to stay together and not leave 
anyone behind. ”

Researcher Field Notes, 23rd March 2011

The children looked out for one another and with encouragement from teachers, 

they developed a sense of responsibility and care for one another. Mixed-age play 

families not only extended play skills and levels of play maturity, but also greatly 

enhanced social interaction and social competence within the school:

“The children in general overall, 1 think the kids love it! And they’re 
always asking, ‘Are we going into families? Is this a family day? ’ and 
they’ve made friends in their families that they may not have been able 
to make if the programme had not have been implemented... ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

Stephanie highlighted how the mixed-age play family made play exciting for, and 

appealing to, children and how it facilitated the development of friendships.

The community ethos was not just developed between children, however, but also 

extended throughout the wider school community. Parents became increasingly 

involved in the IPP as part of the early years community. They were noted as 

becoming more sociable with the researcher and with staff about various aspects 

of their child’s development. This facilitated the formation of what Kravtsova 

(2010), referred to as a “pedagogical collective”. Through developing a 

pedagogical collective the parents and staff together helped to create a foundation 

for children’s lifelong learning, and supported each other in guiding this. In the 

researcher’s field notes, it was recorded that the home school link and associated 

relations became more concrete as the parents and school worked more closely 

together:

“I’m starting to see more interaction between parents and school staff 
and I have noticed how parents are starting to become more interactive
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with me too. I think they've relaxed into the programme and are more 
confident about their role, and their competence in fulfilling this role. It 
has helped me to become more comfortable in interaction also, and as a 
result the interaction levels are increasing and the links seem to become 
more concrete- I've noticed how the details and information we’re 
sharing is so specific to each family and their home and in this way I see 
the link becoming much more personal, and increasingly community 
like. ”

Researcher, Reflective Journal, April 2011

Parents discussed minor happenings and occurrences at detail with the researcher 

and staff in school, and were more willing to ask questions or for advice. The 

home school link encouraged parents to be more forthcoming in working with the 

school to help their child’s development. The researcher noted how the 

pedagogical collective appeared to develop more personal relationships with one 

another, rather than just home school “links”. Parents and the researcher, 

especially, formed a relationship where learning scenarios from the home and 

school were discussed and shared. Personal stories, events and details were 

shared, as both parties had become a part of the others’ social circle. The 

researcher specified feeling more comfortable in approaching Kerry’s parents 

with questions and requests, for example, as described in the researcher’s 

reflective journal:

“My relationship with Kerry’s parents has become a lot more relaxed.
Molly has introduced us on a more personal level and has reduced the 
formality with which we initially interacted. I feel Kerry’s mum and dad 
are simultaneously more comfortable in approaching me also. "

Researcher, Reflective Journal, April 2011

The change in how the researcher and parents interacted also seemed to affect the 

researcher’s relationship with the child in school. As parents talked more about 

the researcher at home, she became increasingly familiar to the child. Through 

the community relations that formed, and through the sharing of information 

through these interactions, the researcher could interact with the child on a 

different level. She could refer to the child’s play outside of school, or to their 

siblings or friends from home, and therefore potentially reduce the separation that 

typically exists between the home and school environments. The parent’s 

presence in school and discussions with the researcher at school, in the presence 

of the child, were also beneficial in the development of the researcher-child 

relationship. Parents became more aware of development, but also became more
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aware of, and respectful of, the restraints on the education system (Fabian and 

Dunlop 2007). Ann, a parent involved in the research claimed that a link between 

home and school was positive in that it was outside of the typically “busy” school 

environment:

Aye but it opens up a whole new line of communication cos you know a 
lot ofpeople are busy -they ’re in a hurry they ’re literally just picking up 
the kids and maybe going to another school to pick up other ones and 
you ’re just dropping them off and picking them up and teachers are busy 
too and there’s not much time to get to everybody and there’s never time 
to get that feedback so this lets everyone keep their hand in there and 
find out any problems.

Ann, Mother, Interview

The link between home and school allowed a new relationship or new “line of 

communication” to evolve in which the pedagogical collective could interact in a 

manner, and at a time, that suited them best.

The community ethos of the IPP was also evidenced clearly through the actions of 

one specific parent. Kathleen worked in a day creche in the same city as the study 
school, and was a participant in the implementation of the IPP. In an interview 

with the researcher she explained how she had seen the benefits of the programme 

first hand and, as a result, had attempted to implement mixed-age play families in 

her workplace. The creche in which she worked already employed children’s 

reflective diaries but Kathleen felt that through involving the family in school, 

through the mixed-age play family pedagogy, it could be beneficial:

“You know especially through being involved in the home school link 
and making the reflective diaries 1 could see really well how Kerry was 
developing and how excited she was in relation to all the goings-ons in 
the family play and that. I thought, you know, ’why couldn’t that work 
elsewhere? ’ I just think it’s so good and that it makes sense, having 
children mixing with the different age groups. ”

Kathleen, Parent, Informal comment

Kathleen employed mixed-age play families in her creche, and was confident that 

benefits were emerging even in the early stages. For example, she claimed that 

children became more aware of the differences in behaviour that were needed in 

relation to different peers:

“Already aye I think they’re great- you know we opened all the doors 
and let the children make choices about where they wanted to play. You

233



could see that when they were playing with the toddlers and that how 
their movements even changed so it's really interesting how their social 
awareness has been affected already. ”

Kathleen, Mother, Interview

Overall, the community ethos that was developed through the implementation and 

development of the 1PP was beneficial to all parties. Information and experiences 

could be shared easily, interaction was enhanced, and new relationships appeared 

to develop between and within participant groups. This allowed groups to 

develop a greater understanding of the various roles within child education and 

development, and allowed information about each of the child’s learning contexts 

to be transferred easily, thereby aiding in developing a more holistic view of the 

child.

6.3 Responses 

The School and Staff

234



Focus Group Families

“Our experience of the project was 
very positive and enjoyable. Tracey 

really enjoyed taking part in all 
aspects of it and loved seeing herself 

on the videos, she'll still sit and 
watch them. At the start of the 

process Tracey was in playgroup and 
we have seen her blossom as she has 
learned at school - helped in no small 

part by her involvement in the 
innovative project. Tracey still enjoys 

her family' time in school and has 
made friends with children from all 

years in the infant school. To 
conclude, the project was a really 

positive experience for Tracey - we 
also found that it challenged us to 
positively engage in play with her.

Thanks for the experience. ”

“ We loved being part of this 
project, the most beneficial part of 

it for us would have to be the 
regular feedback from the home 

diaries and David's teacher. 
Having such feedback not only let 

us deal with things as they 
happened, but also made us feel 

involved and that we had an instant 
connection with the school. For 
David we feel the families are 
where he benefited from. We 

believe that David learns very well 
through social means and this was 
ideal for him. Being around older 
children helped David in different 
areas but we noticed how much 

more use of language and confident 
he became. ”
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Chapter Summary

The IPP incorporated two principles: mixed-age play and enhanced home school 

links, which were employed simultaneously. The implementation of both 

strategies yielded specific benefits as identified in chapters four and five. 

However, some benefits were common to both mixed-age play and enhanced 

home school links, namely child development, and the development of a 

community ethos. This chapter has addressed how the IPP encouraged social 

interaction between participant groups, but also within these. Children’s social 

development was noted particularly in both the home and school contexts. As 

social interaction was enhanced for all participant groups, it was described how a 

community ethos was created, in which new lines of communication were opened. 

This was extended outside of the school community to another institution where 

mixed-age play was introduced and similar initial benefits noted. Other primary 

schools in the same city also visited the case study school in the year following 

the implementation year to observe the practice that was developed.
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7.0 General Discussion

The IPP was developed collaboratively by the researcher, school staff and 

participant parents to develop children's play using Vygotskian principles. 

Mixed-age play and enhanced home school links were the principles that were 

selected for implementation. The aim of the IPP was to aid children’s 

development, and to some extent, learning, through play. Implementation took 

place over a one-year period in a school that offered both preschool and primary 

school facilities. The school offered an extended school day to all children aged 

3-11 years. Children aged 3-4 years had opportunities for play each day between 

1pm and 3pm. Children aged 5-6years played from 2pm-3pm, separately, when 

their formal school day finished at 2pm. The researcher and school staff agreed 

that extended school time could be used more effectively to enhance child 

development. Mixed-age play was identified as a strategy that could be 

implemented to do so. Vyggotskian theory predicted that, by engaging in mixed- 

age play, children would benefit from playing and learning with someone who is 

closer to their own developmental stage. Younger children learn through play 

with the older children who model, demonstrate and use language in ways that are 

simple for the young child to understand. Older children learn through teaching 

the younger children and reflecting their learning. Playing with children of 

mixed-ages and mixed developmental stages also permits the creation of a zone of 

proximal development (ZPD) in which activities, which would be too complex for 

children of the same age to complete, are completed collaboratively (Stone 1995; 

McClellan 1994). The ZPD encourages children to act a head taller and show 

higher levels of maturity than they would normally display in age-segregated 

scenarios.

The theory around enhanced home school links was to provide an environment for 

learning and development that was present, to a degree, at home as well as at 

school, so that children did not separate the experiences. A common answer to 

the question, ‘What did you do at school today?’ is ‘Nothing!’ The reason behind 

this response from a child lies in the belief that nothing they did in school related 

to home- there is discontinuity between the two contexts (Grant 2009).
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At the end of the implementation year the principles of mixed-age play and 

enhanced home school links were refined, modified and developed to state:

1. Mixed-age “family” play

2. Extending the experience of “family” to include school as well as home.

In developing these two principles two main areas emerged for discussion. These 

focused on the concept of “family” within education and the potential benefits of 

its employment, and play (specifically mixed-age play) as an activity that can link 

preschool (3-4years), the foundation stage (4-6years) and the home environment.

Cultural-historical theory was the foundational base for the study, and through the 

implementation process and its critical exploration, some concepts of the theory 

could be observed to translate into practice. These included the zone of proximal 

development (ZPD), the social situation of development (SSD), and play as a 

leading activity. Setting the theory into practice revealed a required element of 

both the mixed-age play and the enhanced home school link principles for more 

successful implementation. The "missing link’ became evident relatively early 

during the implementation process. In the initial mixed-age play setting, the 

predicted outcomes for children’s play were not observed, so the setting was 

changed to give each mixed-age group a ‘family’ identity. As a result of this 

change children engaged more fully with the play and related their experiences at 

home to school, and vice versa. The family identity was key in moving from the 

theory to the practice.

7.1 “Family” in Education

“We speak of families as though we all know what families are”
Laing 1969

This section explores the concept of “family” as a cultural construct and its 

meaning within this study. The potential benefits of using the term in education 

will also be discussed in relation to cultural-historical theory.

What is a family? The Oxford Dictionary (2012) defines a family as “a group 

consisting of two parents and their children living together as a unit”. However, a
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wide range of definitions exists outside of this westernized nuclear definition 

(Saggers and Sims 2005). For example, McDaniel et al (2005) defined a family 

as:

“...any group of people related either biologically, emotionally, or 
legally. That is, the group of people that the patient defines as significant 
for his or her well-being”.

For McDaniel et al (2005) a family did not necessarily mean that there were blood 

relations, and consequently, the term could be applied to a wider audience. 

According to Wattie (2006) the term ‘family’ has become inclusive of individuals 

who share similar concerns and conflicts. It may be claimed that, in actuality, 

there is no one definition of a family and the definition that is used, is dependent 

on who is creating the definition.

In this study, the concept of a “family” was considered a cultural and social 

construct (Wattie 2006), in line with the foundational cultural-historical theory. 

The family has a number of purposes:

Family plays a central role both as a site of cultural learning, a place 
where members of family learn many possible ways to live, to take part 
in urban culture and environment; and as culture resources, a place that 
provides lessons and references for family members of all ages and 
gender to live their lives. At the same time, urban family may also serve 
as a culture portrayal, a complex mirror of modern life and a reflection 
of rapid changes on urban culture and environment brought about on 
family system and relationships.

Wattie 2006, p. 1

The family is a mediator of culture and acts as a model of culture. The concept of 

a “family” therefore changes according to the specific culture and societal norms 

of the region. The definition of a ’’family” varies across space. However, the 

concept of “family” also changes and develops over time, as society changes:

The increase in rates of divorce, cohabitation, births to unmarried 
mothers and reconstituted families throughout the western world have 
resulted in more diverse family pathways emerging than in the recent 
past. Equally the same changes have led to networks of family 
relationships becoming more complex, with greater variation and less 
clarity about who can appropriately be regarded as family and how such 
relationships should be properly framed. In particular, the increased 
incidence of divorce and remarriage has meant that many more people 
have ex-spouses, absent parents, step-parents, half-sibling, step-siblings 
and the like.

Kuper& Kuper 1996, p.284
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As a result of the change in the demography of families, family circumstances are 

highly variable, and the family as a basic unit today, tends to be less stable 

(Wattie 2006). With regards to education and the effect on schooling, therefore, 

this demands that school staff need to be more aware of the experiences of young 

children beginning school in the early years. Saggers and Sims (2005. p.66) 

acknowledged this transition for young children:

As most of us experience society through the lens of our early family 
experiences, we grow up believing ‘our’ family is the same as everyone 
else’s. Entering school as young children, we soon realise that our 
notions of what is normal may be different from those of our classmates.

Adults working in schools have to be aware of children's varied experiences of 

"family' and be able to explain the phenomenon of ‘family’ to children who 

experience differences to the westernized definition. A potential way to provide a 

universal concept of the family for children could be through the creation of a 

school “family” and through the extension of the home family to also include the 

school community. Dockett and Perry (2005) described how a sense of belonging 

to the school community is an important contributor to how well children and 

families adjust. They claimed that this sense of belonging exists partly as a result 

of the relationships between and among children, families and staff, but also 

through developing an identity and making the culture meaningful to individuals 

by having systems for bringing the child’s culture to the setting. Home and 

school contexts need to be more inclusive of one another. School needs to 

become more like home, and home, simultaneously, needs to become more like 

school. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), the home and school contexts, and 

relevant relationships within these, comprise the child’s microsystem. Through 

connecting these two contexts the child has a more stable and holistic 

microsystem and can therefore potentially cope better in the next system (the 

mesosystem). Vygotsky (1934) posited that development could not be measured 

based on any one given trait, for example, dentition or sexual development. 

Development is a complex process that needs to be determined holistically, and, 

as a result, its measure should also be holistic in nature. Integrating the home and 

school contexts (the two learning contexts for young children) in this study, 

through the use of a family pedagogy, allowed child development to be
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considered more holistically. The transfer of knowledge and understanding was 

part of a two way process: information on child development was shared not only 

from school to home but also from home to school (Goodall et al 2010).

7.1.1 Developing a Family Pedagogy

The family pedagogy that was developed in this study, through the use of the 

mixed-age play family and through the enhanced home school links in which 

school became a part of the home, acted as a bridge between the two physical 

contexts. Research on home school links, particularly, is extensive in educational 

research and policy. However, despite the high levels of research, there remains 

little evidence as to what sort of involvement actually makes a difference to 

student achievement (Bull et al 2008). This study proposes the use of a family 

pedagogy to bridge, and link, the home and school contexts. In employing a 

family pedagogy children begin to see parents as more than parents- they may 

view them increasingly as sources of learning. On the other hand, teachers may 

be viewed as more than such- teachers may be viewed in a more personal way and 

as someone whom the child could relate to more easily. This holds potential 

benefits for children from disadvantaged homes, especially, where the home 

context may be unstable. Kravtsova (2010) stressed how family is the source of 
life models for young children. However, she claimed that families today no 

longer fulfill this provision. Smaller families, and the change in family structure 

may have affected children’s images of the development trajectory. Where large 

families before had members of various ages and stages, today’s families are 

smaller and fail to provide sufficient models of development for children 

(Kravtosva 2010). This means that children may have difficulty in seeing where 

they are developing towards. If the child has a parent-like figure to whom they 

can relate in the school, and peers of different ages and stages this child’s 

development in the microsystem could be aided. Parents-as-teachers, and 

teachers-as-parents could reinforce children’s images of social adults and better 

equip them for the mesosystem and the move into formal learning. Home and 

school would not be viewed as completely separate (Figure 7.1):
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Figure 7.1: Family Pedagogy as a Bridge

Figure 7.1 highlights how the family pedagogy can link the home and school and 

create two new social settings for development. Where the home and the family 

pedagogy join, parents act more as teachers. Reflective diaries and video footage 

were used in this part of the research to extend the experience of the family to 

include the school as well as the home. Parents became engaged in the child's 

development through the setup and support of developmental play scenarios in the 

home context. School play was discussed more at home and parents modeled and 

demonstrated more positive attitudes towards play and schooling. In the 

employment of a family pedagogy in the school, teachers acted more as parents. 

This manifested in the school through the employment of play families where 

staff were designated to families, and acted as the heads of these. Important to 

note is that the home and school may not directly link and join in this approach. 

Instead the family pedagogy can bridge the two contexts. The family pedagogy 

provided a sense frame for all participants in their learning and development. It 

provided space, time and materials, and promoted reflection so that participants 

learned to locate themselves within the setting and within the practice (Kravtsova 

2010). The family pedagogy, in this way. might promote the creation of ZPDs for 

child learning and development. It provided a more holistic learning frame, and 

joined up the child's microsystem, strengthening the foundation for their future 

development.
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As the family pedagogy was implemented a number of interesting observations 

were recorded in relation to participant behaviour and perspectives. The term 

'family' in itself affected the ethos of the IPP. Children as they participated in the 

1PP began to refer to their “cousins” within each family and displayed care and 

respect for the other children within their “family”. This “family” structure in 

mixed-age play promoted more interaction between child and adult participants 

and as a result, increased the frequency of opportunities for social learning 

through the zone of proximal development (ZPD). According to Levykh (2008. 

p.90) learning within the ZPD through interaction, “speeds up the process of 

childfrenj's development of higher psychological functions”. With increased 

interaction in the IPP, there consequently was the possibility of more ZPD 

creation and, therefore, the potential of enhanced rates of learning overall. 

Levykh (2008. 91) highlighted how the ZPD was created as a result of 

collaboration between participants “with each other and through the 

environment". This therefore suggested that as the environment changed within 

both the mixed-age play and enhanced home school links, and as new participants 

were introduced to the learning scenario, there might have been increased 

construction of ZPDs for each new environmental and social experience. The 

home and school contexts became increasingly intertwined creating new social 

environments, and more participants became involved, as well as some participant 

roles being extended. Parents, for example, became more aware of their role in 

their child's development and therefore changed in how they interacted with their 

child. Brenda, for example, described how her beliefs and how her interaction 

with her son changed following her participation in the IPP. This had a lasting 

impact on her attitude towards play, especially:

“7, myself, would probably have been a while overprotective parent and 
do you see whenever you showed the footage of the children out playing 
I thought “oh god maybe we should be doing more of that. I was more 
kind of you know “you can play now Shea- come on this is safe now- 
you’re allowed to play.” And I thought “well I could give this a 
go ’ ...Just now I think myself that I'm still very nervous when he's there 
and trying to watch him but I know now at times that I have to stand 
back and think, “right I have to think about this logically. ” You know 
he's not going to get hurt and let him go. ”

Brenda, Mother, Interview
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The development of the adult role and adult perceptions, therefore, could have 

influenced children's opportunities for learning and development, through 

enhanced opportunities for play and extended, more supportive parent interaction.

The family pedagogy that was developed in this study related to a number of 

Vygotskian concepts and theoretical constructs, namely the ZPD and the SSD. 

and underlying processes such as internalisation. The next sections explain how 

the ZPD and SSD emerged through the family pedagogy, and their importance for 

child development within the IPP.

7.1.2 The ZPD in the Family Pedagogy

This section will consider what influenced the development of a ZPD within the 

family pedagogy of the IPP and how participants used this information.

Levykh (2008) viewed development as a struggle between the child and their 

environment, and within the child as an individual. Internally, the struggle 

involved tension both between the child's higher mental functions and natural 

functions, and within higher mental functions. As a child develops, their natural 

functions undergo “a zigzag of fundamental changes in quality and direction, 
arriving at a completely new plane” (Levykh 2008, p.86) where higher 

psychological functions result. Levykh (2008, p.86) described this not as a 

smooth process, but as one that “results from a personality struggle with the new 

demands of a specific environment during a period of crisis.” The process of 

development contains not just “evolutionary but also revolutionary changes, 

regression, gaps, zigzags, and conflicts,” (Vygotsky, 1997, p.221). The child will 

experience periods of rapid development but will also experience tensions and 

struggles as they interact with their environment. This ongoing struggle for the 

child in their developmental process results in the “development of new, 

qualitatively different super systems, which represent relations between individual 

mental functions and the environment” (Levykh 2008. p.87). These new super 

systems (or higher mental functions) become cultural mediators to further the 

cultural development of the child. Human beings must use cultural mediators or 

tools to interact with their environment, master it and eventually master their own 

behaviour.
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Struggles and conflicts were observed in the IPP both in relation to child and adult 

participants, and their development. Vygotsky (1997) suggested that the process 

of education and learning denotes changes in the child:

“If nothing changes, then nothing has been taught,”
Vygotsky 1997, p.104

Throughout the IPP. changes in child participants were recorded- these included 

both negative and positive experiences for children at various stages of the 

implementation. In some children it was noted how sometimes the mixed-age 

play setting could be daunting. However, staff and parents believed that the 

environment would benefit the children's development, and worked together to 

make the environment more appealing:

"1 have one child in my class who worries about it a wee bit, and what 
I’ve had to do there is to let her know what we ’re doing, what activities 
there are, and remind her and give her forward-notice that [mixed-age 
play] is happening each day and remind her who’s coming into the 
classroom and stuff. She has found it difficult with the older children in 
and is really, really nervous. She’s in a different “family”, she doesn’t 
have the same wee group of pals, and she has kind of been taken out of 
her comfort zone. So, maybe her confidence has taken a wee knock. But 
that’s not a bad thing either, because it ’ll broaden her friendship group 
and her confidence. And she is coming to terms with it- at the start 1 
think that she thought if she got upset we would let her go with her pals, 
but I explained to her mummy that that wasn't actually the point of it.
The point of it was for them all to integrate and it would benefit her in 
the long run. You know her social skills are going to develop so much 
more- she has to learn to be the new person and to integrate more. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

In the case of this particular child Stephanie was aware of the child’s negative 

emotions, and of how she might feel at various stages. The teacher involved the 

child’s parents and informed them of the school’s plans for mixed-age play. This 

meant that, as a collective, they were able to recognize how the programme would 

aid the child in the long term and plan for the girl to feel more comfortable in the 

setting. Staff were confident that the child would, with time, develop her role in 

the family play and would become more competent within this role, as a result. 

Parents and the teacher acknowledged the need for the child to experience these 

negative emotions as a method of dealing with them and mastering her 

environment in this way.
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In contrast to this however, is the notion that the ZPD is a construct that emerges 

from safe, secure learning environments where there is an ethos of care, trust and 

respect:

A safe and emotionally positive collaboration between teachers and 
students creates a more complete ZPD and motivates the child’s further 
intellectual and emotional development toward its highest level.

Levykh 2008, p.92

Where the environment is not supportive of the child in these respects, the 

possibility stands that children may not learn as efficiently. For the child having 

difficulty settling into her mixed-age “family” this would suggest that her learning 

potential would be negatively affected. The challenge for staff in this type of 

scenario, within the IPP. was to consider each child as an individual and to 

consider their ability to take advantage of social interaction within the mixed-age 

“family” for their own development. Staff offered extended support for children 

where necessary to aid in this learning process. If the environment is supportive 

Levykh (2008) elaimed that learning is more permanent as ZPDs are established 

and maintained more fully, and greater levels of internalisation occur. The 

process of internalisation involves the movement of learning that originated in 

social interaction inwards, within the individual:

Functions initially are formed in the group in the form of relations of the 
children, and then they become mental functions of the individual.

Vygotsky 1997, p.107

Vygotsky suggested that all learning originates in social interaction. Interaction is 

the lever (Yaroshevsky 1989, cited in Verenikina 2003) that transforms inter

mental. external processes into intra-mental, internal ones (Verenikina 2010). The 

transition from the social to the individual, acts as the platform for the 

development of all higher mental functions, to facilitate the cultural development 

of the child, and the child's subsequent mastery of their behaviour (Levykh 2008). 

Internalisation directs child development. This therefore highlighted the 

instrumental nature of the social environment and its effect on the child:

In particular, within the ZPD process, the social origin of both culturally 
developed emotions and mastery of behaviour can be seen in a collective 
atmosphere, where the dynamics of collaboration within the group are 
reflected in the individuals who make up that group, and vice versa.
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Levykh 2008, p. 93

The individual therefore also affects the social. As the individual learns, they 

actively interact and influence their surroundings (Vialle et al 2005). The 

participants within the IPP were creators of the collective, then through their 

interaction with, and within this collective, they internalised learning, and 

modified their behaviour. This then, through a cyclic process, resulted in a newly 

modified collective.

In the IPP new social spaces were created through the implementation of mixed- 

age play and enhanced home school links, with enhanced opportunities for social 

interaction and improved potential for the creation of ZPDs. As participants 

interacted within these new social spaces they internalised learning and modified 

their behaviour, which then affected the collective and the next stages of 

development within the IPP. In accordance with Levykh's (2008) idea that 

positive environments supported more effective ZPD creation, and enhanced rates 

of internalisation, staff had to ensure that the social spaces in the IPP were 

supportive, caring and respectful. Staff had to be facilitators and co-constructors 

of interactions in these new social spaces so as to support children in being 

successful within these (Vialle et al 2005). The staff indirectly aided the children 

as they shaped and fashioned the social environment (Vialle et al 2005) through 

the employment of the term “family”. From the data collected throughout the 

process of implementation from participants, it was suggested that the use of the 

term “family” in itself helped to create a positive atmosphere for development as 

children and adults, alike, identified more personally with one another and with 

the collective.

Parent attitudes and the extent of their participation became more positive towards 

the education system in general. This was important in relation to Bozhovich's 

(2009) claim that parent attitude to education was influential on children's 

subsequent attitude to their participation in education and their academic success:

“...if their academic success does not change their relationship with 
their parents, then in the eyes of these children the position of 
schoolchild gradually loses value and at the same time the duties of a 
schoolchild also lose their appeal and the difficult aspects of learning 
come to the fore.”
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Without parent support, children may develop negative or degraded attitudes 

towards the education system. The IPP therefore was important in promoting 

child development, but also parental attitude towards education and development 

in general.

Child-child interactions within the IPP especially were influenced by the use of 

the term “family” as children related to one another with more care, and with a 

greater awareness of the importance of their interaction:

“I was holding Ava’s hand because I didn’t want her to get hurt ”
Cora (5 years)

Some children interacted frequently with their peers, whilst others were observed 

to play alone. The child’s personality was discussed as instrumental in these 

interaction levels. The IPP. therefore, afforded children the opportunity to 

interact on a level that suited them, their personality and their stage of 

development. It provided children with the freedom to behave and interact to an 

extent in which they were comfortable. Vialle et al (2005) claimed that the 

important aspect of the interaction is its quality. The frequency of interactions, 

therefore, was not as important as the quality of the interactions for each child, at 

each age group in the IPP.

Children's personal interests were influential on ZPD creation. The process of 

ZPD creation is dynamic, encompasses each individual’s development, and 

therefore, must “appeal to the child’s personality” (Levykh 2008. p.92). Through 

mixed-age play and especially through more interaction between home and 

school, children’s interests were shared between the child’s social contexts more 

readily and with a wider audience. As a result children’s interests may have been 

more widely engaged as they interacted with other class teachers, other children, 

classroom assistants and their parents, who then had a more holistic image of the 

child as a result.

The term "the social situation of development” (Vygotsky 1934/ 1998. p. 198) 

was used in cultural-historical theory to represent the place within the system of 

social relationships that children of a given age occupy, and the demands that
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society places on them in association with this. It also, however, includes the 

rights and responsibilities that are associated with this position (Bozhovich 2009):

The social situation of development provides a way to characterize the 
interaction between historically-constructed forms of practice with the 
child’s own interests and actions enabled by the current age period of 
the child. Rather than being a passive recipient of an objective 
environment, the child is selective about what is perceived and 
interesting. This relation changes with each specific age period, 
reflecting the structure of the psychological functions for that age.

Chaiklin 2003, p.6

The child’s social situation of development (SSD) changes in relation to their 

developmental stage, but also in accordance with their personal interests and 

motivations, and therefore is subjective to each individual. The SSD in general, 

however, is a tension for the child. It is characterized by a;

...basic contradiction between the child’s current capabilities (as 
manifested in the actually-developed psychological functions), the 
child’s needs and desires, and the demands and possibilities of the 
environment. In trying to overcome this contradiction (so that it can 
realize its activity), the child engages in different concrete tasks and 
specific interactions, which can result in the formation of new functions 
or the enrichment of existing functions.

Chaiklin 2003, p.6

The SSD therefore drives a child’s development as they struggle to overcome the 

restrictions it places on them. In the IPP each new learning environment that was 

developed, modified the child’s SSD. The SSDs of children were also redefined 

within the IPP due to the wider circle of people with whom they were interacting 

and their relative expectations of the child’s behaviour. Different children had 

different expectations placed on them as a result of the “place the schoolchild 

occupies within the activity of the collective” (Bozhovich 2009, p.80). New 

social situations of development and new expectations of the child may have 

presented greater learning potential as these drove the child to overcome the 

restrictions. In mixed-age play for example, the older children were expected to 

care for, and look after, younger children whilst also undertaking teaching roles 

where possible. The older children were expected to act a “head taller” within the 

IPP (Vygotsky 1978, p.102). As a result the older children had to overcome 

behaviour, which may have restricted their ability to do so. They would have to 

master their behaviour to teach the younger children, and therefore master their
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environment. Conversely, younger children also had to act a head taller in their 

interactions with older children. Through interactions with the older children who 

modeled and demonstrated activities for them, younger children emulated these 

actions. When the children were placed in “families”, the term “family” itself 

appeared to facilitate children in their bid to overcome their SSD, as it 

contextualized their actions in a context that was implicitly trustworthy, caring, 

and respectful. Children’s actions within the family and their behaviour in 

relation to one another appeared more positive when the “families” were formed. 

In relation to the enhanced home school links, the home family became more 

encompassing of school, and children appeared more comfortable in relation to 

their interactions with staff in school. Parents, too, were more interactive with 

school staff and with the researcher.

Summary

The family pedagogy appeared to create an ethos where learning through the zone 

of proximal development was facilitated by improved social interactions, which 

were stimulated by new social situations of development that implied trust, care 

and respect between participants. The value of the term “family” extended 

beyond the participants and outwards to the entire school community and ethos. 

According to Pope John Paul II, “as the family goes, so goes the nation and so 

goes the whole world in which we live.” As this school employed the family 

pedagogy it facilitated interaction within the school in becoming more positive, 

more caring and more developmentally focused. Participants extended their 

experience and attitudes of the “family” beyond the initial setting and could be 

seen to implement it in other contexts, for example, the mother who implemented 

mixed-age play in her workplace in a creche. Through the use of a family 

pedagogy in education, schools can potentially remove negative, preconceived 

notions of schooling and introduce an approach to education in which the school 

and the home are intertwined in an ethos of equality and care and where 

interaction between participants is less intimidating. The positive environment for 

learning, which the family pedagogy created in this study, aided in forming more 

positive school relations but was also potentially, positively influential on 

children’s rates of learning and development.
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Play was the basis of the family pedagogy and facilitated the bridging of the home 

and school contexts. The next section considers the importance and value of play 

for bridging not only home and school, but also as a bridge between the preschool 

and the foundation stage within the early years setting.

7.2 Play as linking preschool, foundation stage and home

In the previous section the value of a family pedagogy for promoting child 

development and for encouraging a community approach to early years education 

was discussed. This section focuses on play as the basis of that family pedagogy.

Early childhood programmes are most effective if they are part of a broader 

coherent framework, linking early child development initiatives to the child’s 

home and to primary schooling (Lombardi 1992). A link between the preschool 

and foundation stage (primary school) could encourage peer teaching and 

learning, and therefore, in line with cultural-historical theory, promote child 

development. Linking the home and school contexts was also identified in 

literature as positively influential on child development and on relations between 

parents and teachers. Throughout the implementation of the IPP both of these 

links were explored in various ways. Links between the preschool and foundation 

stage involved linking the curricula, and the actual physical departments of 

preschool and foundation stage (including children, staff and physical locations). 

Linking the home and school contexts involved getting parents more involved in 

education through the creation of reflective diaries, and in video recordings of the 

child at home. These initial transitions from home to school, and from preschool 

to primary school can be viewed as opportunities for families and the education 

system to work together to build children’s dispositions to engage with change, 

whilst sustaining their capacities to learn (Fabian & Dunlop 2006). Margetts, 

(2000) noted that transition programmes should be based on a philosophy that 

children’s adjustment to school is easier when children are familiar with the 

situation, parents are informed about the new school, and teachers have 

information about children’s development and previous experiences. Therefore, 

interaction between the various participants groups involved in children’s learning 

contexts is vital. Fabian and Dunlop (2005) suggested the employment of play-
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based transitional activities that create links between, and actively involve, 

children, parents, families, teachers, early childhood services, schools and the 

local community. In this study, mixed-age play in school linked the preschool 

and foundation stage, and play at home linked the home and school environments.

Linking the preschool and foundation stage in the project school began with the 

creation of a play skills baseline. Curriculum frameworks that bridge pre-school 

and primary education in this way can strengthen pedagogical continuity, and help 

to maintain enthusiasm for learning (Fabian & Dunlop 2006). As this play skills 

baseline was implemented, physical links emerged across the preschool and 

foundation stage, including the integration of children, staff and play areas. This 

baseline was also used in the link between home and school so as to inform 

parents about the developmental trajectory of play skills, and to engage them in 

tracking their child’s development through play, at home. From the data collected 

throughout the implementation year with regards to the mixed-age “family” play 

and from the home school link, the cultural-historical view of play as a leading 

activity was relevant.

7.2.1 Play as the ZPD Leading Activity

Vygotsky (1966/1933) described play as the leading activity of early childhood 

and as the highest level of preschool development (3-6 years). A leading activity 

is the activity whose development governs the chief changes in the psychic 

processes and psychological features of the child’s personality at a given stage of 

development (Leont’ev 1981). The leading activity after play is learning activity, 

and therefore, play stands as a developmental activity in itself. As a result play 

needs to be valued as such. In education today very often play becomes 

subordinate to “educational” activities. This study however, has highlighted the 

value of play as a stage in child development and as a developmental activity, but 

also as a link between learning contexts.

Play is “a particular feature of preschool age” (3-7years) (Vygotsky 1966/ 1933, 

p.17). In younger children play can proceed but it may lack abstract thought, 

whilst in older children, play becomes a limited form of activity, which is 

important in their development, but which lacks the significance of play for the
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preschooler (Vygotsky 1966/1933). Play is the source of development for the 

preschooler as it naturally creates the zone of proximal development and provokes 

revolutions in child development. In the IPP, play was extended across the 

preschool and foundation stage (3-6 years) and across learning contexts. Play was 

the link between home, preschool and the foundation stage, and therefore 

provided continuity in the programme for all participants. Fabian and Dunlop 

(2007) suggested that certain continuities should be aimed for in education, such 

as continuity of peers, of expectations between settings (including teacher and 

child behaviours), and of programming for children’s learning. When the cultures 

of the preschool and foundation stage are more similar and show continuity, the 

challenge for children in complying with and understanding the requests of the 

teacher is lessened (Dunlop 2002). In the IPP the employment of mixed-age play 

and of play between home and school allowed continuity for children between 

their learning contexts.

7.2.2 Adult Roles in Play

Levels of play and play types varied greatly over the implementation period. 

Kravtsova (2010) identified imaginative subject-plot role-play as the ideal play 

type for preschool child development. According to Karpov (2003, p.151), 

however, the leading activities as described by Russian neo-Vygotskians for each 

developmental stage are not “carved in stone” and as a result it might be possible 

for other activities to be suggested that might be more beneficial for children’s 

development, rather than role-play. In this case, the efforts of adults and society 

should be directed towards mediating this potential leading activity rather than 

role-play. In the IPP it is inconclusive as to whether role-play was the definitive 

leading activity- this would require further exploration. The setup was not 

focused directly on the promotion of role-play or imaginative play. These types 

of play activities were provided, with one play base designated to ‘imaginative, 

creative and role-play’, but the aim was not the play type but rather the play 

setting. In this study, play was, however, promoted as a developmental activity in 

general and in this respect it generated positive findings for all participants 

involved in the IPP.
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In relation to levels of social interaction within play, there was a continuum 

observed in the IPP. Some children played alone, some participated in parallel 

play and some were involved in interactive, group play. Throughout the 

implementation year the target was to encourage as much interactive, mixed-age, 

group play as was possible. However, upon reflecting on play stages and levels of 

interaction with regards to child development, and considering the play that was 

observed in the IPP, a new understanding was reached. In the mixed-age scenario 

children were at many different stages of development and consequently were 

also playing at different developmental stages. This resulted in a variety of play 

types being recorded. Bozhovich (2009, p. 60) described the “orderly course of 

mental development” and how the artificial acceleration of this can “undermine 

the harmonic structure of child development”. Mental development has 

recognizable stages and children, therefore, explore and master each individual 

stage, in order, to experience the developmental process. Similarly, there are 

developmental stages in play and children need to be afforded the time and space 

to participate in all play types so as to develop these to the fullest:

Sufficient time and space should be provided for children to engage in 
play. It is important to be serious about play and support the situation of 
pretend to sustain children’s motivation.

Vialle et al 2005, p.67

When time and space are provided for play and adults are supportive, children’s 

motivation for play can be enhanced. This was clarified in the IPP when the play 

“family” was introduced. Adults within the “family” play became more involved 

and their attitude to the play was notably changed. This affected child 

participation and attitude, as they were noted to socially interact and play more in 

wider social circles and with more concentration. Staff identified how play 

needed to be promoted as a serious developmental activity within education also. 

Their role and in general, the adult role, therefore became more serious also. Staff 

and parents recognized the value of their input to the play scenario and its effect 

on child development. This was congruent with Vialle et al’s (2005) view of the 

adult as mediator of child learning, and as facilitator and co-constructor of 

children’s knowledge and understanding. In the IPP both staff and parents 

identified the value of their participation in play scenarios, as a player, playing 

alongside the children. This allowed for modeling of play behaviours and skills
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as well as successful, subtle intervention through play. Wells (1999) claimed that 

when there was an adult-child dyad, there could be joint problem solving with 

both the adult and the child sharing knowledge and responsibility for the task. In 

the IPP this was important in relation to play in school and at home. Adults were 

observed to participate in the IPP with an equal responsibility for child learning as 

the children with whom they were interacting. Adults were also observed to work 

as a team in such an endeavour, sharing their experiences and ideas. As a result, a 

community ethos developed as staff from preschool and foundation stage 

collaborated, and as parents joined these also. Adult participation in play and 

their reflections upon their play experiences, therefore, aided in the creation of a 

link between home, preschool and foundation stage.

Summary

Overall, participation in the IPP was described by all participants as enjoyable, 

and as very positive for the whole school environment. Staff were benefactors in 

that they worked as a team sharing ideas, experiences and plans, and in that they 

were able to maintain relationships with children for longer. This was claimed by 

teachers to potentially reduce transition periods for children, as they were familiar 

with a larger staff, and with physical classrooms. Children also had more friends 

across age-bands and therefore places like the canteen and the playground could 
seem less intimidating. Staff had the opportunity to work with a wider range of 

ages and developmental levels in children, and their professional development 

was consequently enhanced.

The creation of a link between the preschool, foundation stage and home contexts 

gave the school community the opportunity to take control of the education their 

school provided and to enhance this in a way that suited not only the needs of the 

children, but their own needs as teachers, and parents also. The community 

benefited as a result of the staff working as a team, and collectively created an 

atmosphere where children not only entered a classroom, but entered a school 

community:

“It's actually being pushed out into the whole school 
environment ...we 're offering like a more holistic approach to everything 
because your child, right from the word go, is accepted into the whole 
school community ...and it helps with the transition as well, from one key
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stage to another, because the children are so used to everybody and all 
the staff and they know what’s going on that there’s nobody crying in my 
class, there’s no tears, there’s nobody not wanting to be there because 
they ’re so used to it already. ”

Stephanie, Teacher, Interview

The link between the preschool and foundation stage, specifically, reduced the 

anxiety at each transition and promoted a happy atmosphere around the school 

where children were comfortable and secure in their learning and development. 

Children were increasingly aware of the social situation that surrounded them and 

of their position within this. The linking of preschool and the foundation stage 

promoted the seamless transition staff aimed to create between preschool and 

foundation stage, and between each individual progression in classes.

Children whose families were involved in enhancing home school links were also 

identified to become more secure within the contexts of home and school. They 

were recorded to transfer their learning between the two contexts and were noted 

as being more comfortable in the intertwining of home and school.

Some trials arose during the development of the link between home, preschool 

and foundation stage with regards to time, prior perceptions of play as an activity 

in education, and the difficulty in ensuring that all children were sufficiently 

challenged by play. However as the implementation was explored critically, 

many of these issues were recognized and addressed.

In conclusion staff described the creation of a link between home, preschool and 

foundation stage as “not easy but manageable’’ and as “entirely worth the effort” 

(Stephanie). Staff claimed that the IPP could be implemented in any school and 

described it as “the way to go!” (Molly). Parents, too, acknowledged the many 

benefits of the link and claimed that, “everybody needs to know how good this 

is! ” (Brenda, Mother, Interview).

Chapter Summary

The Integrated Play Programme (IPP) was developed by a school community of 

teachers, classroom assistants, parents, children, and the researcher to promote the 

value of play as a developmental activity that could link children’s learning 

environments at home and school, and within the school system. Through the
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employment of a family pedagogy and through the use of the term “family” in 

general, this play programme experienced positive findings affecting wider issues 

in the setting. Bacon (2012, personal communication) addressed how in 

international schools the same finding emerged:

There is at least anecdotal evidence that this results in the child’s school 
life being a more significant aspect of family life than might be the case 
in a “home-culture environment” which may improve child attitude and 
involvement in learning.

Bacon explained that in international schools, the school becomes like a family as 

the community naturally congregate and interact due to factors such as shared 

language and culture. She suggested that this happens more fully in international 

schools. Bacon addressed how mixed-age groupings are also used in international 

schools to promote the creation of a school community and unit. This study, 

however, indicates that this potential is not limited to international schools. A 

sense of community and family can be promoted in any school, where attitudes 

towards education in general, and more specifically, towards play can become 

more positive as the “family” ethos is extended. In this study the school and 

home became more like a unit working together in promoting child development. 

Through linking children’s learning contexts both inside and outside of the 

education system the school noted positive outcomes also, including better 

working relationships for staff, more professional development opportunities for 

staff and improved social opportunities for all participants. Children in this 

environment experienced enhanced learning potential through their involvement 

in more social interaction, and potentially enhanced rates of learning due to the 

novel social situation.
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8.0 Conclusion

This chapter provides an overview of the findings of this research study relative to 

the research questions that were set out in the methodology chapter. It also 

presents the limitations and recommendations of the study, and identifies areas for 

further research. The study’s contribution to knowledge and its distinctiveness 

are also explained.

8.1 Introduction and Overview of the Findings

This research study designed, developed and implemented an integrated play 

programme (IPP) within a combined preschool and primary school setting in 

Northern Ireland. Over a period of one year, mixed-age family play was 

introduced for children across the age group 3-6years, and enhanced home school 

links were introduced so as to extend the experience of the ‘family’ to include 

school as well as home. Parents were involved in the creation of reflective 

diaries, and in the recording of video footage of children’s play in the home 

context. The constructivist participation of the community supported the 

developmental methodology that was employed, and through the creation of a 

pedagogical collective (Kravtsova 2010), participants co-evaluated and co

reflected on the progression of the programme. This meant that the research 

methods transpired as the project was carried out.

At the outset of this research study, four research questions were devised. 

Sections 8.1.1 to 8.1.4 state each research question individually, and provide the 

subsequent, relevant findings from the research study.

8.1.1 Research Question One

What does Vygotskian theory ‘look like’ in early years education?

The trip to Russia, in July 2010, acted as an immersion period for the researcher 

that allowed her to experience Vygotsky’s theory in the physical context, and 

within the social community, it was developed in, and based upon. This trip was
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invaluable for the researcher in the development of her understandings of 

Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory and in how this theory could be applied to 

early years contexts.

During the trip to Moscow, Golden Key schools were explored. Golden Key 

schools were developed, based on Vygotsky’s theory, and had five foundational 

principles that were developed by Vygotskian scholars, as they translated cultural- 

historical theory into principles for practice: mixed-age education, home school 

links, paired pedagogues, lessons based on events, and the view of learning and 

development as interdependent and interactional. Upon learning about the 

practices and principles of these schools and the underlying theory, the researcher 

observed the manifestation of Vygotskian concepts such as the zone of proximal 

development (ZPD) and the social situation of development (SSD) in practice. 

Golden Key schools viewed social interaction as the basis for all learning and 

development and, as such, promoted interaction across age groups and across 

learning contexts. They encouraged and facilitated role-play in the early years in 
correspondence with Vygotsky’s view of play as the leading activity of early 

childhood. Also, in the early years, in Golden Key schools, locating children in 

time and space are priorities. Time and space act as sense frames to help children 

learn and develop in context, therefore making their learning more meaningful. 

Golden Key schools evidenced benefits for children in terms of higher levels of 

development and achievement, in the development of more firm morals, better 

psychological and physical health, and overall happier children who were more 

enthusiastic about education (Kravtsov & Kravtsova 2011).

8.1.2 Research Question Two

Can Golden Key principles be implemented in an early years context in 

Northern Ireland?

Having observed the benefits and practice of the Golden Key programme, the 

researcher contemplated the potential of employing some of the Golden Key 

principles in a Northern Irish context. She worked with a combined preschool 

and primary school in Northern Ireland and selected two potentially viable
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principles, from the five, for implementation. Mixed-age play and enhanced 

home school links were viewed as appropriate and viable for the context. 

Throughout an implementation period of one school year the researcher, school 

staff, parents, and children in the early years (preschool to primary two), worked 

as a pedagogical collective to observe the process of implementation and modify 

this as necessary, so as to be successful in the context. The pedagogical collective 

recorded the benefits and limitations of the two principles throughout the year, 

and used these to inform the ongoing implementation process. At the end of the 

implementation year the two principles were modified in relation to the 

observations, experiences, and perceptions of participants, both as a collective and 

as individuals. ‘Mixed-age family play’, and ‘Extending the experience of the 

family to include the school as well as the home’, were the two principles that 

emerged following the research study. The school maintained the two principles 

and continued to develop and adapt them to their specific context. This therefore 

allowed the researcher to draw the conclusion that Golden Key principles could 

be implemented in the Northern Irish context. Important to note, however, is the 

methodological principle, which facilitated their implementation.

The two principles identified thus far were implemented under the premise of a 

methodological principle: the constructivist participation of the community. This 

principle encouraged the school community to work collaboratively using a 

developmental methodology to construct suitable methods, and trial them, as they 

participated in the research. Consequently, the research methods transpired as the 

research was carried out. At the end of the implementation period it was 

highlighted how four principles evolved from this initial one, in relation to 

implementation procedures. In interaction with one another, participants 

developed competency in their roles and learned more about the roles of others. 

This promoted the need for interdependent interaction between participant groups 

to ensure the interaction was successful. In the research it was identified how 

facilitated interaction was necessary in the initial stages of implementation to set 

up, organize and encourage the interactions. Following on from this, through 

their participation in group interaction, within the constructivist methodology, 

participants experienced self-development. Overall, participant development, 

interdependent interaction, facilitated interaction, and self-development were four
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principles that emerged from this research, but which could potentially also relate 

to the implementation procedures of any programme. These principles ensured 

collaboration and modification of the implementation to suit and accommodate all 

participant groups. Implementing mixed-age play and enhanced home school 

links, in this way, ensured that the practice could be adapted and changed to suit 

the context exactly. This resulted in more sustainable results for the school 

community who continued the practice after the research period. Employment of 

the community supported transitions within the school, and enabled the process- 

based approach in establishing and maintaining connections between participants, 

within, and across contexts.

8.1.3 Research Question Three

What was the impact of implementing Golden Key principles on participants?

Through implementing the Golden Key principles, and using a methodology that 

ensured group interaction and collaboration, it was noted how social interaction 

was enhanced within and across the entire early years department. Children, 

parents, school staff, and the researcher participated in more frequent social 

interaction with one another. This interaction was recorded as being more 

developmental for all participants, and as contributing to personal development in 

terms of self-confidence and language development, and in terms of group 

development through improved relationships, higher levels of peer teaching and 

learning, and the promotion of a community ethos. The school became more 

connected through this community ethos, and transitions between classes were 

less disruptive and a calmer, busier, and more focused, play environment resulted. 

At home, the principles affected child development and parent development, 

particularly. Children were supported through play at home by parents, who were 

more informed about the development process, and about the education system, 

and who were more aware of their child’s development trajectory. Overall, with 

the combination of home, preschool and foundation stage, through play, more 

holistic perspectives of children were established, and information and 

experiences of children were shared more easily. Staff experienced professional 

development in relation to assessment procedures and reflective practice,
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particularly, and benefitted through working with new staff and a wider range of 

ages and developmental stages.

The research highlighted the value of the family pedagogy and of the term 

“family” in itself. The concept of the “family” emerged as a key concept for 

developing an environment of care, support and respect, and for the promotion of 

social cohesion across and within the home and school contexts. The mixed-age 

play “family” extended the level of play development within the setting, and 

rejuvenated play as an activity within education. Play was highlighted as a 

developmental activity that met children’s developmental needs within the study, 

and which acted as a link between the home, preschool and primary school 

contexts. Collectively, mixed-age play and home-school links improved levels of 

social interaction, and, potentially, enhanced rates of learning and development.

8.1.4 Research Question Four

What were the implications of this work in terms of developing practice from 

theory, and theory from practice?

This study explored critically the translation of theory into practice. Child 

development theory (cultural-historical theory specifically) was explored to 

identify potentially relevant theoretical concepts and strategies that could be 

implemented in the Northern Ireland context for children aged 3-6years, to extend 

child learning and development. This study rejected the idea of a single 

psychological theory completely embodying the developmental process, and so, 

explored a series of developmental theories. Mixed-age play and enhanced home 

school links were selected from the Golden Key principles for implementation in 

the Northern Irish context. As they were implemented collectively as the 

Integrated Play Programme (IPP), through the constructivist participation of the 

community, and the process recorded and evaluated, a number of aspects of 

theory were translated into practice:

a) Zone of proximal development (ZPD)

b) Social situation of development (SSD)

c) Play as a leading activity
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d) Mediation and regulation

Each of these aspects emerged from the social interaction that became more 

frequent within the IPP, across ages, across contexts and across participant 

groups.

The ZPD emerged in the interactive learning processes between two or more 

participants in play. It highlighted the need for interdependent interaction 

between participants in play, but also the need for interdependency in relation to 

the development and implementation of the IPP. In essence, this entire study was 

a ZPD in itself, as participant groups interacted and cooperated in the learning 

activity where they created and implemented a play programme tailored to the 

needs of the specific early years setting. Levykh (2008) described the ZPD as 

addressing the whole person (or in the case of the IPP, the whole programme). 

Early years education focuses on the holistic development of the child, and 

therefore, the ZPD correlated well with this. Child assessment, for example, used 

the ZPD as a tool to become more prospective, as adults looked at what the child 
was developing towards, rather than focusing on what they had already learned. 

The ZPD also emerged in relation to parent’s reflections on what they learned or 
how they had changed following their participation in the study. Parents, through, 

reflection interacted with their previous viewpoints and ideas about play for 

example, in the ZPD and through discussing their involvement identified how 

their views and behaviour had changed.

The SSD, within this study, highlighted the importance of the social environment 

for the learner. The social environment, in this sense, included the physical 

environment, other people present in the environment, and the rules, roles and 

expectations on each participant in relation to their behaviour. As the learner 

became more social and their SSD expanded, their learning potential was 

enhanced. The SSD, according to Chaiklin (2003, p.6):

...is a basic contradiction between the child’s current capabilities (as 
manifested in the actually-developed psychological functions), the 
child’s needs and desires, and the demands and possibilities of the 
environment.

The SSD, therefore, exists as a tension between the child and their environment 

and the child strives to overcome this tension. Through interaction with others
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and learning in the ZPD, they develop the higher mental functions to overcome 

the SSD and move to the next development stage where they incur a new SSD. In 

the IPP, wider social circles introduced struggles for some participants, which 

they had to overcome so as to continue to the next step in their development. 

These struggles involved new social environments, new peers, and participant's 

own attitudes and opinions, which they had to overcome in order to participate in 

the project.

Overall, the entire community involved in the research, as a collective were faced 

with the challenge of overcoming their collective SSD. The school attempted to 

develop the service they provided. This involved changed expectations of the 

school, modified roles within this, and interaction between participants, but also 

interaction with other models of play provision. The developmental methodology 

that was employed allowed the setting to “interact” with other models of play 

through critically exploring them upon their implementation. With the 

introduction of the IPP the school experienced a new social situation with a 

modified setup, and with a wider network of participants working towards a 

common goal.

Play was identified as a leading activity in Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory. 

When play was implemented in the IPP, in a variety of settings, and through 

different strategies, its value was emphasised. Play was highlighted as a 

developmental activity in that it affected more than just the child participants. 

Participation in play affected the entire research community involved in this 

project with regards to attitudes, interaction, behaviour, school transitions and 

school ethos. It was recognized as a developmentally beneficial activity for the 

entire school community. It was also noted to extend beyond the school in terms 

of other schools whose staff members visited and observed the practice, and the 

creche in which one of the parents worked where mixed-age play was 

implemented.

Mediation and regulation were two other theoretical constructs that became 

visible in practice throughout the duration of the project. Mediation occurred in a 

variety of ways. The two different settings through which mixed-age play was 

implemented, for example, mediated the play process and learning within this.
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Other forms of mediation identified in this study, included mediation by different 

participants in play, language as a mediator and play as a mediator, in itself, for 

learning. The researcher and Principal both acted as mediators also, for the 

implementation of the 1PP through facilitating the process. Regulation follows 

the mediation process. Other-regulation and self-regulation were identified 

specifically in the role of the researcher as a facilitator of the process. The 

researcher acted as a form of other-regulation for the research community of 

teachers, classroom assistants, parents and children, initiating and maintaining 

motivation within the process. When the researcher stopped providing the 

support for these processes, the research community began self-regulating the 

process, and was able to make modifications in relation to their specific needs and 

desires. For example, staff changed the time slot at which mixed-age play 

occurred to align with school practices more closely, and used the ‘Extended 

schools' time as an arena for this type of play.

These specific theoretical constructs were a part of Vygotsky’s cultural-historical 

theory. Through using play as the foundation for the IPP and through the use of a 

methodology based in cultural-historical theory, this study noted how these 
concepts naturally emerged in the developed practice. The study did not set out to 

physically implement these exact concepts but through the genesis of the IPP 

these concepts were identified in practice. This allows the researcher to conclude 

that Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory can be translated into a practice that is 

both beneficial, and sustainable. There were, however, some difficulties and 

problems in the process of translating the theory into practice. Some of the 

concepts caused difficulties in comprehension and as a result affected practice. 

The ZPD, for example, initially was confusing for staff as they presumed it to be a 

property or trait of the child. However, as the implementation proceeded, and 

through the developmental methodology, these difficulties could be addressed and 

methods modified, to aid individuals within the study.

This study employed a developmental methodology, which correlated with 

Kravtsova’s projective methodology. Both of these methodologies have roots in 

cultural-historical theory, which therefore suggested the methodological value of 

the theory, in addition to its theoretical value. The principle underlying this
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methodology was the constructivist participation of the community. Following 

the implementation of this principle, participant development in interaction, 

interdependent interaction, facilitated interaction, and self-development were 

observed. This highlighted for the researcher the value of cultural-historical 

theory not only for bridging theory and practice, but also for methodological 

purposes in education research. Schinke-Llano (1993) also discussed the value of 

cultural-historical for conducting research and theory building, and suggested the 

use of Vygotsky’s concepts as tools of analysis. Daniels (2007) too, reflected on 

the possibilities that Vygotsky’s work offered for leading into research. Stetsenko 

& Arievitch (2002) quoted Kurt Lewin: “there is nothing more practical than a 

good theory”. This study, through the implementation of the IPP, suggested that 

Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory could be translated into practice. However, 

Stetsenko (CHACDOC presentation 2007, cited in Ridgway 2010) extended 

Lewin’s quote by claiming that, “there is nothing more theoretical than a good 

practice.” This study also identified how from good practice (mixed-age play and 

enhanced home school links) theoretical concepts can emerge. As the practice 

evolved in this study, theoretical principles emerged from the IPP, for example, 

the ‘family pedagogy'. Ridgway (2010) described how in this way the conceptual 

tools provided by cultural-historical theory could be used as a methodology for 

understanding development over time, within communities and institutions, 

including the family.

In conclusion, this research suggested that Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory 

has the potential to be used as the general methodology of research, but that it can 

also be used as a tool of analysis within the methodology. For example, this study 

used a general constructivist developmental methodology based on cultural- 

historical theory, but also employed the ZPD as a methodological tool in practice 

within play to assess children’s abilities and skills.

8.2 Limitations of the Study

"No way of doing things is beyond improvement. ”
Edward De Bono 1971, p.87
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This research study was completed from an exploratory stance, and employed a 

developmental methodology where methods and strategies could be tried out and 

evaluated through the process of implementation, over a period of one year. It 

was acknowledged that a number of factors might have limited the scope of this 

study.

The first, overarching limitation of this study was that it occurred in real time, in a 

real context where participant’s lives, jobs and development were ongoing. Time 

was constantly regarded as something that restricted the development of the 

research, for example, time for interaction or time for the completion of reflective 

diaries was not available in some circumstances. Each participant group had 

commitments and pressures already existent and continuing, alongside the extra 

burden the research may have created. This extra work could easily have been 

construed as an unnecessary burden on already overworked teachers, for example 

(Mitchell, 2002) or on busy, working parents. Mitchell (2002, p.252) suggested 

that when teachers are involved in research, it can become “messy and logically 

non-linear, with the outcomes of the research not always immediately obvious, 

but taking some time to unfold”. This was observed within this study, especially 

in accordance with the developmental methodology that was employed. It was 

“messy” within this study because it was completed over a period of one school 

year, various strategies and approaches were employed, and vast amounts of data 

were collected. Attempts to identify the main benefits and “story” of the research 

study were very challenging. Mitchell (2002) claimed that this could lead to the 

results of the research leading away from the original goals. This, however, could 

be beneficial because it showed that the researcher approached the research 

without prejudices, and suggested that the research moved in a way to suit the 

context and developed a programme that was appropriate for the participants. 

This was an important aspect of the developmental methodology that was 

employed and therefore, a potential strength of the study.

A second limitation was that this study required humans working together within 

a collective. In a busy context like a school where people already have heavy 

workloads, where the environment is highly influential on its purpose and where 

attitude to change is subjective, the formation of a collective was challenging.
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This related, very often, to human nature and personalities. The researcher had to 

be very careful in how she interacted with participants in relation to workloads; in 

how she introduced change or modifications; and in how she integrated groups of 

participants. The researcher had previous contact with the research school, which 

proved valuable in this aspect, as she was already sensitive to workloads of the 

various participant groups, and had working relations in place prior to the start of 

the research. Despite this, however, it was important for the researcher to 

recognize differences in the participant groups and in their personal 

circumstances. As the research progressed, the researcher developed unique 

relations with individual participants, which was initially a challenging task, but 

which facilitated the research process greatly as it proceeded, and which changed 

the tone of interaction between the researcher and participants to become more 

relaxed and less formal. In working with a collective, it was also noted how the 

group dynamic affected the research. Within the specific context, the school 

ethos was recognized as valuing play and its position within education. Staff 

members were described throughout the study as passionate in this area also. This 

existing predisposition and potential bias towards play may have contributed to 

the process of implementation and any benefits that were identified. It is not 

within the boundaries of this study, however, to explore the extent to which these 

dispositions may have affected the implementation process but there is potential 

for further research in this area. How the collective interpreted the various stages 

of implementation and the findings also highlighted the subjectivity of the data, 

and the study. However, through frequent interaction between the participants, 

inter-rater reliability was introduced and bias potentially reduced. The 

triangulation of data sources may also have reduced subjectivity.

A third limitation of this study was that it was completed in one setting and, 

therefore, the results were not definitively generalisable. Hodkinson and 

Hodkinson (2001) explored the limits of case study research and identified the 

large amounts of data collected, the difficulty in representing this data simply, the 

lack of numerical representation, and the lack of objectivity as factors which may 

make this approach to research less scientific. The implementation of the IPP 

acknowledged each of these factors and was confronted with each of them 

throughout the duration of the study. However, within the setting, perspectives
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and attitudes were varied and the issues that arose were not strictly limited to the 

context. The issues that emerged were in relation to wider issues such as time, 

interaction, and workload; factors that could potentially be common across 

various school communities. The case study method has strengths in that case 

studies contribute to our understandings of complex inter-relationships, they are 

grounded in live reality, and they permit the exploration of the unexpected and 

unusual (Hodkinson and Hodkinson 2001). Within this study, the setting 

promoted each of these factors, but also facilitated the study of casual 

relationships. The concept of personal approaches within education was 

previously identified as influential in parent participation in education, and 

essentially on interaction between participant groups.

The fourth limitation of this study was related to what it was “measuring”. This 

study aimed to develop and implement an integrated play programme. Within this 

programme, mixed-age play and enhanced home school links were employed in 

attempts to benefit child development. In education, however, child development 

is measured only in specific, focused areas:

Learning is seen as occurring only within a classroom setting (based on 
curriculum, guided by a teacher, managed by a schooling organization) 
rather than as a distributed process across all of everyday life shaped by 
the expectations of and interactions with educators, families, 
workplaces, and communities.

Sabelli & Dede 2001 [online]

The IPP attempted to promote learning as an activity across contexts and as 

influenced by the environment, peers, adults and interaction. In the IPP, children 

were personally assessed through play but when these assessments were relayed 

to teacher’s assessments and classroom observations, they were not aligned. This 

therefore raised the issue that the assessment within the IPP, and assessment 

within education were disjointed. It might even have been possible to suggest that 

assessment in education and holistic child development are disjointed. This area 

proved difficult within the IPP in terms of making the developmental benefits for 

children visible to anyone outside of the programme. The exploration of 

assessment within the IPP, and play in general, and how this can be aligned with 

typical assessment in current education practices could be an area for further 

research.
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8.3 Recommendations of the Study

This study had an exploratory purpose in developing and implementing an 

integrated play programme. As such, it highlighted successful, and less so, 

approaches to implementing a play-based programme in a specific context. Over 

the implementation period, and, following exploration of the data that was 

collected, this study presented recommendations for early years practice, and for 

research. This study suggested the creation of Early Years Units in early years 

practices. In relation to research, it recommended the use of developmental 

methodologies in working with educational communities, and highlighted the 

importance of developing a relationship with this community prior to the research 

being carried out. Before exploring each of these recommendations, the ‘key 

ingredients’ to implementing the Integrated Play Programme, and to the 

methodology that was used, are explored.

8.3.1 The ‘Key Ingredients’ of the Integrated Play Programme

Following the implementation of the Integrated Play Programme, and the analysis 
and interpretation of the data collected, it was possible to claim that the research 

setting (including the participants) was influential on the success of the 

implementation. A number of factors were highlighted and identified as needing 

to be present to aid in the implementation of mixed-age play and enhanced home 

school links in any setting. Table 8.1 presents an overview of the factors deemed 

necessary for, or helpful to, the implementation of both of these principles. The 

conditions identified in relation to the employment of the methodological 

principle (constructivist participation of the community) are also identified.
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Principle Mixed-age Play Enhanced Home- 
School Links

Developmental 
Constructivist 

Participation of the 
Community

Necessary - Preschool and - Interested and - Interested and
Conditions Primary school motivated motivated staff

children (3- parents and parents
byears) - Time - Time

- Interested and - Management - Management
motivated staff consent and consent and

- Time approval approval
- Management - Ethos that - Ethos of openness

consent and values parental to change and
approval 

- Play ethos
involvement (for 
example an 
open-door 
policy)

flexibility

Helpful
Conditions

Facilitator 
Physical space

- Facilitator - Facilitator

Table 8.1: The Key Ingredients to Implementing the IPP

Common to all three principles in Table 8.1 are the necessary aspects of time, 

management consent and approval, and interested and motivated participants:

• Time set aside for the implementation and development of each of these 

principles was deemed necessary in this research because of the 

developmental methodology. The final IPP in this study was not 

developed immediately and only became appropriate to the setting after 

various ideas and methods were trialed and evaluated over time. If 

another setting attempted to implement the IPP, time would be necessary 

in the appropriation of its design and implementation to the specific 

context.

• Management consent and approval was essential before the research could 

begin in this study. Having the support of the school Principal ensured 

that staff had time and space set aside, where possible, to complete and 

continue the implementation and development of the principles. The 

Principal’s support in this study also enhanced the motivation and spirits 

of the staff, who felt positive in their role considering that the Principal
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had extended some responsibility to them and had given them some 

autonomy in their roles. Again, if another setting desired to replicate this 

programme their management’s consent and approval would need to be 

sought to ensure the staff would be supported in their task.

• Participants in this research, including parents and staff, needed to be 

interested and motivated to maximize the potential of their involvement 

and to enhance the longevity of the programme. When participants were 

interested, this research indicated that their motivation, empowerment and 

agency were enhanced. They also displayed meta-cognitive tendencies 

and demonstrated an awareness of how they were learning, developing and 

changing, both their cognitive outlook and their behaviour, in accordance 

with the research. This study identified and highlighted participant 

interest as necessary to the success of the 1PP and its implementation.

One final aspect deemed necessary to each aspect of the IPP was a specific ethos 

for the setting. All three principles discussed above indicate a certain disposition 

and therefore attitude towards each principle, which are influential on the success 

of their implementation. This research study was described by participant staff 

members as, “not easy” and as, “a very difficult and quite stressful year” 

(Teacher, Informal discussion). This suggests that dedication and passion were 

necessary to the success of the IPP. An ethos that values, and therefore 

demonstrates an appreciation of, specific aspects or ideas would be necessary to 

ensure that the dedication and passion is present to initiate and maintain the 

design and implementations processes.

Table 8.1 also identifies a ‘helpful condition’ common to all three principles. The 

provision of facilitation is deemed helpful to the development and implementation 

of an IPP. In this study both the research and the Principal were labeled as 

facilitators to the entire process. Staff, particularly, identified the value of 

facilitation in the implementation of mixed-age play to enhance motivation and to 

provide innovative ideas and advice. Parents and staff both identified the value of 

a facilitator in enhancing home school links, technically, in relation to time to 

uphold this link, and to provide support in maintaining and sustaining this link. 

This was not deemed a ‘necessary’ condition because the IPP could, in essence,
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be developed by passionate, interested staff members working together as a 

collaborative team.

Mixed-age play, specifically, identified two more conditions for implementation; 

the necessary availability of access to 3-6year old children; and the helpful 

condition of space. These two aspects are essential, specifically, to the first 

recommendation of the study, the creation of'Early Years Units’, as discussed in 

the next section.

8.3.2 Early Years Units

In global terms, the ‘early years’ can extend from 0-8years. Within cultural- 

historical theory, the ‘early years’ refers to children aged 0-6years. In Northern 

Ireland the early years include children in preschool settings (3-4years) and 

children in the foundation stage in the primary school (4-6years). Early years 

children in Northern Ireland, are spread across two settings with a transition for 

children at 4years of age.

According to Vygotsky (1966/1933), play is the leading activity of the preschool 

child at the early years. Through participation in play activities, children naturally 

develop “skills that prepare [them] for formal instruction, such as being able to 

follow instructions” (Bergin & Bergin 2012, p.33). In cultural-historical terms, 

development has an order, and play contributes, as a developmental activity, to 

that order. It is a developmental activity that children must master, before they 

can progress onto the next developmental stage, equipped with the relevant higher 

mental functions. In cultural-historical theory the next developmental stage in 

child development has formal learning, or formal instruction, as the leading 

activity. Play, therefore, is the precursor to academic learning.

In Northern Ireland where children begin formal education, in the foundation 

stage, at 4years of age there is a heavy curriculum with a focus on educational 

outcomes, such as reading and numeracy. As a result, children in the foundation 

stage may not have opportunities for play as often as is developmental ly 

appropriate. When play is replaced by more academic formal instruction (the 

leading activity for children aged 7-12years) the risk that children’s foundation in
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play as incomplete, exists. A question that arises from this is: Without 

competency in play, are children’s development trajectories affected, and how 

might this affect children’s performance in the next developmental stages? 

Bodrova and Leong (2010), and Kravtsova (2010), described the degradation of 

play skills in children and how in schools today children, very often, have to be 

taught how to play. In designing, implementing and evaluating the IPP in this 

study, the value of play, not only as beneficial for children’s learning and 

development, but also for creating a link between home, preschool and primary 

school was highlighted. Through integrating play across ages and contexts, this 

study observed benefits for all participant groups, namely children, parents and 

school staff, and promoted the formation of a school community. Employing 

mixed-age play and enhancing home school links allowed for a progressive and 

continuous provision for children aged 3-6years as a unit. This unit employed 

play as the predominant activity for teaching and learning, and involved children 

and adults integrating more freely, and more fully. Early Years Units where 

children aged 3-6 years receive play-based education could potentially be a 

strategy for implementation in the Northern Ireland context.

Important to note about this particular study, however, are the strong bonds that 

previously existed between the preschool and primary school in the research 

setting. Table 8.1 highlighted the necessity for access to 3-6year old children and 

the helpful condition of space. The two settings were joined physically in this 

research study, but were also joined in a more professional manner as they 

functioned almost as one institution for educational provision. Only 25% of 

schools in the North provide both preschool and primary provision. As a result, 

75% of primary schools have no current concrete links with a preschool. 

However, with the introduction of the Learning to Learn Framework (2012) and 

its plans to incorporate a preschool year into the Foundation Stage, there exists the 

potential that preschool and primary settings will have to form links. It is not 

clear from this framework whether these will be physical links or communication 

links at this stage, but the idea alone suggests that mandatory preschool-primary 

school links could be in place in the near future. This could facilitate the future 

development of Early Years Units.
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Despite these links potentially being in place, however, another important point to 

address is the importance of the relationships that will form between staff of the 

preschool, and primary school settings. In this research study, good relationships 

existed between staff who shared beliefs and ideas about education, and who were 

willing to implement changes to their provision. The staff were flexible and were 

open to dynamic changes in their workplace and practices, in the people they 

worked alongside, and in the children they taught. The possibility exists that this 

same ethos may not exist in other settings and as a result the formation of Early 

Years Units could be difficult in such cases. Table 8.1 identified the value of 

ethos in relation to each principle. It could be claimed that settings would need to 

have the same ethos to ensure they are working towards the same goal and with 

the same theoretical, and cognitive perspectives to support this.

8.3,3 Developmental Methodologies

This research, through the use of a developmental methodology, highlighted the 

value of using such methods, particularly in implementing educational 

programmes in a school community. Through the developmental methodology, 
participants were able to initiate and explore relationships with various participant 

groups in different capacities, and to trial different methods, in different ways, to 

develop the IPP.

Relationship building and trust are core elements of a successful school outreach 

programme (Jordan et al 2002). There is evidence that more one-on-one, 

relationship-oriented connections between educators, parents, and community 

members are instrumental in making connections and effectively supporting 

student achievement, school reform, and community development (Jordan et al 

2002). Through the development of the IPP by the pedagogical collective of 

school staff, parents, the researcher and the children, personal connections were 

enhanced between participant groups. In a trusting, respectful, and supportive 

environment, participants might be more open to collaborative participation, and 

therefore, more likely to become involved in the development of educational 

programmes. This type of environment was therefore needed within the 

development of the IPP. Table 8.1 emphasised the value of an ethos open to
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change and development, and of interested and motivated participants, to the 

developmental methodology. The presence of a facilitator was also highlighted as 

a helpful condition.

In this study the researcher’s relationships with participants, and position within 

the research, were potentially highly influential on the success of the 

implementation, and maintenance, of the IPP. The researcher entered the research 

having already formed relationships with the school community, and as a result, 

was familiar to participants. The researcher had worked with the school on a 

professional level, as an undergraduate teaching student for two eight-week 

placements in 2008 and 2009. The staff was highly supportive of the researcher 

during this time and had offered advice and suggestions for practice. As a result 

these relationships became increasingly personalized, with time. When the 

researcher approached the school to participate in the research they were once 

again supportive, and agreed to participate because they had an interest in play for 

learning, and in the early years. The year-long implementation of the IPP was not 

a smooth process. According to Vygotsky (1997, p.221) development is 

comprised of, not just “evolutionary but also revolutionary changes, regression, 

gaps, zigzags, and conflicts.” Throughout the development of the IPP a series of 

limiting factors emerged, and obstacles emerged in relation to interaction between 

participants and to the general implementation process. Through group discussion 

and debate, however, and through joint problem solving, these were lessened and 

in some cases overcome. The researcher’s relationship with the school was 

important in this because it facilitated the sharing of knowledge between 

participants. Because the participants were familiar with the researcher, it could 

be suggested that they were more likely to voice their ideas and opinions, and to 

be more critical towards aspects of the programme. The need to improve the 

culture and climate within schools, and to develop interpersonal relationships has 

received too little attention in research (Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1994). This 

research therefore suggests that in educational research where there is an 

implementation, the research could benefit from the researcher forming 

relationships with the school prior to the start of the study. When relationships 

have been created, participants could potentially be more comfortable within the 

research and levels of participation and contribution could be higher.
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In general, participants’ attitudes are key to their capacity to make connections 

with others. In the IPP it was identified how the secure and supportive 

environment, and the researcher’s facilitation of interaction was important to 

participants. When participants were supported by other people’s positive 

attitudes, and felt secure within the setup, they interacted more and the 

programme was strengthened, as they worked increasingly within the framework 

of a pedagogical collective. The developmental methodology was instrumental in 

this process as it allowed for the continual evaluation, identification of issues, and 

modification of these by the collective. A developmental methodology could be 

employed effectively in other research when an ethos of openness to change is 

present, where management supports the task, where participants are interested 

and motivated, and where a facilitator may be present.

8.3.4 Representativeness of the Study

Having considered the ’key ingredients’ and the recommendations of this research 

study the researcher is aware of the unique nature of the research setting in 

relation to ethos and participants, specifically. However, through exploring the 

conditions deemed ‘necessary’ and ‘helpful’ it could be claimed that the case 

study, although not exactly replicable, could be replicated in relation to the three 

overarching principles of mixed-age family play, extending the experience of 

home to include school, and the constructivist participation of the community, and 

the methods appropriated to suit the specific context. This was supported by 

participant staff who claimed that, “despite it being stressful and difficult, it was 

doable and it could be done anywhere there is a play ethos and staff who want to 

provide the best for the children they teach, ” (Classroom assistant. Informal 

discussion).

8.4 Areas for Further Research

Six specific areas for further research were identified. The first area for further 

study that emerged was in relation to justifying the IPP and making the benefits of 

it more observable. The benefits that were identified in this thesis refer to
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participant perception, observation and interpretation. Further research could be 

completed so as to make these benefits more robust for a wider audience. The 

findings could be interesting to practitioners, research communities, and 

policymakers. A longitudinal study of the school and/ or the child participants 

could prove beneficial in doing so.

This study highlighted the value of a family pedagogy. Further research into the 

underlying principles and ideas of this family pedagogy could be completed so as 

to determine why it was valuable in the early years setting. Exploring the use of 

family pedagogies in other sectors within education could also prove interesting.

The ZPD was highlighted as an important theoretical construct for early years 

education, specifically in play. This study highlighted some of the elements of the 

ZPD in Figure 2.2 that were relevant to mixed-age play and enhanced home 

school links. Further research into these elements of the ZPD could be completed 

so as to enhance understandings of the ZPD, and its uses and application within 

education and research.

The fourth area identified for further research within this study was in relation to 

play and play types for child development in today’s society. Cultural-historical 

theory and Vygotskian scholars claimed that role-play or imaginary play promotes 

child development most effectively. In this study, however, children did not 

participate in role-play very often, and as a result, it was not possible for this 

aspect to be explored critically. In further research, play types could be 

investigated more fully, and children’s participation in these explored. Important 

to note is that role-play and its promotion within education needs to be facilitated. 

In teacher training in Russia for example, all teachers have a qualification in 

drama and therefore are better equipped to promote role-play in the classroom.

The implementation of two Golden Key principles in this study was deemed 

successful as the theory was translated into practice. These principles were 

adapted and maintained in the Northern Irish school context. The summer school 

in Russia identified five Golden Key principles. Further research could be 

completed in relation to the introduction of more Golden Key principles to 

decipher their viability in the Northern Irish setting.
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The sixth potential area for further research was in relation to interaction in the 

implementation process. Personal relationships and invitations to forming links 

with the school were identified as potentially positive on levels of parent 

involvement. In this study, one teacher suggested the use of ‘stay and play’ days 

to which she believed more parents would attend due to the personal, face-to-face 

circumstances. Further exploration of this area could be interesting as to future 

research in improving parent involvement in schools, and also in approaches to 

enhancing interaction between participant groups within a collective research 

community, in general.

Overall, this study has answered some questions in research, but it has also raised 

questions for future research. These future research opportunites relate not only 

to the field of early years research, but also to education research in general, to 

programme implementation and to cultural-historical research, where it has 

theoretical implications, but also in cases where it is used for methodological 

purposes.

8.5 Concluding Remarks: Distinctiveness and Contribution

The work in this thesis has extended that of Kravtsova (2010) and other 

Vygotskian scholars who have applied Vygotskian principles directly to 

classrooms in 30 experimental schools in Russia, by focusing on the process of 

translating cultural-historical theory into practice. The current work drew on two 

specific Vygotskian principles: mixed-age play and enhanced home-school links, 

which were applied over a period of three years in an early years context. The 

impact of appropriating these principles proved to be highly positive in both 

theoretical and practical terms. Theoretically, this work developed a new 

construct, 'family pedagogy' which provides a bridge to help children's transfer 

from early years to school settings. In practical terms, the main contributions are 

as follows:

• The innovative use of play in a mixed-age context. The principle of 

mixed-age education was borrowed from the Golden Key programme 

where children aged 3-11 years are grouped into “families”. This study
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used mixed-age play, specifically, because the case study school had an 

extended school day in which children aged 3-llyears (preschool onsite) 

had the opportunity to remain in school from 08:30 until 15:00. Age- 

segregated provision ended at 2pm for all 3-6 year olds and as a result this 

study implemented mixed-age play sessions at these times. In the 

implementation year these sessions were held twice per week, however, at 

the date of submission (two years after the implementation year) the case 

study school has increased the frequency of these, and currently holds 

mixed-age play sessions everyday. In the data collected school staff, 

parents and children described mixed-age play as beneficial particularly to 

children’s social development, and to the development of the school’s 

community ethos. In this particular context, participants engaged in new 

social scenarios with people they might not usually have interacted with, 

and children became more proficient in peer teaching and learning. The 

school noted reductions in the need for transition periods as children 

moved from preschool into primary school, and from one class to another. 

Staff developed professionally as they became more reflective, developed 

new assessment techniques, and extended their relationships with children 

and other staff members alike. The mixed-age approach was identified as 

beneficial in the ETI Report based on an inspection in the school in May 

2012 (p.2) (Available Online):

The working relationships between the adults and the children 
are excellent. The children get many opportunities, particularly 
during the after school clubs, to mix with children from other 
classes. They all benefit from this and the children respond 
positively to all the activities on offer. In the early years 
classes the parents are encouraged, to ‘stay and play’ with the 
children. This benefits the parents as well as the children.

• This study translated theory into practice, but also developed new theory 

from this practice. A ‘Family Pedagogy’ can be employed across the early 

years, from preschool to primary two, to help link the preschool, 

foundation stage and home contexts. Mixed-age play and enhanced home 

school links formed the foundation for this family pedagogy. Using play 

as the basis for both of these provided continuity across the settings and 

allowed for easier transfer of knowledge and skills by young children.
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This could lead to the creation of early years units in the Northern Irish 

setting, where current policy is addressing the potential to include a 

preschool year within the Foundation Stage (DENI 2012). A ‘family 

pedagogy’ encourages school to become more like home and home to 

become more like school. This enhances the development of children’s 

microsystems (Bronfenbrenner 1979) and eases their movement into the 

mesosystem where they interact with the wider school. Children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds particularly, where the home environment 

may have broken down, can receive more support in developing their 

microsystem as teachers become more like parents, and parents become 

more like teachers. School provides a “family” ethos through the mixed- 

age play, and enhanced home school links provide support for parents in 

developing their interactions with their child.

• This study concluded that Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory provides 

theoretical and methodological constructs that can be translated into 

practice, in other settings. Through involving the school community in 

this translation, through a constructivist approach, resulting practices can 

be more sustainable. Participant groups can discuss, negotiate and modify 

the constructs within principles such as mixed-age play, as a pedagogical 

collective, to produce practice that attends to a wider set of participant 

needs.

• A developmental, constructivist methodology allowed the pedagogical 

collective in this research to experience and live the research each day in 

the setting. Through doing so they could more easily acknowledge 

problems and issues, and address these accordingly. Multiple perspectives 

from the various participant groups of teachers, classroom assistant, 

parents, children, and the researcher, also promoted a more critical 

exploration of the practice. With a wider critique and increased 

subjectivity in relation to the reviews of the programme, the resultant 

practice became more sustainable for participants upon their self

regulation of it. Applying a methodology like this in educational research 

allows ‘best practice’ to be discovered in specific contexts, through a 

cyclic process of implementation, evaluation/ reflection, and modification.
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The ETI report (p.6) based on the case study’s school inspection in May 

2012 identified the value in staff and the Principal being active in 

developing the new practice:

Through rigorous and honest self-evaluation the Principal and 
staff have implemented an innovative approach to developing 
the provision in the early years. There is evidence to show that 
these changes are having a positive impact on the children’s 
experiences and standards throughout the school. All staff 
participate in the process of establishing future priorities; these 
priorities help identify targets through the performance review 
and staff development programme.

• The need for educational researchers to form relationships with 

practitioners was highlighted in this study. The researcher’s relationship 

with the school and the school community prior to the beginning of the 

research was highlighted as influential positively, on the implementation 

procedure in this setting. Building relationships between educational 

researchers and practitioners could reduce the gap that exists between the 

two fields, and make research findings more accessible to practitioners.

This thesis provided proof of concept that Vygotskian theory can manifest, and 

can be practised in classrooms in Northern Ireland. Borrowing principles from 

the Golden Key schools and appropriating them to the context of Northern Ireland 

allowed the theory to become real, and through a dialectical interaction, new 

theory was created from the new practice that developed. Developing home 

school links, transitions between contexts, and community ethoi are core aims in 

many schools in Northern Ireland, and indeed in many research projects globally. 

This thesis offers a theoretical construct in the form of a 'family pedagogy' as a 

means of addressing and fulfilling these aims.
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Appendix 4

Target Observations
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|tUcrx Cpc^ to tk<2_ ^cxxrvx tcxUe, C^'-^ ker o\as*» tecAckcj-') <oWq_

OCWr>- Ue,r t^iCvckar it«?S /-V bV r. tkc fvrv ta^ c»^\cl

5 . ‘kkc -Sou^s to CA^otUar Q'r\ o.t tke. t&-k\<a_ ^ tkc^ ib

ivxetpj \Xxl: it doudt motte.r. " Cb ‘jCM. 2\0^ -^bovt X 0r-x t-d' |
rncx.^tuv cXloAotjuiii. i^/>tb tk'.*= t^'ir\ pof ca. .^x4;5 Cikg_ tkcio |

VvtAtkg-b kcr Vxix^clla cx^oV goi.^ t>CAC_2 to tb(2_ VxcxW.
Next steps:
- tococr^gcMMl to rspcocl lo^e.- cxlz o-ctw-tiab ',^ order ^-or 

\tAn(j uac^c oppof ton\ d ^3 to ba_ ex teociad ■
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Appendix 5

General Observations

Date Spontaneous responses to planned activities
UXQtion- ft’mOrtj X

lnl3|»
m ^o/id tiQy -m? n2L2 ho cc£ ond 

ifQfi plOup .t in Cl(y JOnd - Jood OtidO
to tH2 cor when lb M2t.
I mac On eight track: in the oancl Qnd 
arccacrpd M Ixxp )c gues tic nLimber i
they tvcci ttic Ond Oo/racJ to mote 
ciifTarant number troao tiiHi the coo ond 
made me guso toe number.

|i H^ct twcrcaacmd 
hdioapeo end mote tnc card 01 tveir cond
hict' I odt 'tern de difference between 
thC CGnd an my aide Ond the aand cn 
ttoio JB reperca o ftot ib moo

Ouniob/
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Date

I0|3|il

Spontaneous responses to planned activities

UXOiicn : HQ11____________ ________________
Gif 15 0(6 IfXQOChrg cut bdGnG2> ho moire it 
nrOf2 OOll^ing (ct fhsrrw^vos

yQunge/ CH'drer? Or'Q. mO/'ivg bOlQneQG 
Cj05Q/ to mOlQ ltQC8\etfic£Vr\&rtQ\\&S

Adclocl foctooii ot rccjuGSt boys
05 itcy WJ& bofod cf mz

Gif cult,

fcyP one) Girb hO/G ioton 3hoS Cff bo 
ImibotQmC'GGT have rGno/cdiriy

h2Ql5 to CCfYpetQ th2 Circuit

McdQ thG b2Qm higher bo vnem it moo 
cholionging ot tno roguost ef boo chiidroo

hs^noteppngen o tnloro oo 
tt^^con fGQCh topioy jtie4-mo

IlnQ game



Appendix 6

Reflective Diary Samples
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rtcw'di loi l

•ioUfidi oJooui kiv Sauf\ds sKd l-ea^ai/v^
'1Vu<:> U5£dC K S- "5KcijlUd Old Baby - B^U.^uvdc efe:i

^ PUlUd Ceil'd bo aid oui £cm SVioe bo>c to ym.o>-C 

c\ SVvoo^l - )Ko^idaix6n gefat also Rv\c ^vx±oe
fv/ Cutiuicj -f Sticiu in -

4' S\cutui^ to duSOass VvL< StVi Sdlou^-
Uas abU to Sa^ J> n-uorg biitUdcui^ ai^d I to'iU 
be ^ U4

t Icii cut r\cio usu-\q 2 f&<£ to Gcmr doujn 3ta,uS 
hut StU{ Q JjLt lie uooS {.
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Appendix 7

Researcher’s Feedback Notes
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Appendix 8

Staff Questionnaire
1. What aspects of the integrated play programme do you feel are going 

well?

Any things not going so well? Can you think of any reasons why?

3. If you were to implement a new play programme would you have done it 

differently?

315



4. Would you like to see the programme continued? Why?

5. Do you think a pupil profile approach (ie. reflective diaries) is appropriate 

in the school environment?

6. How would you alter/ change the reflective diary to suit teachers and

parents better?

Thank you for all your hard work!!!!!!
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Appendix 9

Staff Interview Schedule

I. What aspects of the integrated play programme do you feel are going well?

7. Any things not going so well? Can you think of any reasons why?

8. If you were to implement a new play programme would you have done it 

differently?

9. Would you like to see the programme continued? Why?

10. Do you think this type of pupil profile approach is viable in the school 

environment?

II. How would you alter/ change the reflective diary to suit teachers and parents 

better?
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Appendix 10

Parent’s Interview Schedule

1. Why did you get involved in this project?

2. How do you feel, as a parent, about the use of video footage and reflective diaries 

as a form of assessment?

3. What is your experience of being involved in this project thus far? Can you 

comment on your child’s experience?

4. As a very influential member of our research group in creating this new portfolio 

approach, are there any changes you could suggest?

5. In school we have a mixed-age family setup for play sessions- have you heard 

anything about this from either school or from your child?

6. Have you any ideas about children playing in mixed-age groups?
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Appendix 11

Consent for Photos

irsitv School of Education
Queen's University Belfast
69/71 University Street
Belfast
BT7IHL
UK

I )cui|

fhank you very much for your invaluable contribution to our research project throughout its entirety. 
You have been so supportive of. and committed to the project and I appreciate all the opportunities you 
have given me throughout the duration of the study.

At the start of the project I issued a letter to you regarding issues of 'Anonymity' and 'Confidentiality' 
and how the school would remain anonymous throughout the research. In discussions with you. 
however, you have discussed possibilities of the school being named and recognized in my final thesis. 
Please be aware that pseudonyms will still be used, however, to protect the identity of individuals.

Please complete and sign the form below to support the naming of the school in line with your 
requests.

Many thanks!

Andrea Doherty

DELETE AS APPROPRIATE:

I have agreed/ do-not agree with the researcher to name and recognize Chapel Road Primary School in 
the final research thesis.

Date: / OL /

'erutv School of Education 
Queen's University Belfast 
69/71 University Street 
Belfast
RTT iui



Dear Staff member.

School of Education
Queen's University Belfast
69/71 University Street
Belfast
BT7IHL
UK

Thank you very much for your invaluable contribution to our research project throughout its entirety. 
You have been so supportive of. and committed to the project and I appreciate all the hard work you 
have put in- I know it was a demanding project so I genuinely want to thank you for everything!

At the start of the project I issued a letter to you regarding issues of 'Anonymity' and 'Confidentiality' 
and how all participants would remain anonymous throughout the research. In discussions with Mrs. 
McCloskey. however, it is felt that the school should be named and recognized in my final thesis. 
Please be aware that pseudonyms will still be used, however, to protect the identity of individuals.

Please complete and sign the form below to support the naming of the school in the thesis, in line with 
the use of staff images.

Many thanks!

Andrea Doherty

DELETE AS APPROPRIATE:

I agree/ dogj^fcagreetw ith the researcher to name and recognize Chapel Road Primary School in the 
final research thesis.

I agree/ do^ttSffSJ^gejjDr my image to be used in the final thesis.

Signed: Date: IpLl l 7.

320



Queen's University
BeiJast

Dear Parent,

School of Education
Queen’s University Belfast
69/71 University Street
Belfast
BT7IHL
UK

Thank you very much for your invaluable contributions to our research project throughout its entirely. 
You have been so committed to the project and I appreciate all your hard work.

At the start of the project 1 issued a letter to you regarding issues of ‘Anonymity’ and ‘Confidentiality’

named in my published thesis. Please be aware that pseudonyms will still be used to protect the 
identity of individuals.

If you would like to be included in being named also, 1 invite you to send in any final quotes or images 
that will be included in a designated section in my thesis. Again, your names will not be used. If you 
do send any material please complete and sign the form below and return to me as soon as possible (in 
school).

Many thanks!

Andrea Doherty

DELETE AS APPROPRIATE:

I do/di»*give permission for me and my family’s image/ quotes to be included in the published 
thesis.
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