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ABSTRACT	

Primary	school	teachers’	use	of	whole-class	activity	is	a	well-documented	

phenomenon.	Typically,	it	is	assumed	that	children’s	active	participation	in	group	

tasks	is	important	for	their	academic	learning	and	for	developing	self-concept.	

However,	previous	studies	have	found	that	children’s	participation	varies	widely.	

The	present	research	set	out	to	investigate	why	individual	children’s	participation	

differs	within	the	peer	group	during	whole-class	activity.	Teachers’	pedagogy	and	

children’s	social	worlds	intersect	during	classroom	interactions;	it	is	in	this	

intersecting	space	that	this	research	is	situated.	

	

One	specific	whole-class	activity	was	chosen	as	a	focus,	namely	mat	time.	This	is	a	

practice	whereby	the	teacher	calls	the	entire	class	to	the	mat	typically	for	the	

purposes	of	instruction,	discussion,	or	other	similar	activity.	To	understand	mat	

time	from	the	perspectives	of	the	people	who	experience	it,	two	studies	were	

undertaken	using	a	mixed	strategy	approach	for	data	gathering.	The	first	study	

investigated	teachers’	perspectives	(N=296)	using	a	questionnaire.	Participants	

were	asked	about	a	variety	of	themes	relating	to	mat	time	including	pedagogical	

uses,	strategies,	and	outcomes.	Principal	components	analyses	confirmed	the	

approximate	uni-dimensionality	of	the	data	relating	to	each	theme,	which	were	

then	calibrated	to	a	measurement	variable	using	Samejima’s	(1969,	as	cited	in	

DeMars,	2010)	graded	response	model.	Various	correlations	and	comparisons	

were	conducted	pertaining	to	the	pedagogical	factors	influencing	children’s	

participation,	behaviour,	and	enjoyment.	The	second	study	used	qualitative	semi-

structured	interviews	with	children	(n=49)	from	three	year	two	classrooms	

situated	in	different	schools.	The	data	were	analysed	and	discussed	in	relation	to	

peer	culture	and	peer-relations	theories,	which	posit	that	children’s	social	groups	

consist	of	norms	and	interests	that	differ	to	those	of	adults’,	and	that	such	groups	

consist	of	internal	social	hierarchies.	
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Taken	together,	the	findings	from	the	two	studies	indicated	that	teachers	and	

children	differ	in	their	perception	of	the	social	climate	at	mat	time.	For	instance,	

whereas	teachers	tended	to	report	that	mat	time	achieved	prosocial	objectives,	

children	were	more	likely	to	describe	socially	divisive	aspects.	Such	aspects	

included	certain	children’s	desire	to	affiliate	with	specific	peers	while	excluding	

others,	or	promoting	their	own	participation	over	that	of	classmates.	Seating	

position	and	opportunities	to	take	active	roles	were	sources	of	competition.	

Children’s	differing	participation	was	influenced	by	their	individual	strategic	

understandings	of	how	to	secure	active	roles,	social	support,	and	academic	

confidence.	Furthermore,	teachers	generally	reported	that	children	were	

inattentive	during	mat	time,	suggesting	that	it	may	be	an	ineffective	context	for	

learning.	Nevertheless,	when	teachers	were	cognisant	of	children’s	interests,	they	

tended	to	report	better	participation	across	the	class.	The	implications	for	

teaching	practice	include	an	onus	for	teachers	to	actively	protect	vulnerable	

children	during	mat	time,	socially	and	academically,	and	to	ensure	that	

opportunities	to	take	part	in	activities	are	equitably	distributed.		
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DEFINITIONS	

	
	

En	bloc	
	

Defined	by	the	Collins	French	Dictionary	as	being	assembled	

as	a	body,	assembled	together	as	a	block	(Sinclair	Knight,	

1995).	

	

En	dehors	
	

The	literal	French	meaning	is	outside	or	apart	(Sinclair	
Knight,	1995);	however,	in	contemporary	musical	terms,	en	
dehors	refers	to	a	melody	that	is	emphasised	or	highlighted	
within	a	musical	score	(Kennedy,	Kennedy,	&	Rutherford-

Johnson,	2013).	This	thesis	borrows	from	both	of	these	

meanings	to	describe	an	action	that	simultaneously	

promotes	the	attributes	of	some	group	members,	thereby	

making	them	prominent	within	the	group,	while	rendering	

other	group	members	as	invisible	or	invalid.	

	

Goodness-of-fit	
	

A	term	originally	used	by	Thomas	and	Cress	(1977)	to	

describe	the	contribution	that	children	and	parents	jointly	

make	to	the	parent-child	relationship.	This	thesis	follows	

Churchill’s	(2003)	use	that	widens	the	original	definition	to	

include	the	congruence	between	a	child’s	social	capital,	

attitudes,	and	temperament	and	the	demands	of	the	

educational	setting.		

	

Group	cohesion	
	

The	term	has	been	used	at	least	since	1937,	when	Moreno	

and	Jennings	described	group	cohesion	as,	“the	forces	

holding	the	individuals	within	the	groupings	in	which	they	

are”	(p.371,	cited	in	Mudrack,	1989,	p.	41).	Contemporarily,	

it	is	used	to	construe	the	safety	of	the	emotional	climate	for	

the	group	members,	and	presence	of	a	sense	of	togetherness	

and	healthy	interpersonal	relational	bonds	(Treadwell,	

Reisch,	Travaglini,	&	Kumar,	2011).	

	

Interactional	
milieu	
	

Used	in	the	present	research	to	describe	the	interlocking	

space	between	the	children’s	social	worlds	and	the	teacher-

sanctioned	norms,	values,	and	practices	of	the	classroom.	

The	interactional	milieu	is	influenced	by:		the	physical	

context	it	is	contained	within,	teachers’	pedagogy,	individual	

children’s	interests	and	agendas,	and	the	relative	power	of	

the	classroom	members.	
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IRF	sequence	
	

A	whole	group	teaching	strategy	described	by	Cazden	

(2001),	whereby	a	teacher	asks	the	class	a	question	

(initiates),	chooses	one	child	to	respond,	and	then	issues	

some	kind	of	evaluative	statement	as	feedback.	

	

NZCF	 The	New	Zealand	Curriculum	Framework	(Ministry	of	

Education,	2007).	

	

Official	space	 Described	by	Woodrow	(2006)	as	the	authority	and	control	

of	a	teacher	as	seen	in	the	practices,	structure	and	values	

expressed	through	a	teacher’s	pedagogy.	

	

Participation	
	

In	this	context,	used	as	an	individual’s	ability	to:	actively	take	

part,	influence	the	group,	and	access	a	sense	of	belonging	and	

support	within	the	group	(Sandberg	&	Eriksson,	2011).	

	

Pedagogy	 Act	of	teaching,	to	lead	the	child	(Papatheodorou,	2009).	

	

Social	World	 Used	in	the	present	research	to	describe	the	combined	effect	

of	children’s	peer	culture,	peer	relations,	friendships,	and	

internal	hierarchies.	
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OVERVIEW	OF	THE	THESIS	

	

Chapter	One	

Pedagogy	in	junior	classrooms	is	described.	This	chapter	is	premised	on	the	

notion	that	whole	group	teaching	is	extremely	complex,	more	so	than	much	of	the	

literature	contends.	One	context	for	whole	group	teaching	is	chosen	for	the	focus	

of	the	thesis,	which	is	the	classroom	mat.	Literature	about	pedagogy	using	the	mat	

is	reviewed	and	it	is	argued	that	the	classroom	climate	influences	children’s	

opportunities	for	learning	on	the	mat.	

	

Chapter	Two	

The	second	chapter	acknowledges	that	learning	in	a	large	group	is	influenced	by	

social	dynamics	and	interactions.	However,	there	is	a	growing	body	of	research	

that	indicates	that	groups	of	children	behave	in	hierarchical	ways.	Specifically,	

some	children	will	have	greater	status	within	the	group	than	their	peers.	Chapter	

Two	reviews	literature	that	explains	children’s	social	worlds,	and	suggests	that	

children’s	social	lives	might	impact	on	specific	children’s	participation	in	whole-

group	activities.	The	chapter	concludes	with	a	brief	review	of	some	of	the	

relational	aspects	of	learning	on	the	mat.	

	

Chapter	Three	

The	present	research	programme	is	contextualised,	theoretically	and	in	terms	of	

the	educational	setting;	specifically,	it	suggests	that	teachers’	pedagogy	and	

children’s	social	worlds	intersect	in	order	to	create	a	shared	interactional	milieu	

in	which	the	classroom	members	participate.	It	is	within	this	interactional	space	

that	the	present	thesis	is	conceptually	situated.	Finally,	the	present	research	was	

undertaken	in	New	Zealand	junior	primary	schools	and	this	educational	context	is	

described	in	relation	to	the	New	Zealand	Curriculum	Framework	(Ministry	of	

Education,	2007).	The	overarching	research	questions	are	presented	and	

explained.	



	xix	

	

Chapter	Four	

The	first	of	two	studies	is	reported	on.	This	study	was	a	quantitative	

questionnaire	that	investigated	teachers’	perceptions	of	teaching	the	whole	class	

on	the	mat.	The	complete	study	is	described,	including	the	participants	and	

research	strategies.	A	brief	discussion	of	the	findings	is	given.		

	

Chapter	Five	

The	second	study	is	also	reported	as	a	discrete	study	and	investigates	the	

perspectives	of	some	of	the	children	in	three	different	year	two	classrooms.	The	

data	were	gathered	through	qualitative	semi-structured	interviews,	and	peer-

relations	theories	were	used	to	frame	the	analyses.		

	

Chapter	Six	

Finally,	Chapter	Six	summarises	the	two	studies	and	discusses	the	findings	of	each	

in	relation	to	the	research	questions.		A	key	recommendation	for	mat	time	

practices	is	that	teachers	should	emphasise	distributed	participation	in	ways	that	

protect	vulnerable	children,	academically	and	socially.	
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CHAPTER	ONE	
Pedagogy	

	
	
1.1	Introduction		

The	word	pedagogy	comes	from	the	Greek	πaιδaγωγιa	(paidagŏgia),	meaning	to	

lead	the	child	(Papatheodorou,	2009).	This	definition	implies	that	teachers	have	a	

responsibility	to	guide	a	child	with	careful	consideration	and	insight;	

consequently,	there	is	merit	to	examining	the	nature	of	that	guidance	and	how	

children	experience	it.		

	

The	present	research	is	situated	in	the	junior	classroom	context.	As	an	entry	point	

to	this	context,	traditional	child-centred	and	teacher-directed	approaches	to	

pedagogy	are	discussed.	Whereas	the	first	section	examines	pedagogy	in	relation	

to	individuals,	the	next	section	examines	whole-group	pedagogy.	Indeed,	many	

teachers	work	with	large	groups.	Unsurprisingly,	several	authors	have	raised	

concerns	about	the	efficacy	of	whole-group	teaching	for	all	students,	because	any	

class	of	students	comprises	diverse,	heterogeneous	members	with	varying	needs	

and	understandings	(Alton-Lee,	2003;	Galton,	Hargreaves,	&	Pell,	2009;	Myhill,	

2002).	The	chapter	concludes	with	a	review	of	the	literature	about	teaching	the	

whole	group	of	children	specifically	on	the	mat,	the	carpeted	area	of	a	classroom.		

	

1.2	The	pedagogical	continuum	

One	commonly	held	view	of	teaching	is	that	it	is	a	continuum	that	situates	

teacher-directed	strategies	at	one	pole,	and	student-centredness	at	the	other	(see	

Arthur,	Beecher,	Death,	Farmer,	&	Dockett,	2014;	Frieberg	&	Driscoll,	1996;	

Rogers	&	Frieberg,	1994;	Stipek,	1991).	At	the	centre,	sit	pedagogical	strategies	

that	incorporate	aspects	of	teacher-directed	approaches	with	those	that	are	child-

centred.	These	ideas	are	summarised	in	Table	1.1.	

	



	 2	

	

Table	1.1.	Classroom	Pedagogy	Represented	as	a	Continuum	
Continuum	 Teacher-directed	 	 Child-centred	
Focus	
(Fallace,	2015)	

Teacher-defined	objectives	 	 The	Student	

What	
	
(Content,	
curriculum)	
(Killen,	2012)	

Domain	knowledge	

determined	by	the	teacher	

	

Class	goals	set	by	the	

teacher	

	

	 Students	determine	topic/	

focus	

	

Students	establish	goals		

	

	

How	
	
(Teaching	
strategies)	
(Rogers	&	

Frieberg,	1994)	

Explicit	instruction		

	

Demonstration	

	

Closed	questioning	

	

Reinforcement,	modelling	

	

Establishing	rules,	use	of	

discipline	

	

Group	discussion	

	

Cooperative	group	

learning	

	

Guided	discovery	

	

Students	explore	

independently	from	teacher	

	

Inquiry-based	experiences	

	

	student-directed	projects,	

child-led	learning.	

	

	

	

	

	

Function	
(Muijs	&	

Reynolds,	2005)	

	

Education	outcomes	linked	

to	domain	knowledge	

	

	

	 	

Support	of	students’	identity	

	

Co-construction	of	knowledge	

	

Intrinsic	motivation	and	self-

efficacy	

	

	

	

Teacher-directed	practices	accentuate	teachers’	decisions	about	what	and	how	a	

student	will	learn.	According	to	Garrett	(2008)	and	Puriola	(2006),	traditional	

views	of	teacher-directedness	place	teachers	as	central	to	a	lesson,	often	reflected	

by	their	physical	position	at	the	front	of	the	class	and	the	degree	of	control	over	

students	that	is	exercised.	Frieberg	and	Driscoll	(1996)	define	three	common	

strategies	associated	with	teacher-directed	pedagogy:	explicit	instruction,	

demonstration,	and	closed	questioning.	Explicit	instruction	describes	a	lecture	or	

presentation	format;	in	other	words,	the	teacher	imparts	information	to	the	

students.	A	demonstration	is	similar	to	explicit	instruction,	except	that	the	teacher	

models	or	illustrates	the	application	of	concepts,	processes,	or	instructions	while	

the	students	observe.	Finally,	closed	questioning	elicits	simple	responses	from	
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students	such	as	‘yes’	or	‘no’,	or	the	recall	of	information.	Generally,	closed	

questioning	requires	one	word	or	short-phrase	answers	and	appears	to	be	

commonly	associated	with	explicit	instruction.		The	primary	purpose	of	closed	

questions	is	to	reinforce	the	knowledge	that	the	teacher	wishes	to	emphasise	

(Frieberg	&	Driscoll,	1996;	Killen,	2012;	Rogers	&	Frieberg,	1994).	

	

In	contrast,	Carl	Rogers	argued	that	student-centred	approaches	should	be	the	

core	of	pedagogy.	He	was	critical	of	teacher-directed	approaches,	arguing	that	

their	tendency	to	promote	prescribed	curriculum,	compulsory	and	uniform	tasks,	

and	use	of	instruction	might	fail	to	carry	meaning	for	students	and	threaten	their	

positive	sense	of	self	(1969,	cited	in	Duchesne,	McMaugh,	Bochner,	&	Krause,	

2013).	Indeed,	contemporary	student-centred	approaches	reflect	Rogers’	view	

that	the	individual	needs	to	be	free	to	explore	their	own	interests	rather	than	

having	a	curriculum	imposed	upon	them	(Killen,	2012).		

	

In	further	support	of	a	student-centred	view	over	a	teacher	directed-approach,	

Fallace	(2015)	asserts,	“the	child,	rather	than	the	teacher	or	textbook	should	be	

the	major	focus	of	the	classroom”	(p.	74).	Indeed,	Arthur	at	al.	(2014)	posited	that	

a	student-centred	approach	allows	the	student,	rather	than	the	teacher,	to	take	

the	central	role	in	the	process	of	learning.	This	view	is	evident	in	the	types	of	

activities	that	are	associated	with	student-centred	strategies	such	as	students’	

independent	exploration,	reflective	inquiry,	self-assessment,	and	self-directed	

projects	(Frieberg	&	Driscoll,	1996;	Killen,	2012;	Rogers	&	Frieberg,	1994).		

	

The	teaching	curriculum,	however,	does	not	merely	comprise	two	poles;	rather	

pedagogical	activities	fall	along	a	continuum	that	blend	teacher-directedness	with	

student-centredness.	When	we	consider	how	lessons	are	constructed,	we	can	see	

that	such	blended	activities	fall	in	the	middle,	and	include	group	discussion,	

cooperative	group	learning,	and	guided	discovery.	For	example,	with	regard	to	

group	discussion,	a	teacher	typically	establishes	a	topic	or	question	and	fields	
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input	from	the	students.	It	is	seen	as	an	interactive	forum	in	which	students	

explore	ideas	alongside	others.	Students’	participation	is	considered	to	include	

talking	and	listening,	and	both	are	seen	to	add	value	to	learning.	Furthermore,	this	

might	be	one	of	the	prevalent	forms	of	pedagogy	in	classrooms	(Rogers	&	

Frieberg,	1994).			

	

Another	pedagogical	strategy	that	incorporates	aspects	of	both	teacher-	and	

student-centred	pedagogy	is	cooperative	learning.	Whereas	group	discussion	

typically	refers	to	the	entire	class,	cooperative	group	learning	describes	the	

practice	of	breaking	a	class	up	into	working	groups.	Brown	and	Thomson	(2000)	

noted	that	teachers	should	set	goals	for	these	groups	and	articulate	expectations	

for	students’	prosocial	engagement.	For	instance,	students	are	typically	expected	

to	deal	with	any	arising	conflict	assertively	and	with	kindness,	to	respectfully	

consider	the	opinions	and	ideas	of	peers,	and	to	act	in	inclusive	ways.	

Furthermore,	Brown	and	Thomson	cite	over	four	hundred	studies	indicating	that	

cooperative	learning	seeks	to	mitigate	the	competition	evident	in	whole	group	

discussion	(such	as	children	jousting	for	attention),	and	that	cooperative	group	

work	can	enhance	students’	academic	and	social	skills.		

	

The	last	strategy,	situated	in	the	middle	of	the	continuum,	is	guided	discovery,	

which	describes	an	activity-based	experience	in	which	students	participate	in	

practical	exploration	of	a	topic	or	item	that	the	teacher	has	prepared.	The	teacher	

provides	provocations	that	guide	students’	inquiry	toward	achieving	a	

predetermined	goal.	Students’	engagement	in	the	task	and	responsibility	for	

following	the	teacher’s	instructions	are	seen	as	pivotal	to	the	effectiveness	of	the	

activity	(Eggen	&	Kauchak,	2006).	

	

While	conceptualising	teacher-	and	student-centred	pedgogies	on	a	continuum,	

rather	than	as	a	dichotomy,	some	scholars	(for	example,	Stephenson,	2008)	have	

worried	that	even	a	continuum	presents	a	simplistic	view	of	teaching.		During	a	
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single	lesson,	teaching	strategies	could	rapidly	switch	between	teacher-

directedness	and	student-centredness	multiple	times.	Furthermore,	teaching	

focus	can	be	differentiated	into	content	and	strategies,	each	of	which	can	be	

situated	simultaneously	in	a	different	place	to	the	other	on	the	teaching	

continuum.	Thus,	a	single	activity	can	be	teacher-directed	and	student-centred.	

For	example,	a	teacher	might	let	students	choose	their	own	topic	to	research	

(content),	which	could	be	considered	to	be	student-centred.	However,	the	teacher	

might	also	issue	a	set	of	very	explicit	instructions	about	how	the	topic	is	to	be	

researched	and	reported	(strategy),	which	would	be	teacher-directed.	

	

1.3	The	complexities	of	effective	pedagogy	

Effective	pedagogy	should	be	considered	in	terms	of	how	attuned	it	is	to	

individual	students.	In	other	words,	the	effectiveness	of	specific	strategies	must	be	

viewed	in	light	of	the	contexts	and	situations	within	which	they	are	used.	As	

Eggen	and	Kauchak	(2006)	note,	“research	consistently	demonstrates	that	there	is	

no	one	best	way	to	teach.	Teachers	themselves,	the	type	of	students,	and	the	

topics	being	taught	all	influence	what	will	be	most	effective	in	producing	learning”	

(p.	21).		

	

Eggen	and	Kauchak	(2006)	propose	that	teachers	must	draw	on	several	teaching	

models,	depending	on	which	is	the	best	fit	for	a	given	situation.	These	models	

include	the	group	interaction	model	(cooperative	group	work),	the	inductive	

model	(guided	discovery),	the	problem-solving	model	(in	which	students	

investigate	and	propose	solutions	for	a	given	problem),	and	the	direct-instruction	

model	(explicit	instruction).	However,	the	efficacy	of	these	models	is	dependent	

on	a	teacher’s	ability.	Specifically,	he	or	she	must	choose	teaching	strategies	that	

enable	a	student	to	sufficiently	master	specific	knowledge	or	skills	in	a	given	

moment.	Effective	pedagogy,	therefore,	implies	that	a	teacher	could	utilise	any	

number	of	strategies	in	a	given	situation;	however,	some	are	more	likely	to	be	

appropriate	to	that	situation	than	others	(McGee	&	Fraser,	2012).		
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Alongside	these	considerations	is	a	notion,	central	to	contemporary	pedagogy,	

that	students	“shape	their	own	minds”	(Adams,	2006,	p.	245).	In	other	words,	

students	construct	knowledge	as	they	interact	with	others	and	with	contexts	

(Garrett,	2008).		As	such,	learning	is	viewed	as	an	active	state.	This	is	reflected	in	

the	work	of	Johnston,	Chater,	and	Bell	(2002),	who	maintain	that,	“the	role	of	the	

teacher	can	be	said	to	be	part	of	a	learning	partnership...	The	partnership	is	one	

where	all	parties	are	actively	engaged	in	learning	and	interaction”	(p.	6).	One	

aspect	of	this	partnership	involves	a	teacher’s	appreciation	that	students	learn	at	

different	rates	and	in	various	ways	according	to	particular	life	experiences,	unique	

abilities,	and	psychological	aspects.	This	includes	the	multifaceted	and	sometimes	

contradictory	aspects	of	a	student’s	prior	knowledge,	skills,	and	attitudes.	It	also	

includes	the	students’	ability	to	take	risks	in	their	learning	as	well	as	their	sense	of	

self-efficacy	(McGee	&	Fraser,	2012).	In	other	words,	a	teacher	attempts	to	

partner	with	a	student	in	ways	that	are	cognisant	of	that	student’s	skills,	abilities,	

knowledge,	and	ways	of	being.	

	

In	addition	to	focusing	on	the	individual	makeup	of	students,	teachers	must	also	

lift	students’	competence	in	subjects	or	domains	of	knowledge	that	are	deemed	

important	by	society,	or	by	Government	and	its	agencies.	As	such,	students	are	

expected	to	have	a	degree	of	competence	in	these	domains	in	order	to	be	

contributing	members	of	that	society.	Another	way	of	putting	it	is	that	many	

domains	of	knowledge	comprise	concepts,	procedures	or	epistemologies	that	are	

accepted	and	reproduced	by	a	specific	society.	Sometimes,	these	knowledge	and	

skills	are	difficult	to	learn;	therefore,	the	attunement	between	the	teacher	and	

student	is	key	(Killen,	2012).	In	fact,	the	teacher	might	prevent	an	unnecessary	

struggle	for	a	student	by	clearly	presenting	core	ideas.	Geddis	(1996)	provides	an	

apt	illustration	of	the	importance	of	pedagogy	that	is	attuned	to	a	student’s	

understanding	of	domain	knowledge	in	saying	that	it	would	be	absurd	to	leave	

“children	on	their	own	to	devise	scientific	perspectives	that	have	taken	the	human	
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race	centuries	to	articulate”	(p.	254).	Overall,	a	teacher	would	ideally	consider	

learning	outcomes	and	the	needs	of	students,	rather	than	either	one	or	the	other.	

	

Carr	(2001)	uses	of	the	metaphor	of	a	dance	to	describe	those	interactions	

between	teachers	and	students	that	achieve	enhanced	competence.	This	metaphor	

can	be	related	to	Vygotsky’s	notion	of	scaffolding	within	students’	zone	of	

proximal	development	(1978,	cited	in	Eggen	&	Kauchak,	2006).		Scaffolding	is	

support	for	a	student,	provided	by	a	more	competent	‘other’,	to	develop	greater	

complexity	of	thinking	and	problem	solving	than	that	student	would	achieve	

alone.	As	a	student	gains	mastery,	the	support	(or	scaffold)	can	be	gradually	

withdrawn.	The	degree	of	support	needed	for	learning	to	occur	is	determined	and	

adjusted	continually	during	the	interactions	between	a	student	and	his	or	her	

teacher	(White,	Hayes,	&	Livesey,	2013).		

	

In	order	to	scaffold	a	student	effectively,	a	teacher	must	first	have	some	

understanding	of	a	student’s	working	theories	and	learning	strategies.	Hargreaves	

(2013)	suggested	that	working	theories	describe	how	certain	knowledge	or	

understandings	fit	an	individual	student’s	cognitive	framing,	irrespective	of	

whether	he	or	she	is	factually	correct	or	otherwise.	This	idea	relates	to	Piaget’s	

belief	that	even	stable	theories	can	reach	disequilibrium	when	exposed	to	various	

provocations	that	challenge	an	individual’s	thinking	(1985,	cited	in	Duchesne	et	

al.,	2013).	A	student	must,	then,	assimilate	or	accommodate	new	learning	in	order	

to	achieve	cognitive	equilibrium	again	(White	et	al.,	2013).			

	

Alongside	the	need	for	teachers	to	be	aware	of	a	student’s	existing	knowledge	and	

working	theories	is	the	importance	of	understanding	his	or	her	strategies	for	

achieving	tasks	or	solving	problems.	This	bears	a	direct	relationship	to	academic	

performance.	When	a	student’s	strategies	are	a	poor	fit	for	a	task,	teachers	must	

assess	whether	he	or	she	should	guide	the	student	toward	more	effective	

strategies.	Examples	can	be	seen	in	Tait-McCutcheon’s	(2014)	research	on	
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mathematics	pedagogy	in	New	Zealand	primary	classrooms.	One	example	

describes	a	scenario	in	which	the	teacher	asked	young	children	to	determine	the	

number	to	be	added	to	56	so	that	the	sum	would	equal	100.	An	inefficient	strategy	

was	counting	on	in	ones	(i.e.,	57,58,59…).	In	contrast,	the	teacher	was	able	to	draw	

the	children’s	attention	to	one	student’s	more	efficient	strategy,	which	was	to	add	

56+4+40=100.		

	

Students	possess	their	own	unique	strategies,	as	well	as	goals	and	interests,	and	

these	are	as	significant	to	learning	as	a	teacher’s	pedagogical	proficiency.	This	is	

important,	because	a	teacher’s	efforts	to	guide	a	student’s	knowledge	and	skills	

might	be	irrelevant	if	the	student	lacks	motivation	or	is	disengaged	from	the	task.	

Duchesne	et	al.	(2013)	define	motivation	as	“an	internal	process	that	energises,	

directs,	and	maintains	behaviour	over	time”	(p.	270).	By	contrast,	engagement	

describes	students’	behavioural,	emotional,	and	cognitive	foci	in	relation	to	

participating	in	specific	tasks	(Duchesne	et	al.,	2013).		For	example,	if	a	student	is	

motivated	by	praise,	he	or	she	might	not	engage	with	the	task	when	a	there	is	low	

chance	of	noticeable	success.	In	contrast,	teachers	might	be	able	to	ameliorate	

some	aspects	of	low	student	motivation	and	engagement	by	designing	tasks	that	

provide	optimal	safety,	risk,	encouragement,	challenge,	and	feedback.	In	addition,	

they	can	also	use	their	understanding	of	a	student’s	interests	to	design	appealing	

tasks	that	ignite	desire	to	participate	(Duchesne	et	al.,	2013).	This	is	important	

given	that	motivation	and	interest	each	influence	learning	(Hidi	&	Renninger,	

2006).	

	

A	student’s	motivation	and	level	of	interest	are	closely	associated	with	self-

concept.	A	child’s	self-concept	has	become	an	increasingly	important	

consideration	in	education	theory	because	self-concepts	have	shown	statistical	

associations	with	participation,	and	engagement	(Dennisen,	Zarrett,	&	Eccles,	

2007;	Marsh,	Köller,	Trautwein,	Lüdtke,	&	Baumert,	2005).	These	are	embodied	

through	the	actions	that	appertain	to	task	persistence,	the	degree	of	effort	applied,	
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and	emotional	states	during	learning	activities.	In	turn,	participation	and	action	

impacts	on	learning	outcomes.	Figure	1.1	illustrates	Skinner,	Wellborn	and	

Connell’s	(1990)	model	of	the	relations	between	the	learning	environment	

(context),	self-concept,	action,	and	outcomes.		

	

	

Figure	1.1:	Skinner	et	al.’s	(1990)	Motivational	model	of	relations	among	context,	

self,	action,	and	outcomes	(p.	21)	

	

	

With	regard	to	environment	or	context,	children	are	cognisant	of	the	evaluations	

of	their	academic	performance	made	by	others;	they	use	these	evaluations	to	

construct	their	academic	self-identities,	which	subsequently	impact	on	their	

participation	and	performance	in	learning	activities	(Milman,	2009).	As	well	as	

this,	being	able	to	utilise	a	variety	of	actions	is	core	to	many	individuals’	learning	

and	is	closely	entwined	with	the	social	context	of	the	classroom.	Thus,	McGee	and	

Fraser	(2012)	suggest	that	teachers	should	consider	ways	to	foster	a	positive	

social	context,	in	which	relevant	key	values	are	espoused.	In	other	words,	a	

teacher	will	talk	to	his	or	her	class	about	social	facets	that	optimise	each	student’s	

inclusion,	opportunities	for	participation,	and	abilities	to	take	risks	safely.	Such	a	

classroom	context	promotes	students’	understandings	about	each	other	and	

expectations	about	fairness.	In	addition,	McGee	and	Fraser	advise	that	a	teacher	

provides	classroom	experiences	that	enhance	students’	intellectual,	social,	and	

emotional	connections	to	each	other.	Overall,	the	social	context	is	influenced	by	

the	behaviours	of	each	individual	that	comprise	the	class.		

	

Eggen	and	Kauchak	(2006)	assert	that	another	aspect	of	a	positive	social	context	

is	the	development	of	a	“safe	and	orderly	classroom”	(p.	37).	They	contend	that	

Environment	 Self-concept	 Action	 Outcomes	
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order	is	pivotal	to	effective	teaching	and	learning.	For	instance,	research	suggests	

that	teachers	must	establish	clear	rules	to	ensure	students’	on-task	behaviour	and	

other	desired	conduct.	Furthermore,	teachers,	themselves,	must	model	the	

desired	behaviours.	When	students	adhere	to	teachers’	expectations,	they	may	be	

reinforced,	for	example,	by	acknowledgement	(see	Garrett,	2008;	Killen,	2012;	

Stephenson,	2008;	Willson-Quayle,	2001).	Eggen	and	Kauchak	(2006)	suggest	that	

safe	classrooms	for	students	consist	of	appropriate	emotional	support,	

involvement	in	learning	activities,	opportunities	to	experience	success,	and	

feedback	about	the	learning	processes.	Such	a	view	implies	that	teachers	must	

maintain	a	degree	of	control,	whilst	interacting	with	students	in	an	attuned	and	

sensitive	way.	

	

In	short,	effective	pedagogy	not	only	enables	students	to	construct	knowledge,	

skills,	and	understandings	in	relation	to	curriculum	domains,	it	also	protects	a	

sense	of	self-competence,	and	appeals	to	motivation.	However,	children	rarely	

learn	in	isolation	from	each	other,	and	each	will	bring	to	the	classroom	a	unique	

set	of	competencies,	strategies,	social	roles,	motivations,	agendas,	and	self-

concepts.	Therefore,	the	task	of	a	teacher	is	to	navigate	the	social	complexity	

inherent	when	diverse	individual	are	grouped	together,	and	to	manage	the	

general	classroom	climate	in	ways	that	are	transparent	enough	for	individuals	to	

navigate.	More	importantly,	the	context	should	engender	positive	emotional,	

social,	and	academic	outcomes	for	each	of	the	students.	

	

1.4	Teaching	students	as	a	whole	group	

A	case	was	made	in	the	previous	section	that	effective	pedagogy	involves	a	

complex	and	dynamic	interaction	between	a	teacher	and	a	student.	Nonetheless,	

teachers	have	occasions	in	which	they	teach	all	of	the	children	in	a	class	as	a	

unitary	group;	for	example,	in	a	class	discussion	or	a	session	involving	explicit	

instruction.	Notwithstanding,	pedagogical	advice	about	whole-class	situations	is	

similar	to	that	which	is	given	about	teaching	individuals.	Specifically,	even	though	
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there	might	be	a	large	number	of	students	involved,	such	advice	suggests	that	

teachers	should	be	adaptive	to	the	students’	prior	knowledge,	current	

understandings,	and	psychological	characteristics	(Freiberg	&	Driscoll,	1996;	

Good	&	Brophy,	2003;	Killen,	2012;	Muijs	&	Reynolds,	2005).	While	the	

importance	of	this	advice	is	not	in	dispute,	concerns	must	be	raised	as	to	how	

exactly	teachers	are	able	to	achieve	this	degree	of	attunement	to	each	of	their	

students	in	a	whole-group	scenario.	This	is	especially	so	given	that	classes	are	

most	likely	made	up	of	students	with	diverse	knowledge,	skills,	and	attitudes.		

	

Whole	group	teaching	might	have	detrimental	effects	on	specific	individuals	

within	the	class.	This	concern	is	mirrored	by	Alton-Lee’s	(2003)	statement	that,	

“because	teachers	work	with	classes	rather	than	individuals	it	is	difficult	to	judge	

the	extent	to	which	teaching	is	effective	for	all	students”	(p.	8).	Examples	of	

specific	children’s	needs	going	unmet	are	evinced	in	Myhill’s	(2002)	cross-phase	

study	of	British	children	in	junior	classrooms.	High-achieving	children	of	both	

genders	secured	frequent	opportunities	to	participate	during	whole-group	

activity.	In	contrast,	the	whole	group	scenario	allowed	far	less	participation	for	

low-achieving	children,	and	also	appeared	to	be	less	effective	for	their	learning	

compared	with	their	high-achieving	peers.	Studies	focusing	on	whole-group	

pedagogy	(for	example,	Galton	et	al.,	2009;	Myhill,	2002)	indicate	that	it	might	not	

be	an	equitable	learning	context.	

	

Many	of	the	studies	about	whole	group	pedagogy	have	focused	on	the	dialogic	

exchanges	between	teachers	and	their	students	as	the	primary	cause	for	concern	

about	efficacy.	Teachers	often	leave	little	opportunity	for	children	to	share	their	

interests,	opting	instead	for	a	closed-questioning	style	of	interaction	that	favours	

academically	competent	students.	This	style	of	communicative	exchange	is	often	

referred	to	as	the	‘IRF	sequence’	(Initiate,	Response	and	Feedback).	A	teacher	

issues	closed	questions	with	an	intent	that	a	child	will	respond	with	the	correct	

answer.	The	teacher	then	provides	some	kind	of	feedback	to	the	child	(Cazden,	
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2001;	Johnston,	2004;	Myhill,	Jones,	&	Hopper,	2006;	Wells,	1993).	However,	

Raban	(2001)	suggests	that	use	of	the	IRF	sequence	is	not	conducive	to	classroom	

discussion	because	it	often	results	in	any	talk	being	mediated	through	the	

teacher’s	desire	to	arrive	at	a	specific	point.	In	short,	whole-group	activity	seems	

to	be	characterised	by	the	dominance	of	the	teacher	during	instruction	and	

discussion	(see	Abd-Kadir	&	Hardman,	2007;	Cazden,	2001;	Coles,	2005;	Nassaji	&	

Wells,	2000).		

	

Despite	suggestions	of	high	risk	of	pedagogical	strategies	that	do	not	meet	the	

needs	of	low-achieving	students	and	more	general	concerns	about	teaching	

efficacy,	whole-group	teaching	seems	commonplace.	There	are	various	theories	

about	its	prevalence,	such	as	it	being	an	expression	of	collectivity,	or	that	teachers	

see	it	as	legitimising	their	professional	role	(Rubenstein	Reich,	1994).		

Nonetheless,	it	seems	possible	that	teaching	the	whole	class	might	also	be	a	time	

saving	strategy	for	teachers.	Furthermore,	its	use	is	often	presented	in	positive	

ways	in	pedagogical	texts;	for	example,	Eggen	and	Kauchak	(2006)	indicated	that	

well-facilitated	class	discussion	has	much	value	as	a	pedagogical	strategy.	

Whatever	the	reason,	Mandel	Morrow	and	Smith	(1990)	suggest	that	teaching	the	

whole	class	will	continue	to	be	a	prevailing	practice.	They	posit	that	an	

established	belief	is	that,	“the	development	of	the	ability	to	learn	in	large	groups	is	

critical	to	the	overall	educational	development	of	children”	(p.	228).	McGee	and	

Fraser	(2012)	also	infer	that	whole-group	teaching	is	commonplace	and	will	

continue	in	its	longevity.	Notwithstanding,	it	was	not	entirely	clear	on	what	data	

these	authors	based	their	opinion	on.	

	

1.5	Whole	group	pedagogy	using	the	mat	

One	commonly	used	venue	for	teaching	the	whole	class	together	is	the	carpeted	

area	of	the	classroom	(in	other	words,	the	mat).	This	practice	implies	that	there	

are	benefits	to	seating	the	children	together	on	the	mat	during	whole-group	

activities,	such	as	instruction	or	discussion,	rather	than	tables	and	chairs,	or	in	
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some	other	area	of	the	classroom.	From	a	purely	practical	point	of	view,	it	

potentially	ensures	greater	likelihood	that	children	face	a	teacher,	more	so,	than	if	

they	were	seated	around	small-group	tables.	Another	possibility	is	that	the	use	of	

the	mat	is	somehow	thought	to	mitigate	purported	negative	effects	of	whole	

group	teaching.	According	to	McGee	and	Fraser	(2012):	

	

Effective	teachers	will	change	classroom	arrangements	within	

lessons	to	suit	the	lesson’s	activities	…	it	is	common	for	teachers	to	

create	a	space	for	the	whole	class	to	sit	and	work	together,	either	

seated	on	chairs	or	on	the	floor.	The	latter	is	designated	by	a	large	

carpet	or	rug	and	is	usually	called	‘the	mat’…Particularly	in	the	

early	years	of	schooling,	the	mat	area	forms	a	focus	for	classroom	

activity.	(pp.	131-132)	

	

The	explanation	by	McGee	and	Fraser	implies	that	the	mat	enables	a	sense	of	the	

class	working	together	that	would	not	be	afforded	through	use	of	other	areas	of	

the	classroom.	Questions	abide	about	what	is	meant	by	‘together’.	For	example,	

the	word	together	could	imply	a	state	of	closeness	that	refers	to	either	physical	

seating.	However,	McGee	and	Fraser	seem	to	be	also	alluding	to	a	sense	of	

collaboration.	It	is	not	known	whether	there	are	nuances	to	the	use	of	the	mat	that	

facilitate	every	child’s	participation	or	that	instead	privilege	some	children.	In	

short,	the	extent	to	which	literature	about	whole	group	pedagogy	relates	to	

teaching	and	learning	on	the	mat	is	unknown.	

	

The	importance	of	understanding	pedagogy	on	the	mat	is	further	emphasised	

when	the	possibility	is	considered	that	children	might	spend	a	significant	

proportion	of	their	time	there.		One	study	about	the	design	of	classroom	space	in	

four	junior	New	Zealand	primary	classrooms	had	an	ancillary	finding	that	the	mat	

was	used	for	between	21%	and	43%	of	classroom	time	(Alsaif,	2011).	
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Nonetheless,	very	little	empirical	evidence	about	how	it	is	used,	or	what	factors	

characterise	its	effective	use,	is	available.		

	

The	literature	that	refers	to	teaching	and	learning	on	the	mat	describes	a	diverse	

range	of	pedagogical	designs	(Lang,	1998),	which	are	known	by	several	labels.	One	

prominent	approach	in	the	United	Kingdom	and	North	America	is	circle	time	(Mosley,	

1998;	White,	1999),	whereby	children	are	gathered	together	in	a	circular	

configuration	on	the	mat	for	singing	and	discussions.	Circle	time	originally	was	

designed	specifically	to	engender	a	positive	social	climate,	by	focusing	on	children’s	

self-esteem	and	sense	of	group	cohesion.	Notwithstanding,	a	relevant	point	was	made	

by	Simpson	and	Oh	(2013),	who	noted	that	it	is	difficult	to	generalise	various	studies’	

findings	on	circle	time	because	teachers	often	develop	other	foci	and	practices	that	

are	not	related	to	group	cohesion	or	self-esteem.	One	example	they	cited	is	doing	

calendar,	an	activity	in	which	the	date	and	weather	are	represented	on	a	board.	

	

Despite	Simpson	and	Oh’s	(2013)	assertion	that	circle	pedagogies	are	varied,	the	

majority	of	empirical	literature	about	the	mat	has	focused	on	the	benefits	of	the	

social	climate	fostered	specifically	by	circle	time.	For	instance,	Lown	(2002)	

conducted	questionnaires	with	18	children	in	the	United	Kingdom,	although	it	

was	unclear	how	old	the	children	were.	A	survey	was	administered	that	required	

the	children	to	respond	‘yes’,	‘no’,	or	‘don’t	know’	to	a	range	of	questions	about	the	

benefits	of	circle	time.	The	data	suggested	that	circle	time	helped	some	of	the	

children	to	participate	more	actively	and	to	develop	better	knowledge	of	peers.		

	

Similarly,	in	another	study,	Mary	(2012)	completed	case	studies	of	two	French	

classrooms	in	order	to	investigate	the	role	of	cooperative	games	and	circle	time	in	

fostering	a	positive	social	climate.		Twelve	children,	aged	between	7	and	12	years,	

took	part	in	semi-structured	individual	and	focus	group	interviews.	Her	findings	

indicated	that	use	of	cooperative	games	and	circle	time	increased	cooperative	
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behaviours	among	the	children.		She	also	noted	that	the	teachers	put	effort	into	

facilitating	quality	communication	among	the	children.		

	

Both	of	the	studies	(Lown,	2002;	Mary,	2012)	implied	that	children	enjoyed	

activity	on	the	mat;	however,	despite	such	positive	findings,	another	study	

suggested	that	a	more	cautious	approach	should	be	taken	about	the	ascribed	

social	benefits	of	circle	time	and	children’s	enjoyment	of	it.	Cefai,	Ferrario,	

Cavioni,	Carter,	and	Grech	(2013)	found	that	the	children	preferred	certain	

aspects	of	circle	time	more	so	than	other	aspects.	They	enjoyed	it	when	there	was	

a	physically	active	component;	however,	they	disliked	the	disruptive	behaviours	

of	peers.	Cefai	et	al.’s	findings	were	achieved	through	the	administration	of	mixed-

method	questionnaires	to	43	Maltese	students	in	years	three	and	four.	The	

differences	in	reporting	might	be	accounted	for	by	the	fact	that	Cefai	et	al.	(2013)	

used	interviews	rather	than	questionnaire	data.	The	interview	method	might	

allow	children	to	add	complexity	to	their	responses	by	inserting	caveats,	for	

example.	

	

A	second	body	of	studies	refers	to	use	of	the	mat	for	achieving	academic	outcomes,	as	

opposed	to	social	cohesiveness	or	self-esteem.	One	example	includes	the	use	of	news	

(also	known	as	show-and-tell,	or	sharing	time).	During	news,	children	are	required	to	

share	an	oral	monologue	about	an	object	or	experience	with	their	peers.	References	

to	this	event	span	fifty	years	(see	Merville,	1954)	and	describe	a	focus	on	the	

improvement	of	individual	children’s	communication	skills	(Bohning,	1981;	Merville,	

1954).	Other	references	to	the	use	of	the	mat	include	large	group	time,	a	practice	

popularised	by	the	HeadStart	curricula	(Hong,	1995),	morning	meeting	(Eirich,	2006),	

and	mat	time	(Klopper,	2008).	In	these	latter	practices,	there	is	an	emphasis	on	

whole-group	discussion	and	instruction.	

	

With	regard	to	the	efficacy	of	use	of	the	mat	to	children’s	learning,	there	is	a	

dearth	of	studies	that	compare	the	mat	with	other	classroom	activities	(for	
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example,	completion	of	worksheets).	This	means	that	few	inferences	can	be	made	

about	the	potency	of	teachers’	use	of	the	mat	for	enhancing	children’s	learning.	

Just	one	study,	Duman	(2009)	compared	36	children’s	development	of	academic	

concepts	between	two	preschool	classes	in	Turkey.	The	children	were	four	and	

five	years	old.		An	experimental	approach	was	taken	whereby	one	class	acted	as	a	

control,	while	in	the	second	class,	the	teacher	explicitly	taught	forty	academic	

concepts	on	the	mat	through	instruction	and	through	props	such	as	wall	posters.	

Duman	found	that	the	children	in	the	experimental	class	demonstrated	better	

acquisition	of	the	academic	concepts.	However,	the	children’s	parents	measured	

the	acquisition	of	concepts,	and	it	was	not	clear	what	strategies	were	used	to	

ensure	consistency	in	the	parents’	evaluations.	Furthermore,	unless	the	two	

classes	had	the	same	teacher	there	might	be	a	teacher-effect	confound	that	

impacted	the	results.	

	

Irrespective	of	whether	the	mat	is	used	for	circle	time,	instruction,	morning	

meeting,	news,	or	mat	time,	it	seems	that	the	nature	of	pedagogy	is	predominantly	

teacher-directed.	A	series	of	small-scale	studies	undertaken	in	North	American	

classrooms	of	young	children	aged	3	to	7	years	used	ethnographic	approaches	to	

explore	the	ways	in	which	teachers	controlled	the	environment	on	the	mat	(see	

Eirich,	2006;	Ernst,	1994;	Hong,	1995;	Murphy,	2003).	These	studies	used	

multiple	methods	of	data	collection	including	qualitative	observations,	collection	

of	artifacts	and	interviews.	Each	found	that	a	high	degree	of	teacher	directedness	

was	used.	This	was	particularly	evident	when	teachers	prioritised	academic	

outcomes	(for	example,	Hong,	1995).		Another	case	was	teachers’	control	of	the	

children’s	selection	of	topics	for	discussion;	meaning	that	teachers	directed	both	

the	activity	and	the	content	(Leach	&	Lewis,	2012).		

	

Such	findings	about	high	teacher-directedness	at	mat	time	were	consistent	with	

an	earlier	study	by	Rubenstein	Reich	(1994)	that	used	video-stimulated	recall	of	

three	classrooms	in	Sweden.	The	intent	of	the	study	was	to	explore	“what	actually	
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happens	at	circle	time”	(p.	51).	Data	were	drawn	from	video	observations	in	five	

preschool	classrooms	in	different	settings,	and	the	participating	children	ranged	

in	age	from	1.5	years	to	6.6	years.	The	video	was	shown	to	teachers	and	to	an	

unknown	number	of	children	as	part	of	stimulated-recall	interviews.	Rubenstein	

Reich	had	difficulty	gaining	data	from	the	children;	however,	she	did	find	from	the	

video	material	that	the	teachers	dismissed	specific	topics	that	they	deemed	

unacceptable,	even	when	those	topics	appeared	to	be	important	to	the	children.	In	

this	instance,	teachers’	pedagogical	control	did	not	appear	to	be	well-attuned	to	

the	children’s	agendas.	

	

The	problematic	nature	of	how	teacher-directedness	is	sometimes	used	on	the	

mat	is	evident.	Teachers	often	appear	to	direct	the	allocation	of	turns	for	speaking	

(Murphy,	2003;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994)	and	sometimes	refuse	to	let	children	

exercise	their	right	to	decline	to	speak	(Leach	&	Lewis,	2012).	In	fact,	according	to	

Danielewicz,	Rogers,	and	Noblit	(1996),	children	are	required	to	“speak	the	

language	of	the	school	modelled	by	the	teacher,	respond	to	the	teacher’s	script	for	

the	event,	and	at	times,	even	speak	the	words	that	the	teacher	insists	upon”		

(p.	327).	Such	a	statement	underscores	a	belief	that	pedagogy	that	uses	the	mat	is	

generally	highly	controlling	of	children.	

	

In	contrast,	several	studies	have	examined	mat	time	when	the	pedagogy	has	been	

more	student-centred.	Specifically,	these	studies	suggested	that	there	could	be	

positive	benefits	for	children’s	sociolinguistic	development	as	a	result	from	less	

teacher-direction	(see	Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Ernst,	1994;	Gallas,	1992;	Murphy,	

2003;	Poveda,	2001).	Each	of	these	studies	was	a	small-scale	ethnography	

undertaken	in	North	American	elementary	classrooms,	except	the	study	by	

Poveda	(2001),	which	researched	a	Spanish	elementary	classroom.	The	studies	

used	qualitative	observations	as	the	primary	strategy	for	gathering	data.	

Specifically,	the	authors	suggested	that	children	developed	better	skills	for	

speaking	in	groups	when	teachers	facilitated	less	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Ernst,	
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1994;	Murphy,	2003;	Poveda,	2001).	Similarly,	Gallas	(1992)	wrote	an	account	of	

teaching	in	her	own	first	grade	classroom.	She	indicated	that	when	greater	control	

was	given	to	children,	she	reduced	the	corrections	that	she,	as	the	teacher,	made	

to	children’s	speech.	Not	only	did	she	believe	that	this	enabled	the	dialogue	to	be	

more	naturalistic,	but	it	also	resulted	in	children	using	cultural	variations	of	

speech	and	narration.	For	each	of	these	studies,	it	was	unclear	to	what	extent	the	

purported	positive	effects	of	reduced	teacher	control	were	experienced	across	the	

group	of	children.	

	

The	sociolinguistic	studies	(see	Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Ernst,	1994;	Gallas,	1992;	

Murphy,	2003;	Poveda,	2001)	also	suggested	that	mat	time,	when	sensitively	

facilitated,	might	enhance	the	social	climate	in	elementary	classes.	There	was	not	

an	explicit	focus	on	group	cohesion	within	these	studies,	however.	Regardless,	the	

children	in	the	participating	studies	used	humour	that	appealed	to	the	peer	group,	

thus	potentially	enhancing	a	sense	of	camaraderie	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996).	They	

also	found	ways	to	adapt	their	stories	to	what	the	peer	group	wanted	(Gallas,	

1992),	which	in	turn,	communicated	shared	interests	and	social	norms.	In	

addition,	listeners	interrupted	speakers	in	order	to	make	affiliative	statements,	

for	example,	such	as	things	they	had	in	common	or	ways	they	might	help	each	

other	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996).	They	also	collaborated	in	order	to	build	on	each	

other’s	stories	(Murphy,	2003).	Nevertheless,	each	of	these	studies	were	

conducted	during	news	or	show-and-tell;	the	structure	of	which	may	have	enabled	

child	control	more	easily	than,	say,	instruction,	whereby	the	teacher	wants	to	put	

across	a	specific	idea.	In	short,	while	there	might	be	social	benefits	to	child	

control,	the	academic	benefits	are	unknown.	

	

Even	though	these	qualitative	studies	generally	posited	that	child-directedness	at	

news	or	show-and-tell	engendered	positive	effects	on	the	social	climate	of	the	

classroom	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Ernst,	1994;	Gallas,	1992;	Murphy,	2003;	

Poveda,	2001),	other	studies,	of	a	quantitative	nature,	indicated	that	those	
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behaviours	associated	with	child-control	were	disruptive	when	the	pedagogical	

focus	used	instruction	or	discussion.	Another	way	of	putting	it	is	that,	despite	the	

children	making	interruptions	and	directing	the	dialogue	during	news,	teachers	in	

the	qualitative	sociolinguistic	studies	did	not	appear	to	perceive	these	behaviours	

as	disruptive.	In	fact,	those	behaviours	might	have	been	viewed	as	essential	to	

naturalistic	patterns	of	group	dialogue.	The	general	assumption	communicated	in	

the	findings	was	that	the	social	climate	was	in	no	way	negatively	impacted	by	

children’s	interruptions	or	their	bids	for	control	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Ernst,	

1994;	Gallas,	1992;	Murphy,	2003;	Poveda,	2001).	In	contrast,	Vargo	(2008)	

identified	children’s	interruptions	and	bids	for	control	as	being	highly	disruptive	

to	the	teacher.	Children’s	disruptive	behaviour	on	the	mat	was	the	focus	of	Vargo’s	

quasi-experimental	study	of	three	to	five	year	old	children	in	the	United	States.	

There	were	34	children	in	the	class.	Interruptions	by	children	or	their	speaking	

out	of	turn	made	it	difficult	for	teachers	to	deliver	the	curriculum	or	facilitate	

discussion	effectively.		

	

Several	other	studies,	each	quantitative,	also	conducted	observations	of	young	

children’s	behaviour	on	the	mat	in	North	America	and	Canada,	and	raised	

concerns	about	specific	children’s	disruptive	actions.	Hundert	(2007)	developed	

individual	inclusion	plans	for	8	children,	aged	four-five	years,	with	disabilities	

alongside	those	children’s	teachers.	Baseline	and	follow	up	observations	were	

taken	to	measure	the	children’s	on-task	behaviours.	Similarly,	Wood,	Mabry,	

Kretlow,	Ya-Yu,	and	Galloway	(2009)	observed	one	class,	consisting	of	23	children	

aged	five-six	years,	and	their	on-task	behaviours.	In	addition,	Ling	and	Barnett	

(2013)	observed	the	on-task	behaviours	of	32	children	aged	three-five	years	and	

Zaghlawan	and	Ostrosky	(2011)	observed	the	number	of	challenging	behaviours	

that	an	unknown	number	of	three-five	year	old	children	made	on	the	mat.	Overall,	

the	studies	recounted	disruptive	behaviours	such	as	hitting	another	child,	calling	

out	of	turn,	and	leaving	the	mat	without	permission.	Such	behaviours	distracted	

other	children.	Furthermore,	some	children	rarely	participated	in	the	learning	
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activity	at	hand,	showing	low	engagement,	such	as	looking	away	from	the	teacher	

or	playing	with	equipment	that	was	situated	near	the	mat.	

	

All	of	these	studies	reported	high	incidences	of	the	disruptive	behaviour.	Vargo	

(2008)	found	that	children	interrupted	the	teacher	up	to	six	times	every	minute	

and	used	other	disruptive	behaviours	at	least	once	every	minute.	Similarly,	

Zaghlawan	and	Ostrosky	(2011)	observed	children	at	15-second	intervals	and	

reported	that	30%	of	the	intervals	contained	disruptive	behaviours.	Further,	Ling	

and	Barnett	(2013)	found	that	up	to	94%	of	15-second	intervals	contained	

disruptive	behaviours.	Wood	et	al.	(2009)	observed	children	at	five-second	

intervals	and	found	that	22%	of	the	intervals	at	some	circle	times	contained	

children’s	off-task	behaviour,	whereas	for	other	circle	times	they	observed	off-

task	behaviour	in	all	of	the	intervals.	Nonetheless,	every	study	was	undertaken	in	

settings	with	young	children	aged	three	to	five	years	(with	the	exception	of	Wood	

et	al.,	2009).	As	such,	there	might	have	been	developmental	issues	at	play	that	

might	not	be	apparent	with	older	children.	In	short,	we	are	not	sure	how	older	

children	would	respond.	

	

Other	issues	were	evident	that	might	have	contributed	to	children’s	disruptive	

behaviours	on	the	mat	including	teachers’	responses	and	children’s	engagement.	

Vargo	(2008)	found	that	the	teacher	responded	to	children’s	interruptions,	

thereby	positively	reinforcing	them.	However,	when	she	ignored	children’s	

interruptions	and	disruptive	behaviours	and	responded	to	children	with	raised	

hands,	the	problem	behaviours	decreased.	Ling	and	Barnett	(2013)	found	that	the	

use	of	rewards	increased	children’s	attentiveness	and	decreased	disruptive	

behaviour.	Their	intervention	consisted	of	a	whole	class	approach,	whereby	the	

teacher	nominated	an	acceptable	number	of	distractions.	If	the	class	exhibited	

fewer	disrupting	behaviours,	they	were	rewarded	with	stickers	or	stamps.	

Notwithstanding,	Ling	and	Barnett	also	found	that	the	teacher’s	use	of	positive	

attention	increased	and	that	she	also	utilised	more	teacher	directed	instruction.	
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Therefore,	it	is	unclear	whether	the	reward	or	the	change	in	teacher	behaviour	

influenced	the	children’s	attentiveness.	Finally,	Zaghlawan	and	Ostrosky	(2011)	

found	that	children’s	inattention	and	disruptive	behaviour	was	more	pronounced	

in	certain	activities	compared	with	others;	specifically	children	appeared	more	

engaged	during	singing	than	in	discussion.	It	seems,	that	for	certain	individuals	at	

least,	some	activities	might	simply	be	boring.	

	

Overall,	disruptive	behaviour	appeared	to	be	challenging	to	resolve	for	some	

teachers	(Vargo,	2008);	however,	it	was	not	the	only	challenge.	Teachers	

experienced	a	range	of	tensions	when	they	had	multiple	goals	that	they	wanted	to	

achieve	in	a	single	session	at	circle	time.	This	is	of	particular	importance	given	

Rubenstein	Reich’s	(1994)	observation	that	coercion	and	discipline	appear	to	

increase	with	the	number	of	goals	that	the	teachers	have	to	juggle.	At	times,	goals	

were	contradictory	or	incompatible;	teachers	had	to	weigh	up	the	needs	of	

individual	children	with	what	was	best	for	the	whole	group	(Rubenstein	Reich,	

1994).		For	example,	Poveda	(2001)	described	a	situation	in	which	the	teacher	

had	to	maintain	equilibrium	between	answering	the	students’	questions	about	

political	imprisonment	in	Cuba	while	maintaining	sensitivity	towards	two	of	the	

children	with	family	members	in	prison.		

	

Another	tension	arose	when	teachers	had	to	balance	socialisation	and	instruction	

(Gallas,	1992;	Poveda,	2001).		For	instance,	although	teachers	felt	that	sharing	

time	or	news	was	a	social	event,	they	appropriated	children’s	stories	to	make	

instructional	points	(Poveda,	2001),	or	corrected	children’s	narrative	style	and	

language	(Ernst,	1994).	This	meant	that	the	personable	and	comparatively	free	

type	of	exchange	usually	afforded	when	people	talk	about	their	lives	was	lacking.	

Tensions	between	balancing	the	needs	of	the	group	with	the	needs	of	individual	

children	were	particularly	evident	in	relation	to	children	with	special	needs	

(Canney	&	Byrne,	2006)	and	children	with	English	as	an	additional	language	

(Ernst,	1994;	Gallas,	1992).		
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1.6	Mat	time	in	New	Zealand	

There	are	two	studies	specifically	about	teaching	and	learning	on	the	mat	in	New	

Zealand,	where	the	present	research	is	situated.	Both	referred	to	it	as	mat	time.	

The	first	study,	undertaken	by	Gibbs	and	Wilks	(1991),	was	a	survey	of	118	

kindergarten	teachers	of	three	and	four	year-old	children,	using	a	range	of	Likert	

and	forced-answer	questions.	Results	were	differentiated	between	teachers	and	

head	teachers
1
.	Gibbs	and	Wilks’	findings	indicated	a	wide	range	of	uses	and	aims	

that	related	to	academic	and	social	outcomes.	Teachers’	predominant	aims	were	

enhancing	the	children’s	sense	of	belonging	and	group	cohesion,	providing	

opportunities	for	group	discussion,	and	providing	opportunities	for	teaching.		

	

Respondents	in	the	Gibbs	and	Wilks	(1991)	study	were	asked	to	rank	the	

importance	of	a	range	of	pedagogical	goals,	including	encouraging	children’s	

interests	and	enforcing	rules	and	routines.	Encouraging	children’s	interests	at	mat	

time	was	ranked	as	being	of	high	importance	by	85%	of	head	teachers	and	by	

78%	of	teachers.	Conversely,	enforcing	rules	and	routines	was	ranked	as	being	of	

low	importance	by	98%	of	head	teachers	and	by	93%	of	teachers	(Gibbs	&	Wilks,	

1991).	These	findings	suggest	that	the	teachers	used	children’s	interests	to	engage	

them	as	opposed	to	enforcing	rules	that	may	entail	strategies	such	as	giving	

reprimands	or	rewards.	Nonetheless,	this	study	canvassed	the	views	of	teachers	

in	kindergarten	rather	than	in	primary	schools,	and	therefore,	it	is	unclear	

whether	the	findings	are	representative	of	teachers’	use	of	the	mat	in	primary	

classrooms.	Moreover,	the	study	is	now	dated,	given	that	there	have	been	

significant	changes	to	the	entire	New	Zealand	education	sector	since	1991.	

	

The	second	study	was	a	small-scale	quantitative	project	undertaken	in	a	single	

junior	primary	classroom	(Piters,	1995).	First,	the	teacher	rated	her	feelings	

towards	individual	children	and	then	the	researcher	quantified	and	coded	the	mat	

																																																								

1
	Head	teachers	in	New	Zealand	typically	hold	the	leadership	role	in	a	team	of	

kindergarten	teachers.	
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time	interactions	between	the	teacher	and	the	children.	Findings	showed	that	the	

teacher	issued	more	invitations	for	active	participation	to	children	she	liked.	Also,	

the	teacher	had	higher	expectations	of	this	group;	she	felt	that	she	would	get	a	

better	quality	of	response	from	them	to	her	questions	at	mat	time.	In	other	words,	

the	teacher	potentially	believed	that	this	group	of	children	would	model	

exemplary	answers	but	in	using	them	in	this	way,	she	ran	the	risk	of	positioning	

them	as	more	‘clever’	than	their	peers.	As	such,	Piters	(1995)	was	left	with	a	

perplexing	pedagogical	tension	about	whether	all	children	should	be	given	equal	

opportunity	to	actively	participate	at	mat	time	irrespective	of	the	teacher’s	

expectations	about	their	abilities	and	desire	to	promote	particular	knowledge.		

	

Other	findings	indicated	that	the	teacher	issued	more	reprimands	to	children	she	

rated	as	academically	average.	Nevertheless,	Piters	was	unsure	whether	such	a	

high	level	of	reprimand	directed	at	those	specific	children	was	warranted.	

Because	this	was	a	small-scale	project,	the	generalisability	of	its	findings	is	in	

doubt.	Furthermore,	it	is	a	relatively	dated	study	given	that	advancements	have	

been	made	to	pedagogy	and	curriculum	in	primary	classrooms	in	the	last	twenty	

years.	Further	discussion	about	contemporary	New	Zealand	curriculum	is	given	in	

Chapter	Three.	

	

1.7	Chapter	summary	and	conclusions	

The	mat	can	be	used	for	many	things;	however,	there	were	three	explicit	uses	that	

were	prevalent	in	the	literature.	The	first	was	for	fostering	group	cohesion	or	

engendering	a	positive	social	climate	within	the	classroom.	The	second	was	for	

instruction	and	academic	learning.	The	third	use	involved	the	sharing	of	

narratives	and	discussion,	and	generally	enhancing	children’s	oral	communication	

skills.	In	the	New	Zealand	context,	little	information	is	available	about	how	mat	

time	is	used,	although	based	on	the	findings	of	Gibbs	and	Wilks	(1991)	and	Piters	

(1995),	it	seems	that	mat	time	might	be	used	predominantly	for	instruction	and	

discussion.		
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Overall,	the	research	about	mat	time	suggests	that	mat	time	is	typically	used	for	

group	discussion,	which	is	typically	situated	in	the	middle	of	the	teaching	

continuum,	meaning	that	children	have	some	agency	(Rogers	&	Frieberg,	1994).	

In	contrast	to	the	continuum,	the	studies	in	the	latter	sections	of	this	present	

chapter	suggest	that	discussion	on	the	mat	is	actually	highly	teacher-directed.	It	

was	only	the	sociolinguistic	studies	that	specifically	explored	relaxed	teacher-

control	in	relation	to	news	and	show-and-tell	(see	Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Ernst,	

1994;	Gallas,	1992;	Murphy,	2003;	Poveda,	2001),	and	that	suggested	that	

discussion	could	be	child-directed.	However,	it	is	not	known	whether	child-

control	could	impede	the	delivery	of	information	when	a	teachers’	focus	is	on,	say,	

explaining	a	learning	activity.	In	the	specific	context	of	New	Zealand,	Piters	(1995)	

suggested	that	the	teacher’s	pedagogy	was	highly	directed	and	afforded	little	

agency	to	children	during	instruction	and	group	discussion.		

	

Questions	abide	as	to	whether	teacher-direction	is	always	synonymous	with	

children’s	disempowerment	on	the	mat	during	instruction	and	associated	

discussions.	There	are	some	pedagogical	curiosities	arising	from	conflicting	

findings	within	the	overall	literature.	Theorists,	such	as	Rogers	(1969,	cited	in	

Duchesne	et	al.,	2013)	are	critical	of	teacher	directed,	instructional	activity	

because	of	its	potential	to	be	meaningless	and	uninteresting	to	students.	However,	

researchers	that	report	strong	adult	control	at	mat	time	insist	that	sensitively	

attuned	control	has	potential	to	make	a	positive	contribution	to	the	classroom	

climate	(Cefai	et	al.,	2013;	Lown,	2002;	Mary,	2012;	Moss	&	Wilson,	1998;	Vargo,	

2008;	Wood	et	al.,	2009).	Even	so,	other	studies	maintain	that	children	should	

have	more	control	at	mat	time	in	order	to	benefit	children’s	language	skills	and	

the	social	climate	(Danielewicz,	et	al.,	1996;	Ernst,	1994;	Murphy,	2003;	Poveda,	

1991).		
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The	differences	might	lie	in	the	type	of	aims	that	teachers	wish	to	achieve	for	a	

specific	activity;	for	instance	if	teachers	wish	to	promote	naturalistic	styles	of	

group	communication,	they	might	be	more	amenable	to	interruptions,	than	say,	

teachers	who	aim	to	teach	a	specific	concept.	Even	so,	it	might	be	possible	to	teach	

specific	concepts	in	ways	that	draw	on	child-centred	strategies	as	well	as	those	

that	are	teacher-directed;	for	example,	focusing	incorporating	topics	or	activities	

into	the	instructions	that	are	of	high	interest	students.	

	

Reports	of	children’s	disinterest	and	disengagement	at	mat	time	are	troubling.	A	

number	of	international	scholars	were	concerned	about	specific	children’s	lack	of	

engagement	and	on-task	behaviours	on	the	mat	during	instruction	and	discussion	

(see	Ling	&	Barnett,	2013;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994;	Vargo,	2008;	Wood	et	al.,	

2009;	Zaghlawan	&	Ostrosky,	2011).	However,	the	two	New	Zealand	studies	

reported	differences	with	regard	to	children’s	behaviour.	Gibbs	and	Wilks	(1991)	

found	that	teachers	placed	children’s	compliance	to	rules	as	a	low	priority,	and	

issued	few	reprimands	or	rewards.	In	contrast,	Piters	(1995)	reported	that	the	

teacher	issued	frequent	reprimands	to	particular	children,	indicating	that	these	

children’s	behaviour	was	perceived	as	being	disruptive	or	inattentive.	The	

differences	might	be	partly	accounted	for	by	the	fact	that	in	Gibbs	and	Wilks’	

study,	teachers	self-reported	and	the	positive	aspects	of	their	practices	might	

therefore	have	been	augmented.	

	

The	reasons	for	particular	children’s	lack	of	engagement	and	on-task	behaviour	is	

important	because	attentiveness	has	been	associated	with	quality	of	learning	

(Eggen	&	Kauchak,	2006;	Hidi	&	Renninger,	2006).	Some	studies	have	attributed	

distracted	or	disruptive	behaviour	to	individual	children’s	disabilities	(see	

Hundert,	2007;	Raver	et	al.,	2013),	and	Zaghlawan	and	Ostrosky	(2011)	suggest	

that	some	activities	are	boring	to	children;	however,	very	little	information	is	

available	about	strategies	to	enlist	children’s	attentiveness.		On	balance,	however,	
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it	is	not	known	to	what	extent	teachers	used	punishment	and	reward	systems	

instead	of	sensitive	and	playful	strategies	to	motivate	children.		

	

Another	element	that	is	not	sufficiently	addressed	by	the	literature	is	the	teachers’	

expectations	and	issues	apparent	for	children’s	participation;	for	example,	Leach	

and	Lewis	(2012)	argued	that	teachers’	practice	of	enforcing	each	child’s	turn	to	

speak	was	in	breach	of	the	rights	of	children	who	did	not	want	to	participate.	

However,	other	studies	did	not	indicate	whether	all	children	were	expected	to	

take	part,	or	what	kinds	of	participation	teachers	and	children	desired.	Children’s	

interactions	with	each	other	on	the	mat	were	comparatively	unexamined	

compared	with	teacher-student	interactions.	More	over,	it	was	unclear	the	extent	

to	which	equitable	access	to	active	involvement	was	an	issue.	Teaching	the	whole	

class	on	the	mat	appears	to	be	pedagogically	complex,	especially	when	it	comes	to	

teachers’	ability	to	balance	multiple	pedagogical	goals	and	learning	needs.	The	

general	concerns	raised	about	unequal	opportunities	for	children’s	participation	

in	any	whole	group	activity	(see	Abd-Kadir	&	Hardman,	2007;	Cazden,	2001;	

Coles,	2005;	Nassaji	&	Wells,	2000)	appear	to	be	just	as	relevant	for	activity	on	the	

mat	(Ernst,	1994;	Piters,	1995;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994).		

	

Given	that	contemporary	conceptualisations	of	effective	education	are	akin	to	

partnerships	between	teachers	and	children	(Johnston	et	al.,	2002),	concerns	

about	teachers’	ability	to	attune	to	each	individual	child’s	skills,	understandings,	

motivations,	and	self-concept	when	on	the	mat,	are	justified.	If	Alsaif’s	(2011)	

finding	that	four	classrooms	spent	21%	to	43%	of	their	day	on	the	mat	is	

generalisable	to	other	classrooms,	this	means	that	a	significant	proportion	of	time	

is	spent	on	activities	whereby	teachers	might	not	be	able	to	respond	sensitively	to	

all	children’s	learning	and	emotional	needs.	As	such,	the	mat,	as	a	key	arena	

within	classroom	life,	is	worthy	of	further	investigation.	
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In	summary,	several	studies	have	suggested	that	teaching	on	the	mat	presents	

pedagogical	tensions	for	teachers,	such	as	balancing	predetermined	learning	

outcomes	with	students’	interests	or	balancing	the	needs	of	the	individual	with	

those	of	the	group	(see	Canney	&	Byrne,	2006;	Collins,	2013;	Danielewicz	et	al.,	

1996;	Gallas,	1992;	Leach	&	Lewis,	2012;	Mary,	2012;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994).	

The	question	arises	as	to	why	teachers	persist	with	teaching	on	the	mat,	given	its	

apparently	challenging	nature.	Moreover,	it	is	not	known	whether	enabling	all	

children’s	participation	is	challenging	to	teachers,	or	whether	children	find	it	

difficult	to	secure	participatory	roles,	or	even	whether	they	have	a	desire	to	

actively	participate.	Finally,	little	is	known	about	the	enablers	and	barriers	to	

children’s	participation	on	the	mat.	To	date,	little	focus	has	been	placed	on	

students’	peer	relations	or	interactions	with	peers	as	a	mechanism	for	enabling	or	

disenabling	participation	on	the	mat.	In	the	next	chapter	some	of	the	theoretical	

literature	and	research	about	children’s	social	worlds	and	its	applicability	to	

participation	on	the	mat	will	be	reviewed.	
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CHAPTER	TWO	
Children’s	Social	Worlds	

	

2.1	Introduction	

In	the	previous	chapter,	education	was	examined	in	terms	of	teacher-child	

dynamics;	however,	many	psychologists	and	sociologists	have	argued	that	

children’s	ongoing	interactions	with	each	other	have	a	significant	influence	on	

their	learning,	socialisation,	and	development	(Bukowski,	Buhrmester,	&	

Underwood,	2011).	In	this	chapter	social	dynamics	are	discussed	in	the	context	of	

peer	relations	between	students.	Specifically,	peers	influence	and	actuate	one	

another’s	opportunities	for	participation,	and	arguably,	learning.	In	other	words,	

peer	interactions	form	a	significant	component,	not	only	of	children’s	social	lives	

with	each	other,	but	their	academic	lives	also	(Hartup,	1996;	Howes,	1983;	

Kindermann,	2007).		

	

Children	construct	a	group	culture	that	is	different	to	that	of	adults.	Furthermore,	

peer	interactions	can	be	intensely	political,	as	evinced	by	children’s	affiliating	and	

competitive	behaviours.	Such	behaviours	apply	to	children’s	play	cultures	but	are	

also	evident	within	the	classroom	(El-Ghoroury,	2002;	White,	Jones,	&	Sherman,	

1998).	In	addition,	friendship	is	an	important	component	of	children’s	peer	

culture	and	social	status	within	the	peer	group	(Corsaro,	2003).	Overall,	it	seems	

likely	that	children’s	social	worlds	have	some	influence	on	their	interactions	at	

mat	time.		

	

2.2	Peer	culture	

Children	have	peer	cultures	that	differ	to	those	of	adults,	and	children	appropriate	

aspects	of	adult	culture	for	their	own	ends.	Children’s	peer	cultures	most	likely	

have	understandings,	rituals,	and	values	that	are	unique	to	them	as	a	collective	

(Corsaro,	1985).	This	view	has	pertinence	when	we	consider	that	children	might	

perceive	the	routines	and	rituals	associated	with	the	mat	in	different	ways	to	

adults.		
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Arguably,	the	most	prevalent	scholar	of	children’s	peer	cultures	is	Corsaro	(1985,	

1988,	2003,	2012)	whose	work	has	been	undertaken	in	Italy,	Norway,	and	the	

United	States.	His	ethnographic	research	has	centred	on	children	in	early	

childhood	settings	while	they	are	engaged	in	free	play.	By	observing	children	in	

this	way,	Corsaro	(1985)	has	identified	that	children	actively	construct	their	own	

peer	culture,	which	differs	to	that	of	adults,	while	still	remaining	connected	to	the	

adult	world.	He	suggests	that	a	preschool	offers	a	milieu,	specific	to	its	unique	

context,	consisting	of	the	physical	environment	and	the	relationships	that	occur	

within	it.	The	interplay	between	the	physical	environment	and	the	interpersonal	

environment	forms	a	specific	ecology	wherein	children	construct	shared	

activities,	common	interests,	and	modes	of	participation.	Such	commonalities	are	

core	to	children’s	development	of	their	own	communities.	Over	time,	practices	

within	a	community	are	adapted,	negotiated,	reproduced,	challenged,	and	

protected.	Those	that	remain	stable	become	central	to	the	peer	culture	of	that	

community	(Corsaro,	1988;	Corsaro	&	Rizzo,	1988).	Indeed,	social	events,	social	

routines,	and	communication	are	pivotal	to	producing	and	maintaining	children’s	

peer	cultures.	Corsaro	(2012)	later	went	on	to	define	peer	culture	as,	“a	stable	set	

of	routines,	artifacts,	values,	and	concerns	that	children	engage	in	with	their	

playmates”	(p.	488).	

	

Corsaro	(1985,	2012)	observed	that	children	protect	the	boundaries	of	their	

relationships	with	preferred	playmates	within	the	culture	of	a	wider	peer	group.	

Strategies	used	to	do	this	include	affiliating,	controlling,	and	blocking	behaviours.	

These	are	often	expressed	in	the	free	play	of	young	children.	For	example,	Corsaro	

(2012)	observed	an	episode	of	socio-dramatic	play	in	which	a	child,	Denny,	took	

on	the	role	of	a	kitten.	In	the	game,	he	had	two	human	parents:	a	child	called	Bill,	

and	another	named	Rita.	The	‘parents’	told	the	kitten	to	go	to	the	‘backyard’,	but	

he	was	reluctant.	The	two	‘parents’	commanded	and	shouted	at	him,	one	resorting	

to	physically	pushing	him.	Eventually,	he	conceded,	and	moved	to	the	‘backyard’.	

Rita	and	Bill	in	this	case	employed	strategies	aimed	at	controlling	both	the	nature	
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and	direction	of	the	game;	the	strategies	were	also	an	expression	of	status	of	the	

play	role.	In	this	event,	Denny’s	playmates	blocked	his	intention	and	his	chance	at	

equal	status	through	their	more	dominant	play	characters,	(i.e.,	parents).	In	other	

events,	even	the	entry	of	other	children	into	the	play	might	be	blocked	so	that	the	

integrity	of	the	players’	dramatic	episode	is	protected	(Corsaro,	2003).		

	

It	is	important	to	note	that	Corsaro	(1985)	observed	that	blocking	techniques	did	

not	consistently	occur	towards	any	specific	child.	In	other	words,	there	did	not	

appear	to	be	rejected	children	within	the	groups	that	he	studied.	This	is	unusual,	

given	that	Corsaro’s	research	is	typically	conducted	with	children	in	the	early	

years,	and	that	peer-rejection	is	known	to	begin	when	children	are	three-four	

years	old	(see	Bukowski,	Buhrmester,	&	Underwood,	2011).	

	

At	the	same	time	that	children	create	their	social	systems,	they	encounter	

boundaries	established	by	adults.	According	to	Corsaro	(1988),	children	desire	

control	over	their	own	lives.	They	might	frequently	find	the	rules	imposed	by	

adults	to	be	arbitrary	and	unfair.	Therefore,	they	gather	and	use	information	from	

their	specific	ecologies.	In	the	process,	they	construct	understandings	about	adult	

knowledge	and	skills	(Corsaro,	2012;	Corsaro	&	Rizzo,	1988).	Subsequently,	they	

work	together	to	challenge,	subvert,	or	appropriate	adult	authority.	Examples	

seen	by	Corsaro	(1995,	1998)	include	children	developing	complex	strategies	to	

avoid	assisting	when	asked	to	help	tidy,	or	smuggling	forbidden	toys	into	their	

preschool.		

	

Similarly,	Milman	(2009)	found	that	some	children	use	subversive	behaviour	

when	teachers	require	attentiveness.	The	findings	arose	from	Milman’s	

observational	research	on	the	ways	in	which	60	children	and	their	teachers	

constructed	notions	of	attentiveness	in	Californian	first	grade	classrooms.	The	

children	constructed	an	appearance	of	paying	attention	to	the	teacher	rather	than	

actually	being	attentive	(arguably	a	common	classroom	requirement).	At	times,	

this	behaviour	was	an	act	of	resistance	for	certain	children,	in	that	they	were	not	
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really	paying	attention	at	all.	Milman’s	interpretation	was	that	the	children	had	

claimed	their	own	power	and	control	through	their	shared	use	of	subterfuge.		

	

Whereas	Milman’s	(2009)	research	suggested	that	the	children’s	ruse	had	a	

bonding	effect,	another	study	found	that	children	also	might	use	the	teacher’s	

rules	and	official	scripts	as	a	mechanism	for	furthering	their	own	personal	gain.	

Jordan,	Cowan,	and	Roberts	(1995)	conducted	qualitative	observations	in	two	

kindergartens	and	two	preschools	and	found	that	some	children	had	a	keen	

awareness	of	rules,	and	the	association	between	those	rules	and	personal	agency.	

They	stated	that:	

	

Knowledge	of	the	rules,	particularly	the	adult	imposed	rules	

controlling	behaviour	in	the	classroom,	can	be	made	a	means	for	

achieving	power	in	this	sense.	Invocation	of	these	rules,	we	

discovered,	is	used	as	a	discursive	weapon	to	carry	out	the	child’s	

personal	agendas,	to	control	the	behaviour	of	other	children,	and	to	

prevent	their	own	behaviour	from	being	controlled.	(p.	340)	

	

Historically,	peer	culture	studies	see	children	as	forming	a	collective	identity	

separate	from	that	of	adults,	and	make	comparisons	of	agency	based	on	their	

generational	age	(see	Olk,	2011).	However,	Galbraith’s	(2011)	findings	show	that	

even	within	a	children’s	collective,	there	is	an	internal	vertical	structuring	based	

on	status	as	a	preferred	peer.	She	extended	Corsaro’s	theory	of	children’s	blocking	

strategies,	drawing	on	social	psychology.	Based	on	her	observations	of	

kindergarten	children	at	free	play,	Galbraith	suggested	that	blocking	strategies	

might	have	created	several	sub-groups,	each	with	its	own	peer	culture.	Each	sub-

group	developed	its	own	rules	about	inclusion	and	affiliation	that	differed	from	

those	of	other	sub-groups.	For	example,	one	particular	sub-group	controlled	

inclusion	by	requiring	that	its	members	wore	a	cape.	Owing	to	the	scarce	number	

of	capes	available,	complex	social	rules	developed	to	(1)	enhance	preferred	peers’	

chances	of	possessing	a	cape,	and	(2)	minimise	the	chances	of	other	peers	whom	
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the	sub-group	preferred	less.	In	this	way,	the	capes	became	a	“marker	for	

affiliation”	(Galbraith,	2011,	p.	42).	Subsequently,	the	sub-group	rejected	those	

children	without	capes.	

	

Much	of	the	work	on	peer	culture	has	focused	on	early	childhood	settings	in	the	

context	of	free	play.	There	is	little	research	about	peer	culture	in	the	classrooms	of	

older	children,	especially	relating	to	structured	activity	for	which	adults	might	

issue	a	high	number	of	rules	and	expectations.	A	second	point	of	consideration	is	

that	peer	culture	studies	have	predominantly	relied	on	adults’	ethnographic	

observation	and	detailed	recording	of	children’s	discourse.	The	richness	of	these	

data	is	not	in	dispute;	however,	there	could	be	benefits	in	asking	children	directly	

about	their	understandings	of	the	classroom	scripts	and	peer	culture.	Such	an	

approach	would	most	likely	necessitate	trusting	relationships	between	child-

participants	and	the	researcher,	as	well	as	an	understanding	of	the	educational	

context.	

	

2.3	Dominance	hierarchies	

Galbraith’s	(2011)	blending	of	social	psychology	and	peer	culture	research	has	

merit,	in	that	it	has	shown	that	different	sub-groups	of	children	might	have	

qualitatively	different	experiences	of	inclusion	and	participation	in	the	wider	peer	

group.	In	fact,	studies	from	various	disciplines,	amassed	over	several	decades,	

indicate	that	children’s	peer	groups	consist	of	internal	hierarchies	in	which	

individual	children	are	afforded	varying	status	(see	Charlesworth	&	La	Freniere,	

1983;	Hawley,	1999).	Many	of	these	studies	have	roots	in	Human	Sociobiology.	

	

Historically,	studies	of	Human	Sociobiology	posited	that	hierarchical	behaviour	

had	a	genetic	component	and	was	linked	to	competition	for	dominance	(Strayer	&	

Strayer,	1976).	Lopreato	(2006)	noted	that	it	was	originally	founded	on	the	

principles	of	evolutionary	psychology	and	Darwinian	theory,	and	suggested	that	

certain	individuals	in	any	population	are	genetically	better	adapted	for	

competition.	In	other	words,	it	was	thought	that	dominance	was	achieved	by	
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genetic	determinism.	This	view	suggests	that	once	certain	individuals	have	

entered	into	multiple	competitive	situations	with	particular	others,	patterns	of	

dominance	emerge	and	are	maintained.	Indeed,	Strayer	and	Strayer’s	research	

ranked	children	by	dominance	based	on	matrices	of	‘winners’	and	‘losers’	in	social	

transactions.		The	matrices	recorded	the	stability	of	specific	children’s	dominance	

by	their	propensity	for	winning.	In	other	words,	such	children	were	effective	

competitors.		

	

In	addition	Edelman	and	Omark	(1973)	reported	that	children	within	a	group	are	

likely	to	be	able	to	identify	which	children	are	the	most	dominant.		For	instance,	in	

their	study	of	450	North	American	children	in	Nursery	through	to	Grade	Three,	

they	found	that	first	grade	children	experienced	little	difficulty	in	identifying	

physically	dominant	peers	when	asked	to	name	who	were	the	‘toughest’	in	the	

class.	Furthermore,	Green	and	Rechis	(2006)	suggest	that	children	who	can	

compete	effectively	may	become	dominant	or	socially	central	to	the	group	and	

take	on	higher	status	to	peers	in	the	classroom.		

	

Dominance	hierarchies	may	occur	as	children	compete	to	acquire	and	maintain	

use	of	specific	resources	that	are	in	short	supply,	and	are	desirable	to	the	group.	

Charlesworth	and	La	Freniere	(1983)	stated	that	the	term	‘resources’	denotes	any	

material	object;	however,	it	also	includes	goals	and	abstract	rewards.	The	

resources	often	contribute	to	the	child’s	development	and	overall	welfare.	As	

such,	authority	or	status,	attention,	and	care,	are	considered	contestable	

resources.	Hawley	(1999)	asserted	that	human	beings	might	compete	for	essential	

and	trivial	resources	(for	example,	use	of	a	particular	coloured	pencil).	She	

suggested	that	an	immediate	association	with	wellbeing	might	not	be	evident	

when	an	individual	is	able	to	secure	a	trivial	resource;	however,	when	that	trivial	

resource	is	highly	desirable	to	a	wider	group,	then	the	individual	who	can	

successfully	obtain	it	has	proven	his	or	her	dominance.	
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Whereas	the	historical	perspective	of	dominance	was	based	on	genetic	

determinism,	contemporary	scholars	of	children’s	hierarchies	now	assert	that	

dominance	is	also	associated	with	the	social	context.	In	fact,	DeRosier,	Cillessen,	

Coie,	and	Dodge	(1994)	refer	to	“social-psychological	dimensions	of	the	group	

context	or	atmosphere”	(p.	1075).	Indeed,	Pellegrini	et	al.	(2007)	conducted	

observations	of	the	dominance	behaviour	of	65	preschool	children	in	North	

America.	One	of	the	common	dominating	strategies	was	the	use	of	aggression.	

Their	findings	suggested	that	there	were	decreases	in	the	aggression	associated	

with	resource	acquisition	and	dominance	across	the	year	in	the	classrooms	that	

had	clearly	espoused	social	rules.		This	means	that	clarity	of	social	norms	

impacted	the	social	context	and	therefore	the	hierarchical	or	competitive	

behaviours	occurring	within	it.	They	stated,	“A	combination	of	group	cohesion	and	

teacher	socialisation	may	explain	the	decrement	of	aggression	across	the	school	

year”	(p.	60).		

	

Even	though	the	social	context	is	now	thought	to	play	a	more	integral	role	in	

dominance	than	genetics,	there	is	still	agreement	that	competition	for	resources	is	

a	fundamental	component	of	hierarchical	or	competitive	behaviour	(see	Benenson	

&	Heath,	2006;	Hartup,	Laursen,	Stewart,	&	Eastenson,	1988;	Roy	&	Benenson,	

2002).	What	is	more,	Fein	(2012)	suggested	that	hierarchies	are	formed	through	

the	careful	observation	and	testing	of	which	group	members	possess	greater	

strength	or	competitive	ability	in	a	range	of	domains.	The	domains	of	focus	are	

determined	by	what	has	value	to	the	group.	In	other	words,	it	is	not	enough	to	be	

strong	or	able	in	a	given	area;	the	other	group	members	must	respect	and	

recognise	those	attributes	of	an	individual	in	order	for	him	or	her	to	become	

dominant.	Moreover,	the	role	of	competition	was	evident	in	Pellegrini	et	al.’s	

(2007)	findings	that,	“children	were	systematic	in	choosing	the	targets	of	their	

aggression	and	this	choice	was	probably	based	on	their	belief	that	they	could	

defeat	their	targets	in	competition”	(p.	61).	
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Some	of	the	research	about	hierarchy	and	context	has	viewed	teacher	approval	as	

a	desired	resource	by	the	children’s	peer	group.	Teacher	approval	has	been	

correlated	to	highly	contextually	subjective	student	behaviours	such	as	

demonstrations	of	‘working	hard’	and	compliance	(Mercer	&	DeRosier,	2010;	

Wentzel	&	Asher,	1995).	Nonetheless,	competition	for	teacher	approval	has	been	

shown	to	have	significant	implications	for	children’s	hierarchies.	For	example,	El-

Ghoroury	(2002)	found	that	negative	teacher	feedback	in	first	and	second	grade	

was	implicated	in	individual	children’s	poor	reputations	and	low	status	with	

peers.	This	study	asked	183	first	and	second	grade	children	in	North	America	to	

rate	their	perception	of	a	target	actor.	Similarly,	White	et	al.,	(1998)	asked	112	

North	American	first	and	second	grade	children	to	view	a	video	depicting	several	

child	actors	and	rate	them	on	likeability.	The	findings	indicated	that	negative	

teacher	feedback	caused	the	actors	to	be	rated	as	less	likeable	by	the	participants,	

and	being	rated	as	more	likely	to	engage	in	inappropriate	behaviour.	The	opposite	

was	evident	when	the	teacher	issued	praise	to	the	actors.	

	

White	and	Kistner’s	(1992)	study	of	149	children	in	kindergarten,	first,	and	

second	grades	in	North	America	also	found	that	positive	feedback	by	a	teacher	

was	associated	with	higher	peer	preference	and	better	reputation	within	the	peer	

group.	Similar	findings	were	reported	in	a	second	study	of	490	students	and	26	

teachers,	in	kindergartens	and	the	early	grades	of	elementary	school,	in	North	

America	by	Mikami,	Swaim-Griggs,	Reuland,	and	Gregory	(2012).	When	teachers	

preferred	academically	talented	children	over	their	peers	in	kindergarten,	first,	

and	second	grade,	stronger	negative	effects	were	seen	in	non-preferred	children’s	

externalising	behaviours	(such	as	aggression,	off-task	behaviour,	and	disrupting	

peers).	Accordingly,	there	appeared	to	be	a	link	between	the	teachers	favouring	of	

academically	talented	students	and	a	lack	of	social	preference	among	the	peer	

group	for	those	students	who	did	not	display	the	desired	traits	(Mikami	et	al.,	

2012).	These	findings	matter	when	we	consider	that	when	the	class	is	seated	on	

the	mat,	any	feedback	to	individual	children	is	of	a	relatively	public	nature.		
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Therefore,	children	might	appropriate	the	teacher’s	feedback	to	inform	the	status	

of	particular	peers	within	the	peer	group.		

	

It	would	be	erroneous	to	assume	that	all	children	are	interested	in	competing	for	

a	given	resource,	or	that	they	each	hold	similar	goals	in	social	transactions.	

Renshaw	and	Asher	(1983)	opined	that	children	differ	in	their	goals.	Furthermore,	

goals	might	change	according	to	the	situation	(Ojanen,	Aunola,	&	Salmivalli,	2007).	

Overall,	goals	can	be	separated	into	two	types.	The	first	type	comprises	goals	that	

are	directed	toward	gaining	agency	or	power.	The	second	group	includes	goals	

that	aim	to	create	and	reinforce	affiliation	and	intimacy	(Buhrmester,	1996).	

Another	set	of	typical	goals	was	suggested	by	Dijkstra,	Kretschmer,	Lindenberg,	

and	Veenstra	(2015);	they	refer	to	hedonic	goals,	which	aim	to	achieve	immediate	

gratification,	instrumental	goals,	which	aim	to	improve	the	child’s	situation,	and	

normative	goals,	whereby	the	child	aims	to	do	something	because	the	child	thinks	

he	or	she	is	expected	to.	In	short,	children	can	be	motivated	by	a	wide	range	of	

goals	when	engaged	in	any	kind	of	social	interaction.	

	

Each	of	these	papers	cited	research	with	children	aged	9	or	older	(i.e.	Buhrmester,	

1996;	Dijkstra	et	al.,	1996;	Ojanen,	et	al.,	2007;	Renshaw	and	Asher,	1983).	

Nonetheless,	the	findings	might	be	generalisable	to	younger	children,	given	that	

Kavanaugh	and	McCall	(1983)	observed	that	children	as	young	as	two	years	might	

forego	hedonic	or	instrumental	motivations	by	sharing	a	toy	with	a	peer.	This	

would	be	considered	an	action	based	on	either	affiliative	or	possibly	normative	

motivations.	However,	their	research	indicated	that	a	playmate	might	not	

reciprocate,	showing	that	in	that	moment,	the	playmate’s	actions	were	motivated	

by	goals	other	than	affiliation	or	adherence	to	norms.	It	is	clear	that	each	child	had	

brought	differing	goals	and	motivations	to	their	shared	interaction.	The	data	were	

gathered	by	observing	sixteen	pairs	of	unacquainted	children	at	dyadic	play	in	the	

United	States.		
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Notwithstanding	the	findings	of	Kavanaugh	and	McCall,	further	research	into	

children’s	social	goals	is	required	in	the	later	stages	of	early	childhood,	and	

classroom	situations.	Another	topic	warranting	further	investigation	is	young	

children’s	behaviours	in	classroom	situations	that	are	of	a	socially	competitive	

nature.	Interaction	on	the	mat	might	provide	a	classroom	forum	in	which	children	

potentially	compete	for	a	range	of	resources	such	as	a	teacher’s	attention,	or	peer	

affiliation.	Furthermore,	children	might	construct	understandings	of	their	

comparative	dominance	or	social	status	based	on	competitive	performances,	such	

as	giving	an	insightful	response	to	a	teacher’s	question	and	receiving	that	

teacher’s	praise.	

	

2.4	Friendship	

Friendships	have	been	implicated	as	playing	a	role	in	children’s	hierarchies	and	

competition	for	resources.	For	instance,	according	to	Wilson’s	(1975)	

sociobiological	view,	humans	are	self-serving	and	more	likely	to	help	kin	than	

non-relatives.	More	recent	interpretations	indicate	that,	in	situations	such	as	

classrooms	in	which	kin	are	not	present,	children	are	likely	to	favour	friends	over	

acquaintances	(see	Hartup	et	al.,	1988).	Wentzel	and	Caldwell	(1997)	defined	

friendship	as	“mutually	determined	dyadic	relationships”	(p.	1198).	Other	

explanations	go	further	and	refer	to	principles	of	cooperation	and	reciprocity;	for	

example,	Hartup	(1996)	states	that	friendships	are	“dyadic,	mutually	rewarding	

bonds	between	children.	They	are	defined	by	reciprocity:	peer	bonds	can	be	called	

friendships	when	both	children	gain	benefits”	(p.	379).		

	

Children	can	also	belong	to	friendship	groups,	which	are	a	bonded	series	of	dyadic	

relationships	across	the	members	of	the	sub-group	(Wentzel	&	Caldwell,	1997).	

Hartup	(2000)	and	Lopreato	(2006)	argued	that	such	friendship	groups	form	

when	people	are	cognisant	of	specific	commonalities	with	others	in	a	wider	group,	

which	can	be	used	to	establish	a	sense	of	‘we-ness’.	These	might	include	shared	

experiences	or	interests,	but	may	also	include	other	characteristics	such	as	

ethnicity	or	gender.	Creating	the	impression	of	commonality	makes	sense	when	
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groups	that	cooperate	effectively	(by	utilising	the	strengths	of	each	of	its	

members)	may	be	more	successful	in	competitive	situations	than	an	individual	

acting	alone.	Charlesworth	and	La	Freniere	(1983)	placed	North	American	

children	in	a	competitive	situation	to	view	a	movie.	The	study	consisted	of	two	

groups	of	children	aged	between	4.4	and	5.5	years;	the	first	group	comprised	of	

18	children	and	the	second	group	of	40.	At	any	given	time,	only	one	child	could	

view	the	movie.	One	group	of	boys,	who	were	friends	in	a	single	clique,	was	able	

to	cooperate	with	each	other	in	order	to	take	over	the	viewing	lens.		

	

Friendships	differ	and	not	all	friendships	are	constructive;	the	identity	of	friends	

and	the	quality	of	friendship	matter	a	great	deal	to	a	child’s	development.	Overall,	

friendship	studies	frequently	measure	the	degree	of	constructiveness	through	five	

factors:	(1)	low	conflict,	(2)	closeness,	(3)	companionship,	(4)	helping	behaviours,	

and	(5)	security	(Bukowski,	Hoza,	&	Boivin,	1994;	Cillessen,	Jiang,	West,	&	

Laszkowski,	2005;	McDonald,	Wang,	Menzer,	Rubin,	&	Booth-LaForce,	2011).	Such	

studies	suggest	that	low	quality	friendships	are	unlikely	to	have	high	degrees	of	

any	of	the	five	factors.	Non-constructive	friendships,	characterised	by	high-levels	

of	coercion	and	conflict,	have	been	associated	with	troublesome	and	disruptive	

behaviours	in	class	(Hartup,	1996).	There	may	be	an	imbalance	of	power	whereby	

less	dominant	children	feel	that	they	must	follow	the	whims	of	their	more	popular	

friend.	Findings	from	Adler	and	Adler’s	(1995)	longitudinal	ethnography	of	North	

American	elementary	school-aged	children	reported	instances	where	children	

unwillingly	ridiculed	peers	at	their	popular	friend’s	behest.	Participation	in	this	

type	of	relational	aggression	often	occurred	in	order	to	avoid	becoming	the	focus	

of	the	popular	friend’s	ridicule	(Adler	&	Adler,	1995).		

	

Several	studies	indicate	that	low	quality	friendships	or	friendlessness	may	impact	

a	child’s	development.	For	instance,	Hartup,	Laursen,	Stewart,	and	Eastenson	

(1988)	observed	53	children	aged	from	3.4	to	5.4	years.	Friends	managed	conflict	

in	gentler	ways	than	non-friends,	meaning	that	children	could	explore	prosocial	

strategies	for	resolving	conflict	without	driving	the	situation	to	a	win-lose	
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scenario	(as	was	the	case	for	non-friends).	Moreover,	Hartup	(1996)	and	Howes	

(1983)	also	noted	that	friends	provide	each	other	with	unique	opportunities	to	

practise	cognitive	and	social	skills	that	differ	to	the	opportunities	provided	by	

non-friends.	Indeed,	they	are	more	likely	to	engage	in	complex	play	(Hartup,	

1996;	Howes,	1983).	

	

In	contrast,	friendlessness	can	result	in	lost	opportunity	to	practise	the	very	skills	

that	could	help	children	secure	and	maintain	friendships.	Thus	friendless	children	

find	themselves	in	a	bind	(Howes,	1983).	Moreover,	Howes	(1990)	suggested	that	

children	interpret	the	actions	of	peers	vis	à	vis	their	status	and	reputation.	In	

other	words,	when	peers	disliked	a	child,	that	child	had	a	corresponding	negative	

reputation	in	the	peer	group;	for	example	as	‘naughty’	or	‘mean’.	The	data	were	

gathered	on	45	children	who	were	observed	from	kindergarten	to	third	grade	in	

the	North	America.	Assessments	of	popularity	and	friendship	were	made.	The	

implications	of	the	findings	are	that	children	might	perceive	a	low	status	or	a	

friendless	peer’s	specific	actions	in	a	negative	light	based	on	his	or	her	reputation.	

A	second	study	by	Ladd	and	Coleman	(1997)	used	interviews	with	102	

kindergarten	children	with	a	mean	age	of	5.8	years.	The	results	indicated	that	

friendship	correlated	with	school	attitudes,	in	that	children	who	disliked	school	

were	more	likely	to	report	poor	peer	support	or	social	isolation.	Similar	findings	

about	the	correlations	between	low	social	support	with	children’s	adjustment	and	

engagement	in	school	were	corroborated	by	other	studies	such	as	Buhs,	Ladd,	and	

Herald	(2006)	and	Ladd	(1990).	

	

Much	of	this	research	on	friendship	has	often	been	undertaken	in	laboratory	or	

play	situations.	Further	research	into	the	role	of	children’s	friendships	in	

participation	in	classroom	activity	is	warranted.	Given	that	friends	might	help	

each	other’s	performances	(Wilson,	1975;	Lopreato,	2006),	it	follows	that	they	

might	also	do	this	during	tasks	within	the	classroom.	This	is	of	particular	

relevance,	given	that	specific	children	most	likely	possess	better	competitive	

strategies	in	securing	a	participatory	role	or	achieving	their	own	agenda	(Putallaz	
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&	Sheppard,	1992;	Green	&	Rechis,	2006).	For	example,	they	may	be	more	

successful	in	forwarding	their	own	ideas	and	being	listened	to	by	the	group.	

Therefore,	having	the	support	of	a	friend	might	enhance	the	success	of	less	

strategic	children	(Bukowski	et	al.,	2011).		

	

2.5	Children’s	social	worlds	on	the	mat		

The	above	sections	described	research	undertaken	in	a	variety	of	settings;	

however,	none	referred	to	the	social	dynamics	of	children’s	interactions	on	the	

mat.	Few	studies	have	connected	children’s	social	worlds	to	the	mat.	Two	

ethnographic	studies	undertaken	in	North	American	kindergartens	found	that	

particular	children	demonstrated	a	strong	attachment	to	sitting	next	to	friends	

(Kantor,	Elgas,	&	Fernie,	1989;	Meyer	et	al.,	1994).	Two	other	North	American	

ethnographic	studies	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Murphy,	2003)	observed	young	

children	during	show-and-tell.	The	teacher’s	intention	was	that	the	children	were	

enabled	to	lead	the	event	with	little	adult	guidance.	The	benefits	were	that	relaxed	

teacher	control	enabled	the	peer	group	to	introduce	a	higher	level	of	peer	humour	

and	peer-relevant	stories	that	seemed	to	cement	a	sense	of	togetherness	among	

the	class.		

	

Similarly,	an	earlier	study	conducted	by	Moss	and	Wilson	(1998)	focused	the	role	

of	cooperative	activities	on	the	mat	in	enhancing	the	social	climate	of	a	classroom.	

They	undertook	sociometric	testing	of	25	children	in	year	six	in	a	single	United	

Kingdom	classroom,	to	determine	individual	children’s	popularity	and	status.	

Cooperative	activities	were	implemented	that	focused	on	relationships,	and	

follow-up	sociometric	testing	was	administered.	Opportunities	for	children	to	

share	their	interests	with	each	other	were	important	for	inclusion.	When	children	

could	learn	more	about	each	other,	they	were	more	likely	to	develop	amenable	

feelings	about	working	with	children	who	they	ordinarily	would	not	choose	to	

work	with.	Another	study,	undertaken	by	Eirich	(2006)	found	that	a	democratic	

orientation	to	morning	meeting	(calling	for	children’s	input	and	using	voting)	

enabled	children	to	share	their	interests	with	each	other,	influence	the	
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curriculum,	and	develop	peer	culture.	Her	data	were	gathered	through	her	

ethnographic	study	of	23	North	American	children	aged	six	to	eight	years.	As	such,	

each	of	these	studies	indicated	that	mat	time	might	engender	children’s	positive	

interactions	with	each	other.	

	

Nonetheless,	the	shared	space	of	children’s	peer	culture	may	not	always	yield	

positive	outcomes.	For	example,	in	the	study	by	Danielewicz	et	al.	(1996)	specific	

children	used	one	situation	in	which	a	teacher	had	relinquished	control	to	the	

class	to	exercise	power	over	specific	peers.	Other	studies	about	interactions	on	

the	mat	have	noted	that	there	is	frequently	a	clash	of	values	and	intentions	

between	those	of	the	teacher	and	those	of	the	children’s	peer	group.	For	instance,	

during	a	game	of	‘musical	chairs’	in	a	Danish	preschool,	the	children	became	

increasingly	competitive	(Svinth,	2013).	The	teacher	said,	“it’s	just	a	game,	it	

doesn’t	matter	who	wins!”	(p.	1250).	In	other	words,	while	the	teacher’s	priority	

was	on	‘fun’,	many	of	the	children	prioritised	winning.	As	such,	several	children	

utilised	coercive	or	physical	strategies	to	gain	a	competitive	advantage,	and	others	

became	distressed	when	they	‘lost’.	Similarly,	Eirich	(2006)	observed	children	

competing	to	outdo	each	other	academically	at	morning	meetings,	despite	the	

importance	that	she,	as	the	teacher,	placed	on	collaboration.		

	

Other	forms	of	dissonance	between	a	teacher’s	intentions	and	those	of	specific	

children	have	been	found.	Cefai,	Ferrario,	Cavioni,	Carter,	and	Grech	(2014)	

administered	questionnaires	to	children	in	Malta	and	found	that	teachers	placed	a	

strong	onus	on	children	sharing	personal	issues	at	circle	time	with	an	intention	to	

enhance	group	cohesion.	However,	Cefai	et	al.	(2014)	also	noted	that	some	

children	would	use	the	information	shared	for	spreading	rumours	or	to	ridicule	

certain	peers.	A	further	clash	in	values	and	intentions	was	made	evident	in	Wallat	

and	Green’s	(1979)	sociolinguistic	study	in	one	North	American	kindergarten.	

Transcripts	of	talk	on	the	mat	showed	that	some	children	had	become	adept	at	

interrupting	the	teacher	and	taking	a	disproportionate	number	of	turns	to	speak.	

Nonetheless,	they	did	so	in	prosocial,	non-disruptive	ways	such	as	making	eye-
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contact	with	the	teacher	and	sharing	an	appealing	on-task	statement.	Such	

children	had	identified	a	‘loophole’	in	the	explicit	rule	about	not	interrupting	

speakers.	Their	sophisticated	awareness	of	how	to	appropriate	and	exploit	the	

explicit	rules	meant	that	their	participation	was	greater	than	that	of	their	peers.	

	

Leach	and	Lewis’	(2012)	findings	suggested	that	aspects	of	the	circle	time	had	a	

divisive	effect	on	the	peer	group.	They	conducted	a	focus	group	interview	with	

eight	children	aged	10-11	years	that	asked	them	to	identify	the	types	of	things	

they	did	in	circle	time,	and	what	they	liked	and	disliked	about	it.	Specifically,	

Leach	and	Lewis	found	that	particular	children	used	it	as	a	forum	for	reporting	

disputes	and	informing	on	specific	peers	

	

Each	of	the	above	studies	was	undertaken	on	the	mat	during	circle	time	or	show-

and-tell.	Given	that	circle	time	and	show-and-tell	frequently	have	specific	

pedagogical	foci,	it	is	not	known	how	relevant	these	findings	are	to	more	formal	

mat	learning	events	such	as	instruction	or	group	discussion	about	learning.	Also,	

the	research	has	predominantly	been	undertaken	in	early	childhood	settings;	only	

four	studies	included	school-aged	children	as	participants	(Cefai	et	al.,	2014;	

Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Eirich,	2006;	Leach	&	Lewis,	2012).	Therefore,	the	

relevance	to	older	children	has	not	been	fully	established.	Finally,	no	studies	have	

been	conducted	in	New	Zealand,	which	have	examined	the	relationships	between	

children’s	social	worlds	and	mat	time.	

	

2.6	Chapter	summary	and	conclusions	

Much	of	the	research	on	peer	culture	refers	to	the	vertical	structuring	of	

relationships	between	adults	and	children,	because	of	the	adults’	comparatively	

greater	power	and	competence	(Bukowski	et	al.,	2011).	The	literature	here,	

however,	suggests	that	even	within	the	structure	of	children’s	peer	groups,	there	

are	considerable	disparities	in	status.	Indeed,	Galbraith’s	(2011)	suggestion	that	

the	peer	group	cannot	be	treated	as	a	homogenous	culture	can	be	confirmed;	the	

peer	group	consists	of	varied	internal	power	dynamics.	
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While	much	of	the	social	psychology	literature	discusses	social	aggression	and	

dominance,	teachers	might	not	see	children	behaving	in	generally	competitive	

ways	towards	each	other	on	the	mat	compared	to	free	play.	Nonetheless,	an	

intriguing	possibility	is	presented;	this	body	of	work	suggests	that	children’s	

participation	on	the	mat	might	be	influenced	by	their	respective	status	within	the	

hierarchy.	Moreover,	considering	Fein’s	(2012)	assertion	that	children	observe	

the	demonstrations	of	ability	of	others,	and	compare	these	against	their	own	

performance,	status	differences	might	be	further	reinforced.	A	further	effect	may	

include	some	children	feeling	reticent	about	participating	if	they	perceive	their	

performance	to	be	substandard	compared	with	their	peers.	This	might	cause	them	

to	avoid	active	participation.		

	

Some	studies	suggest	that	social	support	is	a	key	factor	in	successful	participation.	

For	instance,	Danielewicz	et	al.	(1996)	noticed	that	some	children	looked	bored	

and	disinterested	when	a	peer	with	low	social	support	spoke;	therefore,	their	

contributions	were	often	shortened.	According	to	the	literature	on	hierarchy,	it	is	

possible	that	the	children	who	have	social	support	are	those	children	who	exhibit	

high	ability	in	traits	that	are	valued	by	the	peer	group	and	teacher.	For	example,	

academic	performance	might	be	highly	connected	to	social	support.	Other	

children	with	low	social	support	might	not	have	their	ideas	abetted	by	peers	on	

the	mat	(Jenkins	&	Kilpatrick	Demaray,	2012).	That	friends	will	assist	and	support	

each	other	more	so	than	non-friends	is	a	basic	premise	of	sociobiology.	

	

The	peer-relations	literature	suggests	that	disparate	power	relations	exist	within	

peer	groups,	whereas	the	peer-culture	literature	generally	tends	to	look	at	

children’s	power	as	a	group	in	relation	to	that	of	adults.	Peer-culture	studies	make	

an	important	contribution	to	the	theoretical	underpinning	of	the	present	research.	

They	suggest	that	children	and	teachers	will	interpret	structures	and	practices	

differently.	There	may	even	be	fundamental	clashes	in	values	(Corsaro,	1985,	

2012;	Svinth,	2013).	For	example,	Jordan	et	al.	(1995)	cited	examples	of	children	
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using	a	teacher’s	feedback	as	a	tool	for	judging	peers,	and	Svinth	(2013)	observed	

children	adapting	a	teacher’s	‘fun’	activity	into	an	intensely	competitive	episode.	

For	the	teachers,	these	were	certainly	unintended	consequences.	Furthermore,	

teachers	and	children	might	value	different	aspects	of	learning	on	the	mat.	For	

instance,	they	might	have	different	views	about	the	importance	of	participation.	

Accordingly,	the	combined	studies	from	the	various	research	fields	that	have	been	

included	in	this	review	indicate	that	it	is	very	important	to	understand	how	

children	and	teachers	view	praxis	using	the	mat.	Such	a	view	must	take	into	

account	children’s	peer	relations.	
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CHAPTER	THREE	
Contextualising	the	Research	Programme	

	
	
3.1	Introduction	

The	present	research	set	out	to	investigate	the	perspectives	of	teachers	and	

children	appertaining	to	what	happens	on	the	mat.	Whole-group	teaching	

literature	has	focused	on	how	it	promulgates	academic	inequities	between	

individual	students	based	on	cultural	knowledge	(Alton-Lee,	2003;	Andrews	&	

Yee,	2006)	and	the	likelihood	of	teachers’	dominance	over	children,	both	

linguistically	and	through	power	differentials	that	are	enacted	through	

interactions	(Abd-Kadir	&	Hardman,	2007;	Cazden,	2001;	Coles,	2005;	Myhill,	

2002).	In	contrast,	there	are	mixed	findings	in	the	literature	about	educating	the	

whole	group	on	the	mat;	for	instance,	some	studies	posit	that	teachers’	believe	its	

use	enables	children	to	develop	shared	interests	(Eirich,	2006;	Lown,	2002)	and	

group	cohesion	(Gibbs	&	Wilks,	1991;	Moss	&	Wilson,	1998).	On	the	other	hand,	

other	studies	assert	that	it	is	a	highly	controlling	form	of	teaching	(Leach	&	Lewis,	

2012;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994)	that	advantages	academically	high-performing	

children	over	others	(Piters,	1995).		

	

There	are	still	many	gaps	in	our	understanding	about	children’s	participation	and	

interactions	with	peers	at	mat	time.	Notwithstanding,	children’s	social	lives	

intersect	with	teachers’	pedagogy	and	ideology.	The	official	ways	of	being	within	

classroom	life,	which	are	often	sanctioned	by	the	teacher	(Woodrow,	2006),	

impact	on	how	children	are	able	to	relate	to	each	other.	The	resulting	milieu	is	

characterised	by	both	overt	scripts	and	hidden	power	relations.	It	is	in	the	

concept	of	this	intersecting	place	that	the	present	research	is	situated.	

	

3.2	Teachers’	and	children’s	perspectives	of	the	mat	

In	order	to	understand	a	phenomenon,	it	is	useful	to	be	cognisant	of	the	

perspectives	of	the	people	who	have	lived	experience	of	that	phenomenon;	

however,	there	is	a	paucity	of	reporting	from	children’s	perspectives	about	the	
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mat,	which	means	that	little	is	known	about	what	children	think	about	it,	and	

whether	this	has	any	bearing	on	their	learning.	Studies	that	have	investigated	

children’s	views	have	generally	been	small-scale	studies	that	have	focused	on	a	

single	aspect.	Examples	include	Wood	et	al.’s	(2009)	study	that	suggested	that	five	

and	six	year	old	children	liked	the	use	of	response	cards,	and	Cefai	at	al.’s	(2013)	

report	that	children	preferred	lively	activities	such	as	games	and	singing	but	were	

concerned	about	disruptive	behaviours.	Other	studies	have	found	that	some	

young	children	thought	that	mat	time	was	for	learning	rules	such	as	sitting	still	

(Rubenstein	Reich,	1994),	and	that	when	there	was	an	emphasis	at	mat	time	on	

children’s	self-esteem	and	group	cohesion,	children	mostly	agreed	that	the	mat	

times	improved	the	social	climate	of	the	classroom	(Lown,	2002;	Moss	&	Wilson,	

1998).		

	

There	are	more	studies	that	report	teachers’	perspectives;	for	instance,	teachers	

in	three	studies	described	their	teaching	practices	on	the	mat	as	predominantly	

being	responsive	to	children	because	they	incorporated	children’s	interests	

(Eirich,	2006;	Gibbs	&	Wilks,	1991;	Hong,	1995).	Mat	time	sometimes	appears	to	

have	a	focus	on	instruction,	which	might	impede	a	teacher’s	ability	to	respond	to	

children’s	interests	if	those	interests	differ	to	the	planned	topic	of	instruction.	

Gibbs	and	Wilks,	and	Hong,	indicated	that	teachers	of	three	and	four	year	old	

children	reported	that	mat	time	was	useful	for	learning	academic	concepts.	

Nonetheless,	few	mat	time	studies	have	reported	that	teachers	hold	concerns	

about	tensions	between	instruction	and	responding	to	children’s	interests.	Hong	

reported	that	a	teacher	has	to	balance	her	lesson	plans	with	the	ideas	that	

children	raised	in	discussion.	However,	it	did	not	seem	that	this	facet	caused	her	

concern.	In	fact,	the	teacher	reported	that	she	enjoyed	mat	time,	and	that	

facilitating	it	suited	her	personality	traits	as	dominant	and	creative.	As	such,	the	

teacher	experienced	personal	gratification	from	facilitating	activity	on	the	mat.	

	

Nevertheless,	there	are	hints	in	the	literature	that	mat	time	might	entail	

considerable	challenges	for	teachers	and	children.	When	reporting	on	her	own	



	 47	

class,	Eirich	(2006)	was	anxious	that	children	should	use	desired	communicative	

behaviours	(such	as	not	interrupting	others	when	speaking).	Gallas	(1992)	was	

concerned	that	children	sometimes	disclose	personal	information	at	mat	time,	and	

that	this	provides	potential	for	emotional	detriment	if	other	class	members	

choose	to	relay	the	information	to	others	or	to	use	it	as	a	basis	for	taunts.	For	

instance,	at	one	mat	time,	a	child	told	the	class	about	her	father’s	cocaine	

addiction	and	incarceration.	In	addition,	Rubenstein	Reich	(1994)	identified	a	list	

of	pedagogical	tensions	that	teachers	struggle	with,	such	as	balancing	the	needs	of	

individual	children	with	those	of	the	group.	

	

Such	concerns	might	be	resolved	through	the	use	of	partnership	approaches	

between	teachers	and	children	(Johnston	et	al.,	2002).	The	teacher	in	the	studies	

by	Danielewicz	et	al.	(1996)	and	Gallas	(1992)	indicated	that	she	believed	it	to	be	

important	to	hand	a	certain	degree	of	control	over	the	mat	to	the	children.	As	

such,	children	were	enabled	to	influence	the	content	and	the	structure	of	the	mat	

times.	Indeed,	Eirich	(2006)	suggested	that	a	useful	pedagogical	approach	at	mat	

time	is	one	that	is	democratic,	whereby	control	is	distributed	across	the	group	

through	voting.	Nevertheless,	other	studies	(for	instance,	Piters,	1995)	found	that	

the	teacher	strictly	controlled	the	interactions	at	mat	time	and	did	not	appear	to	

use	practices	that	were	as	responsive	to	children	as	those	described	in	the	

previous	studies.	This	view	was	consistent	with	Danielewicz	et	al.	(1996),	who	

described	general	teacher	practices,	other	than	those	of	their	study-participant,	as	

being	highly	controlling.	

	

Teachers	participating	in	several	studies	reported	mat	time	as	fostering	a	sense	of	

togetherness	or	social	cohesion	among	groups	of	children	(Eirich,	2006;	Gibbs	&	

Wilks,	1991;	Hong,	1995).	In	contrast	to	the	circle	time	studies,	which	reveal	a	

deliberate	focus	on	togetherness,	other	mat	time	literature	is	not	clear	on	whether	

a	sense	of	community	is	typically	achieved.	However,	Eirich	(2006)	described	how	

she	facilitated	a	contract	with	her	class	of	six	to	eight	year	olds,	about	rules	for	

interacting	with	one	other.		A	tentative	case	could	be	made	that	enforcing	the	
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contract	might	have	contributed	to	a	sense	of	togetherness,	in	that	she	

emphasised	prosocial	traits	such	as	listening	to	speakers	and	acting	in	fairness.	

Opportunities	for	children	to	share	their	interests	with	each	other	were	inferred	

as	promoting	a	sense	of	togetherness	by	Danielewicz	et	al.	(1996)	and	Gallas	

(1992),	who	each	researched	sharing	time	with	six	to	seven	year	olds.	

Notwithstanding,	these	reports	were	based	on	teachers’	perceptions,	rather	than	

any	empirical	evidence	of	togetherness.		

	

A	sense	of	togetherness	and	cohesion	is	implied	in	Eggen	and	Kauchak’s	(2006)	

assertion	that	the	social	climate	in	the	classroom	should	be	safe.	However,	they	

also	state	that	the	climate	should	be	orderly,	and	that	teachers	should	aim	to	

engage	children’s	attentiveness.	It	can	be	assumed	that	the	development	of	such	a	

social	climate	requires	more	than	just	the	social	contract	described	by	Eirich	

(2006).	Indeed,	she	also	reported	ignoring	interruptions	and	acknowledging	

specific	children’s	attempts	to	adhere	to	the	rules	about	behaviour	on	the	mat.	In	

contrast,	Gibbs	and	Wilks	(1991)	reported	that	the	teachers	in	their	study	placed	

little	emphasis	on	children’s	compliance	with	rules.	Further	investigation	about	

the	social	climate	on	the	mat	is	warranted,	especially	in	respect	of	its	potential	

impact	on	children’s	participation.	

	

It	should	also	be	noted	that	even	though	researchers	made	frequent	references	to	

togetherness	or	group	cohesion,	these	concepts	were	infrequently	defined	(for	example,	

see	Gibbs	&	Wilks,	1991;	Lown,	2002;	Moss	&	Wilson,	1998).	The	present	study	uses	the	

conceptualisation	of	group	cohesion	by	Treadwell,	Reisch,	Travaglini,	and	Kumar	(2011),	

who	liken	it	to	the	development	of	“healthy	interpersonal	attachments	and	instilling	a	

sense	of	togetherness”	(p.	504).	Furthermore,	they	assert	that	it	is	a	critical	factor	for	

establishing	a	safe	emotional	climate	for	group	members.	Togetherness	is	typically	

described	as	the	effect	of	shared	care,	understandings,	practices,	and	values,	among	

individuals	within	a	group,	that	are	used	to	develop	and	maintain	social	bonds	between	

them	(Avgitidou	,	2001;	De	Haan	&	Singer,	2001;	Van	Oers	&	Hännikäinen	2001).	
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3.3	Participation		

All	of	the	studies	included	in	the	present	review	refer	to	children	‘doing	things’;	

however,	little	attention	has	been	given	to	children’s	active	participation,	as	

opposed	to	their	observing,	during	activities	on	the	mat.	Nevertheless,	two	studies	

highlight	the	importance	of	active	participation	on	the	mat	to	children’s	learning	

(i.e.,	Han	et	al.,	2005;	Mandel	Morrow	&	Smith,	1990).	Video	observations	taken	in	

North	American	kindergarten	classrooms	compared	two	curricula,	one	that	

allowed	many	opportunities	for	children	to	speak	on	the	mat,	and	another	that	

required	them	to	listen	more.	The	curriculum	that	invited	children’s	active	

participation	to	a	greater	extent	was	positively	associated	with	increases	in	their	

language	development	(Han	et	al.,	2005).	Similarly,	Mandel	Morrow	and	Smith	

(1990)	assessed	children’s	comprehension	after	reading	books	one-to-one,	in	

small	groups,	and	large	groups.	Comprehension	was	more	sophisticated	in	the	

small	group	scenario,	possibly	because	children	could	share	ideas	with	each	other,	

which	they	were	unable	to	do	in	the	one-to-one	scenario,	and	could	do	in	the	small	

group	more	easily	than	in	the	large	group.	Moreover,	the	further	away	from	the	

teacher	that	children	sat,	the	more	difficult	it	was	for	them	to	actively	participate.	

	

The	fact	that	Mandel	Morrow	and	Smith	(1990)	found	that	children	who	sat	at	the	

back	during	book	reading	sessions	found	it	difficult	to	participate	in	discussion	

suggests	that	gaining	a	participatory	role	on	the	mat	is	potentially	competitive.	

The	mechanics	of	such	competition	are	illustrated	well	by	Putallaz	and	Sheppard	

(1992)	who	argue	that	dominant	children	are	able	to	meet	their	own	agenda	by	

being	socially	perceptive	about	the	setting	and	the	other	group	members	in	order	

to	utilise	the	most	effective	strategies	at	the	most	effective	times.	One	of	the	key	

issues	here	is	that	teachers	need	to	be	aware	of	relationships	between	their	

practices	and	the	peer	group	(Green	&	Rechis,	2006).	

	

A	second	study	by	Piters	(1995)	investigated	participation	in	a	single	classroom.	

She	found	that	the	teacher	invited	specific	children	to	participate	more	than	

others.	Such	children	were	predominantly	high	achieving.	Moreover,	their	
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participation	subsequently	attracted	praise	and	feedback	from	the	teacher.	Given	

that	teachers’	approval	has	been	associated	with	children’s	reputation	among	the	

peer	group	(see	El-Ghoroury,	2002;	Mikami	et	al.,	2012;	White	et	al.,	1998;	White	

&	Kistner,	1992),	the	praise	may	have	served	to	enhance	a	child’s	reputation	

among	peers.	As	such,	participation	might	be	an	important	factor	in	the	social	

lives	of	children.		

	

A	focus	on	participation	is	important,	given	that	a	child’s	developing	self-concept	

is	influenced	by	the	social	and	physical	contexts	within	which	they	participate,	as	

well	as	the	apparent	equity	of	these	contexts	(Hughes	&	Zhang,	2007).	However,	

different	people	experience	a	given	environment	in	a	multitude	of	ways;	

therefore,	that	environment	will	influence	them	in	varying	ways.	An	individual’s	

participation	in	the	social	activities	within	any	environment	is	not	merely	based	

on	their	individual	involvement-as-doing,	but	on	their	interactions	and	

communication	with	others.	In	turn,	an	individual’s	participation	with	others	

partway	informs	their	sense	of	belonging	and	sense	of	self	(Sandberg	&	Eriksson,	

2008).	In	other	words,	a	person’s	self-concept	is	influenced	by	the	ways	in	which	

they	participate	with	others	in	the	environment.	Relevant	factors	include	the	

sense	of	personal	agency	that	is	afforded	to	an	individual	in	the	social	

environment,	the	types	of	roles	that	an	individual	can	undertake,	and	the	quality	

of	their	personal	relationships	and	interactions.	With	regard	to	the	latter,	

Bukowski	et	al.	(2011)	assert	that:	

	

People	define	themselves	according	to	how	they	believe	they	are	

perceived	by	others…one’s	recognition	of	how	one	is	perceived	and	

treated	by	others	forms	the	basis	not	only	of	the	self-concept	but	

also	of	how	one	perceives	others.	(p.	155)	

	

Sandberg	and	Eriksson	(2008)	suggest	a	threefold	conceptualisation	of	

participation,	identified	as:	(1)	the	ability	to	influence,	(2)	possessing	a	sense	of	

belonging	and	support	and	(3)	actively	taking	part	in	the	carrying	out	of	activities.		



	 51	

This	conceptualisation	of	participation	encapsulates	the	notions	of	influence	and	

social	relations	that	other	authors	have	raised	as	important	to	students’	

participation	(for	examples,	see	Collins,	2013;	Leach	&	Lewis,	2012).	With	regard	

to	influence	and	belonging,	Sandberg	and	Eriksson	directly	refer	to	“solidarity,	

unity,	and	fellowship”	(p.	624).	Moreover,	by	emphasising	active	participation,	

Sandberg	and	Eriksson’s	conceptualisation	is	consistent	with	that	of	Weaver	&	Qi,	

(2005),	who	distinguish	between	contribution,	and	listening	or	observing.	

	

3.4	The	interactional	milieu	of	the	mat	

A	view	of	participation	as	contribution,	support,	and	influence	(Sandberg	&	

Eriksson,	2008)	directly	relates	to	the	ways	in	which	class	members	interact	with	

each	other;	in	the	present	research,	this	is	labelled	as	the	interactional	milieu.	In	

the	first	instance,	the	interactional	milieu	comprises	intentions	and	decisions	of	

the	teacher.	These	operate	within	a	terrain	that	Gutierrez	and	Stone	(2000)	

described	as	official	space.	Official	space	contains	scripts	that	form	patterns	of	

discourse	and	interaction	that	guide	the	nature	of	participation	for	individuals.	

The	teacher	is	a	strong	determining	factor	in	the	nature	of	the	official	space.	

Notwithstanding,	some	students	possess	familiarity	with	the	official	scripts,	and	

willingness	to	participate	and	contribute	to	them;	however,	other	students	do	not	

(Gutierrez	&	Stone,	2000).		Woodrow	(2006)	defines	official	space	as	being:	

	

characterised	by	official	authority;	the	teacher	maintains	absolute	

control	over	both	the	course	of	talk	in	the	classroom	and	the	

interactions	that	will	be	officially	recognised.	While	some	students	

both	contribute	to	and	participate	in	the	teacher’s	official	script,	

others	form	their	own	counter-script.	(p.	3)	

	

Similarly,	McLaren	(1999)	refers	to	the	official	nature	of	teachers’	voice	and	

asserts	that	it	“reflects	the	values,	ideologies,	and	structuring	principles	that	

teachers	use	to	understand	and	mediate	the	histories,	cultures,	and	subjectivities	

of	their	students”	(p.	245).	As	such,	the	official	space	on	the	mat	informs	students	
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about	which	literacies,	working	theories,	dispositions,	social	roles,	and	learning	

strategies	are	valued	in	the	setting.	Another	way	of	putting	it	is	that	official	space	

often	defaults	to	the	ways	of	being	and	knowledge	valued	by	the	status	quo	(see	

Alton-Lee,	2003;	Andrews	&	Yee,	2006;	Hogg,	2013).			

	

The	notion	of	official	space	places	emphasis	on	predetermined	notions	of	

competence.	In	order	to	meet	these	prescribed	notions,	teachers	use	strategies	

such	as	discussion	or	explicit	instruction	that	might	be	typically	utilised	on	the	

mat.	At	such	times,	specific	behaviours	are	required,	such	as	focusing	on	a	task,	

and	paying	attention	(see	Tominey	&	McClelland,	2011;	Vargo,	2008;	Wood	et	al.,	

2009).	Another	required	behaviour	might	consist	of	children’s	delivery	of	correct	

responses	to	their	teacher’s	questions	(Piters,	1995).	To	put	it	simply,	the	official	

space	conveys	to	students	that	specific	academic	and	social	behaviours	are	

desirable	to	a	teacher.	Thus	a	particular	view	of	competence	is	promoted	through	

classroom	discourse;	one	that	is	compliant	to	a	teacher’s	expectations.		

	

Although	the	official	space	communicates	expectations	and	demands	to	students,	

not	all	students	share	the	attitudes,	characteristics,	temperament,	or	social	capital	

that	are	congruent	with	the	demands	of	the	official	space.	Churchill	(2003)	refers	

to	the	degree	of	congruence	as	the	“goodness-of-fit”
2
	(p.	113)	between	a	child’s	

social	capital	and	the	demands	of	his	or	her	educational	environment.	For	

instance,	certain	children	will	enter	a	classroom	already	equipped	with	many	

social	understandings	that	meet	with	the	teacher’s	approval.	As	such,	they	may	

have	an	advantage	over	their	peers	who	do	not,	because	goodness-of-fit	most	

likely	influences	the	child’s	reputation,	and	how	well	he	or	she	is	understood	by	

the	teacher.	Churchill	states	that	“goodness-of-fit	helps	us	to	conceptualise	how	

some	teachers	and	some	children	are	more	easily	able	to	establish	and	maintain	

[positive]	relationships”	(p.	116).	

	

																																																								

2
	This	term	was	originally	coined	by	Thomas	and	Cress	(1977)	in	relation	to	the	

degree	of	attunement	between	parents	and	children.	
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Official	space	is	often	contrasted	with	unofficial	space.	Woodrow	(2006)	uses	the	

latter	term	to	describe	the	terrain	that	is	antipodal	to	that	of	official	space.	

Whereas	official	space	is	the	province	of	overt	teacher	control,	unofficial	space	is	

characterised	by	students’	discourses	that	counter	those	pertaining	to	official	

space.	In	other	words,	unofficial	space	is	created	when	students	resist	their	

teacher’s	scripts,	or	patterned	actions	(Gutierrez	&	Stone,	2000;	Woodrow,	2006).	

Counter-scripts	may	be	evident	if	a	student’s	cultural	needs	conflict	with	those	of	

the	teacher.	Generally,	unofficial	space	includes	children’s	knowledge	and	skills	

that	are	validated	in	the	home	environment	or	other	settings	outside	of	the	

classroom;	however,	these	knowledge	and	skills	are	rendered	invisible	or	non-

valid	by	the	official	space	(Gutierrez	&	Stone,	2000;	Woodrow,	2006).	

	

In	the	present	research,	the	terrain	of	the	students	is	referred	to	as	the	children’s	

social	worlds	rather	than	unofficial	space.	Previous	research	on	unofficial	space	

has	focused	on	children’s	cultural	knowledge	and	the	dissonances	caused	in	

relating	to	the	dominant	classroom	culture	(Gutierrez	&	Stone,	2000;	Woodrow,	

2006).	The	present	research	is	founded	on	an	assumption	that	children’s	culture	

is	an	essential	aspect	of	their	self-concept	and	impacts	on	their	access	to	

opportunities	in	the	classroom.	However,	what	is	proposed	here	is	that	children’s	

peer	relations	might	also	impact	their	self-concepts	and	access	to	opportunities.	

As	such,	children’s	social	worlds	form	a	second	focus	alongside	the	official	space.	

A	deliberate	choice	was	made	to	refer	to	social	worlds	in	plural,	because	it	is	likely	

that	children	operate	in	several	sub-groups	within	a	single	classroom;	each	sub-

group	most	likely	has	its	own	behavioural	norms	and	values	(Galbraith,	2011).	

	

The	concept	of	children’s	social	worlds	and	that	of	unofficial	space	are	similar,	in	

that	studies	about	children’s	peer	relations	(see	Corsaro,	1988,	2003;	Eirich,	

2006)	and	unofficial	space	(see	Guitierrez	&	Stone,	2000;	Woodrow,	2006)	assert	

that	the	worlds	of	adults	and	children	overlap	to	create	a	shared,	middle	space	

(see	Figure	3.1).	It	is	in	this	intersecting	space	that	the	present	research	is	

situated,	and	what	is	meant	when	I	refer	to	the	interactional	milieu	of	the	mat.	
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This	space	attempts	to	link	the	curriculum,	and	values	of	the	official	space,	with	

the	children’s	lived	social	experiences,	understandings,	agendas,	roles,	strategies,	

and	skills	contained	in	their	social	worlds.		

	

	

Figure	3.1	The	interactional	milieu	as	an	intersection	between	

the	official	space	and	children’s	social	worlds	

	

Figure	3.1	depicts	a	shared	interactional	milieu	between	the	official	space	and	

children’s	social	worlds.	The	interactional	milieu	comprises	a	symbiotic	

relationship	between	teachers’	pedagogy
3
	and	the	interests	and	needs	contained	

within	the	children’s	social	worlds.		The	effects	of	the	interactional	milieu	can	

result	in	a	kind	of	en	dehors4,	in	that	certain	interests	and	needs	are	prioritised	

more	than	others.		One	example	is	Eirich’s	(2006)	strategy	of	asking	the	children	

in	her	class	how	they	wanted	to	choose	which	children	spoke	at	morning	meeting.	

This	strategy	was	consistent	with	the	discourses	pertaining	to	democracy	that	

were	espoused	in	the	official	space	of	her	classroom.	Rees	(a	child)	responded,	

																																																								

3
	The	specific	theoretical	underpinnings	of	pedagogy	and	children’s	social	worlds	

were	presented	in	the	preceding	two	chapters.	

4
	En	dehors	refers	to	a	musical	direction	that	makes	a	specific	melody	stand	out	as	
well	as	being	French	for	outside.	In	the	present	research,	en	dehors	refers	to	
practices	and	interactions	that	simultaneously	privilege	the	interests	of	some	

children	(making	them	stand	out)	while	disadvantaging	others	(relegating	them	to	

outside	of	the	experience).	
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“we	could,	like,	vote	to,	like,	decide	which	people	share”	(p.	179).	While	

democratic	strategies	can	be	seen	to	empower	the	children	as	a	whole	group,	a	

democratic	approach	would	also	allow	votes	that	favour	certain	children	over	

others,	thus	entitling	them	to	a	more	active	participatory	role.	In	this	example,	en	

dehors	describes	an	outcome	that	favours	popular	children	whilst	simultaneously	

disadvantaging	their	less	popular	peers.	Either	way,	there	are	direct	implications	

for	children’s	interactions	and	opportunities	for	participation.	

	

	3.5	New	Zealand	primary	classrooms	

The	interactional	milieu	is	further	influenced	by	the	physical	context	in	which	it	is	

situated.	The	present	research	was	undertaken	in	New	Zealand	primary	schools.	

Children	customarily	start	school	in	New	Zealand	on	their	fifth	birthday.	Schools	

are	funded	by	the	Ministry	of	Education,	and	are	governed	by	boards	of	trustees	

constituting	school	staff	and	parents.	Classes	typically	comprise	approximately	20	

to	30	children	and	one	teacher.	In	addition,	many	classes	have	a	teacher	aide	to	

assist	in	the	provision	of	inclusive	education	for	students	with	disabilities.	New	

Zealand	classrooms	are	largely	similar	to	those	in	other	countries,	in	that	they	

generally	contain	tables,	chairs,	and	a	carpeted	area,	known	as	the	mat.	Children	

attend	school	for	six	hours	a	day	and	lessons	are	punctuated	with	breaks.	

Teachers	assess	individual	learning,	which	is	achieved,	in	part,	through	teachers’	

observations	of	children’s	participation	and	performance	in	various	activities	and	

tasks.		

	

The	New	Zealand	Curriculum	Framework	(NZCF)	guides	pedagogy	in	New	Zealand	

classrooms	(Ministry	of	Education,	2007).	It	synergises	social	constructivist	

principles	of	learning,	with	prescribed	levels	of	skills	and	understanding	that	

students	are	expected	to	achieve	in	particular	subject	domains.	At	the	outset,	

subject	domain	areas	that	are	seen	to	be	essential	for	today’s	student	are	listed,	

such	as	English,	The	Arts,	Mathematics,	and	Technology.		The	subject	domains	sit	

alongside	key	competencies,	for	instance,	relating	to	others,	participating	and	

contributing.	In	addition,	values	are	espoused	(such	as	inquiry	and	curiosity,	
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equity,	community,	and	participation).	Moreover,	the	subject	domains,	key	

competencies,	and	values	are	all	underpinned	by	social	principles,	such	as	cultural	

diversity	and	inclusion	(Ministry	of	Education,	2007).	A	section	of	the	NZCF,	

entitled	‘Effective	Pedagogy’,	situates	the	student	as	being	central	to	pedagogy:	

	

Learning	is	inseparable	from	its	social	and	cultural	context.	

Students	learn	best	when	they	feel	accepted,	when	they	enjoy	

positive	relationships	with	their	fellow	students	and	teachers,	when	

they	are	able	to	be	active,	visible	members	of	the	learning	

community.		(Ministry	of	Education,	2007,	p.	34)	

	

This	aligns	pedagogical	expectations	with	the	view	that	affirming	relationships	

and	social	safety	are	integral	to	learning.	Nonetheless,	despite	the	central	

positioning	of	the	student,	the	curriculum	prescribes	levels	and	outcomes	that	

teachers	and	students	are	required	to	focus	on.			

	

3.6	Statement	of	the	problem	and	purpose	of	the	study	

In	recent	years,	several	key	pedagogical	texts	have	associated	young	children's	

positive	and	active	participation	in	classroom	learning	activities	with	the	quality	

of	their	learning,	sociability,	and	self-concepts	(for	example,	see	Farmer,	

McAuliffe,	&	Hamm,	2011;	McGee	&	Fraser,	2012).	However,	observational	

research	indicates	that	individual	children	have	varying	involvement	in	group-

activities,	despite	the	presence	of	the	teacher	(Myhill,	2002;	Piters,	1995).	This	

suggests	that	there	may	be	complex	reasons	for	the	differences	in	young	

children's	active	participation	in	whole-class	activities,	and	that	these	might	be	

partially	hidden	from	the	adult-view.	The	present	research	investigates	teachers'	

and	children's	perspectives	about	one	whole-class	activity,	namely	mat	time.		

	

Use	of	the	mat	has	been	a	little-researched	phenomenon	in	New	Zealand;	

therefore,	it	is	worthwhile	investigating	it	further	in	order	to	understand	the	

interactional	milieu	that	it	affords.	Several	international	studies	suggested	that	
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there	might	be	tensions	between	teachers	and	children	during	mat-based	activity,	

particularly	with	regard	to	children’s	attentiveness	and	behaviour	(Ling	&	

Barnett,	2013;	Vargo,	2008;	Zaghlawan	&	Ostrosky,	2011).	It	is	likely	that	an	

investigation	of	the	perspectives	of	teachers	and	children	may	provide	insights	

into	ways	to	mitigate	such	tensions,	especially	if	there	is	a	disconnect	between	

teachers’	views	and	those	of	children.	Conversely,	because	so	little	is	known	about	

use	of	the	mat	in	New	Zealand,	it	is	uncertain	which	aspects	of	practice	work	well	

for	teachers	and	children.	The	purpose	of	the	present	research	is	to	understand	

how	teachers	and	children	perceive	official	space	pertaining	to	the	mat.	

Furthermore,	a	second	purpose	is	to	investigate	the	nature	of	children’s	social	

worlds	at	mat	time	and	the	roles	of	those	social	worlds	in	relation	to	children’s	

involvement	and	participation.		

	

3.7	Epistemology		

Crotty	(1998)	suggested	that	research	is	guided	by	three	key	epistemologies:	

constructionism,	objectivity,	and	subjectivity.	The	present	thesis	is	influenced	by	

constructionism,	specifically	the	notion	that	reality	is	socially	constructed.	One	

underlying	philosophy	arising	from	constructionism,	and	that	is	relevant	to	this	

thesis,	is	pragmatism.	Johnson	and	Ongwuebuzie	(2004)	describe	a	pragmatic	

approach	as	one	that	views	knowledge	as	both	socially	constructed	and	based	on	

the	reality	of	the	world	that	human	beings	live	in.	In	fact,	truth	and	knowledge	are	

viewed	as	fluid	constructs	that	change	over	time.	In	addition,	pragmatism	is	

strongly	oriented	toward	equality	and	the	idea	that	effective	practice	in	any	arena	

must	be	informed	by	theory	(Johnson	&	Ongwuebuzie,	2004).	

	

3.8	The	research	questions	and	methods	

Children’s	participation	matters,	given	that	it	is	associated	with	learning	(Hidi	&	

Renninger,	2006;	Tominey	&	McClelland,	2011)	and	self-concepts	(Skinner	et	al.,	

1990);	however,	the	official	space	of	the	classroom	influences	children’s	

involvement.	The	most	obvious	example	includes	teachers’	explicit	pedagogical	

decisions	about	the	structure	or	activity.	A	compelling	example	was	given	by	
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Wood	et	al.	(2009)	when	the	teacher	moved	away	from	calling	on	one	or	two	

children	to	respond	to	questions,	and	instead	used	response	cards;	this	meant	that	

the	whole	class	could	participate	simultaneously.	Other	examples	given	included	

the	use	of	group	games	that	enabled	each	child’s	involvement	(Mary,	2014;	Svinth,	

2013),	or	relaxing	some	of	the	teacher-control,	allowing	children	to	interrupt	each	

other	(Murphy,	2003).	

	

In	addition	to	pedagogical	decisions,	it	seems	likely	that	there	are	other,	more	

hidden,	factors	that	influence	the	interactional	milieu.	For	example,	Danielewicz	et	

al.	(1996)	reported	that	a	peer	group	looked	disinterested	when	specific	children	

spoke,	but	supported	the	contributions	of	popular	peers.	Similarly,	Cefai	et	al.	

(2014)	suggested	that	some	children	use	information	shared	by	children	at	mat	

time	to	discredit	them.	This	might	lead	to	specific	children	withdrawing	their	

participation	in	order	to	protect	themselves	from	the	relational	aggression	of	

peers.		

	

Two	research	questions	were	developed	in	order	to	investigate	the	pedagogical	

and	social	aspects	of	mat	time.	In	addition,	the	perspectives	of	both	teachers	and	

children	were	considered	in	order	to	more	fully	understand	the	phenomenon.	The	

research	questions	were:	

	

• How	do	teachers’	and	children’s	perspectives	of	mat	time	compare?	

• How	does	the	interactional	milieu	influence	children’s	involvement	at	mat	

time?	

	

In	order	to	answer	the	research	questions,	two	studies	are	reported.	These	

studies	followed	a	mixed	method	sequential	explanatory	design	(as	described	by	

Ivankova,	Cresswell,	&	Stick,	2006).	The	first	study	was	a	national	survey	of	

teachers	in	New	Zealand	year	two	classrooms.	In	addition	to	the	overarching	
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research	questions,	several	sub-questions	were	developed	to	focus	data	collection.	

These	were:	

• How	much	of	the	child’s	school	day	is	spent	on	the	mat	in	junior	

classrooms?	

• What	does	mat	time	contribute	to	children’s	learning,	according	to	New	

Zealand	primary	school	teachers?	

• What	pedagogies	do	teachers	associate	with	the	use	of	the	mat	in	junior	

classrooms?	

• How	do	teachers	view	young	children’s	participation	and	engagement	at	

mat	time?	

• What	characteristics	comprise	the	official	space	of	mat	time?	

	

The	study	focused	on	teachers’	reports	about	their	pedagogy	and	their	

perceptions	about	use	of	the	mat.	Furthermore,	they	were	asked	about	children’s	

participation.	Finally,	teachers	were	asked	to	indicate	their	willingness	to	have	

their	class	participate	in	in-depth	research,	and	three	classes	were	purposively	

chosen	for	this	second	study.		

	

The	second	study	used	semi-structured	interviews	with	children.	Interviews	used	

small	props	and	asked	children	to	use	them	to	explain	what	happens	on	the	mat.	

They	were	also	asked	to	indicate	their	feelings	about	the	mat	and	explain	whether	

their	personal	participation	was	important.	The	sub-questions	addressed	by	the	

second	study	were:	

• What	are	children’s	impressions	of	mat	time?	

• How	important	do	children	consider	their	own	participation	and	

engagement	to	be	at	mat	time?	

• How	do	children’s	peer	relations	influence	their	participation	at	mat	time?	

	

Classroom	video-footage	and	semi-structured	interviews	with	the	three	

classroom	teachers	were	undertaken.	These	were	used	to	validate	the	accuracy	of	
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my	assumptions.	As	such,	the	data	arising	from	the	video	recordings	and	teacher-

interviews	are	not	reported	on	in	this	thesis,	except	for	when	they	provide	an	

illustration	that	clarifies	the	findings	arising	from	the	children’s	interviews.	An	

additional	point	is	that	the	video-recordings	and	teacher-interviews	generated	a	

significant	amount	of	data.	These	data	are	too	numerous	to	be	easily	managed	in	a	

single	thesis	and	will	form	the	basis	of	subsequent	publications.	

	

3.9	The	researcher’s	background	

I	have	been	involved	in	early	childhood	education	since	1996,	first	as	a	teacher,	

and	then	as	a	professional	development	facilitator	and	lecturer	in	initial	teacher	

education	programmes.	In	2005	I	completed	research	for	a	Masters	Degree	that	

investigated	very	young	children’s	problem-solving	skills	within	a	technology	

education	framework.	At	the	same	time,	I	was	one	of	the	researchers	on	a	Ministry	

of	Education	funded	project,	which	later	underpinned	the	publication	Kei	Tua	o	te	

Pae,	Assessment	for	Learning	in	Early	Childhood	(Ministry	of	Education,	2004).	One	

of	the	things	that	was	noticeable	in	each	of	these	roles	was	that	certain	children	

were	highly	visible	within	educational	settings,	whereas	others	were	

comparatively	hidden.	This	observation	informed	the	theme	for	a	series	of	teacher	

professional	development	sessions,	in	which	the	teacher-participants	largely	

agreed	that	specific	children	were	more	noticeable	to	them	compared	to	others.	

Nevertheless,	teachers	seemed	perplexed	as	to	why	this	should	be.	These	

experiences	fostered	my	desire	to	understand	more	about	young	children’s	roles	

and	their	impact	on	their	participation	in	educational	activities.	

	

3.10	Chapter	summary	and	conclusions	

The	studies	that	report	teachers’	perspectives	about	mat	time	indicate	that	

teachers	appear	to	view	it	as	something	that	engenders	many	positive	outcomes	

for	children,	and	that	it	is	enjoyable	for	children	(for	examples,	see	Danielewicz	et	

al.,	1996;	Eirich,	2006;	Gallas,	1992;	Gibbs	&	Wilks,	1991;	Hong,	1995;	Rubenstein	

Reich,	1994).	In	contrast,	there	are	few	studies	that	have	sought	children’s	

perspectives,	and	those	that	have,	have	focused	on	such	a	diverse	array	of	topics,	
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that	it	is	difficult	to	make	any	general	inferences	about	how	children	view	their	

mat	time	experiences	in	particular.	Nevertheless,	there	is	a	small	amount	of	

evidence	that	peer	issues	might	impact	on	children’s	experience	of	mat	time;	for	

example,	Cefai	et	al.	(2013)	found	that	many	children	were	bothered	by	the	

behaviour	of	their	peers	on	the	mat,	yet	this	did	not	seem	to	be	a	problematic	

issue	for	teachers.		

	

There	is	merit	in	exploring	how	the	views	of	teachers	and	children	intersect,	in	

order	to	understand	teaching	and	learning	on	the	mat.	The	concept	of	an	

interactional	milieu	is	a	useful	one.	In	short,	the	interactional	milieu	of	the	mat	is	

influenced	by	official	space,	and	comprises	teacher-authority,	curriculum,	and	

ideology.	This	interactional	milieu	is	also	influenced	by	children’s	social	worlds,	

characterised	by	their	peer	culture,	peer	relations,	and	internal	hierarchy.		

	

Overall,	the	interactional	milieu	will	most	likely	impact	on	a	range	of	

opportunities	for	children’s	participation	on	the	mat,	and	vice	versa,	but	very	little	

is	known	about	it.	Notwithstanding,	there	is	a	vast	array	of	studies	that	have	

examined	children’s	participation	in	general	classroom	situations	and	that	have	

indicated	that	at	least	some	of	the	disparities	in	children’s	active	involvement	are	

attributable	to	teachers’	pedagogy	(see	Alton-Lee,	2003;	El-Ghoroury,	2002;	

Mikami	et	al.,	2012;	Myhill	et	al.,	2006).	In	addition,	Sandberg	and	Eriksson	(2011)	

suggest	that	individual	children’s	participation	might	be	impacted	by	the	degree	

of	influence	and	social	support	that	they	possess.	However,	there	has	been	very	

little	focus	in	the	mat	time	literature	on	the	enablers	and	barriers	that	children	

experience	with	regard	to	participation;	therefore,	this	is	a	focus	of	the	present	

research.	
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CHAPTER	FOUR	
Study	One	

	
4.1	Introduction	

This	chapter	reports	on	the	first	of	two	studies	that	examined	participants’	

perspectives	on	mat	time.	Study	One,	comprising	a	quantitative	analysis	of	a	large-

scale	survey,	investigated	teachers’	perspectives.	The	aim	was	to	investigate	the	

official	space	of	the	mat,	and	understand	the	pedagogies	associated	with	it.	A	

teacher	must	respond	to	many	facets	of	each	student,	including	self-concept,	

goals,	working	theories,	and	interests.	It	follows	that	teaching	multiple	students	

simultaneously	is	highly	complex	and	most	likely	presents	teachers	with	a	range	

of	pedagogical	tensions.	Investigating	those	pedagogical	and	social	complexities	at	

mat	time	is	imperative	in	order	to	understand	the	influence	that	teachers’	

strategies	have	on	the	interactional	milieu	of	mat	time.		

	

The	international	literature	showed	that	mat	time	predominantly	was	arranged	

along	three	main	foci:	instructional	(Björk-Willén,	2008;	Duman,	2009;	Ernst,	

1994;	Han	et	al.,	2005;	Hong,	1995),	sharing	time	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Gallas,	

1992;	Murphy,	2003),	or	more	playful	activities,	such	as	music	and	games	(Mary,	

2012;	Svinth,	2013).	Each	of	these	types	of	activities	would	require	different	

degrees	of	teacher	facilitation	and	would	enable	a	range	of	interactional	

opportunities.	

	

Teachers	intend	a	wide	range	of	pedagogical	goals,	arising	from	these	mat	time	

activities;	for	instance,	fostering	children’s	enhanced	communication	skills	(Eirich,	

2006;	Ernst,	1994),	self-esteem,	group	cohesion	(Canney	&	Byrne,	2006;	Collins,	

2013),	and	academic	skills	(Duman,	2009;	Han	et	al.,	2005).	There	is	currently	no	

information	about	New	Zealand	teachers’	pedagogical	goals	for	mat	time.	

Nevertheless,	developing	a	better	understanding	of	what	teachers	report	that	they	

achieve	at	mat	time	part-way	contextualises	the	pedagogy.	For	example,	if	

teachers	agree	that	mat	time	achieves	group	cohesion,	then	it	could	be	expected	

that	their	choice	of	activities	or	ratings	of	children’s	behaviour	would	reflect	that.	
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It	is	possible	that	aligning	activities	with	many	pedagogical	goals	might	present	

significant	pedagogical	tensions	or	challenges	for	teachers.	Rubenstein	Reich	

(1994)	argued	that	Swedish	preschool	teachers	attempt	to	achieve	too	many	

outcomes	at	mat	time,	and	that	some	of	them	are	incompatible	with	each	other,	

creating	tensions	for	teachers.	Moreover,	these	tensions	impact	on	interactions	

with	children.	Gallas	(1992)	and	Poveda	(2001)	expressed	a	similar	sentiment	

with	regard	to	teachers’	social	and	academic	goals	for	children’s	narratives.	Given	

that	New	Zealand	teachers	are	tasked	with	synergising	social	constructivist	

principles	of	pedagogy	with	the	predetermined	outcomes	laid	out	in	the	NZCF	

(Ministry	of	Education,	2007),	it	seems	that	they	too,	might	experience	

pedagogical	dissonances.	Nonetheless,	so	little	is	known	empirically	about	mat	

time	pedagogy	in	New	Zealand,	that	assumptions	about	pedagogical,	or	even	

ideological,	difficulties	cannot	be	made	with	any	validity.	

	

Another	consideration	for	teachers	might	be	how	to	attract	children’s	

attentiveness.	Milman	(2009)	posits	that	attentiveness	is	often	associated	with	

on-task	behaviour.	Pedagogical	strategies	aimed	to	catch	children’s	on-task	

behaviour	can	range	from	teachers	taking	control	to	attempting	to	motivate	

children	to	participate.	In	either	case,	strategies	that	teachers	use	for	engaging	

children’s	attention	at	mat	time	relate	directly	to	the	scripts	pertaining	to	the	

official	space	of	the	mat;	they	communicate	the	power-roles	inherent	in	what	it	

means	to	be	a	teacher	or	a	student.	Moreover,	those	strategies,	used	to	elicit	

children’s	active	involvement,	impact	on	the	social	climate;	for	example,	

reprimands	might	set	a	more	negative	tone	than	say,	making	mat	time	interesting	

and	engaging.	In	either	case,	it	is	currently	unclear	what	strategies	New	Zealand	

teachers	use	to	elicit	children’s	engagement	in	mat	time	tasks,	or	what	impact	

these	strategies	have	on	the	interactional	milieu.	

	

The	international	literature	suggests	that	interactions	on	the	mat	can	be	fraught	if	

children	behave	in	challenging	ways.	Previous	studies	have	found	that	specific	
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children	were	disruptive,	or	dominating	(Ling	&	Barnett,	2013;	Vargo,	2008;	

Zaghlawan	&	Ostrosky,	2011).	In	addition,	Rubenstein	Reich	(1994)	found	that	

certain	children	withdrew	from	active	participation,	or	used	off-task	behaviours,	

as	a	form	of	protest	against	teacher	control.	Nevertheless,	each	of	these	studies	

was	undertaken	with	younger	children;	therefore,	it	is	unknown	whether	these	

behaviours	were	predominantly	attributable	to	developmental	factors.		A	further	

point	is	that	children’s	challenging	behaviour	might	be	associated	with	their	

enjoyment	of	mat	time.	The	international	literature	presented	conflicting	findings	

in	this	regard	(for	example,	see	Lown,	2002;	Leach	&	Lewis,	2012).	Investigation	

into	New	Zealand	teachers’	beliefs	about	children’s	enjoyment	of	mat	time	is	

warranted.	

	

These	challenging	behaviours	would	have	a	strong	impact	on	the	type	of	active	

involvement	that	children	had	at	mat	time.	Another	influence	on	children’s	

participation	and	interactions	is	the	pedagogical	approach	that	teachers	

predominantly	use.	The	teachers’	general	approach	at	mat	time	informs	the	

interactional	milieu	of	the	mat;	for	example,	child-directedness	might	allow	for	a	

more	discursive	style	of	interaction	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Gallas,	1992;	

Murphy,	2003).	Either	way,	the	extant	literature	has	little	information	about	the	

likelihood	of	every	child	contributing	at	mat	time,	or	the	ways	in	which	the	

pedagogical	approaches	enable	or	deter	each	child’s	involvement.	

	

4.2	Study	aims	and	research	questions	

In	order	to	address	the	main	research	questions	it	was	important	to	gain	an	

understanding	of	mat	time,	as	a	phenomenon,	in	New	Zealand	classrooms.	The	aim	

of	the	present	study	was	to	gather	teachers’	views	about	pedagogy	using	the	mat,	

as	well	as	their	views	of	children’s	participation.	The	intent	was	to	understand	the	

official	space,	as	described	by	Woodrow	(2006),	of	the	mat.	In	other	words,	the	

survey	analysis	was	concerned	with	the	way	in	which	mat	time	pedagogy	informs	

and	validates	specific	ideology,	ways	of	being,	power,	participation,	and	

interactional	patterns.	A	specific	question	was	used	to	focus	the	research:	
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• What	characteristics	comprise	the	official	space	of	mat	time?	

	

In	addition,	several	other	questions	were	used	to	frame	the	data	gathering:	

• How	much	of	the	child’s	school	day	is	spent	on	the	mat	in	junior	

classrooms?	

• What	does	mat	time	contribute	to	children’s	learning,	according	to	New	

Zealand	primary	school	teachers?	

• What	pedagogies	do	teachers	associate	with	the	use	of	the	mat	in	junior	

classrooms?		

• Are	there	any	tensions	between	these	pedagogies?	

• How	do	teachers	view	young	children’s	participation	and	engagement	at	

mat	time?		

• How	do	they	optimise	participation	and	engagement?	

	

4.3	Method	

A	questionnaire	was	used	to	elicit	teachers’	self-reports	about	their	pedagogy	and	

their	perceptions	of	children’s	behaviour	at	mat	time.	The	use	of	a	survey	is	

beneficial	when	the	perspectives	of	a	large	number	of	people	are	required	and	

when	insights	into	their	attitudes,	behaviours,	and	perceptions	are	needed.	This	is	

because	a	single	researcher	can	manage	data	gathering	more	easily	than	interview	

methods,	but	it	still	allows	for	respondents	to	disclose	relevant	information.	In	

addition,	the	use	of	questionnaire	is	more	likely,	than	many	other	methods,	to	

result	in	generalisable	findings,	provided	the	sample	is	representative	of	the	

population	being	investigated	(Jenkins,	1999;	Johnson	&	Christensen,	2008).	

	

4.3.1	Sampling	

Fluctuating	membership	of	peer	groups	can	create	conflict	and	social	upheaval	

(McGrew,	1972).	It	follows	that	some	children’s	social	behaviour	is	likely	to	be	

affected	by	changes	to	group	membership,	particularly	those	pertaining	to	social	
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hierarchies	and	peer	relations.	Therefore,	it	was	important	to	select	a	population	

on	which	to	focus	the	present	study	that	would	be	minimally	impacted	by	

incoming	and	outgoing	group	members.	In	the	New	Zealand	school	system,	year	

two	is	the	first	year	in	which	the	group	of	children	in	a	classroom	is	typically	

stable	(i.e.,	without	individual	or	group	entry	based	on	children’s	fifth	birthdays).	

As	such,	teachers	of	year	two	classrooms	in	New	Zealand	were	invited	to	

participate	in	the	current	research	via	an	email	sent	to	the	school,	using	the	

Ministry	of	Education	directory.	No	definitive	data	on	the	total	numbers	of	

teachers	in	year	two	classrooms	in	2011	were	available;	however,	a	spokesperson	

in	the	Educational	Information	and	Analysis	section	of	the	Ministry	of	Education	

gave	an	approximate	figure	of	2,500	teachers.	The	sample	comprised	teachers	

who	accepted	the	invitation.	

	

4.3.2	Design	of	the	survey	Instrument	

The	survey	is	presented	in	full	in	Appendix	A.	The	online	site	Qualtrics	was	used	to	

present	the	survey	to	respondents	and	to	gather	the	data.	The	items	for	the	survey	

were	developed	following	reviews	of	relevant	literature	about	mat	time	and	

discussions	with	six	primary	school	teachers	within	my	networks,	and	who	acted	

as	critical	peers.	Before	dissemination,	the	survey	was	taken	to	Victoria	

University’s	statistical	consultant	for	a	final	review.		

	

The	survey	consisted	of	categorical	questions,	Likert	scale	questions,	and	other	

descriptive	rating	scales.	In	addition,	qualitative	questions	were	asked	and	

opportunities	for	respondents	to	make	further	comments	were	given.	Overall,	

there	were	26	questions.	Six	pertained	to	respondents’	demographics	and	schools.	

Eight	questions	asked	about	mat	time.	Nine	questions	offered	respondents	the	

opportunity	to	qualify	their	responses	or	make	other	comments.	The	final	three	

questions	asked	respondents	to	indicate	if	they	wished	to:	receive	a	brief	report	of	

survey	findings,	participate	in	Study	Two,	and	participate	in	the	incentive-draw.	
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Categorical	questions	

First,	the	survey	asked	respondents	to	give	information	about	themselves,	asking	

respondents	to	indicate	their	gender,	and	then	choose	from	six	options	that	best	

indicated	the	number	of	years	they	have	been	teaching	‘1-2’,	‘3-5’	through	to	

‘more	than	20’).		

	

Information	about	the	respondents’	schools	was	sought.	Four	options	describing	

types	of	school	were	presented	(‘state’,	‘private’,	‘Māori	immersion’,	and	‘affiliated	

to	a	religion’),	and	respondents	were	asked	to	choose	those	which	best	applied.	

Various	school	locations	were	given	(‘inner	city’,	‘in	a	suburban	area’,	and	‘rural’)	

and	respondents	were	asked	to	select	which	one	best	described	their	context.	In	

addition	they	were	asked	to	indicate	their	school’s	decile	rating	(from	1-10).	

	

The	amount	of	time	that	children	spend	on	the	mat	was	investigated	through	two	

questions.	The	first	asked	respondents	to	choose	from	5	options,	describing	

average	number	of	mat	times	held	in	any	given	day	(‘1-3’,	‘4-6’,	through	to	’13	or	

more’).	The	second	question	presented	6	options	that	described	the	average	

length	of	mat	times	(‘less	than	10	minutes’,	’10-20	minutes’,	through	to	‘longer	

than	50	minutes’).		

	

A	drop-down	list	of	7	strategies	for	engaging	children’s	attention	was	given,	which	

included	those	strategies	that	use	either	positive	or	negative	behavioural	

reinforcement	(issuing	reprimands,	offering	rewards,	writing	children’s	names	on	

the	board,	seating	specific	children	close	to	the	teacher,	and	removing	disruptive	

children	form	the	mat)	and	those	that	aim	to	encourage	students’	motivation	

(incorporating	students’	interests	and	using	interesting	voice	intonation).	

Respondents	were	asked	to	select	all	of	those	strategies	that	they	had	used.		
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Likert	scales	

In	order	to	gather	information	about	teachers’	beliefs	about	mat	time,	

respondents	were	asked	to	indicate	their	agreement	on	two	series	of	five-point	

Likert	scales,	ranging	from	strongly	disagree	to	strongly	agree.	In	total,	there	were	

15	Likert	scales.	

	

The	first	series	of	scales	asked	respondents	to	rate	their	agreement	about	the	

efficacy	of	mat	time	for	achieving	nine	pedagogical	goals.	They	were	asked	to	what	

extent	they	agreed	that	mat	time	contributed	to	group	cohesion,	children’s	self-

esteem,	and	the	provision	of	a	sense	of	rhythm	for	the	day.	Other	scales	in	this	

series	asked	about	respondents’	agreement	that	mat	time	contributed	to	the	

development	of	children’s	cognitive	knowledge,	language,	listening	skills,	and	

motor	skills.	The	final	scale	of	this	series	asked	about	respondents’	agreement	

that	mat	time	assisted	children	to	develop	restraint	and	self-control.	

	

A	second	series	of	six	Likert	scales	asked	teachers	to	indicate	their	agreement	to	

statements	about	children’s	behaviour	at	mat	time.	The	items	included:	‘particular	

children	tend	to	dominate’,	‘particular	children	observe	only’,	‘children	are	

attentive’,	‘particular	children	always	seem	to	put	their	hand	up’,	‘particular	

children	are	consistently	disruptive’,	and	‘children	enjoy	mat	time’.	

	

Other	descriptive	rating	scales	

In	addition	to	the	Likert	three	other	scales	were	used;	however,	these	additional	

scales	asked	respondents	to	report	on	their	practices,	rather	than	their	beliefs.	

The	first	scale	consisted	of	13	activities	for	mat	time	and	asked	respondents	to	

indicate	how	often	mat	time	was	used	for	each	activity.	Some	of	the	activities	

included	reading	a	book,	teaching	curriculum	knowledge,	and	music.	The	scale	

had	five	points	consisting	of		‘never’,	‘only	sometimes,	not	every	day’,	‘every	day’,		

‘2-3	times	a	day’,	and	‘3	or	more	times	a	day’.	
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The	second	scale	explored	the	degree	of	challenge	that	respondents	experienced	

in	relation	to	five	tensions	and	challenges.	The	first	two	tensions	were	‘balancing	

the	needs	of	individual	children	against	the	needs	of	the	group’,	and	‘delivering	

the	curriculum	versus	following	children’s	interests’.	The	pedagogical	challenges	

included	‘ensuring	that	all	children	who	want	to	have	a	turn	to	contribute	or	

participate’,	‘managing	non-compliant	behaviour’,	and	‘maintaining	all	children’s	

engagement’.	The	respondents	were	asked	to	indicate	how	challenging	they	found	

each	of	these	issues	to	resolve	by	using	a	five-point	scale	ranging	from	‘extremely	

challenging’	to	‘extremely	easy’.	The	midpoint	on	the	scale	was	‘sometimes	

challenging	and	sometimes	easy’.	

	

Respondents	were	also	asked	to	place	their	mat	time	pedagogy	on	five-point	

rating	scales	for	a	range	of	five	practices	arranged	between	two	opposing	poles.	

These	included	‘highly	teacher-directed’	to	‘highly	child-directed’,	‘informal	to	

formal’,	‘instructive	to	discussive’,	and	‘unplanned	or	spontaneous’	to	‘planned’.	A	

final	scale	comprised	‘low	frequency	of	questions	asked	of	children’	to	‘high	

frequency	of	questions	asked	of	children’.	

	

A	final,	stand-alone	scale	was	presented	that	asked	respondents	to	indicate	the	

likelihood	that	all	children	participate	at	mat	time.	The	scale	comprised	of	five	

points	ranging	from	‘very	unlikely’	to	‘very	likely’,	with	‘undecided’	as	the	

midpoint	on	the	scale.	

	

Qualitative	questions	

Respondents	were	asked	to	nominated	further	options,	other	than	those	given	in	

the	scales	for:	uses	of	mat	time,	pedagogical	challenges	and	tensions,	strategies	for	

engaging	children’s	attention,	children’s	behaviour	at	mat	time,	and	teaching	

strategies.	They	were	also	asked	if	they	wanted	to	say	more	about	children’s	

contribution	or	participation	at	mat	time.	Two	further	questions	asked	about	the	

benefits	for	children	and	teachers.	Finally,	respondents	were	invited	to	share	any	

further	comment	about	mat	time.	
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4.3.3	Pilot	testing	

Before	wider	dissemination,	the	survey	was	pilot	tested	and	amendments	were	

made,	as	suggested	by	Jenkins	(1999).	Twelve	volunteers	who	were	junior	

primary	school	teachers	were	sourced	through	my	networks.	Relevant	changes	

were	made	to	the	survey	based	on	their	feedback.	For	example,	in	the	pilot	survey,	

removing	children	from	the	mat	was	referred	to	as	exclusion.	However,	feedback	

indicated	that	the	teachers	use	this	term	to	refer	to	situations	in	which	children	

face	expulsion	or	suspension.	Therefore,	exclusion	was	amended	to	removing	

children	from	the	mat.	Another	example	was	their	preference	for	the	word	

discussive	to	denote	a	style	of	facilitation	that	utilised	group	discussion,	rather	

than	the	more	grammatically	correct	use	of	discursive.	

	

4.3.4	Administration	of	the	survey	

After	ethical	approval	was	granted	by	the	Victoria	University	of	Wellington	

Faculty	of	Education	Human	Ethics	Committee	(ref	number:		SEPP/2010/115	

RM18188,	see	Appendix	B),	email	addresses	for	schools	were	downloaded	from	

the	Ministry	of	Education	website.	An	email	was	sent	to	1,914	schools	between	

the	7
th
	and	27

th
	of	June	2011	containing	a	URL	link	to	the	survey	on	Qualtrics	and	a	

request	that	the	email	be	forwarded	to	relevant	staff.	An	information	letter	

describing	the	research	aims,	ethical	considerations	and	use	of	responses	was	

attached.	Schools	from	all	regions	of	New	Zealand	were	included,	excepting	

Canterbury,	owing	to	the	devastating	effects	of	large	earthquakes.		

	

4.3.5	Data	Analysis	strategies	

Proportions	of	responses	in	each	category	and	their	associated	standard	errors	

were	plotted	on	histograms.	Principal	component	analyses	were	undertaken	in	

order	to	understand	the	dimensionality	of	the	data,	and	as	a	preliminary	to	

calibrating	measurement	variables.	Use	of	the	principal	component	analyses	

enabled	identification	of	items	in	relation	to	associated	traits.	The	Kaiser	(1970,	

cited	in	Osborne,	Costello,	&	Kellow,	2008)	criterion	was	used,	meaning	that	

factors	were	retained	if	they	were	associated	with	eigenvalues	greater	than	1.	
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Varimax	orthogonal	rotation	was	employed	to	maximise	the	variances	of	factors	

(as	described	by	Osborne	et	al.,	2008).		Scales	were	calibrated	for	the	groups	of	

items	associated	with	each	factor	using	Rasch	modelling,	including	both	

dichotomous	items;	for	example,	respondents	were	asked	to	indicate	whether	or	

not	they	used	mat	time	for	a	particular	activity,	and	polytomous	items;	for	

example,	respondents	were	asked	to	place	their	level	of	agreement	with	certain	

statements	on	a	Likert	scale.	Thus	the	Rasch	modeling	located	respondents	on	

scales	reflecting	specific	relevant	traits	(Eggen	&	Verhelst,	2011).	In	other	words,	

these	scales	were	calibrated	using	Rasch	analysis	and	they	effectively	aggregated	

groups	of	related	questions.	

	

Chi-tests	were	conducted	to	explore	differences	in	pedagogical	approach	and	

children’s	participation	between	the	teachers	who	reported	using	children’s	

interests	and	those	who	did	not,	on	discrete	(categorical)	data	variables.	This	

enabled	a	determination	of	which	differences	were	statistically	significant	with	

the	alpha	level	of	significance	set	at	0.05	(as	recommended	by	Vogt	&	Johnson,	

2005).	Measurements	of	respondents’	general	pedagogical	approach	involved	

scales	ranging	from	one	approach	to	another	arranged	on	continua;	for	example,	

“planned	to	unplanned”.	The	final	question	about	participation	asked	teachers	to	

indicate	the	likelihood	that	all	children	participate	at	mat	time	on	a	five-point	

scale	ranging	from	very	unlikely	to	very	likely.	

	

	t-Tests	were	conducted	to	compare	differences	between	teachers	who	reported	

utilising	children’s	interests	at	mat	time	and	teachers	who	did	not	on	

measurement	variables;	for	example,	t-Tests	were	used	to	investigate	whether	

teachers	who	used	children’s	interests	indicated	differences	in	practices	to	

teachers	who	did	not,	in	respect	of	3	factors:	possible	tensions	at	mat	time,	ratings	

of	observable	behaviour,	and	ratings	of	positive	feelings.	This	entailed	a	2-tailed	

test	for	equality	of	means	(Vogt	&	Johnson,	2005).	Specifically,	the	use	of	interests	

was	the	key	variable	in	each	calculation	and	included	two	pedagogical	practices:	

the	reported	inclusion	of	children’s	interests	at	mat	time,	and	teachers’	reported	
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use	of	interesting	voice	intonation.	The	first	factor	used	for	comparison,	described	

possible	tensions,	and	included:	maintaining	all	children’s	engagement,	ensuring	

the	participation	of	all	children,	balancing	individual	and	group	needs,	managing	

non-compliance,	and	balancing	the	curriculum	with	children’s	interests.	The	

second	and	third	factors	arose	from	scales	that	asked	respondents	to	rate	their	

agreement	to	statements	made	about	children’s	behaviours	and	feelings.	The	

second	factor	(observable	behaviour)	in	the	t-test	was	the	first	principal	

component	arising	from	the	scales,	and	included:	some	children	dominate,	some	

children	observe	only,	some	children	always	put	their	hands	up,	and	some	

children	are	consistently	disruptive.	The	third	factor	in	the	t-test	used	the	second	

principal	component	from	the	same	scales,	and	included	ratings	for	children’s	

attentiveness	and	enjoyment.	

	

Analyses	of	variance	(ANOVAs)	were	used	to	test	the	statistical	significance	of	the	

differences	between	the	respondents’	ratings	of	children’s	observable	behaviours	

at	mat	time	(teachers’	agreement	or	disagreement	that	children	consistently	

behave	in	varying	ways,	such	as	observing	or	dominating)	and	agreement	on	the	

likelihood	that	all	children	participate	at	mat	time	or	not,	using	a	2	x	2	design.	A	

second	2	x	2	ANOVA	assessed	the	variance	between	respondents’	ratings	of	

children’s	positive	feelings	at	mat	time	(children	enjoy	mat	time	and	are	attentive)	

and	the	likelihood	that	all	children	participate	at	mat	time	or	not.	Finally,	the	

correlations	were	examined	between	respondents’	ratings	of	the	likelihood	that	

all	children	participate,	and	their	teaching	approaches.	These	teaching	approaches	

were	determined	by	teachers’	placement	of	their	practices	on	a	continuum	

comprising	‘teacher-directed’	to	‘child-directed’.	Spearman’s	rho	was	used	to	

compute	correlations	of	pairs	of	discrete	variables	(see	Vogt	&	Johnston,	2005).	

	

4.4	Results	

4.4.1	Response	rate	and	demographics	of	respondents	

Responses	to	the	survey	were	made	by	425	teachers;	however,	only	mostly	

completed	surveys	were	included	in	the	analysis	(n=	296).	This	resulted	in	the	
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analysis	of	responses	from	approximately	11.8%	of	the	target	population.	There	is	

a	possibility	of	sample	bias;	teachers	who	chose	to	respond	might	have	had	a	

greater	propensity	to	particular	perspectives	than	teachers	who	chose	to	not	

respond.		

	

Table	4.				Table	4.1.	Distribution	of	the	Demographic	Characteristics	of	the	Sample	and	
the	Characteristics	of	Respondents’	Schools	

	

Variable	 Group	 Number	 Percentage	of	

sample	

Gender	 Female	 274	 93	

	 Male	 22	 7	

Total	 	 296	 	

	 	 	 	

Years	teaching	 1-2	 29	 10	

	 3-5	 47	 16	

	 6-10	 62	 21	

	 11-15	 50	 17	

	 16-20	 36	 12	

	 >20	 71	 24	

Total	 	 295	
	

	

Type	of	school		 State	primary	 252	 86	

	 Private	 6	 3	

	 Māori	immersion	 6	 2	

	 Affiliated	to	a	religion	 32	 9	

Total	 	 296	 	

	 	 	 	

Decile	rating	 1-3	 70	 24	

	 4-7	 113	 38	

	 8-10	 110	 38	

Total	 	 296	 	

		

Table	4.1	depicts	the	demographic	characteristics	of	the	respondents	and	the	

characteristics	of	those	respondents’	schools	and	shows	that	of	the	296	teachers	

who	completed	most	of	the	survey,	93%	were	female	and	7%	were	male.	Thus	the	

survey	participants	were	disproportionately	weighted	towards	female	teachers,	

given	that	national	estimates	are	approximately	82%	female	teachers	(Ministry	of	

Education,	2005).	Nearly	a	quarter	of	the	respondents	were	highly	experienced	
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teachers	with	twenty	years’	experience,	or	more.	The	large	majority	of	schools	

were	state	primary.	

	

	4.4.2	Analysis	of	the	comments	section	

The	comments	sections	of	the	questionnaire	were	analysed	to	ensure	that	

respondents’	understandings	of	the	constructs	were	commensurate	with	my	

own.	Respondents	did	not	mention	activities	other	than	those	listed	in	the	survey	

to	any	great	extent.	Twelve	respondents	commented	that	they	used	mat	time	for	

karakia	or	prayer,	and	8	said	that	they	used	it	for	encouraging	the	children	to	sit	

and	have	a	snack.	Most	comments	affirmed	items	that	were	already	included	in	

the	questionnaire.	Finally,	two	participants	made	comments	objecting	to	the	use	

of	the	term	‘mat	time’,	describing	it	as		“too	babyish”	and	being	more	appropriate	

to	early	childhood	services.	However,	these	two	teachers	did	not	indicate	a	

preferred	label.		

	

4.4.3	Time	spent	on	the	mat	

Teachers	were	asked	how	often	they	facilitated	mat	time	and	the	average	length	of	

their	mat	times.	The	data	in	Table	4.2	show	that	time	spent	on	the	mat	ranged	

from	less	than	10	minutes	per	day	to	240	minutes.	Typical	respondents	indicated	

that	they	held	4	to	6	mat	times	per	day	of	10-20	minutes	in	length	(38%).	These	

data	suggest	that	a	large	number	of	children	spent	between	40	and	120	minutes	

per	day	on	the	mat	(which	represents	15%-22%	of	the	children’s	classroom	time).		

	
Table	4.2.	Numbers	and	Average	Lengths	of	Typical	Mat	Times	as	
Percentages	of	All	Respondents	
	

	

Average	mat	

time	length,	

minutes	

	

Number	of	mat	times	per	day	

	

	 1-3	 4-6	 7-9	 10-12	 13+	 Total	
<10		 1	 16	 11	 2	 1	 31	
10-20		 7	 39	 14	 4	 0	 64	
>20		 2	 2	 1	 0	 0	 5	
Total	 10	 57	 26	 6	 1	 100	
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4.4.4	Activities	at	mat	time	

Teachers	were	asked	to	indicate	the	frequency	with	which	they	used	various	

activities	at	mat	time.	They	were	presented	with	a	scale	that	included	(1)	never,	

(2)	only	sometimes,	(3)	every	day,	(4)	2-3	times	per	day,	(5)	more	than	three	

times	per	day.	Prior	to	conducting	principal	component	analysis	of	the	activity	

items,	it	was	speculated	that	respondents	might	delineate	into	those	focused	on	

curriculum	and	those	with	a	more	social	emphasis.	However,	as	shown	by	Table	

4.3,	three	components	emerged	from	principal	component	analysis,	two	of	which	

comprised	a	mixture	of	curriculum	and	social	items.		

	

Table	4.3.	The	Three	Principal	Components,	Depicting	Loadings	>.3,	for	the	Mat	
Time	Activities	Item,	Comprising	of	Respondents’	Reports	on	the	Frequency	with	
which	they	Facilitate	Social	and	Academic	Activities	at	Mat	Time	
	

	

	

	

The	first	principal	component	had	an	eigenvalue	of	4.07.	This	was	associated	with	

games,	discussion	of	social	issues,	classroom	management,	music,	and	discussion	

of	rules.	A	commonality	between	these	items	is	related	to	the	classroom’s	social	

climate.	For	example,	games	have	a	positive	impact	on	group	cohesion	when	used	

Activity	 Component	

	
1	 2	 3	

	
%	of	variance	 31	 11	 10	
	

Games	 0.739	
	 	Music	 0.71	
	 	Discussion	social	issues	 0.71	

	 	Discussion	rules	 0.678	
	

0.308	

Classroom	mgmt.	 0.632	 0.301	

	Explaining	activity	 0.829	
	Transitions	

	

0.713	
	Curriculum	knowledge	 0.662	

	Acknowledgements	 0.378	 0.578	
	Reading	book	

	

0.495	
	Farewell	

	 	

0.743	
News	

	

0.729	
Welcome	

	

0.374	 0.549	
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to	promote	cooperation	(Mary,	2012;	Svinth,	2013).	Similarly,	music	has	been	

shown	to	encourage	people	to	synchronise	their	actions,	thereby	enhancing	

affiliative	behaviours	that	are	associated	with	cohesiveness	(Harmon-Jones,	

2011).	In	addition,	it	was	reasonable	to	expect	that	discussion	of	social	issues,	

rules,	and	classroom	management	related	to	a	positive	social	climate	by	

establishing	clear	parameters	for	operating	together.		

	

The	second	component	had	an	eigenvalue	of	1.49.	The	activities	associated	with	

this	factor	each	concerned	teaching	the	curriculum.	For	example,	

acknowledgement	of	good	work	might	have	exemplified	that	which	meets	the	

teacher’s	aims.		Similarly,	transitioning	between	tasks	or	explaining	an	activity	

creates	structure	for	assisting	children’s	achievement	of	a	curriculum	aim.	

	

The	third	component	had	an	eigenvalue	of	1.25	and	consisted	of	welcome,	news	

(also	known	as	‘sharing	time’,	or	‘show	and	tell’),	and	farewell.	Component	3	

related	to	social	niceties	that	often	follow	a	highly	ritualised	form	(see	Kantor	et	

al.,	1989).	For	example,	when	a	teacher	calls	the	roll	when	welcoming	the	

children,	she	or	he	might	call	the	children’s	names,	and	the	children	might	

respond	using	a	singsong	voice	each	time.	The	sharing	of	news	also	relates	to	

social	rituals.	For	instance,	the	teacher	encourages	conversational	‘manners’,	such	

as	listening	or	speaking	clearly;	however,	many	aspects	of	this	activity	are	also	

heavily	ritualised	because	there	are	set	rules	governing	how	it	happens	

(Danielewics	et	al.,	1996).		
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1.	Games

	

4.	Music	

	

2.	Discussion	of	social	issues

	

5.	Discussion	of	rules	

	

3.	Classroom	management	

	

Key:	

	N				Never	

OS			Only	Sometimes	

E						Every	day	

2						2-3	times	per	day	

>3				More	than	3	times	per	day	

Figure	4.1.	Respondents’	use	of	activities	presented	as	percentages	with	error	
margins,	and	with	activities	shown	in	the	order	to	which	they	comprise	the	first	

principle	component	for	mat	time	activities:	the	social	climate.	

	

	

Figure	4.1	depicts	the	percentage	of	responses	for	the	first	principle	component,	

relating	to	the	social	climate.	Discussion	of	rules	was	the	most	frequently	

occurring	activity,	with	the	majority	of	respondents	using	it	every	day	or	more	

often.	In	contrast,	games	were	facilitated	the	least,	with	over	70%	respondents	

using	them	only	sometimes	or	never.	
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1.	Explaining	a	learning	activity	

		

4.	Managing	transitions

	

2.	Teaching	curriculum	knowledge	

	

5.	Acknowledging	good	work	

	

3.	Reading	a	book

	

Key:	

	N			Never	

OS			Only	sometimes	

E					Every	day	

2					2-3	times	per	day	

>3		More	than	3	times	per	day	

Figure	4.2.	Respondents’	use	of	activities	presented	as	percentages	with	error	
margins,	and	with	activities	shown	in	the	order	to	which	they	comprise	the	

second	principle	component	for	mat	time	activities:	teaching	the	curriculum.	

	

	

The	activities	that	were	associated	with	the	second	principle	component,	teaching	

the	curriculum	are	presented	in	Figure	4.2.	These	activities	each	occurred	with	

high	frequency,	with	teaching	curriculum	knowledge,	reading	a	book,	and	

explaining	a	learning	activity	being	the	most	common	uses	of	mat	time.	
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1.	Welcome	

	

3.	Farewell	

	

2.	News	

	

Key:	

	N			Never	

OS		Only	sometimes	

E			Every	day	

2			2-3	times	per	day	

>3	More	than	3	times	per	day	

Figure	4.3.	Respondents’	use	of	activities	presented	as	percentages	with	error	
margins,	and	with	activities	shown	in	the	order	to	which	they	comprise	the	third	

principal	component	for	mat	time	activities:	social	niceties.	

	
	

The	third	principal	component	pertaining	to	activities	comprised	of	three	

ritualised	activities	that	could	be	used	to	promote	social	niceties.	These	are	

depicted	in	Figure	4.3,	and	show	that	the	respondents	predominantly	reported	

that	they	used	the	mat	for	welcome	and	farewell	several	times	a	day.	By	

comparison,	‘news’	was	used	significantly	less	often.	
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4.4.5	Pedagogical	goals	of	mat	time	

Teachers	were	asked	to	indicate	the	extent	to	which	they	agreed	that	mat	time	

achieved	specific	goals	on	a	5-point	Likert	scale	ranging	from	strongly	disagree	to	

strongly	agree.	A	single	factor	emerged	for	the	outcomes	that	teachers	expect	

from	mat	time	and	is	depicted	on	Table	4.4.	This	component	had	an	eigenvalue	of	

5.00.	Where	teachers	believed	that	mat	time	had	potential	to	achieve	one	of	the	

given	goals,	there	was	a	tendency	for	them	to	nominate	other	outcomes	also.	

	

Table	4.4.	The	Single	Principal	Component	Principal,	Depicting	Loadings	>.3,	
for	the	Pedagogical	Goals	Item	Comprising	Respondents’	Agreement	that	Mat	
Time	Contributes	to	the	Achievement	of	Specific	Pedagogical	Goals		
	

Pedagogical	goal	 Component	1	

	
%	of	variance	 55	
	 	

Language	 0.854	

Listening	skills	 0.803	

Social	understandings	 0.777	

Establishing	daily	rhythm	 0.764	

Group	cohesion	 0.744	

Cognitive	knowledge	 0.743	

Self-control	 0.723	

Self-esteem	 0.712	

Motor	skills	 0.551	

	

	

All,	except	motor	skills,	attracted	very	high	agreement.	This	was	perhaps	

unsurprising	given	that	activities	associated	with	movement	on	the	mat	(activity	

and	games)	were	nominated	less	frequently	than	those	that	entailed	discussion.	

Furthermore,	those	goals	associated	with	discussion,	such	as	language	skills	or	

listening	skills,	scored	high	levels	of	agreement.	The	development	of	group	

cohesion	was	nominated	with	a	similarly	high	frequency	(86%),	as	well	as	the	

development	of	social	understandings	(83%).	The	development	of	self-esteem	

was	selected	with	moderate	frequency	(65%).	These	results	are	depicted	in	

Figure	4.4.	
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1. Language	skills	

	

	

	

4.	Establishing	daily	

rhythm	

	

	

7.	Self-control	

	

	

	

	

2.	Listening	skills	

	

	

5.	Group	cohesion	

	

8.	Self-esteem	

	

	

3.	Social	understandings	

	

6.	Cognitive	knowledge	

	

9.	Motor	skills	

	

	

	

	
Figure	4.4.	Respondents’	agreement	that	mat	time	achieves	
pedagogical	goals,	presented	as	percentages	weith	error	

margins,	and	with	pedagogical	goals	shown	in	the	order	to	

which	they	comprise	the	single	principal	component.	

Key	

SD			Strongly	disagree	
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4.4.6	Children’s	behaviours	and	feelings		

Teachers	were	asked	to	indicate	their	agreement	with	a	range	of	statements	about	

children’s	behaviour	at	mat	time,	using	5-point	Likert	scales	that	ranged	from	

strongly	disagree	to	strongly	agree.	Two	components	emerged,	summarising	

children’s	behaviours,	and	are	shown	on	Table	4.5.		The	first	had	an	eigenvalue	of	

3.60	and	included	the	following	items	about	certain	children:	some	consistently	

dominate,	some	consistently	observe,	some	consistently	put	their	hands	up,	and	

some	consistently	behave	in	disruptive	ways.	These	are	observable	differences	

about	specific	children’s	participation	and	imply	that	there	are	discrepancies	in	

active	participation	at	mat	time	across	the	group	of	children.	

	

The	second	component	concerning	children’s	behaviour	had	an	eigenvalue	of	

1.06,	which	indicated	that	this	component	was	very	marginal.	It	related	to	

teachers’	beliefs	regarding	children’s	attentiveness	and	enjoyment.	In	other	

words,	this	component	described	children’s	positive	feelings	at	mat	time.	

	

	

	

	

	

Table	4.5.	The	Two	Principal	Components	Depicting	Loadings	>.3,	for	the	Item	on	
Children’s	Behaviours	and	Feelings	at	Mat	Time	Comprising	Teachers’	Agreement	
to	Observable	Behaviours	and	Positive	Feelings	
	

Behaviour	 Component	

	 1	 2	

	

%	of	variance	 46	 14	
	 	 	

Some	children	dominate	 0.896	
	Some	children	observe	only	 0.892	

	Some	children	always	put	their	hands	up	 0.843	
	Some	children	are	consistently	disruptive	 0.74	
	All	children	are	attentive	 	 0.94	

Children	enjoy	mat	time	 0.516	 0.693	
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The	frequency	of	responses	pertaining	the	principle	component,	associated	with	

observable	behaviours,	is	depicted	as	Figure	4.5,	and	shows	that	the	trend	was	for	

high	frequencies	of	teachers	to	agree	or	highly	agree	with	the	presence	of	each	

behaviour.	For	example,	the	highest	level	of	agreement	was	that	certain	children	

consistently	put	their	hands	up	(83%)	and	the	lowest	level	of	agreement	was	that	

certain	children	consistently	disrupted	mat	time	(48%).		

	

1.	Some	children	dominate	

	

3.	Some	children	always	put	their	hands	up	

	

2.	Some	children	observe	only	

	

4.	Some	children	are	always	disruptive	

	

Key	

SD			Strongly	disagree	

D					Disagree	

N				Neutral	

A				Agree	

SA		Strongly	agree	

	

Figure	4.5.	Respondents’	agreement	on	children’s	behaviours	and	feelings	at	mat	
time	depicted	as	percentages	with	error	margins,	and	with	respondents’	

agreement	on	shown	in	the	order	to	which	they	comprise	the	first	principal	

component:	observable	behaviours.	
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Figure	4.6	provides	a	summary	of	teachers’	ratings	relating	to	the	principal	

component	associated	with	children’s	positive	feelings	about	mat	time.	A	high	

percentage	of	teachers	agreed	or	strongly	agreed	with	the	statement	that	children	

enjoy	mat	time	(79%).	Nevertheless,	responses	to	the	statement	that	children	are	

attentive	at	mat	time	indicated	significantly	less	agreement	(18%).	

	

	

1.	All	children	are	attentive	

	

2.	Children	enjoy	mat	time	

	

Key	

SD			Strongly	disagree	

D					Disagree	

N				Neutral	

A					Agree	

SA			Strongly	agree	

	

Figure	4.6.	Respondents’	agreement	on	children’s	behaviours	and	feelings	at	mat	
time	depicted	as	percentages	with	error	margins,	and	with	respondents’	

agreement	on	shown	in	the	order	to	which	they	comprise	the	second	principal	

component:	positive	feelings.	

	

	

4.4.7	Strategies	for	engaging	children	

This	question	asked	teachers	to	select	strategies	that	they	use	to	maintain	

children’s	engagement	from	a	list.	This	created	two	categories	for	each	strategy	in	

terms	of	the	teachers	who	used	the	particular	strategy,	and	those	who	did	not.	

Two	components	were	identified,	and	are	summarised	in	Table	4.6.	The	first	

component	had	an	eigenvalue	of	3.20	and	included:	issuing	reprimands,	writing	

children’s	name	on	the	board	(encouragement	for	compliant	behaviour	and	as	a	
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rewards,	and	seating	specific	children	close	to	the	teacher.	These	can	be	described	

as	strategies	that	use	behavioural	reinforcement.		

	

	

Table	4.6.	The	Two	Principal	Components	Depicting	Loadings	>.3,	For	the	Item	on	
Teachers’	Reports	on	Their	Use	of	Behaviourist	Strategies	and	Appealing	to	Children’s	
Attentiveness	in	Order	to	Engage	them	at	Mat	Time	
	
Strategies	 Component	

	

1	 2	

	

%		of	variance	
	

46	
	

14	
	

Issuing	reprimands	 0.795	
	Writing	a	child’s	name	on	the	board	 0.774	
	Removing	children	from	the	mat	 0.725	
	Giving	rewards	 0.713	
	Placing	a	child	in	proximity	to	teacher	 0.688	
	Using	interesting	voice	intonation	 0.894	

Incorporating	children’s	interests	 0.349	 0.658	
	

The	second	component	was	marginal;	it	had	an	eigenvalue	of	1.00	and	included:	

using	voice	intonation	and	incorporating	children’s	interests.	These	specific	

teaching	strategies	are	more	likely	to	appeal	to	the	children’s	enthusiasm	than	

those	outlined	in	the	previous	section	(Emilson,	2007).	Specifically,	they	are	

strategies	that	potentially	catch	children’s	attention	and	hold	their	engagement	in	

the	mat	time	content	or	activity	(see	Mitchell,	1993).	Eggen	and	Kauchak	(2006)	

suggest	that	when	teachers	use	such	strategies,	they	potentially	model	

enthusiasm	for	learning;	the	children	observe	the	teacher’s	enthusiastic	approach	

and	might	imitate	through	their	own	attentiveness	to	the	learning.		

	

Figure	4.7	shows	the	percentages	associated	with	the	various	teaching	strategies.	

The	most	common	strategy	nominated	was	to	move	certain	children	closer	to	the	

teacher	(53%).	On	the	other	hand,	removing	children	from	the	mat	area	was	

nominated	the	least	(21%).	Given	the	prevalence	in	the	literature	of	examples	
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where	teachers	issued	reprimands	(see	Emilson,	2007;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994)	

fewer	teachers	than	expected	indicated	that	it	was	a	strategy	that	they	used	

(34%).	

	

Figure	4.7.	The	respondents’	use	of	strategies	to	engage	children	at	mat	time	
depicted	as	percentages	of	responses	with	error	margins,	and	shown	in	the	order	

to	which	they	comprise	the	first	principal	component:	behavioural	reinforcement.	

	

	

Figure	4.8	shows	that	teachers’	use	of	strategies	to	engage	children’s	attention,	

and	that	appealed	to	their	interests,	typically	comprised	using	intriguing	voice	

intonation;	however,	other	ways	of	appealing	to	children’s	interests	was	

nominated	by	56%	of	the	respondents.	This	was	far	lower	than	expected.	

	

Figure	4.8.	The	respondents’	use	of	strategies	to	engage	children	at	mat	time	
depicted	as	percentages	of	responses	with	error	margins,	and	shown	in	the	order	

to	which	they	comprise	the	second	principal	component:	appealing	to	children’s	

interests.	
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4.4.8	Degree	of	challenge	experienced	by	pedagogical	tensions	

Respondents	were	presented	with	a	range	of	conflicting	pedagogical	goals	and	

were	asked	to	indicate	how	challenging	he	or	she	found	each	one	to	resolve.	Scales	

were	provided	that	ranged	from	extremely	challenging	to	extremely	easy.	One	

factor	emerged	about	challenges	that	teachers	faced	when	facilitating	mat	time	

and	this	is	depicted	in	Table	4.7.	There	was	an	eigenvalue	of	3.49.	The	results	

indicated	that	if	teachers	found	one	aspect	of	mat	time	challenging,	they	were	

likely	to	find	all	of	the	given	aspects	challenging.		

	

Table	4.7.	The	Single	Principle	Component,	Depicting	Loadings	>.3,	for	the	
Item	on	Teachers’	Reports	of	Degree	of	Challenged	Experienced	in	Resolving	
Pedagogical	Tensions	at	Mat	Time	
	
Potential	challenge	 Component		1	

	

%	of	variance	 70	

	 	

Maintaining	all	children’s	engagement	 0.859	

Ensuring	the	participation	of	all	children	 0.858	

Balancing	individual	and	group	needs		 0.832	

Managing	non-compliance	 0.825	

Balancing	the	curriculum	with	children’s	interests	 0.806	

	

	

The	highest	frequency	of	teachers	rated	each	of	the	various	items	as	sometimes	

challenging	and	sometimes	easy,	which	is	depicted	on	Figure	4.9.	The	range	was	

from	34%	to	58%	for	ensuring	that	all	children	participate	and	balancing	the	

needs	of	the	individual	with	the	needs	of	the	group	respectively.	Given	that	

Rubenstein	Reich	(1994)	described	many	of	these	challenges	as	the	cause	of	

significant	difficulty	for	teachers,	it	was	surprising	to	see	few	teachers	in	the	

present	study	nominate	any	difficulty.		
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1.	Maintaining	all	children’s	engagement	

	

	

4.	Managing	non-compliance	

		

	

2.	Ensuring	all	children’s	participation	

	

5.	Curriculum	vs	children’s	interests	

	

3.	Balancing	individual	and	group	needs	

	

Key	

EC							Extremely	challenging	

C										Challenging	

SCSE			Sometimes	easy,	sometimes									

challenging	

E										Easy	

EE								Extremely	easy	

	 	

Figure	4.9.	The	respondents’	ratings	of	the	degree	of	challenge	associated	with	
pedagogical	tensions,	depicted	as	percentages	of	responses	with	error	margins,	

and	shown	in	the	order	to	which	they	comprise	the	single	principle	component.	
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4.4.9	Pedagogical	approaches	at	mat	time	

Teachers	were	asked	to	place	their	pedagogies	on	continua	representing	two	

opposing	constructs;	for	example,	one	continuum	comprised	informal	pedagogy	at	

one	pole	and	formal	at	the	other.	One	dominant	component	emerged	and	is	

represented	in	Table	4.8	with	an	eigenvalue	of	2.87.	This	means	that	teachers	who	

reported	that	their	practices	were	discursive,	also	tended	to	report	that	they	

issued	a	high	number	of	questions	to	children,	and	viewed	their	mat	times	as	

planed,	formal,	and	child-directed.	

	

Table	4.8.	The	Single	Principal	Component,	Depicting	Loadings	>.3,	for	the	
Respondents’	Reports	on	the	Pedagogical	Approaches	Used	at	Mat	Time	
	

Approach	 Component	1	

	

%	of	variance	
	

57.3	
	 	

Instructive	to	‘discussive’	 0.808	

Low	frequency	of	questions	to	high	 0.8	

Unplanned	to	planned	 0.773	

Informal	to	formal	 0.722	

Teacher-directed	to	child-directed	 0.673	

	

	

Overall,	responses	were	fairly	balanced	between	the	extremes	of	the	continua.	

Responses	were	weighted	toward	a	high	frequency	of	question-asking	by	the	

teacher	with	62%	of	the	responses	in	the	highest	categories.	This	is	of	interest,	

because	several	studies	suggest	that	teachers	incorporate	a	specific	questioning	

style,	known	as	the	IRF	sequence	that	is	not	conducive	to	class	discussion	

(Johnston,	2004;	Raban,	2001;	Wells,	1993).	Only	38%	nominated	their	practices	

as	predominantly	discursive.	The	teachers’	responses	also	showed	that	when	they	

did	not	choose	the	midpoint,	they	tended	to	rate	their	teaching	approach	as	

planned	(46%)	as	opposed	to	unplanned	(13%),	and	teacher-directed	(44%)	

rather	than	child-directed	(11%).	The	degree	of	formality	either	side	of	the	

midpoint	was	comparable,	with	22%	rating	their	practices	as	formal	and	29%	

rating	them	as	informal.	These	percentages	are	depicted	in	Figure	4.10.	 	
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1.	Instructiveness	to	‘discussive’	

	

4.	Informal	to	formal	

	

2.	Low	frequency	of	questions	to	

high	

	

5.	Teacher-directed	to	child-directed	

	

	

	

3.	Unplanned	to	planned	

	

	

Figure	4.10.	Respondents’	rating	of	their	pedagogical	approaches	at	mat	time,	
presented	as	percentages	with	error	margins,	and	shown	in	the	order	to	which	

they	comprise	the	single	principal	component:	pedagogical	approaches.	
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4.4.10	Likelihood	of	all	children	participating	

In	a	stand-alone	item,	the	respondents	were	asked	to	rate	the	likelihood	that	

every	child	participated	or	contributed	at	mat	time.	The	distribution,	presented	in	

Figure	4.11,	indicated	that	many	respondents	believed	that	it	was	likely	or	very	

likely	that	all	children	participated	(58%);	however,	a	significant	proportion	

indicated	the	converse;	that	it	was	unlikely	or	very	unlikely	(33%).		Only	9%	were	

undecided.	

	

	

Figure	4.11.	Respondents	ratings	on	the	likelihood	that	all	children	participate	at	
mat	time,	depicted	as	percentages	with	error	margins.	

	

	

4.4.11	Teachers’	reports	on	incorporating	children’s	interests	and	comparison	
of	their	ratings	of	children’s	behaviour	
	
Thus	far,	the	survey	results	have	indicated	that	fewer	than	20%	of	the	respondents	

perceive	children	to	be	attentive	at	mat	time.	More	over,	a	third	of	participating	

teachers	reported	that	not	all	children	participate	during	activities	on	the	mat	and,	

in	fact,	70%	agreed	that	certain	children	merely	observe,	rather	than	directly	

participating.	In	addition,	nearly	half	of	the	respondents	agreed	that	some	children	

consistently	behave	in	disruptive	ways.	When	viewed	together,	these	results	

indicate	that	some	children	are	withdrawn,	disengaged,	or	inattentive	at	mat	time.		
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Scholars	who	have	researched	students’	attentiveness	in	general	classroom	

situations,	contend	that	teachers	can	enhance	students’	engagement	by	drawing	

on	those	things	that	interest	them	(Ainley,	Hidi,	&	Berndorff,	2002;	Hidi	&	

Renninger,	2006;	Schraw,	Flowerday,	&	Lehman,	2001).	This	is	important,	because	

engagement	in	classroom	tasks	has	been	associated	with	students’	feelings	of	self-

efficacy	(Marsh,	Köller,	Trautwein,	Lüdtke,	&	Baumert,	2005),	motivation	and	

academic	performance	(Hidi	&	Harackwitz,	2000).	

	

Several	authors	have	suggested	that	children’s	on-task	behaviour	and	active	

participation	on	the	mat	might	be	enhanced	when	teachers	facilitate	activities	and	

topics	that	are	interesting	and	relevant	to	children	(Canney	&	Byrne,	2006;	

Emilson,	2007;	Gallas,	1992;	Murphy,	2003;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994;	Zaghlawan	&	

Ostrosky,	2011).	However,	few	of	these	authors	were	able	to	investigate	whether	

teaching	strategies	that	appeal	to	children’s	interests	do,	indeed,	engage	their	

attentiveness	and	participation	at	mat	time.	Therefore,	the	present	study	made	

comparisons	between	the	reports	of	teachers	who	indicated	that	they	considered	

children’s	interests	at	mat	time,	and	those	who	did	not.		

	

Paired	samples	t-tests	were	conducted	to	compare	teachers’	responses	about	their	

use	of	children’s	interests	with	their	ratings	of	children’s	observable	behaviours,	

and	positive	feelings	relating	to	engagement	at	mat	time.	The	behaviours	that	

teachers’	observed	were:	specific	children	merely	observing,	behaving	

disruptively,	putting	their	hand	up,	and	dominating.	The	positive	feelings	included	

teachers’	reports	that	children	are	attentive	and	enjoy	mat	time.	The	data	used	for	

the	t-tests	were	the	calibrated	measurement	scale	data.	These	are	represented	in	

Figure	4.12.	
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Figure	4.12.	Results	of	the	paired	sample	t-tests:	Comparison	of	teachers’	
reports	of	children’s	observable	behaviours	(observing,	disrupting,	

dominating,	putting	hands	up)	and	positive	feelings	(enjoyment	and	

attentiveness),	depicting	the	differences	between	those	who	report	appealing	

to	children’s	interests	and	those	who	do	not.	

	

	
Comparisons	of	children’s	observable	behaviours	indicated	no	significance	

between	teachers	who	use	interests	(M=-.03,	SD=2.5,	SEM=.19),	and	teachers	

who	do	not	(M=.05,	ST=2.4;	SEM=.22);	t<1.	These	results	suggest	that	both	

groups	of	teachers	have	similar	ratings	of	observable	behaviours	of	specific	

children	either	consistently	dominating	or	merely	observing	as	well	as	certain	

children	participating	by	consistently	putting	their	hands	up	or	disrupting	the	

mat	time.	In	other	words,	the	use	of	children’s	interests	makes	no	difference	to	

teachers’	rating	of	observable	behaviours.	

	

It	was	predicted	that	teachers	who	use	children’s	interests	might	report	

greater	enjoyment	or	attentiveness	(positive	feelings)	compared	with	those	

who	do	not.	In	fact	there	was	no	statistical	difference	between	the	group	that	

does	use	interests	(M=.11,	SD=3.7,	SEM=.29)	and	the	group	who	does	not	(M=-

.06,	SD=3.4,	SEM=.31);	t<1.	An	inference	suggested	by	this	result	is	that	

teachers’	ratings	of	children’s	enjoyment	and	attentiveness	are	not	influenced	

by	whether	or	not	they	use	children’s	interests.	
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4.4.12	Teachers’	reports	on	incorporating	children’s	interests	and	
comparison	of	the	degree	of	challenge	presented	by	pedagogical	tensions	
	
Alexander,	Johnson,	Leibham,	and	Kelley	(2008)	canvassed	the	interests	of	215	

North	American	4	year	olds.	They	posited	that	although	children	demonstrate	

a	wide-array	of	interests	before	formal	schooling,	teachers	might	find	it	

difficult	to	cater	for	these	interests	at	school;	curricular	objectives	impede	

teachers’	abilities	to	be	responsive	to	children’s	individual	interests.	New	

Zealand	teachers	have	similar	demands	made	of	them	with	regard	to	

administering	the	curriculum	while	embracing	constructivist	pedagogies.	The	

present	study	investigated	whether	New	Zealand	teachers	who	reported	that	

they	appealed	to	children’s	interests	at	mat	time	experienced	additional	

pedagogical	tensions	compared	with	those	teachers	who	did	not.	The	

pedagogical	tensions	in	question	were:	maintaining	all	children’s	engagement,	

ensuring	the	participation	of	all	children,	balancing	the	needs	of	the	individual	

with	the	needs	of	the	group,	managing	non-compliance,	and	balancing	

curriculum	delivery	with	children’s	interests	

	

Respondents	were	asked	to	indicate	their	level	of	agreement	about	the	degree	

of	challenge	experienced	with	a	range	of	pedagogical	tensions.	Paired	sample	

t-tests	indicated	that	there	was	no	statistically	significant	difference	between	

those	who	use	interests	(M=.22,	SD=2.6,	SEM=.20)	and	those	who	do	not	(M=-

.29,	SD=2.9,	SEM=	.23);	t(286)=1.6,	p=0.9.	In	other	words,	as	shown	by	Figure	

4.13,	the	reported	use	of	interests	was	unrelated	to	the	extent	to	which	

teachers	found	any	of	the	pedagogical	tensions	challenging	to	resolve.			
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Figure	4.13.	Results	of	paired	sample	t-tests:	Comparison	of	teachers’	reports	on	whether	
pedagogical	tensions	at	mat	time	are	challenging	to	resolve,	depicting	the	differences	

between	those	who	report	appealing	to	children’s	interests	and	those	who	do	not.	
	

4.4.13	Comparison	of	teachers’	reports	on	appealing	to	children’s	
interests	and	their	pedagogical	approaches	
	

Several	studies	have	suggested	that	teachers’	pedagogical	approaches	might	

be	more	amenable	to	drawing	on	children’s	interests	than	others.	For	

instance,	Joussemet,	Koestner,	Lekes,	and	Houlfort	(2004)	investigated	

conditions	that	enhanced	106	children’s	engagement	in	tasks	in	grades	1-5	at	

a	single	school	in	Montreal.	The	findings	indicated	that	pedagogy	that	enabled	

children’s	autonomy,	encouraged	their	initiatives,	and	minimised	the	

controlling	language	of	teachers,	were	more	likely	to	result	in	children’s	

reported	enjoyment	and	engagement	than	those	that	did	not.	Similarly,	

Wigfield	and	Cambria’s	(2010)	review	of	the	interest	literature	asserted	that	

teachers	must	ensure	that	tasks	have	relevance	to	students’	interests	and	

lives	in	order	to	engage	them.	Establishing	relevance	might	involve	

pedagogies	that	call	on	children’s	ideas	and	input,	or	that	draw	on	child-

directed	strategies	(Schraw	et	al.,	2001).		
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Chi-square	tests	were	undertaken	to	investigate	whether	teachers	who	

reported	drawing	on	children’s	interests	also	used	reported	using	pedagogies	

that	allowed	children	input	and	autonomy	(for	example,	child-directedness,	

or	spontaneous	as	opposed	to	planned).	Figure	4.14	depicts	the	comparisons	

of	teachers’	reports	of	their	pedagogical	approach	and	engaging	children’s	

attention	by	incorporating	their	interests.	

	

	

1.	Teacher-directedness	

	

4.	Formality	

	

2.	Frequency	of	questions	

	

5.	Level	of	instructiveness		

	

	

3.	Extent	of	planning	

	

Key	

(TD)	teacher-directed	to	(CD)	child	

directed	

(L)	low	frequency	of	questions	to	(H)	high	

frequency	

(U)	unplanned	to	(P)	planned	

(I)	informal	to	(F)	formal	

(I)	instructive	to	(D)	‘discussive’	

Figure	4.14.	Comparison	of	teachers’	reports	on	their	pedagogical	approaches	
at	mat	time	and	whether	they	appeal	to	children’s	interests	or	not.	
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The	chi-square	tests	showed	no	significant	differences	between	respondents’	

reporting	use	of	children’s	interests	and	their	reporting	no	use	of	interests	in	

respect	of	the	various	teaching	strategies.	There	was	no	significant	difference	

with	respect	to	(1)	teacher-directedness;	!(6)=4.14,	p=0.6,	(2)	frequency	of	
questions	directed	at	the	children;	!(6)=5.85,	p=0.44,	(3)	degree	of	planning;	
!(6)=9.44,	p=0.15,	(4)	degree	of	formality;	!(6)=6.72,	p=0.35,	and	(5)	level	of	
instructiveness	or	‘discussiveness’;	!(6)=6.92,	p=0.33.	
	

	

4.4.14	Comparison	of	reported	use	of	interests	and	ratings	of	the	likelihood	
that	all	children	participate	
	

In	the	present	study,	one	third	of	teachers	said	that	it	was	unlikely	that	all	

children	participate	at	mat	time.	Children’s	active	participation	at	mat	time	has	

been	linked	to	quality	of	learning	with	regard	to	young	children’s	book	

comprehension	(Mandel	Morrow	&	Smith,	1990)	and	enhanced	vocabulary	

(Han	et	al.,	2005).	In	addition,	a	student’s	effective	participation	might	

positively	impact	on	his	or	her	self-concept		(Bukowski	et	al.,	2011;	Hughes	&	

Zhang,	2007).	

	

Foster	et	al.	(2009)	assert	that	promoting	students’	participation	requires	foci	

that	are	relevant	to	those	students’	interests;	however,	very	little	empirical	

research	could	be	found	to	corroborate	this	view,	especially	with	regard	to	

young	children	in	classroom	situations.	Notwithstanding,	Zaghlawan	and	

Ostrosky	(2011)	found	that	children	seemed	to	be	more	on-task	when	the	mat	

time	activity	appeared	interesting	to	them.		

	

A	chi-square	test	was	used	to	investigate	the	relationship	between	teachers’	

indication	that	they	use	children’s	interests	and	the	reported	likelihood	that	all	

children	participate	or	contribute.	The	p-value	indicated	significance;	
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!(6)=22.71,	p<0015.	This	result	suggested	that	teachers	who	reported	using	
strategies	that	appealed	to	children’s	interest	also	reported	that	it	was	likely	

that	all	children	participated	or	contributed.	These	results	are	shown	in	Figure	

4.15.	

	

	

Figure	4.15.	Chi	test	results	on	teachers’	ratings	of	the	likelihood	that	all	children	
participate,	depicted	as	frequency	of	responses	with	error	margins,	and	comparing	

teachers	who	report	appealing	to	children’s	interests	and	those	who	do	not	

	

	

4.4.15	Comparison	of	teachers’	ratings	of	the	likelihood	that	all	children	
participate	with	(1)	the	pedagogical	approach	used,	and	(2)	children’s	
behaviours	at	mat	time	
	
A	primary	focus	of	the	present	study	is	the	interactional	milieu	of	mat	time.	One	

aspect	of	this	milieu	is	how	teachers	and	children’s	behaviours	inter-relate.	Hong	

(1995)	provides	an	apt	illustration	between	the	inter-relationship	between	a	

teacher’s	pedagogy	and	her	perception	of	children’s	mat	time	behaviour;	the	

teacher	used	highly	teacher-directed	strategies,	such	as	issuing	commands	and	

choosing	the	topic	in	a	bid	to	promote	specific	mat	time	behaviours	to	children,	

namely	sitting	‘nicely’	and	not	calling	out.	The	teacher’s	belief	was	that	these	
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specific	pedagogical	strategies	were	the	most	effective	achieving	those	child-

behaviours	that	she	desired.		

	

	In	order	to	investigate	whether	there	was	any	bearing	on	teachers’	reports	of	

their	pedagogical	approach	upon	their	reports	of	the	presence	of	children’s	

diverse	participatory	behaviours,	a	2	x	2	ANOVA	was	conducted.		The	pedagogical	

approaches	that	included	were	child-directed	and	teacher-directed.	These	were	

correlated	with	teachers’	agreement	with	the	presence	of	specific	child	

behaviours	pertaining	to	participation,	or	not;	namely	that	certain	children	

consistently	dominated,	observed,	disrupted,	put	their	hands	up,	or	merely	

observed.	

	

There	was	a	weak	correlation	between	respondents’	reports	about	the	likelihood	

that	all	children	participated	and	the	teaching	approach	used,	ρ(297)=.21.	The	

likelihood	of	all	children	participating	was	minimally	correlated	with	teaching	

pedagogy	that	was	child-directed	rather	than	teacher-directed.		

	

Whereas	teacher’s	behaviours	might	influence	children’s	participatory	

behaviours,	it	seems	likely	that	specific	children’s	behaviour	might	also	influence	

the	participation	of	their	peers;	for	instance,	Danielewicz	et	al.,	(1996)	noticed	

that	one	child	found	it	very	difficult	to	maintain	a	participatory	role	when	other	

peers	dominated	the	mat	time.	A	second	2	x	2	ANOVA	was	conducted	that	

comprised	teachers’	agreement,	or	not,	that	children	had	diverse	participation	

roles	and	the	likelihood,	or	not,	that	all	children	participated.	

	

In	the	ANOVA,	significance	was	found	between	the	behaviour	component	and	

respondents’	reports	that	it	was	unlikely	that	all	children	participated;	

F(5,279)=6.84,	p	<.001.	In	other	words,	if	respondents	reported	that	certain	

children	consistently	dominated,	put	their	hand	up,	merely	on-looked,	or	behaved	

disruptively,	they	tended	to	indicate	that	it	was	unlikely	that	all	children	

participated.	Respondents’	ratings	of	the	likelihood	of	all	children	participating	at	
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mat	time	and	their	agreement	that	children	utilise	differing	participatory	

behaviours	at	mat	time	is	depicted	in	Figure	4.16.	

	

	

Figure	4.16.	Respondents’	ratings	of	the	likelihood	of	all	children	participating	at	
mat	time	and	their	agreement	that	children	utilise	differing	participatory	

behaviours	at	mat	time	(some	children	consistently	observing,	dominating,	

disrupting,	or	putting	their	hand	up).	

	

Finally,	if	children	enjoy	mat	time	or	are	attentive	to	the	activity	occurring	on	the	

mat,	it	is	possible	that	they	might	be	more	amenable	to	active	participation.	A	2	x	

2	ANOVA	was	conducted	that	used	teachers’	agreement	of	children’s	feelings	

about	mat	time,	or	not,	with	their	agreement	that	all	children	participated	at	mat	

time,	or	not.	

	

Figure	4.17	depicts	the	results	of	the	2	x	2	ANOVA	concerning	positive	feelings	

and	participation.	The	ANOVA	indicated	significance	between	respondents’	

reports	of	about	children’s	positive	feelings	(children	are	attentive	and	enjoy	mat	

time)	and	their	reports	on	the	likelihood	that	all	children	participate;	F(5,	

285)=7.33,	p<.001.	If	respondents	indicated	greater	likelihood	that	children	were	

attentive	and	enjoyed	mat	time,	they	also	tended	to	indicate	that	it	was	likely	that	

all	children	participated	at	mat	time.	
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Figure	4.17.	Respondents’	ratings	of	the	likelihood	of	all	children	participating	at	
mat	time	and	their	agreement	that	children	enjoy	mat	time	and	are	attentive	

(positive	feelings).	

	

	

4.5	Summary	of	findings	

The	survey	revealed	that	a	significant	proportion	of	classroom	time	(15-22%)	is	

spent	on	the	mat	for	a	large	number	of	children,	and	the	findings	indicated	that	

they	are	likely	to	experience	a	wide	range	of	activities	while	there.	These	activities	

include	those	that	have	an	academic	focus,	such	as	explaining	a	learning	activity	

or	teaching	curriculum	knowledge.	In	addition,	mat	time	also	includes	socially	

oriented	activities,	such	as	welcome	activities	and	discussion	of	social	issues	or	

rules.	The	least	popular	activities	included	music	and	games.	

	

Participating	teachers	indicated	their	agreement	that	numerous	pedagogical	goals	

are	achieved	by	using	mat	time.	There	was	high	agreement	that	mat	time	

contributes	to	the	achievement	of	academic	aims	such	as	children’s	enhanced	

language	and	listening	skills,	and	knowledge.	Similarly,	teachers	tended	to	agree	

that	mat	time	contributed	to	social	and	emotional	goals	such	as	group	cohesion,	

self-control,	and	improved	self-esteem.		
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Facets	of	teacher-facilitation	at	mat	time	were	investigated.	Previous	studies	

(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Gallas,	1992;	Murphy,	2003;	Poveda,	2001)	criticised	

high	teacher	control	at	mat	time,	such	as	rigidity	of	planning	and	teacher	control	

of	talk,	which	seemed	to	inhibit	naturalistic	styles	of	dialogue	and	narration.	

Whereas	respondents	in	the	present	study	indicated	that	their	facilitation	was	

more	likely	to	be	discursive	rather	than	instructive,	they	rated	their	general	

teaching	approach	at	mat	time	as	slightly	tending	more	toward	teacher-

directedness,	rather	than	child-directedness.	Similarly,	there	was	a	slight	tendency	

for	the	mat	time	to	be	planned	(as	opposed	to	not	planned).	In	addition,	many	of	

the	teachers	indicated	that	they	frequently	ask	questions	during	mat	time.	

	

Teachers	reported	considerable	differences	in	children’s	behaviour	at	mat	time.	

For	instance,	there	was	a	high	frequency	of	agreement	that	some	children	

consistently	dominated	or	consistently	raised	their	hands.	In	contrast,	teachers	

reported	that	some	children	took	on	a	much	less	active	role	than	their	peers,	in	

that	they	consistently	observed	rather	than	directly	participated.	Nearly	half	of	the	

teachers	agreed	that	specific	children	were	consistently	disruptive	at	mat	time.	

	

There	was	a	very	strong	tendency	for	teachers	to	indicate	that	children	enjoyed	

mat	time	(79%);	however,	comparatively	few	agreed	that	children	were	attentive	

(18%).	Because	teachers	generally	indicated	that	children	were	not	attentive,	the	

results	were	unexpected	regarding	teachers’	agreement	that	children	enjoyed	mat	

time	and	that	teachers	found	mat	time	relatively	unchallenging.	Rather,	teachers	

predominantly	indicated	that	the	various	pedagogical	tensions	were	sometimes	

easy	to	manage	and	sometimes	challenging.	This	is	likely	attributable	to	the	scale	

design;	a	four-point	scale	would	have	given	far	clearer	results.	

	

Based	on	the	literature,	it	was	anticipated	that	teachers	who	incorporated	aspects	

of	children’s	interests	into	mat	time	activities	might	differ	in	their	reports	to	those	

of	their	colleagues	who	do	not;	for	example,	the	extant	research	suggests	that	

teachers	who	appeal	to	children’s	interests	might	enhance	their	engagement	
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(Schraw	et	al.,	2001),	improve	on-task	behaviour	(Zaghlawan	&	Ostrosky,	2011),	

but	experience	specific	pedagogical	tensions,	such	as	balancing	those	interests	

with	the	curriculum	outcomes	(Alexander	et	al.,	2008;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994).	

The	present	study	found	that	the	key	difference	between	teachers	who	reported	

that	they	incorporate	children’s	interests,	and	those	that	do	not,	was	their	

agreement	about	the	likelihood	that	all	children	participate.	The	results	indicated	

that	teachers	who	reported	using	children’s	interests	were	more	likely	to	report	

that	all	children	participated	at	mat	time	compared	with	teachers	who	did	not	

report	use	of	children’s	interests.		

	

The	likelihood	of	all	children’s	participation	was	explored	further	though	

correlation	and	ANOVA	tests.	In	the	present	study,	there	was	a	weak	but	

significant	correlation	between	respondents’	reports	of	the	likelihood	that	all	

children	participate	and	teaching	pedagogy	that	was	child-directed.	Nonetheless,	

the	subsequent	ANOVA	showed	significance	in	that	the	respondents	who	

indicated	that	there	was	likelihood	of	all	children’s	participation	also	disagreed	

with	statements	about	children’s	observable	behaviours	(such	as,	certain	children	

behaved	disruptively,	dominated,	or	on-looked).	The	final	ANOVA	showed	

significance;	respondents	who	agreed	that	children	were	attentive	and	enjoyed	

mat	time	also	agreed	that	it	was	likely	that	all	children	participated	at	mat	time.	

	

One	area	in	which	teachers	did	not	differ	related	to	the	degree	of	difficulty	

reported	in	resolving	pedagogical	tensions	(for	example,	balancing	children’s	

interests	with	the	curriculum).	No	differences	were	found	between	teachers	who	

reported	drawing	on	children’s	interests	at	mat	time,	and	those	who	did	not.	

Similarly,	no	differences	were	found	between	respondents’	reports	of	their	

general	pedagogical	approach	and	their	reports	of	using	children’s	interests.	

Indeed,	both	groups	were	just	as	likely	as	each	other	to	report	that	mat	time	is	

planned,	teacher-directed,	and	instructive.		

	 	



	 104	

	

4.6	Discussion	

4.6.1	Amount	of	time	spent	on	the	mat	

Respondents	indicated	that	they	typically	facilitate	mat	times	in	comparatively	

short	bursts	of	10	to	20	minutes	at	a	time.		The	duration	of	time	is	consistent	with	

Mosley’s	(2005)	recommendation	for	mat	time	being	not	more	than	twenty	

minutes	long	in	order	to	prevent	children’s	boredom.	Nonetheless,	given	that	the	

present	results	suggest	that	mat	time	is	held	several	times	a	day,	most	children	

will	spend	a	cumulative	1-2	hours	on	the	mat	per	day.		

	

4.6.2	Contributions	of	mat	time	to	children’s	learning	

A	wide	range	of	activities	is	utilised	at	mat	time.	It	was	unsurprising	to	see	the	

high	use	of	activities	that	align	with	focus	on	literacy	given	the	New	Zealand	

Government’s	current	focus	on	literacy	and	numeracy	(Clark,	2010).	Similarly,	

activities	that	promote	social	conventions	and	potentially	communicate	

differences	between	teachers	and	students	were	prominent,	for	instance,	using	

mat	time	for	greetings	and	farewells.	These	are	symbolic	events	that	acknowledge	

others	as	social	entities	and	signal	the	level	of	formality	expected	(Firth,	1972).	

Similarly,	discussion	of	rules	was	a	highly	nominated	activity.	This	is	perhaps	to	

be	expected	given	that,	when	a	large	group	of	children	operate	together	over	a	

day,	a	teacher	may	feel	a	need	to	maintain	control,	especially	where	she	or	he	

wants	to	achieve	specific	objectives.	Moreover,	forty	years	of	research	into	the	

prevention	of	problem	behaviour	at	school	has	emphasised	the	importance	of	

teachers	establishing	and	discussing	rules	and	appropriate	behaviours	in	order	to	

reduce	classroom	disruption	and	challenging	behaviour	(Sugai	&	Horner,	2002).			

	

There	was	little	indication	that	mat	time	in	New	Zealand	regularly	includes	

activities	that	previous	studies	have	found	appeal	to	the	children,	namely	games	

and	music	(Cefai	et	al.,	2013;	Lown,	2002),	or	news	(Murphy,	2003;	Poveda,	

2008).	It	is	possible	that	music	and	games	happen	at	other	times	(off	the	mat).	

Another	activity	that	was	infrequently	used	by	teachers	was	the	presentation	of	
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children’s	news.	In	retrospect,	there	could	have	been	two	interpretations	of	‘news’	

by	the	survey	respondents.	The	first	is	morning	news,	when	the	teacher	informs	

the	children	of	anything	important	that	affects	their	day,	such	as	a	visit	from	a	

guest	speaker.	The	second	(and	intended)	meaning	is	‘show-and-tell’	or	‘sharing	

time’.		Irrespective,	the	extent	to	which	children	shared	narratives	was	not	

effectively	probed	by	the	survey.	

	

Respondents	nominated	a	range	of	outcomes	arising	from	mat	time.	They	were	

more	likely	to	rate	improvement	to	children’s	language	and	listening	skills	than	

cognitive	knowledge	as	outcomes	of	mat	time,	despite	the	emphasis	on	

academically	oriented	activities.	Other	highly	rated	outcomes	were	children’s	

social	understandings	and	sense	of	group	cohesion.	Group	cohesion	in	the	

international	literature	on	pedagogy	using	the	mat	is	poorly	defined	(see	Cefai	et	

al.,	2013;	Collins,	2013;	Duman,	2009;	Mary,	2014;	Miller	&	Moran,	2007;	Rothlein	

et	al.	1988;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994).	However,	contemporary	definitions	from	

more	general	literature	include	a	relational	aspect	of	togetherness,	as	well	as	a	

shared	orientation	to	the	task	at	hand	(Bruhn,	2009;	Dion,	2000;	Greer,	2012).	It	

seems,	then,	that	group	cohesion	is	likely	to	be	connected	in	some	way	to	

children’s	social	understandings	and	ability	to	cooperate	with	each	other.		

	

Several	studies	have	identified	mat	time	activities	that	contribute	to	group	

cohesion,	namely	news,	music,	and	cooperative	games	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	

Gallas,	1992;	Harmon-Jones,	2011;	Mary,	2012).	These	activities	potentially	

facilitate	better	knowledge	between	children	about	each	other,	thereby	

potentially	developing	greater	empathy	towards	group	members	(Cefai	et	al,	

2013;	Kelly,	1999;	Leach	&	Lewis,	2012,	Lown,	2002;	Mary,	2012).	Nonetheless,	

respondents	in	the	present	study	indicated	that	they	infrequently	offered	news,	

music,	or	games	at	mat	time;	therefore	it	is	not	known	how	mat	time	contributes	

to	group	cohesion.	
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Despite	the	teachers’	reports,	it	would	be	unwise	to	assume	that	mat	time	

contributed	positively	to	specific	outcomes	without	knowing	the	content	of	the	

activities,	how	they	have	been	facilitated,	and	the	specific	effect	they	had	on	

children.	For	instance,	self-esteem	and	group	cohesion	are	notoriously	difficult	to	

measure	and	perceptions	might	not	align	with	empirical	data	(Greer,	2012;	Miller	

&	Moran,	2007).	Notwithstanding,	some	researchers	suggest	that	certain	mat	time	

activities	contribute	to	children’s	self-esteem	and	group	cohesion.	However,	they	

also	contend	that	facilitation	is	essential.	For	instance,	Svinth	(2013)	observed	

games	that	were	so	competitive	that	they	had	a	detrimental	impact	on	group	

cohesion,	and	Leach	and	Lewis	(2012)	noticed	that	discussion	of	social	issues	lead	

to	bullying	where	some	children	breached	the	confidence	of	others	or	set	them	up	

to	be	told	off	for	things	they	had	no	hand	in.		

	

4.6.3	Pedagogies	associated	with	the	use	of	the	mat		

Teaching	approaches	were	slightly	weighted	towards	planning	and	teacher	

directedness.	It	is	of	interest	that	the	teachers	in	the	present	study	indicated	that	

they	rated	themselves	as	frequently	asking	questions	but	scored	comparatively	

lower	on	facilitating	mat	time	as	a	‘discussive’	event.	This	implied	that	many	

respondents	believe	that	there	are	controlled	opportunities	for	children	to	answer	

questions	and	be	involved	in	some	discussion.	Moreover,	if	teachers	found	one	of	

the	given	potential	tensions	challenging,	she	or	he	was	likely	to	find	them	all	

challenging.	This	finding	raises	two	obvious	possibilities;	the	first	is	that	there	are	

differences	in	teachers’	awareness	of	the	group	of	children’s	responses	to	mat	

time.	The	second	possibility	is	that	teachers	have	varying	skills	in	facilitating	mat	

time.		

	

Teaching	approaches	did	not	systematically	differ	according	to	whether	or	not	

respondents	utilised	children’s	interests	in	their	mat	time	activities;	therefore,	no	

inferences	about	enabling	children’s	influence	or	relaxed	teacher	control	can	be	

made.	The	similarities	reported	here	might	have	involved	a	lack	of	uniformity	in	

how	teachers	assessed	their	own	practices.	In	other	words,	no	‘benchmark’	was	
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provided	in	the	survey	to	indicate	which	practices	were	perceived	as,	say,	teacher	

directed,	as	opposed	to	child	directed.			

	

Respondents’	reports	about	use	of	interests	did	not	appear	to	bear	any	relation	to	

whether	they	reported	finding	the	presented	potential	tensions	challenging.	One	

possibility	that	would	partly	account	for	this	result	was	that	teachers	might	not	

have	been	fully	aware	of	elements	of	the	tensions;	for	example,	some	children’s	

needs	might	go	unrecognised	by	the	teacher	(in	which	case,	it	presents	no	

challenge).	This	is	understandable,	given	that	mat	time	is	a	socially	complex	event,	

especially	in	the	New	Zealand	context	in	which	teachers	typically	deal	with	large	

numbers	of	children	on	the	mat.	However,	international	researchers	suggest	that	

mat	time	is	an	area	that	requires	teachers	to	reflect	on	their	practices	more	

objectively.	Indeed,	Murphy	(2003)	opined	that	teaching	on	the	mat	has	become	

so	ritualised	that	teachers	no	longer	question	its	purpose	or	their	own	

pedagogical	decisions.	Another	final	possibility	is	that	the	teachers	had	varying	

perceptions	of	what	was	meant	by	‘children’s	interests’.	In	retrospect,	the	

inclusion	of	a	definition	in	the	survey	would	have	been	helpful.	

	

4.6.4	Teachers’	perspectives	of	children’s	engagement	and	participation	

It	seems	possible	that	children’s	attentiveness	is	not	a	prerequisite	for	

engagement,	or	even	compliance	(since	teachers	reported	that	attracting	

children’s	engagement	and	compliance	are	not	consistent	challenges,	and	yet	also	

reported	low	levels	of	attentiveness).	However,	this	seems	unlikely	given	that	

explaining	a	learning	activity	or	teaching	curriculum	knowledge	were	common	

uses.	It	is	possible	that	teachers’	assessments	were	based	only	on	their	

observations	of	children	who	take	an	active	part	rather	than	the	overall	group.	

Further	weight	is	given	to	this	argument	when	one	considers	the	high	agreement	

that	certain	children	consistently	observed	only.	In	other	words,	children	who	did	

not	take	an	active	role	may	have	sat	passively	on	the	mat	rather	than	

misbehaving.	Given	that	there	were	also	low	reports	of	the	use	of	reprimands	as	a	

strategy	to	gain	children’s	engagement,	it	seems	likely	that	teachers	may	have	not	
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felt	a	need	to	observe	children	who	were	not	taking	an	active	role.	On	the	other	

hand,	the	children	who	actively	participated	most	likely	had	the	teachers’	

attention	and	were	also	perhaps	most	likely	to	display	overt	signals	of	enjoyment.		

	

Teachers	tended	to	agree	that	children	exhibit	disparate	participation	behaviours,	

with	their	impressions	typically	being	that	certain	children	consistently	dominate	

or	consistently	put	up	their	hands,	whereas	others	consistently	observe	only.	It	is	

likely	that	not	all	children	want	to	speak	out	at	mat	time,	nor	do	they	all	possess	

the	same	confidence	or	proficiency	in	their	oral	language.	Nevertheless,	a	

consequence	is	that	children	who	speak	often	and	articulately	arguably	have	more	

influence	over	classroom	practices	than	their	less	participatory	peers.	It	is	likely	

that	such	influence	will	be	weighted	towards	a	learning	environment	that	better	

suits	their	own	learning	needs	than	those	of	other	children.	In	other	words,	when	

specific	children	are	allowed	to	dominate	classroom	discussion,	they	are	

indubitably	replicating	their	own	social	capital.	For	example,	the	mat	may	be	an	

effective	forum	for	influencing	the	curriculum	when	a	child	has	an	opportunity	to	

participate	often,	especially	when	it	concerns	sharing	his	or	her	ideas,	

suggestions,	and	interests	(Kessler,	1989).		

	

A	second	possible	explanation	of	reported	disparities	in	participation	is	that	

teachers	enable	varying	opportunities	for	participation.	For	example,	in	Piter’s	

(1995)	study,	the	teacher	tended	to	call	on	students	whom	she	perceived	to	be	

academically	competent	most	often,	and	called	on	other	students	infrequently.	

While	the	other	students	still	participated,	it	was	to	a	much	lesser	degree	than	

their	more	esteemed	peers.	What	is	more,	when	a	teacher	reinforces	a	child’s	

participation	through	positive	feedback,	the	child	is	likely	to	be	more	positively	

viewed	by	peers	(Mikami	et	al.,	2012;	White	&	Kistner,	1992).	As	such,	disparate	

modes	of	participation	should	be	treated	as	an	equity	concern.	In	short,	the	

resulting	feedback	arising	from	feedback	could	act	as	a	mechanism	that	

potentially	further	empowers	the	already	powerful,	and	disservices	those	children	

who	are	already	disadvantaged.	A	final	possibility	is	that	children’s	participation	
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modes	(gregarious	or	otherwise)	are	more	dependent	on	other	factors	than	the	

inclusion	of	interests,	such	as	student	temperament	and	self-concept	or	clarity	of	

information	presented	by	the	teacher	(Houser	&	Frymier,	2009).		

	

Teachers	gave	contrasting	reports	about	the	likelihood	that	all	children	

participate	at	mat	time.	The	analysis	investigated	whether	teachers	who	used	

children’s	interests	rated	children’s	participation	differently	to	those	who	did	not.	

The	results	indicated	that	teachers,	who	used	children’s	interests,	were	more	

likely	to	report	that	all	children	participated,	compared	to	teachers	who	did	not	

use	children’s	interests.	Frisby,	Berger,	Burchett,	Herovic,	and	Strawser	(2014)	

suggested	that	when	students	talked	about	something	they	knew	about	or	had	

interest	in,	they	were	less	fearful	of	making	mistakes,	thus	increasing	the	

likelihood	of	their	participation.	Similarly,	Foster	et	al.	(2009)	stated	that,		

	

Subject	matter	relevant	to	students’…	interests	is	one	way	to	

enhance	student	discussion	of	the	subject	matter.	When	

students	can	see	a	connection	between	what	is	being	

discussed	and	issues	in	their	own	lives,	they	may	be	more	

likely	to	actively	engage	in	class	discussion.	(p.174)	

	

Either	way,	participation	that	is	distributed	across	the	group	is	more	likely	to	

expose	children	to	diverse	ideas	(Chen	&	Looi,	2011)	and	enhance	the	vitality	of	

the	class	discussion	(Foster,	et	al.,	2009,	p.	174).	Nonetheless,	using	children’s	

interests	is	arguably	not	the	only	mechanism	for	achieving	this.	For	example,	

Frisby,	et	al.,	(2014)	noted	that	when	individuals	feel	a	responsibility	to	share	

ideas,	they	were	more	likely	to	participate.	Instilling	such	responsibility	in	

children	is	something	that	classroom	teachers	may	be	able	to	encourage.	

Similarly,	Weaver	and	Qi	(2005)	made	a	similar	link	between	responsibility	and	

participation	in	stating	that,	“with	the	consolidation	of	responsibility,	a	handful	of	

students	assume	the	role	of	active	participators	and	discussants”	(p.	571).	
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The	proportion	of	teachers	reporting	that	specific	children	consistently	

dominate,	observe,	put	their	hands	up,	or	act	in	disruptive	ways	was	the	

same	for	those	reporting	incorporating	children’s	interests	and	those	

reporting	they	do	not	do	so.	A	very	simple	explanation	for	this	might	be	that	

even	when	teachers	incorporated	children’s	interests,	they	were	unable	to	

meet	all	children’s	interests	all	of	the	time.	Thus	the	use	of	interests	might	

have	had	a	minimal	impact	on	whether	all	children	were	engaged	or	bored.	

However,	given	that	teachers	agreed	that	only	certain	children	tended	to	

display	the	particular	behaviours	(for	example,	certain	children	consistently	

observed	or	certain	children	consistently	put	their	hand	up),	it	is	likely	that	

the	explanation	is	more	complex.		For	instance,	certain	gregarious	or	

circumspect	behaviours	might	be	more	closely	associated	with	a	child’s	

status	or	personality	than	whether	or	not	a	teacher	has	incorporated	his	or	

her	interests.		

	

Nearly	half	of	the	respondents	did	not	indicate	that	they	appealed	to	

children’s	interests	in	order	to	engage	them	at	mat	time.	We	can	rule	out	the	

possibility	that	the	children	were	already	engaged,	thus	ameliorating	the	

need	for	extra	effort	by	teachers,	because	almost	20%	of	the	teachers	

reported	that	children	were	not	attentive.	One	possibility	to	account	for	the	

low	response	rate	with	regard	to	children’s	interests	is	that	as	a	

phenomenon,	interests	is	fairly	complex.	The	survey	did	not	attempt	to	clarify	

between	interest	residing	within	a	learner	(Mitchell,	1994),	or	situational	

interest	arising	from	novel	or	attention-grabbing	stimuli	(Schraw	et	al.,	

2001).	The	lack	of	clarification	may	have	deterred	some	participants	from	

selecting	the	strategy	as	one	that	they	used.		

	

A	second	reason	might	involve	the	focus	on	curriculum	required	of	teachers,	

and	teachers’	concern	about	meeting	those	requirements	without	distraction	

(Clark,	2010).	Nonetheless,	few	teachers	indicated	that	they	experienced	

tensions	between	delivering	the	curriculum	and	incorporating	aspects	of	
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children’s	interests	into	their	mat	time	pedagogy.	A	third	possibility	relates	

to	one	very	pertinent	finding	by	Weber	(2003),	which	is	that	teachers	

utilised	those	strategies	that	engaged	children’s	interest	in	learning	activities	

the	least,	especially	because	it	involved	allowing	children	to	influence	the	

topic	and	the	activity.	The	same	possibility	is	conceivable	at	mat	time.	

Moreover,	Renninger	and	Hidi	(2011)	suggest	that	engaging	children	via	

their	interests	requires	a	teacher’s	careful	attunement.	As	already	suggested,	

teachers	might	struggle	to	demonstrate	the	same	degree	of	attunement	to	

children	when	teaching	them	as	a	whole	group,	compared	with	the	

attunement	demonstrable	in	one-on-one	or	small-group	scenarios.	

	

Further	analysis	was	undertaken	to	investigate	the	differences	between	those	

respondents	who	reported	that	they	engaged	students	by	appealing	to	their	

interests	and	those	who	reported	that	they	did	not.	Respondents	were	equally	

likely	to	agree	that	children	enjoyed	mat	time,	and	that	also	they	were	not	

attentive,	despite	whether	they	drew	on	children’s	interests	as	an	engagement	

strategy.	This	was	a	surprising	finding	in	relation	to	those	teachers	who	said	that	

they	included	children’s	interests.	Several	possible	reasons	exist	to	account	for	the	

similarities	in	reporting	with	regard	to	enjoyment	and	attentiveness:		

• Children	enjoy	mat	time	but	are	often	inattentive	because	they	are	

distracted	by	peers	(see	Meyer	et	al.,	1994;	Milman,	2009),		

• Children	enjoy	mat	time	but	are	influenced	by	peers	to	focus	elsewhere	

than	the	teacher;	a	kind	of	contagious	distraction	(Milman,	2009),		

• Children	enjoy	the	mat	time	but	may	not	have	been	able	to	see	relevant	

materials	or	hear	the	teacher	adequately	(see	Nelson,	Kohnert,	Sabur,	&	

Shaw,	2005),	and		

• Children	enjoy	mat	time	but	fidgeted;	teachers	may	mistake	children’s	

fidgeting	for	inattentiveness.		

With	regard	to	the	latter	point,	adults	may	construe	fidgeting	behaviour	as	

indicative	of	loss	of	focus	(Farley,	Risko,	&	Kingstone,	2013),	yet	many	young	
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children	seem	able	to	fidget	while	remaining	on-task.	For	instance,	Milman	(2009)	

cited	examples	such	as	a	child,	focused	on	child	balancing	a	pencil	on	his	upper	lip,	

who	was	also	able	to	answer	his	teacher’s	questions	even	though	the	pencil	

appeared	to	absorb	his	attention	more	so	than	the	lesson.	Accordingly,	Milman	

referred	to	such	children	as	“skilled	(and	mysterious)	multi-taskers”	(p.	131).	

Further	research	is	required	that	seeks	the	importance	of	seating	position	in	

relation	to	seeing	and	hearing	well,	the	specific	aspects	of	mat	time	being	

enjoyable	and	engaging,	and	finally,	the	influence	of	the	peer	on	individual	

children’s	enjoyment	and	participation	at	mat	time.	

	

It	is	important	to	acknowledge	that	the	survey	relied	on	teachers’	self-reports.	It	

is,	therefore,	only	their	perceptions	and	opinions	that	are	represented	in	the	

results.	It	is	possible	that	some	of	their	perceptions	are	not	an	accurate	reflection	

of	what	actually	happens.	Teachers’	constructs	about	children’s	participation	and	

the	teacher’s	role	in	managing	it	need	to	be	explored	further.	For	instance,	the	

teachers	showed	high	agreement	that	particular	children	dominate	at	mat	time	

while	others	merely	observe.	On	the	other	hand,	they	tended	to	disagree	that	

encouraging	all	children’s	participation	is	challenging.	Further	investigation	into	

these	areas	is	warranted,	especially	in	light	of	previous	research	indicating	that	

active	participation	is	important	to	individual	children’s	learning.	It	seems	

possible	that	the	peer	group	plays	a	role	in	the	ability	of	individual	children	to	

actively	participate	(for	example,	see	Danielewics	et	al.	1996).	It	is	not	known	

whether	active	participation	at	mat	time	is	an	important	aspect	of	children’s	peer	

culture.	Further	research	that	asks	children	directly	and	observes	their	behaviour	

around	participation	is	justified.	
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4.6.5	The	mat	as	an	official	space	and	its	contributions	to	the	interactional	
milieu	
	
The	present	study	reported	that	children	are	typically	required	to	spend	a	

significant	amount	of	time	on	the	mat,	where	80%	of	participating	teachers	

reported	discussing	rules	at	least	once	every	day.	Moreover,	reported	mat	time	

pedagogy	was	slightly	weighted	towards	teacher-directed	practices.	Mat	time	is	

thus	likely	to	be	somewhat	formal	and	planned,	meaning	that	children’s	

contributions	are	likely	to	be	carefully	controlled.	However,	there	are	likely	to	be	

some	opportunities	for	children’s	input	at	mat	time,	given	that	teachers	indicated	

that	they	utilise	some	child-directed	and	flexible	practices.		

	

Many	participating	teachers	viewed	mat	time	is	a	useful	forum	for	achieving	social	

and	academic	goals.	Preconceived	notions	about	competence	are	likely	to	be	

promoted	given	that	85%	of	the	teachers	use	mat	time	for	teaching	curriculum	

knowledge.	Nevertheless,	there	is	very	little	evidence	that	mat	time	is	an	effective	

forum	for	learning.	Indeed,	what	little	research	has	been	undertaken,	suggests	

that	for	academically	vulnerable	students,	it	is	one	of	the	least	effective	teaching	

formats	(Myhill,	2002).	In	the	present	research,	the	data	suggest	that	the	validity	

of	teachers’	claims	that	mat	time	achieves	positive	social	and	academic	outcomes	

is	questionable.	In	the	first	instance,	only	an	approximate	20%	of	teachers	thought	

that	children	were	actually	attentive.	Teachers	also	indicated	agreement	that	

some	children	behaved	disruptively	or	merely	observed	instead	of	taking	an	

active	part.	

	

Mat	time	typically	features	teachers’	focus	on	asking	questions	of	children.	

Previous	research	about	questioning	indicates	that	there	is	a	strong	probability	

that	the	IRF	sequence	is	the	predominant	mode	of	interaction,	despite	it	being	one	

of	the	least	effective	for	complex	learning	and	thinking	(Cazden,	2001;	Myhill	et	

al.,	2006;	Nassaji	&	Wells,	2000).	In	the	present	study,	slightly	more	teachers	

nominated	children’s	enhanced	listening	skills	(93%)	as	something	that	mat	time	
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fostered	rather	than	their	language	skills	(86%).	Notwithstanding,	it	remains	

unknown	what	kind	of	communication	the	teachers	facilitate.		

	

The	present	research	found	that	teachers	predominantly	characterise	

togetherness	and	a	positive	social	climate	as	important	facets	of	mat	time.	

Children	are	typically	welcomed	and	farewelled	as	a	group.	Many	teachers	

indicated	high	agreement	that	mat	time	fosters	group	cohesion	(86%)	and	65%	

indicated	that	it	enhances	students’	self-esteem.	Furthermore,	some	teachers	used	

it	for	feel-good	actions,	such	as	acknowledging	good	work	(62%).	The	positive	

climate	of	the	mat	commonly	inherent	in	the	teachers’	reports	is	one	that	is	

friendly	and	enjoyable.	This	was	evinced	by	the	79%	of	participating	teachers	who	

agreed	that	children	enjoy	mat	time.	

	

Finally,	if	teachers	attempt	to	make	mat	time	interesting	to	children,	then	they	are	

more	likely	to	report	that	all	children	participate.	Moreover,	when	teachers	

reported	that	all	children	participated,	they	were	more	likely	to	report	that	

children	were	attentive.	Each	of	these	points	gives	credence	to	the	view	that	the	

official	space	at	mat	time	should	incorporate	children’s	interests	and	aim	to	

distribute	opportunities	to	actively	take	part	across	the	group.		

	

4.7	Chapter	summary	and	conclusions	

Children	spend	a	significant	amount	of	time	on	the	mat	in	New	Zealand	year	two	

classrooms.	The	teachers	participating	in	the	survey	reported	facilitating	a	blend	

of	social	and	curriculum	related	activities;	for	example,	discussion	of	rules,	and	

explanation	of	learning	activities,	or	curriculum	knowledge.	Given	that	group	

cohesion,	social	understandings,	language	skills,	and	listening	skills	were	also	all	

highly	rated	outcomes,	it	seems	that	mat	time	is	a	significant	socialisation	event	

within	a	child’s	school	day.	This	is	an	important	finding	that	potentially	relates	to	

how	teachers	expect	children	to	participate	and	interact	with	each	other	on	the	

mat.	
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Despite	teachers’	reports	that	mat	time	presents	few	consistent	challenges	to	enabling	

all	children’s	participation,	teachers	differed	in	their	reports	as	to	whether	all	children	

did	indeed	participate.	Moreover,	they	reported	high	agreement	that	participation	

roles	varied	considerably	between	children.	Some	children	were	reported	as	actively	

participating	in	the	mat	time,	whereas	others	were	reported	as	observing.	Achieving	

clarity	about	children’s	participation	is	important	considering	the	potential	link	to	

their	learning	(Han	et	al.,	2005)	and	influence	(Emilson,	2007).	This	is	relevant	given	

that	while	there	is	a	possibility	that	differences	in	participation	might	be	the	result	of	

not	all	children	having	the	desire	to	participate,	some	children	with	competitive	ability	

may	be	able	to	enhance	their	own	chances	for	participation;	for	example,	by	blocking	

participation	for	less	competitive	peers	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996).	

	

Divergent	participation	patterns	among	children	raise	some	philosophical	questions	

about	how	participation	relates	to	fairness	and	influence.	For	instance,	does	fairness	

require	that	all	children	have	an	equal	number	of	turns	at	participating	in	certain	mat	

time	activity?	Answering	this	question	would	need	to	take	into	account	the	possibility	

that	some	children	might	not	want	to	participate	as	well	as	the	quality	of	participation	

that	different	children	are	afforded.	These	issues	relate	directly	to	the	facilitation	and	

type	of	control	that	the	teacher	exhibits	(Emilson,	2007).	In	the	present	study,	

teachers	tended	to	place	their	practices	on	the	mid-point	of	a	range	of	scales	to	do	with	

planning	or	instructiveness,	indicating	that	there	may	be	limited	opportunities	for	

children	to	exert	influence.	

	

Teachers	must	examine	the	culture	of	the	class	at	mat	time.	Many	studies	have	

examined	disparities	in	influence	between	the	children	and	the	teacher,	and	the	

impact	on	the	nature	of	the	children’s	participation	(see	Emilson,	2007;	Ernst,	1994;	

Gallas,	1992;	Leach	&	Lewis,	2012).	However,	it	is	equally	likely	that	disparities	exist	

between	individual	children,	thus	impacting	their	ability	to	participate	and	share	their	

unique	voice	(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Leach	&	Lewis,	2012).	Teachers’	investigations	

of	which	children	(1)	are	highly	chosen	by	peers	or	teachers,	(2)	predominantly	
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participate,	and	(3)	are	largely	silent,	may	be	essential	to	determine	whether	learning	

opportunities	on	the	mat	are	equitably	accessible	to	all	children.		

	

	

Even	though	teachers	predominantly	reported	practices	such	as	allowing	some	

child-direction,	informality,	and	spontaneity,	there	did	not	appear	to	be	any	

bearing	on	whether	or	not	they	incorporated	children’s	interests	into	mat	time	

activity.	Nonetheless,	in	the	present	study,	teachers	who	reported	that	they	

considered	children’s	interests	in	their	pedagogy	were	likely	to	report	that	all	of	

the	children	participated.	There	are	potential	benefits	associated	with	

participation	that	is	distributed	across	the	group,	including	diverse	representation	

of	ideas	and	vibrant	discussion.	However,	regardless	of	whether	teachers	drew	on	

children’s	interests,	teachers	were	still	likely	to	observe	disparate	modes	of	

participation	and	found	aspects	of	mat	time	sometimes	challenging	and	

sometimes	easy.	Therefore,	using	children’s	interests	did	not	appear	to	influence	

whether	or	not	teachers	considered	specific	children	to	be	consistently	disruptive,	

to	put	their	hand	up,	or	to	merely	observe.	
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CHAPTER	FIVE	
Study	Two	

	
5.1	Introduction	

This	study	explored	children’s	perspectives	on	mat	time,	particularly	those	

pertaining	to	their	feelings	about	it,	and	the	extent	to	which	they	believe	that	their	

own	participation	is	important.	The	primary	aim	was	to	uncover	aspects	of	peer	

culture	and	the	relatively	hidden	under-life	of	the	peer	group.	The	under-life	of	

peer	culture	is	characterised	by	unofficial	scripts,	symbols,	and	norms	(see	

Corsaro,	1985;	McLaren,	1999;	Woodrow,	2006).	Each	of	these	facets	potentially	

uphold	and	reproduce	a	teacher’s	official	rules	and	expectations	pertaining	to	

children’s	behaviour	and	participation	on	the	mat.	Conversely,	peer-culture	

scripts,	symbols,	and	norms	might	counter	and	challenge	those	rules.	For	example,	

Milman’s	(2009)	ethnography	of	morning	meeting	showed	that	some	of	the	

children	only	pretended	to	pay	attention	to	the	teacher.	This	subterfuge	appeared	

to	have	a	bonding	effect	among	the	children.	However,	irrespective	of	whether	

children’s	peer	culture	and	under-life	support	or	contravene	the	official	rules	and	

norms,	they	most	likely	influence	children’s	social	behaviour	on	the	mat.	

	

It	is	important	to	note	that	peer	culture	is	not	a	homogenous	culture.	Galbraith	

(2011)	asserted	that	peer	groups	typically	consist	of	many	sub-groups	with	varied	

internal	power	dynamics.	These	dynamics	might	challenge	official	scripts,	

especially	those	promoting	equal	access	to	participation.	Specific	children	might	

require	the	social	support	of	peers	in	order	to	participate	in	classroom	activities	

(Danielewicz	et	al.,	1996;	Jenkins	&	Kilpatrick	Demaray,	2012;	Sandberg	&	

Eriksson,	2008).	For	instance,	it	is	conceivable	that	being	helped	by	friends	might	

enable	some	children	to	access	more	participatory	roles	than	other	less	socially	

supported	peers.	Furthermore,	Sandberg	and	Eriksson	(2008)	suggest	that	

children’s	social	support	enables	them	to	exert	influence	within	the	peer	group.	

Accordingly,	when	children	have	a	high-status	position	in	a	social	hierarchy,	their	

participatory	roles	might	carry	more	influence	compared	with	those	of	their	less	

dominant	peers.		
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5.2	Study	aims	and	research	questions	

Children’s	participation	cannot	be	separated	from	social	activity	and	the	rules	

governing	that	social	activity.	Many	studies	indicate	that	teachers	view	mat	time	

as	an	activity	that	fosters	togetherness	in	a	group.	Teachers	also	purportedly	

report	that	mat	time	appeals	to	children’s	interests	in	different	topics,	and	is	

useful	for	teaching	and	learning.	Overall,	teachers	seem	to	view	mat	time	as	

something	that	children	enjoy	(for	examples,	see	Eirich,	2006;	Gibbs	&	Wilks,	

1991;	Hong,	1995).	However,	there	are	few	studies	that	have	asked	young	

children	about	mat	time,	and	those	that	have,	suggest	that	young	children	enjoy	

mat	time	activities	that	entail	physical	movement	(Cefai	et	al.,	2013),	otherwise	

young	children	demonstrate	little	enjoyment	of	mat	time	(Rubenstein	Reich,	

1994).	The	present	study	is	guided	by	the	following	question:	

	

• What	are	children’s	impressions	of	mat	time?	

	

Children’s	participation	at	mat	time	is	one	aspect	of	social	behaviour,	and	yet	it	

has	not	been	a	major	focus	in	the	literature	about	mat	time.	Of	the	studies	

reviewed	in	previous	chapters,	two	indicated	that	children’s	participation	might	

be	important	to	their	attentiveness.	Zaghlawan	and	Ostrosky	(2011)	suggested	

that	children’s	active	participation	might	be	important	to	their	engagement,	and	

Wood	et	al.	(2009)	found	that	children	appeared	to	exhibit	more	on-task	

behaviours	when	they	could	participate	by	using	response	cards	compared	with	a	

situation	in	which	active	participation	was	limited	to	a	few	children.	However,	

both	of	these	studies	approached	the	peer	group	as	a	single	unit,	and	therefore	the	

internal	dynamics	that	are	relevant	to	participation,	such	as	social	hierarchies	and	

peer-affiliations,	were	not	addressed.	Given	the	paucity	of	research,	this	second	

study	aimed	to	address	two	questions:	

• What	importance	do	children	place	on	their	own	participation	and	

engagement	at	mat	time?	

• How	do	children’s	peer	relations	influence	their	participation	at	mat	time?	
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5.3	Methodology	

This	study	used	a	pragmatic	approach	(as	described	by	Johnson	&	Onwuegbuzie,	

2004).	Such	an	approach	rejects	both	reductionism	and	dualism;	for	instance,	the	

presentation	of	subjectivism	and	objectivism	as	discrete	polarities.	It	recognises	

the	existence	of	the	inner	world	of	subjects	as	well	as	the	existence	of	objective	

reality.	Such	an	approach	can	offer	a	multi-lens	account	that	describes	and	

explores	a	phenomenon	by	using	the	explanations	given	by	study	participants.	In	

turn	a	researcher	makes	sense	of	those	explanations	(Johnson	&	Christenson,	

2004).		

	

Data	were	gathered	through	semi-structured	interviews.	In	a	semi-structured	

interview,	questions	are	posed	in	an	order	that	suits	the	flow	of	the	interview.	

Additional	questions	are	also	added	when	required,	so	that	the	researcher	can	

achieve	a	clear	understanding	of	what	the	participants	want	to	convey.	The	

interviewer	has	a	clear	agenda	regarding	the	topic,	but	allows	the	participant	to	

elaborate	on	points	of	interest.	The	interviewer	must	know	about	the	subject	

being	discussed	and	be	able	to	identify	new	information	that	arises	from	the	

interview	and	ask	further	questions	about	it.	As	such,	semi-structured	interviews	

often	engender	data	that	have	specific	foci;	yet	they	also	allow	participants	to	

share	the	qualitative	nuances	of	their	lived	experiences	and	beliefs	(Anderson,	

1999;	Cresswell,	1994).	Specifically,	the	raw	data	that	were	generated	through	the	

semi-structured	interviews	were	qualitative.	The	analysis	comprised	of	thematic	

development,	scrutiny,	and	synthesis	(see	Johnson	&	Onwuegbuzie,	2004).		

	

5.3.1	Ethics	

The	Victoria	University	of	Wellington	Faculty	of	Education	Human	Ethics	

Committee	granted	ethical	approval	to	conduct	the	study	(ref	number:		

SEPP/2010/115	RM18188,	see	Appendix	B).	Ethical	considerations	determined	

many	of	the	decisions	about	research	processes	in	the	present	study.	I	developed	

a	list	of	guiding	principles	that	underpinned	the	study;	these	were	that:	
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1. The	adults	who	knew	the	children	would	be	consulted	first.	

2. Children	had	the	right	to	give	assent	without	coercion,	or	deny	

participation	without	repercussion,	at	any	stage	of	the	research	

process.	

3. Children’s	learning	would	not	be	unreasonably	interrupted.	

4. Children’s	anonymity	would	be	protected	at	all	times.	

5. Children’s	emotional	safety	was	paramount	during	all	steps	of	the	

research.	

6. Children’s	assistance	in	the	study	would	be	acknowledged.	

	

In	order	to	be	part	of	the	study,	a	rigorous	programme	that	sought	adults’	consent	

was	undertaken.	Information	letters	were	disseminated	to	the	three	school	

principals,	the	teachers,	and	the	children’s	parents.	Their	written	consent	to	the	

study	was	required	before	proceeding	to	seek	assent	from	the	children.	The	

children	were	also	given	a	letter	and	written	assent	form.	The	letters	are	provided	

in	Appendix	C.	

	

I	took	great	care	to	treat	every	child	similarly,	irrespective	of	whether	they	had	

given	assent	or	not.	Any	favouritism	could	have	acted	as	a	coercive	element.	Steps	

to	avoid	coercion	were	taken	at	each	interview	and	the	child	was	verbally	assured	

that	they	could	terminate	the	interview	at	any	time	without	repercussion,	and	that	

there	were	no	incorrect	answers;	rather,	it	was	their	opinion	that	was	being	

sought.	In	addition,	I	explained	how	the	information	they	shared	would	be	used.	

	

To	minimise	disruption	to	children’s	learning,	the	teacher	was	given	control	over	

which	assenting	children	could	be	interviewed	and	when.	Moreover,	the	actual	

interviews	took	approximately	ten	minutes,	which	meant	that	each	child	was	

away	from	lessons	for	a	minimal	amount	of	time.	Children	were	given	assurance	

of	their	anonymity.	To	this	end,	their	names	were	removed	from	all	data	and	

replaced	with	codes.	For	the	purposes	of	reporting,	pseudonyms	have	been	used.	



	 121	

Finally,	care	has	been	taken	to	remove	any	identifying	features	from	descriptions	

of	participant	classrooms,	teachers,	schools,	or	children.		

	

Children’s	emotional	safety	was	a	key	consideration	at	all	times.	I	spent	a	

minimum	of	a	term	engaged	in	each	class,	visiting	at	least	once	a	week	and	up	to	

three	times	a	week.	The	first	visits	were	to	build	relationships.	Prior	to	the	

interviews,	mat	time	was	video-recorded	for	use	in	validating	findings
6
,	and	I	

often	sat	on	the	mat	with	children.	Interviews	occurred	toward	the	end	of	the	

video-recording	phase,	allowing	me	to	establish	knowledge	of	the	children	and	

form	relationships	with	them	prior	to	interviewing	them.	In	addition,	I	am	a	

trained	and	registered	early	childhood	teacher.	My	prior	experience	enabled	me	

to	perceive	emotional	discomfort	expressed	by	children	during	the	research	

process.	Even	when	children	had	given	their	assent	to	be	interviewed,	if	they	

appeared	to	be	uncomfortable	or	anxious	during	the	interview,	I	terminated	the	

interview	immediately	and	reassured	the	child.	This	occurred	on	two	occasions	

with	children,	who	teachers	later	told	me,	were	prone	to	anxiety.		

	

Finally,	given	that	I	forged	relationships	with	the	children,	my	transition	out	of	the	

classrooms	at	the	completion	of	the	research	was	planned.	I	frequently	talked	to	

children	about	the	‘last	visit’	throughout	the	data-gathering	period.	At	the	

conclusion	of	the	data	collection,	children	and	teachers	were	given	small	gifts	as	

acknowledgements	for	their	participation	and	for	hosting	me	in	the	classroom	

settings.	Every	child	received	a	gift	regardless	of	whether	they	were	interviewed	or	

not.	Gifts	were	chosen	based	on	my	understanding	of	the	class.	For	example,	in	one	

classroom,	every	child	was	given	a	sheet	of	stickers,	whereas	in	another,	each	child	

received	a	small	gift	bag	of	erasers.	Children	were	not	aware	of	the	gift	until	my	

last	day	in	the	classroom	to	avoid	it	influencing	children’s	decision	about	

participation.	

	

																																																								

6
	The	findings	of	the	video-observations	are	not	reported	in	the	present	thesis.	
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Ethical	considerations	were	also	made	in	relation	to	the	handling	of	data.	The	

person	employed	to	transcribe	the	interviews	was	required	to	sign	a	

confidentiality	agreement	(see	Appendix	D).	Before	the	transcripts	were	handed	to	

a	reliability-rater,	the	children’s	and	teachers’	names	were	removed	and	replaced	

with	codes.	Any	other	identifying	information	was	also	removed.	Data	were	stored	

on	a	computer	requiring	a	password,	and	printed	copies	of	data	were	kept	in	a	

locked	filing	cabinet	in	my	office	at	Victoria	University	of	Wellington.	In	addition,	

the	data	were	backed	up	on	an	external	hard-drive,	which	was	similarly	locked	up.	

	

Another	ethical	aspect	of	research	with	children	that	has	particular	importance	in	

the	New	Zealand	context	is	conducting	studies	in	ways	that	situate	children	as	

members	of	their	family	and	wider	community	(Te	Maro,	2010;	Te	One,	2010).		In	

this	present	study,	the	teachers	acted	as	agents,	facilitating	communication	

between	the	children’s	families	and	myself,	in	that	they	conducted	discussions	

with	families	and	fielded	questions	after	completing	an	initial	information	session	

with	me.	This	might	be	recognised	as	a	breach	of	cultural	protocol	in	the	New	

Zealand	context,	where	it	is	the	researchers	who	should	address	any	concerns	

about	the	research	and	the	research	process	by	meeting	with	families	and	

community	directly	(Te	Maro,	2010).	

	

5.3.2	Selection	of	classrooms	

In	the	previous	chapters,	it	was	explained	that	a	survey	was	administered	to	

teachers	of	year	two	children	in	New	Zealand.	Incorporated	in	the	survey	was	an	

invitation	for	teachers	to	volunteer	their	classes	for	this	second,	more	in-depth	

study.	The	response	to	this	invitation	was	high,	with	150	teachers	indicating	an	

interest.	Given	that	interviews	with	children	were	face	to	face,	it	was	most	

convenient	to	narrow	the	participating	classrooms	to	the	greater	Wellington	

Region,	where	I	reside.	Fifteen	of	the	teachers	who	volunteered	their	classes	lived	

in	the	Wellington	region.	Each	of	these	teachers	were	emailed	and	asked	to	

provide	a	brief	description	of	their	class	and	their	mat	time	practices.	In	addition,	

they	were	sent	an	information	letter	about	the	study.	Five	full	responses	were	
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returned.	From	these,	three	classrooms	were	purposively	selected,	based	on	

maximum	variation	sampling	(Wiersma	&	Jurs,	2009);	in	other	words,	the	three	

classrooms	that	were	chosen	were	those	that	appeared	to	have	the	most	points	of	

difference	to	each	other.	These	were	based	on	class	size,	decile
7
,	children’s	

ethnicities,	and	mat	time	pedagogies.	The	three	participating	classes	were	labeled	

Classroom	‘A’,	‘B’,	and	‘C’.	

	

Classroom	A	was	in	a	decile	10	school.	It	was	small,	with	fewer	than	twenty	

children.	The	children	descended	from	a	range	of	European	and	Asian	cultures.		

Mat	time	was	held	several	times	each	day	as	an	introduction	to	specific	skills	or	

activities,	to	engage	in	class	discussion,	games,	or	for	social	reasons	(for	example,	

‘news’).	Children	gathered	on	a	spacious	mat	at	the	front	of	the	class	in	a	free-

seating	fashion.	The	teacher	sat	on	a	chair	in	front	of	them.	The	classroom	was	

well	resourced	with	electronic	equipment,	such	as	Vimeo	whiteboards,	laptops	

and	data	projectors.	These	were	often	used	in	various	educational	games	or	

activities.	Nine	children	were	interviewed.	

	

Classroom	B	was	exceptionally	large,	with	over	thirty	children	of	European,	

Pacific,	Asian	and	Middle	Eastern	descent.	The	class	was	situated	in	a	Decile	10	

school.	The	teacher	facilitated	several	mat	times	per	day,	often	before	breaks	or	

activities.	Frequently,	mat	time	focused	on	a	specific	subject	area,	such	as	

mathematics;	however,	it	was	also	used	for	other	purposes	including	reading	

large	books	or	playing	games.	Children	sat	on	the	mat	in	an	en	bloc	fashion	with	

the	teacher	at	the	front	on	a	chair.	The	mat	was	surrounded	by	equipment	and	

shelving	on	two	sides.	A	standard	whiteboard	was	utilised.	A	data	projector	and	

laptop	computer	were	available	if	required.	Twenty-five	children	were	

interviewed.	

																																																								

7
	Decile:	a	school’s	decile	rating	in	New	Zealand	determines	what	degree	of	

funding	that	school	receives.	Census	data	is	used	to	determine	the	extent	to	which	

that	school’s	community	resides	in	low	socioeconomic	communities.	A	low	decile	

rating	is	allocated	to	schools	located	in	low	socioeconomic	communities	(Ministry	

of	Education,	2015).		
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Classroom	C	was	mid-sized,	with	approximately	twenty	children.	The	school	was	

decile	1	at	the	time	of	data	gathering.	The	children	were	predominantly	from	

Māori	and	Pacific	families.	The	teacher	had	been	trying	to	reduce	the	number	of	

mat	times	per	day	and	had	also	moved	to	using	a	circle	configuration	when	the	

children	sat	on	the	mat.	Mat	times	were	held	for	both	academic	and	recreational	

or	social	purposes.	Discussion	was	a	frequent	activity	and	the	teacher	also	read	

novels	to	the	children,	or	played	games.	The	teacher	sat	on	the	floor	with	the	

children.	Often	she	wrote	on	a	large	piece	of	paper	that	could	be	displayed	at	a	

later	point,	or	used	a	stand-free	whiteboard	as	opposed	to	one	attached	to	the	

wall.	The	mat	was	relatively	spacious	with	no	other	equipment	nearby.	Sixteen	

children	were	interviewed.	

	

5.3.3	Selection	of	participants	

Overall,	49	children	were	interviewed	for	the	study.	Children	in	the	participating	

classes	decided	whether	they	wanted	to	participate.	First,	I	held	a	meeting	with	

each	teacher	to	explain	and	discuss	the	project.	Next,	an	invitation	was	issued	to	

parents	via	an	information	letter.	A	similar	invitation	was	given	to	children,	which	

was	brief,	written	in	large	font,	and	used	simple	language	that	children	were	likely	

to	be	able	to	read	(see	Appendix	B).	The	teachers	distributed	the	letter	in	class	

time	and	read	the	letter	with	the	children.	Each	teacher	allowed	time	for	

discussion	about	the	project.	I	was	not	present	during	the	discussion	or	when	the	

teacher	distributed	and	gathered	assent	forms.		

	

Children	were	given	a	form	that	read:	

Please	tick	the	box	that	you	agree	with.	

☐	I	feel	okay	if	Anita	talks	to	me	about	mat	time	

☐	I	don’t	feel	okay	if	Anita	talks	to	me	about	mat	time	
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The	children	were	asked	to	make	a	mark	in	the	relevant	box,	and	the	forms	were	

gathered	by	the	teachers	and	returned	to	me.	In	addition,	I	confirmed	children’s	

willingness	to	participate	with	them	verbally,	prior	to	each	interview.		

	

The	decision	to	directly	ask	children	about	mat	time	was	influenced	by	a	belief	

that	children	are	experts	about	their	own	lives.	They	have	much	to	contribute	to	

knowledge	about	childhood	and	education	when	asked	about	their	experiences.	

Such	a	belief	is	justified	by	other	studies	that	have	sought	children’s	viewpoints;	

for	example,	Te	One	(2010)	asserts	that	studies	that	seek	children’s	views	can	

“deepen	understanding	(for	researchers,	teachers	and	children)	of	how	

classrooms	are	culturally	constructed”	(p.	67).			

	

5.3.4	Development	of	the	semi-structured	interview	schedule	and	procedures	

The	interview	schedule	was	developed	from	the	literature	about	mat	time.	First,	

children	were	asked	to	set	up	a	mat	time	and	to	indicate	where	they	sat,	and	

explain	why	they	sat	there.	This	was	designed	to	engage	children’s	interest	in	the	

interview	process	and	to	put	them	at	ease.	Also,	for	this	purpose,	colourful,	

human-like	figures,	which	are	illustrated	in	Figure	5.1,	were	used	to	assist	

children	in	setting	up	a	model	of	the	mat	time.	Green,	Cillessen,	Rechis,	Patterson	

and	Hughes	(2008)	used	toys	and	figures	in	their	interviews	with	children,	

allowing	them	to	manipulate	the	props.	They	noted	that:	“because	young	children	

are	particularly	motivated	by	hands-on	activities,	this	was	an	effective	way	to	

engage	them	in	the	task”	(p.	98).	
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Figure	5.1.	Human-like	figures	used	as	props	in	the	interviews.	

	

Children	were	asked	about	the	best	place	to	sit.	This	question	was	based	on	the	

assumption	that	children	are	deliberate	in	their	choice	of	seating	position.	It	

aimed	to	uncover	children’s	motivation	as	academically	or	socially	related;	in	

addition,	it	also	allowed	children	to	indicate	other	reasons	that	I	had	not	

considered.	In	any	case,	I	speculated	that	seating	position	might	have	a	bearing	on	

children’s	participation,	given	that	Mandel	Morrow	and	Smith	(1990)	noted	that	

children	at	the	back	of	the	mat	appeared	to	experience	greater	difficulty	in	

securing	active	participation	than	those	who	sat	near	the	front.	

	

Children	were	asked,	‘what	happens	at	mat	time?’	Eirich’s	(2006)	work	influenced	

the	question;	her	ethnographic	study	about	morning	meeting	found	that	the	

formation	of	community	was	an	important	official	principle;	however,	she	also	

suggested	that	specific	children	were	competitive	in	promoting	their	own	needs	

above	those	of	others.	Mat	time	in	New	Zealand	differs	from	morning	meeting;	

whereas	morning	meeting	is	a	ritual	designed	to	welcome	children,	mat	time	often	

has	a	stronger	focus	on	teaching	and	learning.	Nonetheless,	Eirich	(2006)	was	able	

to	examine	some	of	the	official	and	unofficial	scripts.	A	second	article,	that	

influenced	the	approach	taken,	was	that	of	Leach	and	Lewis	(2012),	who	had	

success	in	asking	children	“What	sorts	of	things	do	you	do	in	circle	time?”	(p.	46).	
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It	was	anticipated	that	asking	children	about	what	happens	at	mat	time	or	the	

types	of	things	that	they	did,	would	enable	them	to	discuss	the	official	scripts	of	

the	mat	time	in	terms	of	activities	and	rules.	However,	it	also	provided	an	

opportunity	for	children	to	disclose	other,	relevant	issues	that	might	be	less	

obvious	or	part	of	an	unofficial	script.		

	

Another	question	asked	children	to	indicate	how	they	felt	about	mat	time.	To	date,	

there	have	been	mixed	findings	regarding	children’s	enjoyment.	Some	studies	

have	reported	that	children	predominantly	enjoy	mat	time	(Collins,	2013;	Lown,	

2002;	Moss	&	Wilson,	1998),	whereas	others	have	reported	that	children	seemed	

bored,	or	that	they	only	liked	specific	aspects	of	mat	time	(Cefai	et	al.,	2013;	

Rubenstein	Reich,	1994;	Zaghlawan	&	Ostrosky,	2011).	In	this	study,	children	

were	asked	to	rate	their	feelings	or	enjoyment	of	mat	time	using	three	cards	

depicting	happy,	unhappy,	and	neutral.	The	cards	are	depicted	in	Figure	5.2,	and	

were	provided	to	assist	the	children’s	formulation	of	answers.	In	addition,	the	

children	were	asked	to	qualify	their	rating.	Leach	and	Lewis	(2012)	were	able	to	

gather	rich	information	from	children	about	what	they	liked	and	disliked.		

	

				 			 	

Figure	5.2.	Expression	cards	used	as	props	in	the	interviews.	

	

The	next	question	was	about	the	extent	to	which	children	considered	their	

personal	participation	at	mat	time	as	being	important.	As	discussed	previously,	

children	engage	in	a	range	of	participatory	roles	at	mat	time.	Some	studies	have	

suggested	that	some	children	might	be	bored,	and	thus	withdraw	their	

attentiveness	(for	example,	Zaghlawan	&	Ostrosky,	2011),	others	suggest	that	
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certain	children	do	not	possess	the	self-regulation	skills	to	participate	

constructively	(Tominey	&	McLelland,	2011),	and	others	posit	that	teachers	call	

on	some	children	to	participate	disproportionately	(Piters,	1995).	However,	none	

of	these	researchers	have	asked	children	about	their	participation	directly.	

Finally,	it	was	anticipated	that	there	could	be	additional	individual	or	peer	

concerns	that	might	not	be	raised	through	administering	the	previous	questions;	

therefore,	children	were	asked	if	there	was	anything	else	that	they	would	like	to	

say	about	mat	time.	

	

5.3.5	Piloting	the	interview	

The	interview	schedule	was	pilot	tested	with	one	of	the	children.	Initially,	it	was	

anticipated	that	children	would	be	asked	to	describe	their	ideal	mat	time.	During	

pilot	testing,	the	children	contributed	humorous	responses	to	this	question,	such	

as,	“I’d	give	them	all	chocolate”.	Analysis	of	the	pilot	interview	indicated	that	the	

responses	to	the	question,	while	delightful,	failed	to	contribute	meaningfully	to	

the	study.	The	question	was	dropped	for	the	subsequent	interviews	in	order	to	

minimise	the	duration	that	each	child	was	away	from	lessons	while	being	

interviewed.	

	

Another	aim	of	the	pilot	study	was	to	test	the	efficacy	of	the	props	used	in	the	

interview.	Te	One	(2010)	notes	that	when	asked,	child	participants	of	various	

studies	expressed	an	opinion	that	the	research	tools	ought	to	be	“fun”	(p.	75).	It	

was	true	that	whether	the	materials	were	engaging	or	not	appeared	to	be	a	

concern	for	the	child	in	the	pilot	study.	Originally,	the	human-like	figures	were	

labelled	with	each	child’s	name.	However,	during	the	pilot	interview,	the	child	

indicated	that	she	wanted	her	name	to	be	on	another	figure.	Additionally,	she	was	

perturbed	that	none	of	the	figures	had	their	hands	raised.	To	prevent	participants	

from	being	distracted	by	such	concerns	in	subsequent	interviews,	name	labels	

were	not	included	on	the	figurines,	and	several	figures	were	included	that	

depicted	children	with	raised	hands.	It	should	be	noted	that	the	figures	with	

raised	hands	did	not	represent	any	specific	child.	
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5.3.6	Gathering	the	data	

I	conducted	all	of	the	interviews.	This	necessitated	attending	each	classroom	for	

approximately	half	a	day,	at	least	once	a	week,	for	approximately	a	school	term.	

Rather	than	timetabling	each	interview,	they	occurred	in	an	ad	hoc	fashion,	in	that	

the	teacher	called	on	individual	children,	who	had	given	their	written	assent,	to	be	

interviewed	once	the	child’s	work	had	been	completed	to	a	satisfactory	standard.	

Each	teacher	nominated	the	place	in	which	the	interviews	were	to	be	conducted.	

In	classroom	A,	this	was	a	resource	room	that	was	attached	to	the	classroom.	The	

teacher	in	classroom	B	made	the	staffroom	available,	and	in	classroom	C,	

interviews	took	place	in	the	book	corner.	In	each	setting,	the	children	and	I	were	

not	audible	to	others,	but	were	visible	at	all	times.	

	

Prior	to	each	interview,	I	set	up	the	props	so	that	the	figurines	were	mixed	

together	in	a	box	and	the	cards	were	stacked	together.	In	addition,	paper	and	pens	

were	provided	in	order	to	record	the	child’s	placement	of	the	figurines.	In	two	of	

the	classrooms,	the	props	were	set	up	on	the	floor;	however,	for	the	interviews	in	

the	staffroom,	the	props	were	set	up	on	a	low-lying	coffee	table.	The	child	was	

invited	to	sit	opposite	me,	with	the	props	in	the	middle.	This	enabled	me	to	

monitor	the	child’s	expressions	and	other	body	language	while	speaking.	

	

The	children	were	taken	individually	to	the	interview	site,	where	I	explained	the	

study,	their	right	to	anonymity,	and	how	the	data	would	be	reported.	In	addition,	

each	child	was	given	an	opportunity	to	ask	any	questions	about	the	study.	This	

was	important	as	the	initial	discussions	about	the	study	had	occurred	several	

months	prior	and	children	might	have	forgotten	about	these	details.	For	several	

children,	my	role	and	motivations	were	primary	considerations.	For	example,	one	

child	asked,	“well,	firstly,	are	you	going	to	take	this	information	and	do	you	want	to	

be	a	teacher?”		In	contrast,	other	children	had	questions	about	the	props	such	as,	

“how	did	you	make	all	these?”	Each	of	the	children’s	questions	was	answered	and	

they	were	asked	if	they	were	willing	to	proceed	to	the	interview.	
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The	interviews	were	audio	recorded	to	provide	a	more	complete	representation	

of	interviewees’	discourses.	Each	interview	was	approximately	ten	minutes	in	

duration.	Directly	prior	to	the	interview,	children	were	shown	the	dictaphone	and	

were	told	that	its	use	allowed	the	interviewer	to	attend	more	fully	to	the	

interchange	rather	than	be	concerned	with	note	taking	(see	Henn,	Weinstein,	&	

Foard,	2009).	The	children	were	shown	the	pause	button	and	told	that	they	could	

stop	recording	at	any	time.	The	dictaphone	was	then	placed	directly	in	front	of	

them	so	that	it	was	within	their	reach.	When	children	wanted	to	experiment	with	

turning	the	dictaphone	off	and	on	before	the	interview,	this	was	allowed.	

	

If	the	participants	experienced	difficulty	in	answering	any	of	the	questions,	

Denscombe’s	(2007)	interview	prompts,	probes	and	check	tactics	were	used.	

Prompts	clarify	the	question	for	the	interviewee	and	assist	them	to	answer.	

Nevertheless,	the	prompt	must	not	unduly	influence	the	interviewee	to	answer	in	

a	particular	way.	Examples	of	the	prompts	used	when	a	child	seemed	uncertain	of	

how	to	respond	to	being	asked	about	what	happens	on	the	mat	is	as	follows:	

• What	kinds	of	activities	do	you	do?	

• Do	children	say	or	do	anything	in	particular?	

• Does	the	teacher	say	or	do	anything	in	particular?	

	

Probes	were	used	to	elicit	further	information	from	interviewees,	and	included	

me	asking	for	an	example,	more	details,	or	clarification.	Checks	involved	me	

providing	a	summary	of	understanding	of	what	an	interviewee	has	said.	For	

instance,	Denscombe	(2007)	suggested	that	the	researcher	could	say,	“So,	if	I	

understand	you	correctly…”	or	“What	this	means	is	that…”	(p.	192).	Checks	enable	

the	interviewee	to	corroborate	or	correct	the	researcher’s	understanding.	In	

addition,	Brown’s	(2006)	prompts	to	non-verbal	cues	were	taken	into	

consideration.	This	involved	making	descriptive	and	non-evaluative	statements,	

for	example:	“You	smiled	when	I	asked	you	that	question”	(p.	196).	This	strategy	

appears	often	to	elicit	richer	data	from	respondents	(Brown,	2006).	At	the	
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conclusion	of	the	interview,	the	child	was	thanked	and	was	returned	to	the	

teacher.		

	

5.3.7	Analysis		

Once	the	interviews	had	concluded,	I,	along	with	an	assistant	to	the	Victoria	

University	of	Wellington	Jessie	Hetherington	Centre,	transcribed	the	interviews.	

The	transcription	requirements	were	that	all	speech	was	represented	accurately,	

including	grammatical	errors,	stuttering,	and	speech	fillers,	such	as	‘um’	and	‘ah’.	I	

audited	five	randomly	selected	transcripts	against	the	audio	recording	of	the	

interview	to	ensure	accuracy.	Once	the	transcripts	had	been	completed,	analysis	

was	undertaken.	

	

An	iterative	approach	was	used	in	analysis,	under	which	the	researcher	assumes	

very	little	about	patterns	or	themes	until	the	data	can	be	viewed	as	a	whole	(Henn	

et	al.,	2009).		The	researcher	must	then	construct	meaning	from	the	data,	and	

identify	dominant	trends	in	the	participants’	responses	(Wiersma	&	Jurs,	2009).	

The	transcripts	were	read	and	tentative	categories	for	analysis	were	developed	

for	each	interview	question,	as	well	as	general	themes	that	arose	across	the	

questions.	This	process	was	iterative	in	the	sense	that	relationships	between	

categories	and	themes	were	reviewed	and	considered	at	each	successive	reading	

of	the	transcripts.	At	times	this	meant	that	certain	categories	and	themes	could	be	

merged,	and	at	other	times,	new	categories	or	themes	were	required.		

	

More	specifically,	a	sorting	and	grouping	technique	was	used	that	involved	similar	

quotes	from	each	interview	being	colour	coded	and	grouped	together,	without	

being	removed	from	the	wider	interviews.	In	other	words,	several	paper	copies	of	

entire	interviews	were	used	in	the	development	of	each	category	and	theme.	For	

example,	all	references	to	friendship	were	found	and	coloured	green.	All	

interviews	with	green	highlighting	were	then	analysed	concurrently	to	determine	

commonalities	of	quotes	across	the	interviews,	and	the	reason	for	those	

commonalities.	The	commonalities	were	labelled,	creating	the	themes	and	
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categories.	At	the	same	time,	polarised	stances	among	participants,	or	outliers	to	

themes	and	categories	were	recorded.	Once	all	of	the	themes	and	categories	had	

been	identified,	intra-theme	and	categorical	analysis	occurred.	For	instance,	the	

theme	friendship,	was	differentiated	into	the	subthemes	of	cooperation	and	

conflict.	This	process	continued	until	no	new	themes	or	categories	could	be	

identified.	The	entire	process	was	iterative,	and	went	through	many	cycles.		

	

When	the	categories	intended	for	percentage	analysis	had	coherence,	inter-rater	

reliability	testing	was	conducted	for	those	categories	associated	with	the	

children’s	desired	seating	position,	beliefs	about	participation,	and	feelings	about	

mat	time.	These	categories	were	chosen	because	they	appeared	to	be	the	

predominant	topics	emerging	from	the	interviews.	The	rater	was	a	postgraduate	

student	at	the	school	of	education,	who	was	selected	on	the	basis	of	her	prior	

experience	in	research,	and	familiarity	with	education	theory	and	peer	relations	

theory.	She	attended	an	initial	training	session	for	an	hour,	where	she	was	given	a	

list	of	descriptors	for	the	categories,	and	a	form	to	record	her	ratings	on	(see	

Appendix	E	for	coding	instructions).	In	addition,	she	was	given	fifteen	(30%)	of	

the	interview	transcripts	to	code.		

	

A	consensus-estimate	approach	to	inter-rater	reliability	was	used	to	quantify	the	

data.		The	most	common	approach	is	percentage	agreement,	with	a	general	

guideline	that	80%	agreement	constitutes	acceptable	reliability.	Stemler	and	Tsai	

(2008)	suggest	that	percentage	agreement	is	useful	in	establishing	the	validity	of	

the	identified	constructs:	

	

Independent	raters	can	at	least	reliably	classify	objects	according	

to	how	well	they	meet	assumptions	of	the	construct…if	a	

researcher	is	able	to	demonstrate	that	independent	parties	can	

reliably	rate	objects	along	the	continuum	of	the	construct,	this	

provides	good	objective	evidence	for	the	existence	of	the	construct.	

(p.30)	
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We	each	made	a	total	of	129	nominations	with	118	identical	nominations,	giving	

an	agreement	rate	of	91%.	This	meant	that	the	categories	were	reliable.	

	

When	inter-rater	coding	was	complete,	I	conducted	a	second	meeting	with	the	

rater.	At	this	meeting,	the	rater	had	an	opportunity	to	discuss	other	categories	or	

themes	that	she	had	noticed,	and	which	were	not	represented	on	the	coding	form.	

The	rater	indicated	that	she	found	it	surprising	that	a	high	number	of	children	

said	that	it	was	more	important	to	try,	than	necessarily	be	correct,	when	

answering	questions	that	the	teacher	posed.		On	the	basis	of	this	feedback,	further	

analysis	about	the	importance	of	being	correct	was	undertaken.	

	

5.3.8	Trustworthiness	and	ecological	validity	

A	key	consideration	in	relation	to	interviews	is	the	threat	of	reactivity	to	ecological	

validity,	or	credibility.	‘Reactivity’	is	the	phenomenon	of	people	acting	in	non-

authentic	or	atypical	ways	due	to	their	awareness	of	being	studied	(Kawulich,	

2005).	To	counteract	potential	reactivity,	time	was	spent	in	each	classroom	

forming	relationships	with	both	child	and	adult	participants	before	interviewing	

commenced.	This	was	particularly	important	in	regard	to	research	with	children	

because	of	the	power	differential	between	them	and	adults;	such	power	differences	

might	lead	children	to	say	things	in	order	to	please	adults,	rather	than	saying	what	

they	really	think	(Liamputtong,	2007;	Te	One,	2010).		

	

To	mitigate	the	power	differentials	between	children	and	adults,	I	used	Corsaro’s	

(1985)	strategy	of	presenting	as	a	non-adult.	While	I	did	not	pretend	to	be	a	child,	I	

avoided,	as	much	as	possible,	acting	with	the	authority	usually	afforded	to	adults	in	

classroom	settings.	Moreover,	I	aimed	for	interactions	with	the	children	that	were	

friendly	and	playful	(see	Freeman	&	Mathison,	2009).	Presenting	as	a	non-adult	

was	assisted	by	my	physical	size;	for	instance,	one	of	the	children	noted	that	I	was	

“not	like	a	real	adult”,	given	that	I	fitted	easily	on	the	child-sized	chairs.		
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The	quality	of	relationships	between	the	children	and	me	was	also	important	for	

the	credibility	of	data.	For	instance,	when	I	issued	checks	of	the	data	within	the	

interviews,	it	was	essential	that	children	felt	that	they	could	disagree	with	me	if	I	

had	made	incorrect	assumptions	or	misunderstood	their	intent.	Evidence	of	

children	making	such	clarifications	was	evident	in	the	interviews.	An	example	

follows:	

	

Interviewer:	So	you’re	saying	that	if	you’re	giving	an	answer,	it’s	

important	that	you	get	the	answer	right?	

Child:	Ummm.	Aw.	Nah.	Nah.	‘Cause	it’s	not,	you	don’t	need	to	get	the	

answer	right.	It’s	just	like	it	would	be	good	if	you	try.	

	

Finally,	my	own	reflexivity	was	acknowledged	throughout	the	research	process	

with	the	use	of	regular	discussions	with	the	research	supervisors.	My	values	and	

biases	were	probed	and	reflected	on	in	order	to	scrutinise	the	confirmability	and	

credibility	of	the	findings	(see	Stake,	1995;	Kawulich,	2007).		My	interpretations	

of	the	interviewees’	intended	meaning	and	the	robustness	of	the	themes	were	

regularly	challenged	and	adapted	as	a	result	of	conversations	with	the	research	

supervisors.	Finally,	interviews	with	classroom	teachers	and	videoed	

observations	of	mat	time	were	used	as	final	validity	measures.	For	example,	my	

understanding	of	several	children’s	interviews	was	that	specific	peers	were	often	

excluded.	The	teachers’	interviews	and	video	footage	were	able	to	confirm	the	

accuracy	of	this	understanding.	

	

5.4 	Results	

As	a	warm-up	task,	the	children	were	asked	‘where	do	you	sit?’	In	addition,	they	

were	asked	to	set	up	the	mat	time	with	small	figurines.	Neither	of	these	questions	

is	reported	in	the	present	section,	owing	to	the	intended	purpose	being	to	relax	

the	children.	In	addition,	there	was	considerable	doubt	over	whether	children	did	

actually	sit	where	they	had	indicated.	Nevertheless,	it	should	be	noted	that	the	

children	included	quite	a	bit	of	discourse	during	the	activity,	such	as	putting	their	
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favourite	friend	close	by,	or	placing	the	figurine	that	represented	himself	or	

herself,	away	from	undesired	peers.		

	

5.4.1	Seating	position		

One	interview	question	asked	children	to	nominate	the	best	place	to	sit	on	the	

mat.	Because	the	three	classrooms	used	different	seating	configurations,	the	

results	for	each	classroom	are	reported	separately.	Some	children	chose	more	

than	one	position;	therefore,	the	percentages	do	not	add	to	100%.	Each	figure	

reported	represents	the	percentage	of	respondents	nominating	a	given	position.	

		

In	classrooms	A	and	B,	which	used	en	bloc	configurations,	a	distinct	pattern	

emerged	where	nearly	all	of	the	children	felt	that	the	front	of	the	mat	was	the	

most	desirable	place	to	sit	(97%).	Not	only	that,	but	every	child	also	chose	the	

central	position	at	the	front.	In	other	words,	they	selected	the	place	directly	in	

front	of	the	teacher	as	opposed	to	the	sides	of	the	mat.	A	few	children	chose	other	

positions,	with	18%	nominating	the	middle	and	6%	choosing	the	back	of	the	mat.	

One	child	stated	that	she	had	no	preference	for	an	actual	position	but	desired	to	

sit	wherever	her	close	friend	was,	which,	as	it	turned	out,	was	the	front.		

	

Children’s	preferences	for	a	particular	position	on	the	mat	were	more	evenly	

distributed	in	Class	C,	in	which	children	were	seated	in	a	circle	at	mat	time.	

Specifically,	47%	nominated	their	preferred	position	as	being	next	to	the	teacher,	

47%	indicated	seats	in	the	part	of	the	circle	opposite	the	teacher,	and	27%	said	

that	the	‘sides’	of	the	circle	were	their	preferred	places	to	sit.	

	

There	were	various	considerations	that	children	in	all	three	classrooms	used	to	

evaluate	the	desirability	of	various	positions,	and	these	are	depicted	in	Table	5.1.	
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Table	5.1.	Coding	of	Children’s	Reports	on	Reasons	for	Seating	Position	Preferences	
Classroom	A	 See/hear	 Focus	 Noticeability	 Confidence	 Friends	 Comfort	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Ella	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Ava	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Paige	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Nic	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Jasmine	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

Jesse	 X	 	 	 	 	 X	

Alex	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Cameron	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Keira	 x	 	 	 	 	 	

Classroom	B	
Sienna	 X	 X	 	 	 X	 	

Holly	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Maia	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Rua	 X	 X	 X	 	 X	 	

Hunter	 X	 	 X	 	 	 	

Connor	 X	 X	 	 	 X	 	

Cooper	 	 	 	 	 X	 	

Fetu	 X	 	 	 X	 	 	

Olivia	 X	 X	 	 	 	 	

Chloe	 	 	 	 X	 X	 	

Zoe	 	 	 X	 	 	 	

Quentin	 X	 	 	 	 X	 X	

Loto	 X	 	 	 	 X	 	

Tane	 X	 X	 	 	 	 	

Trevor	 X	 	 	 	 X	 	

Masina	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Zara	 X	 	 	 	 	 X	

Amelia	 X	 X	 	 	 X	 	

Sefa	 	 	 X	 	 	 	

Mia	 X	 X	 	 	 	 	

Sean	 X	 X	 	 	 	 	

Luca	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Logan	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Simon	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Levi	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

Classroom	C	
Arana	 X	 X	 X	 	 X	 	

Isaac	 	 	 X	 	 	 	

Rawiri	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Anahera	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

Hana	 	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Hauku	 	 	 X	 	 	 	

Areta	 	 	 	 X	 X	 	

Hayley	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Marama	 	 X	 X	 	 	 	

Peter	 X	 X	 	 	 	 	

Ruru	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Matiu	 	 	 	 	 X	 	

Jack	 X	 	 X	 	 X	 	

Benjamin	 	 X	 X	 	 X	 	

Whina	 	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	
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The	most	frequently	nominated	included	those	positions	that	enabled	them	to	see	

better	(36%),	or	to	sit	with	friends	(30%).	Other	reasons	were	that	certain	

positions	allowed	better	focus	(28%),	hearing	(26%),	or	to	be	more	noticeable	to	

the	teacher	(22%).	Other	positions	enabled	the	children	to	feel	more	confident	

(10%)	or	comfortable	than	other	positions	(14%).	None	of	the	children	in	

Classroom	C	nominated	‘hearing	better’	as	a	reason	for	their	selected	seating	

preferences	(although	some	children	did	nominate	‘seeing	better’).	This	

classroom	utilised	the	circular	configuration	at	mat	time	and	had	a	slightly	smaller	

group	attending	the	mat,	which	probably	explains	this	finding.	

	

5.4.2	What	usually	happens	at	mat	time?	

Children	were	asked	to	describe	what	usually	happens	at	mat	time.	They	mostly	

spoke	in	relation	to	three	main	activities:	whole	group	discussion	

(question/answer),	small	group	work,	and	competitive	games	involving	the	entire	

class.	In	addition,	many	of	the	children	discussed	various	actions	of	the	teacher	on	

the	mat	as	can	be	seen	in	Table	5.2.	A	high	number	of	children	identified	

maintaining	rules	(76%),	and	explaining	processes	of	activities	or	concepts	

(65%).	Finally,	several	children	inferred	that	their	teacher	helped	children	in	a	

variety	of	ways	(30%).		
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Table	5.2	Coding	of	Children’s	Reports	about	What	Happens	at	Mat	Time	
	

Classroom	A	 Rules		 Processes		 Assistance		

Ella	 	 X	 	

Ava	 X	 	 	

Paige	 X	 X	 X	

Nic	 	 X	 	

Jasmine	 X	 X	 X	

Jesse	 	 X	 	

Alex	 X	 X	 	

Cameron	 X	 	 	

Keira	 	 X	 	

Classroom	B	 	 	 	

Sienna	 X	 	 	

Holly	 X	 X	 X	

Maia	 X	 	 	

Rua	 X	 X	 	

Hunter	 X	 X	 X	

Connor	 X	 X	 	

Cooper	 X	 X	 X	

Fetu	 X	 X	 	

Olivia	 X	 X	 X	

Chloe	 	 	 	

Zoe	 X	 X	 	

Quentin	 X	 X	 	

Loto	 X	 	 	

Tane	 X	 	 X	

Trevor	 X	 	 	

Masina	 	 	 	

Zara	 X	 	 X	

Amelia	 X	 X	 	

Sefa	 X	 X	 	

Mia	 X	 	 	

Sean	 X	 X	 X	

Luca	 X	 	 	

Logan	 X	 	 	

Simon	 X	 	 	

Levi	 	 X	 	

Classroom	C	 	 	 	

Arana	 X	 X	 X	

Isaac	 X	 X	 X	

Rawiri	 X	 X	 	

Anahera	 X	 X	 	

Hana	 X	 X	 X	

Hauku	 X	 	 	

Areta	 X	 	 X	

Hayley	 	 	 	

Marama	 	 X	 X	

Peter	 	 X	 	

Ruru	 X	 X	 X	

Matiu	 X	 X	 	

Jack	 	 X	 	

Benjamin	 X	 X	 	

Whina	 X	 X	 	
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Most	of	the	children	referred	to	rules	such	as	no	talking	out	of	turn,	no	playing	

around,	and	no	fidgeting.	Another	rule	was	to	sit	‘nicely’	(legs	folded,	and	seated	

on	bottoms)	and	a	final	rule	involved	being	attentive	or	on	task.	There	were	mixed	

responses	about	the	consequences	for	breaching	these	rules.	For	example,	some	

children	indicated	that	if	a	child	was	breaking	the	rules,	he	or	she	was	unlikely	to	

be	chosen	by	the	teacher	to	actively	participate.			

	

An	exception	concerned	attentiveness	and	on-task	behaviours;	in	contrast	to	

other	rule-breaches,	some	children	indicated	that	if	a	child	behaved	inattentively,	

they	were	more	likely	than	less	to	be	chosen	to	participate.	It	is	possible	that	

calling	on	an	inattentive	child	with	a	sudden	question	was	a	method	used	by	

teachers	to	expose	the	child’s	inattentiveness.	Other	repercussions	for	

contravening	the	‘pay	attention’	rule	included	being	moved	away	from	friends,	

being	given	tidying	chores,	or	getting	‘told	off’.	Several	children	also	referred	to	

having	to	sit	near	the	teacher:	

	

	Maia	(Classroom	B):	Erm,	most	of	the	time	[the	teacher]	says	that	

naughty	people	sit	up	the	front.	

	

Olivia	(Classroom	B):	You	have	got	to	act	when	they-	these	are	very	

good	examples	for	chatter,	`don’t,	stop	it’-	step	one.		And	if	you	chatter	

lots	more	again	and	gives	her	headaches	then	she	says,	‘step	two.’		Do	

you	know	what	step	five	is?	The	Thinking	Sheet;	it’s	like	a	piece	of	

paper	that	makes	you	think	about	the	bad	things	that	you	have	done.	

	

Hana	(Classroom	C):	You	can’t,	you	can’t,	um,	play	around	or	just	

walk	away	if	you	want	to	go	to	the	toilet	when	other	people	are	in	

there.	You	can,	you	might	[have	to]	change	your	card	colour8.	

																																																								

8
	Classroom	C	ran	a	system	whereby	infractions	of	the	rules	might	result	in	a	child	

being	required	to	change	the	green	card,	that	was	displayed	next	to	their	name,	to	

orange	or	red.	The	children	viewed	this	practice	with	a	high	degree	of	seriousness.	
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Mia	(Classroom	B):	Sometimes	she	[the	teacher]	kind	of	asks	random	

people	if	they	are	not	listening	and	talking.	

	

Nonetheless,	the	children	also	referred	to	teachers	taking	a	lenient	approach	for	

some	of	the	infractions	of	the	rules.	For	instance,	Amelia	(Classroom	B)	described	

another	child	who	broke	the	rules	when	he	was	upset.	The	teacher	moved	him	

near	her,	so	that	she	could	comfort	him.	Another	example	was	given	by	Holly	

(Classroom	B),	who	explained	that	drink	bottles	were	not	allowed	on	the	mat;	

however,	the	teacher	let	her	keep	her	drink	bottle	on	the	mat	one	day	when	it	was	

very	hot.	A	further	example	was	Quentin’s	(Classroom	B)	explanation	that	he	

often	got	into	trouble	on	the	mat;	however,	once	he	began	to	meet	the	teacher’s	

expectations	about	behaviour,	he	was	positively	reinforced:	

	

Quentin	(Classroom	B):	Once	I	was	a	bit	naughty	and	[the	teacher]	

said	I	had	to	tidy	up	the	class	room	afterwards	but	I	was	sitting	really	

neatly	by	my	feet	and	it	kind	of	got	me	off	the	hook	and	I	got	to	go	to	

lunch	early	instead.	

	

Many	children	referred	to	various	processes	at	mat	time.	One	process	that	the	

children	commonly	referred	to	was	that	the	teacher	made	demonstrations	and	

delivered	explicit	instruction	or	asked	questions.	Teachers	then	explained	how	to	

do	activities.	Other	pedagogical	processes	were	seen	in	the	following	comments:		

	

Paige	(Classroom	A):	If	we	don’t	know	what	something	looks	like,	

she	puts	it	up	before	we,	like,	do	something.	And	you	know,	when	

you’re,	like,	describing	something	and	you	need	a	description?	She	

uses	that	as,	like,	her	brainstorm.	‘Cause	she	uses	that,	‘cause	she	

puts	up	a	picture	of	an	animal	or	something	like	that,	and	she,	like,	

points	and	arrows,	and	she	writes	down	what	we’ve	said.	
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Olivia	(Classroom	B):	I	put	my	hand	up	and	I	say	some	silly	thing,	

well	not	silly,	but	what	I	think	is	the	procedure,	and	then	a	few	people	

say	their	answers	and	the	teacher	says	hands	down,	and	then	actually	

reveals	the	key	to	the	secret	doorway	and	reveals	what	procedure	is.	

	

Furthermore,	many	children	also	indicated	that	the	teachers	frequently	explained	

a	learning	task.	For	instance:	

	

	Trevor	(Classroom	B):	The	teacher	explains	what	we	have	to	do	and	

if	we	have	a	work	sheet	and	she	talks	about	the	worksheet	and	then	

when	it	is	time	to	go	off	we	then	go	off	to	our	activities	that	we	are	

doing.		

	

The	assisting	role	of	teachers	was	identified	when	several	of	the	children	referred	

to	the	teacher	helping	them	if	they	floundered	when	actively	participating.	For	

instance,	Zara	(Classroom	B)	said	that	the	teacher	helped	people	find	the	answer	if	

they	got	stuck.	Other	typical	comments	included:	

	

Jasmine	(Classroom	A):	Okay,	sometimes…	this	is	[the	teacher,	

points	to	model],	and	she’s	explaining	something	and	someone	

doesn’t	understand	it,	like	Paige,	and	then	she	sees	Paige,	and	Paige	

says,	‘I	don’t	understand	what	(laughs)	ten	divided	by	three	is’	and	

then	[the	teacher]	says,	‘Oh,	I’ll	teach	you	that.	

	

Areta	(Classroom	C):	Normally	[the	teacher]	is	like,	will	talk	to	us,	

and	we’ll	tell	her	what	we	said,	and	she	helps	us.		

	

Nonetheless,	fewer	children	referred	to	teachers	assisting	children	compared	with	

rules	and	processes	at	mat	time.	In	fact,	children	seemed	just	as	likely	to	refer	to	

peers	helping	each	other.	
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5.4.3	Children’s	feelings	about	mat	time	

Children	were	asked	about	their	overall	enjoyment	of	mat	time,	and	to	explain	

their	answer.	The	majority	of	children	indicated	that	they	either	had	neutral	

feelings	towards	it	(52%),	or	that	they	liked	or	enjoyed	mat	time	(40%).	One	child	

(Jesse,	Classroom	A)	indicated	a	dislike	of	mat	time.	The	remaining	child’s	answer	

was	ambiguous	(Hayley,	Classroom	C).		

	

The	children	shared	several	factors	that	they	specifically	liked	or	disliked	about	

mat	time,	which	are	depicted	in	Table	5.3.	When	the	children	said	that	they	liked	

mat	time,	they	frequently	attached	caveats,	for	example:	

	

Ella	(Classroom	A):	Okay.	I	actually	choose	the	smiley	face	because	I	

do	feel	happy	on	the	mat	sometimes.	

Interviewer:	You	do	feel	happy	on	the	mat	sometimes?	

Ella:	Yeah.	I	do.	Like	sitting	in	the	front.	That’s	happy.	

	

There	were	several	commonly	occurring	caveats	evident	in	the	children’s	

responses	that	influenced	their	enjoyment	of	mat	time.	Sitting	next	to	a	friend	was	

the	most	commonly	cited	factor	attached	to	children’s	enjoyment	of	mat	time,	

with	47%	of	the	children	referring	to	it.	Experiencing	opportunities	for	fostering	

togetherness	was	also	important	for	several	children,	as	it	gave	them	opportunity	

to	enjoy	the	fellowship	of	the	class	(24%).	Other	important	caveats	included	

getting	a	good	seating	position	(40%),	enjoyable	activity	(40%),	learning	(18%),	

and	getting	rewards	for	participation	(6%).		
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Table	5.3	Coding	for	Children’s	Reports	on	Aspects	of	Mat	Time	that	are	Enjoyable	
	

Classroom	A	 Activity	 Learning	 Togetherness	 Friendship	 Rewards	 Position	

Ella	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

Ava	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Paige	 X	 X	 X	 X	 	 X	

Nic	 	 	 	 X	 	 	

Jasmine	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Jesse	 X	 	 	 	 X	 	

Alex	 X	 	 X	 	 	 	

Cameron	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Keira	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Classroom	B	
Sienna	 	 	 	 X	 	 X	

Holly	 	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Maia	 	 	 X	 X	 	 X	

Rua	 	 	 	 X	 	 	

Hunter	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Connor	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

Cooper	 X	 	 	 X	 	 	

Fetu	 	 	 X	 	 	 X	

Olivia	 X	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Chloe	 	 	 	 X	 X	 	

Zoe	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Quentin	 X	 	 	 X	 X	 X	

Loto	 X	 	 	 X	 X	 	

Tane	 	 	 	 X	 	 	

Trevor	 	 	 	 X	 	 X	

Masina	 	 	 X	 	 	 X	

Zara	 	 	 X	 	 	 	

Amelia	 	 	 	 X	 	 X	

Sefa	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Mia	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

Sean	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Luca	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

Logan	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

Simon	 X	 	 X	 X	 	 	

Levi	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Classroom	C	
Arana	 	 X	 X	 	 	 X	

Isaac	 	 X	 X	 	 	 	

Rawiri	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Anahera	 X	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Hana	 	 X	 X	 X	 	 X	

Hauku	 X	 	 	 X	 	 X	

Areta	 X	 	 X	 X	 	 X	

Hayley	 	 	 X	 	 	 	

Marama	 	 X	 	 X	 	 X	

Peter	 X	 	 	 	 	 	

Ruru	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Matiu	 	 	 	 X	 	 	

Jack	 X	 X	 	 X	 	 X	

Benjamin	 X	 	 	 X	 X	 X	

Whina	 	 	 	 	 	 X	
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Being	able	to	sit	next	to	friend	was	very	important	to	many	children	and	was	one	

of	the	dominant	themes	throughout	the	interviews.	Indeed,	nearly	half	of	the	

children	made	clear,	affiliative	comments	about	sitting	by	their	friends	at	mat	

time.	Typical	comments	included:	

	

Alex	(Classroom	A):	I,	me	and	Eddie,	are	very	best	friends.	

	

Marama	(Classroom	A):	I	usually	like	to	sit	next	to	Anahera	‘cause	

she’s	my	best	friend.	

	

Amelia	(Classroom	B):	She’s	really	good	when	you	hurt	yourself.	She	

is	a	really	good	nice	friend	to	be	friends	with.		

	

Trevor	(Classroom	B):	When	it’s	time	to	leave	the	mat,	I	don’t	have	

to	go,	‘Tane,	where	are	you?’		

	

A	smaller	number	of	children	referred	to	being	part	of	the	wider	group	as	an	

enjoyable	aspect	of	mat	time.	When	children	talked	about	togetherness	as	a	factor	

of	their	enjoyment,	they	generally	referred	to	connecting	with	others	in	ways	that	

were	promoted	by	the	whole	class	being	together.	At	times,	this	was	very	general,	

for	example:	

	

Alex	(Classroom	A):	I	like	the	lots	of	people	sitting	around	me.	

	

Zara	(Classroom	B):	I	don’t	like	being	only	a	couple	of	people.	There	

has	to	be	a	certain	amount	of	people	around	me	so	I	don’t	feel	that	

lonely.		

	

Arana	(Classroom	C):	Um,	because	we,	ah,	we	make	each	other	

happy.		
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The	mat	also	provided	a	positive	opportunity	to	connect	with	other	children	with	

whom	they	might	not	typically	interact.	Paige	(Classroom	A)	indicated	that	mat	

time	had	potential	to	help	her	find	a	playmate	when	her	close	friend	was	away.	

Other	children	referred	to	when	the	teacher	organised	the	mat	time	so	that	

children	were	buddied	with	others	to	work	with,	who	they	would	not	ordinarily	

choose	or	be	chosen	by.	This	seemed	especially	pertinent	for	Fetu,	given	that	he	

was	someone	who	was	often	left	over	when	the	children	formed	small	working	

groups
9
.	

	

Paige	(Classroom	A):	People	are	away,	they	feel	sick,	like	Arearea.	

She’s	not	here	and	she’s	my	best	friend.	So	when	she’s	not	here.		

	

Fetu	(Classroom	B):	I	can	share	ideas	with	anyone	I	want,	except	

sometimes	you	have	to	share	with	some	people	you	don’t	even	know,	

but	I’m	okay	with	that	because	then	I	get	to	meet	new	people.	

	

Activities	were	a	highly	cited	factor	that	related	to	children’s	enjoyment.	The	most	

popular	activities	that	children	referred	to	specifically	included	reading	books	or	

being	read	to,	and	playing	games	such	as	Top	Cat10.	In	fact,	nearly	all	of	the	

children	who	cited	an	activity	as	an	enjoyable	aspect	of	mat	time	nominated	either	

books	or	games.	Few	other	activities	were	nominated;	however,	a	very	small	

number	referred	to	small	group	and	pair	discussion,	or	science	experiments.	One	

child	said	that	he	enjoyed	mat	time	when	the	teacher	let	the	children	massage	

each	other.	In	contrast	to	activities,	a	small	group	of	children	cited	learning	as	a	

factor	of	their	enjoyment.	Such	children	referred	to	either	the	processes	of	

learning,	or	understanding	specific	information:	

																																																								

9
	Confirmed	by	the	video	observations	and	his	teacher’s	interview.	

10
	Top	Cat	is	a	mathematics	game	where	equations	are	issued	to	an	individual	

child	(the	defender)	and	a	peer	(the	challenger).	If	the	defender	is	first	with	a	

correct	response,	then	a	new	challenger	is	appointed.	However,	if	the	challenger	

responds	first,	then	they	are	appointed	as	the	new	defender.	It	is	expected	that	

every	child	will	have	a	turn	to	compete	as	challenger.	
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Keira	(Classroom	A):	When	we	do	maths,	we	find	out	what	to	do.	

	

Holly	(Classroom	B):	[others]	might	know	stuff	I	don’t	know	and	

they	tell	[the	teacher]	and	then	I	can	learn	from	it.		

	

Marama	(Classroom	C):	It	makes	my	brain	happy.		

	

Jack	(Classroom	C):We	count	up	to	sixty	‘cause	we’re	learning	about	

sixty,	‘cause	one	whole	hour	is	sixty	minutes	so	sometimes	we	go	to	

thirty	because	half	of	sixty	is	thirty	minutes	on	the	clock.		

	

However,	there	were	several	things	about	mat	time	that	children	did	not	like,	

which	are	represented	on	Table	5.4.	The	most	frequently	nominated	was	

disruption	by	other	children	(48%).	Conflict	with	classmates	was	nominated	by	

16%	of	the	children.	Physical	discomfort	was	nominated	by	16%	and	having	a	

poor	seating	position	was	referred	to	by	28%.	The	teachers’	facilitation	was	

referred	to	by	10%	of	the	children,	citing	reasons	such	as	mat	time	being	boring	or	

too	long.		
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Table	5.4	Coding	of	Children’s	Reports	on	Aspects	of	Mat	Time	that	are	Disliked	
	

Classroom		A	 Activity	 Disruptions	 Relational	issues	 Discomfort	 Facilitation	 Position	

Ella	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Ava	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Paige	 	 X	 X	 	 	 X	

Nic	 	 	 	 X	 	 X	

Jasmine	 X	 	 	 	 X	 	

Jesse	 	 	 X	 X	 	 	

Alex	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Cameron	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Keira	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Classroom	B	
Sienna	 	 X	 	 	 	 	

Holly	 X	 	 	 X	 	 	

Maia	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

Rua	 	 X	 	 	 	 X	

Hunter	 	 X	 	 	 X	 	

Connor	 	 X	 	 	 	 	

Cooper	 	 X	 	 	 	 	

Fetu	 	 	 X	 	 	 	

Olivia	 	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Chloe	 	 	 	 X	 	 X	

Zoe	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Quentin	 	 	 	 X	 	 X	

Loto	 	 X	 X	 	 	 	

Tane	 	 X	 	 	 	 	

Trevor	 	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Masina	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Zara	 	 X	 X	 	 	 	

Amelia	 	 X	 	 	 	 	

Sefa	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Mia	 	 X	 	 	 	 X	

Sean	 	 X	 	 	 	 	

Luca	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Logan	 	 X	 	 	 	 	

Simon	 	 	 	 	 X	 	

Levi	 	 X	 	 X	 X	 	

Classroom	C	
Arana	 	 X	 X	 	 	

Isaac	 	 X	 	 	 	

Rawiri	 	 X	 	 	 	

Anahera	 	 	 	 	 	

Hana	 	 X	 	 	 	

Hauku	 	 X	 	 X	 	

Areta	 	 X	 	 	 	

Hayley	 	 	 	 	 	

Marama	 	 X	 	 	 	

Peter	 	 X	 	 	 	

Ruru	 	 	 	 	 	

Matiu	 	 	 	 	 	

Jack	 	 	 	 	 	

Benjamin	 	 	 X	 	 	

Whina	 	 	 	 	 	
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Disruptions	were	a	significant	issue	for	the	children	and	an	aspect	of	the	mat	that	

many	of	them	disliked.	Several	children	identified	deliberate	attempts	by	their	

friends	to	distract	them.	For	example:		

	

Hunter	(Classroom	B):	You	know	my	friend,	this	guy,	he’s	sometimes	

behind	me	and	then	he	starts	fiddling	with	my	back	and	stuff	and	

starts	tickling	me	or	something,	then	I	have	to	move,	then	he	just	

moves	with	me.		

	

In	contrast,	Cooper	did	not	appear	to	mind	being	distracted	by	his	friends	when	

he	was	confident	in	his	understanding	of	the	material	that	was	presented	by	the	

teacher.	However,	when	he	was	less	confident	about	his	understanding	or	

knowledge,	he	preferred	to	focus	on	the	teacher.	He	summarised	these	thoughts	

as:		

	

Cooper	(Classroom	B):	Everything’s	complicating,	sitting	at	the	

front,	at	the	back,	at	the	front.	Well,	mostly	I	sit	with	my	friends	if	I’m	

confident.	I	sit	with	my	friends	and	I	sometimes	chat.	Otherwise,	if	I’m	

not	confident,	I’m	moving	away,	moving	away,	and	if	they’re	being	

silly	I	try	and	not	get	in	trouble.	

	

Aside	from	the	distractions	of	friends,	the	most	commonly	referred	to	disruptions	

were	other	children	‘playing	around’	and	other	children	calling	out	of	turn.	

	

Relational	factors	caused	distractions	and	negatively	impacted	certain	children’s	

enjoyment	of	mat	time.	For	some	children,	this	included	conflict	within	their	

friendship	group.	This	seemed	particularly	pertinent	when	they	were	involved	in	

triadic	friendship	groupings	and	the	teacher	called	for	pair	activities.	For	example,	

Olivia	(Classroom	B)	referred	to	an	incident	in	which	the	teacher	asked	the	

children	to	find	a	partner	for	a	discussion	on	the	mat.	As	per	the	teacher’s	

instructions,	Olivia	went	with	one	of	her	two	friends,	in	this	case,	Loto.	However,	
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this	meant	that	her	other	friend,	Maia,	had	to	find	a	different	partner.	She	

indicated	that	the	interaction	resulted	in	acrimony,	by	stating:		

	

Olivia	(Classroom	B):	I	buddied	up	with	Loto,	and	then	Maia	had	to	

go	with	Levi…	Enemies!	Funny	kind	of	enemies.		

	

Conflict	with	non-friends	was	also	evident.	The	conflict	often	had	its	beginnings	in	

physical	interactions;	for	example,	Areta	(Classroom	C)	reported	that	conflict	

arose	when	other	children	were	touching	her	hair.	One	of	her	friends,	Anahera,	

stated	that	the	teacher	had	needed	to	make	a	rule	that	children	were	not	allowed	

to	touch	each	other	on	the	mat	in	order	to	avoid	fighting.	Areta	stated:	

	

	Areta	(Classroom	C):	Playing	with	my	hair-tie	and	my	hair.	It	

makes	me	hurt.	It	makes	me	go	all	angry.	

	

A	few	children	indicated	that	the	relational	or	social	aggression	of	peers	

negatively	impacted	their	enjoyment	of	mat	time.	The	aggression	appeared	to	

most	frequently	occur	in	the	playground,	but	sometimes	during	class	time	as	well.	

Fetu	(Classroom	B)	best	illustrated	this	when	he	explained	that	he	would	even	

give	up	a	coveted	front	position	on	the	mat	in	order	to	avoid	a	peer	who	had	

teased	him:		

	

Fetu	(Classroom	B):	Well,	sometimes	I	make	unusual	choices,	like	

when	I	sit	up	the	front	I	go	all	the	way	to	the	back	because	I	don’t	

think	it’s	very	good	if	I’m	sitting	next	to	someone	I	don’t	like.	

Interviewer:	So,	if	you	were	sitting	next	to	someone	you	didn’t	like,	

you	would	move?	

Fetu:		Yes.	Someone	who	is	mean	to	me.	

	

Similarly,	Jesse	(Classroom	A)	indicated	that	she	could	not	sit	next	to	Ella,	citing	

reasons	associated	with	name-calling:	
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Jesse	(Classroom	A):	Because	she	called	me	stupid	one	day.		

	

Later	on	in	the	interview	she	said	that	Ella	used	to	be	her	friend,	but	now	she	was	

“mean”.	However,	in	her	interview,	Ella	disclosed	that	she	experienced	peer	issues	

also.	She	said	that	she	did	not	like	mat	time	because	people	wanted	to	buddy	up	

with	Jasmine,	who	was	more	popular.	This	had	a	negative	impact	on	her	feelings	

within	the	group:		

	

Ella:	(Classroom	A):	It	makes	me	feel	like	I’m	not	that	important.	

	

Aside	from	relational	factors,	some	children	referred	to	physical	discomfort	as	

something	they	disliked	at	mat	time.	Sometimes	this	related	to	feeling	squashed	

and	sometimes	it	referred	to	physical	stiffness	or	soreness,	for	example:	

	

Jesse	(Classroom	A):	At	the	back	there’s	more	space	to	move.	

	

Quentin	(Classroom	B):	Everybody	can	be	squished	up	the	front	sometimes.		

	

Sienna	(Classroom	B):	I	like	sitting	at	the	back	because	then	your	

neck	doesn’t	get	sore,	and	then	me	and	my	friends,	my	friends	came	

and	they’re	at	the	front,	so	I’m	sitting	at	the	front.	

Interviewer:	Why	did	your	neck	get	sore?	

Sienna:	Because	you	need	to	look	up	and	it	starts	hurting.	

	

Chloe	(Classroom	B):	You	are	sitting	right	in	front	of	the	cupboard	

like	this	and	then	your	face	is	shoving	onto	the	cupboard.		

	

The	problematic	nature	of	space	on	the	mat	was	evident	in	Nic’s	(Classroom	A)	

account	of	moving	in	the	crowded	space:	
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Nic	(Classroom	A):	Um.	Some	um,	sometimes	people	can	get	injuries	

on	the	mat.	

Interviewer:	Oh.	Do	they?	

Nic:	Yeah.	Um.	‘Cause	somebody	might	have	stepped,	if	they’ve	just	

come,	stepped	on,	and	if	someone	is	already	sitting	down,	somebody	

might	have	stepped	on	their	hand.	

	

Another	aspect	of	mat	time	that	impacted	on	certain	children’s	enjoyment	was	

seating	position	in	relation	to	whether	they	were	chosen	by	the	teacher	to	actively	

participate.	Two	children	indicated	that	the	teacher	rarely	chose	children	to	

participate	if	they	sat	at	the	back	corners:	

	

Maia	(Classroom	B):	Because,	sometimes	you	miss	out	if	you	wanted	

to	share	the	answer,	like,	you	don’t	usually	get	to	if	you’re	at	the	

back.			

	

Similarly,	Rua	(Classroom	B)	suggested	that	being	chosen	related	to	seating	

position.	He	asked	for	a	piece	of	paper	and	a	pen,	and	drew	a	map,	that	depicted	

positions	in	relation	to	being	chosen	by	the	teacher.	This	is	reproduced	as	Figure	

5.3.	
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Figure	5.3.	Rua’s	map	of	seating	positions	on	the	mat	in	relation	to	the	
likelihood	of	being	chosen	by	the	teacher	for	active	participation	

	

	

Rua	(Classroom	B):	If	you	are	around	here	[indicates	three	places	in	front,	

denoted	by	‘A’	on	the	map]	the	teacher	will	normally	pick	you	and	if	you	are	

here	[directly	behind,	see	‘B’]	she	might	pick	you.		So	if	you	are	in	the	arc	

shape	she	will	pick	you,	but	if	you	are	here,	here	or	even	over	here	[indicates	

back	positions,	see	‘C’]	ah,	in	the	corners	and	chatting,	chatting,	chatting	she	

won’t	pick	you.	So,	um,	imagine	this	was	it.		At	the	back,	well,	sometimes	at	

the	back	she	might	not	pick	you.	If	you	go	here	or	here	or	here	[indicates	the	

places	in	front	of	the	teacher,	see	‘A’].	Some	people	either	sit	over	here	and	

over	here	[indicates	sides,	see	‘D’],	they	normally	might	put	their	hand	up	but	

if	you’re	making	a	bit	of	noise	and	talking	to	your	friends	then	the	teacher	is	

not	very	likely	to	pick	you.	And	if	you	don’t	want	to	get	distracted,	you	can	

actually,	there’s	sort	of	a	triangle	that	you	can	sit	in,	so	if	I	sat	here,	here	or	

over	here	[front,	see	‘A’],	those	are	some	of	the	best	places	because	she	can	

see	you	better.	But	if	you’re	right	over	here	[points	to	back	‘C’]	or	over	here	

[points	to	sides,	see	‘D’],	even	if	you’re	over	here,	over	here		[points	to	middle,	

see	‘B’,	shakes	head].	
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Very	few	children	cited	the	teachers’	facilitation	as	something	they	disliked	about	

mat	time.	However,	Chloe	(Classroom	B)	and	Ruru	(Classroom	C)	referred	to	it	as	

‘boring’.	Jasmine	(Classroom	A)	and	Hunter	(Classroom	B)	found	it	too	long,	and	

Connor	(Classroom	B)	suggested	that	the	teacher	was	not	clear	at	times,	and	said	

that	he	did	not	like	it	when	he	did	not	understand	what	the	teacher	said:	

		

Jasmine	(Classroom	A):	I	get	a	bit	annoyed	because	it’s	a	bit	

annoying	because	the	teacher	goes	blah	blah	blah	blah	blah	blah	

blah	when	I	could	go,	here.	Here’s	your	task…Maybe	you	should	know	

that	it’s	very	long.	

	

Hunter	(Classroom	B):	You	know	what	I	think	I	kinda	find	annoying	

about	mat	time?	It’s	that	it	gets,	like,	too	like,	I	stay	for	hours,	and	it	

gets	really,	really	long,	and	like,	well,	that’s	my	whole	problem	with	

school	really.	It’s	too	long.		

	

Connor	(Classroom	B):	When	she	[the	teacher]	asks	us	to	talk	about	

a	really	hard	thing,	sometimes	I	don’t	really	get	what	she’s	meaning	

sometimes.	

	

5.4.4	Importance	of	participation		

Children	were	asked	whether	their	personal	participation	was	important	to	them.	

Children’s	responses	focused	on	their	participation	in	discussion,	giving	answers	

to	questions	that	the	teachers	asked,	or	participating	in	games.	This	was	

irrespective	of	whether	they	sat	in	a	circle	or	en	bloc.	Table	5.5	shows	that	70%	

said	that	participation	was	important,	22%	said	that	it	was	not,	and	4%	were	

unsure.	One	child	did	not	answer	the	question.		
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Table	5.5	Coding	of	Children’s	Ratings	of	the	Importance	of	Participation	
Classroom	A	 Important	 Not	important	 Unsure	

Ella	 X	 	 	

Ava	 X	 	 	

Paige	 X	 	 	

Nic	 	 	 X	

Jasmine	 X	 	 	

Jesse	 	 	 X	

Alex	 X	 	 	

Cameron	 X	 	 	

Keira	 	 	 X	

Classroom	B	
Sienna	 	 X	 	

Holly	 X	 	 	

Maia	 X	 	 	

Rua	 X	 	 	

Hunter	 X	 	 	

Connor	 X	 	 	

Cooper	 X	 	 	

Fetu	 X	 	 	

Olivia	 X	 	 	

Chloe	 	 X	 	

Zoe	 	 X	 	

Quentin	 X	 	 	

Loto	 X	 	 	

Tane	 	 X	 	

Trevor	 X	 	 	

Masina	 	 X	 	

Zara	 	 X	 	

Amelia	 X	 	 	

Sefa	 	 X	 	

Mia	 X	 	 	

Sean	 X	 	 	

Luca	 X	 	 	

Logan	 X	 	 	

Simon	 X	 	 	

Levi	 	 X	 	

Classroom	C	
Arana	 X	 	 	

Isaac	 X	 	 	

Rawiri	 X	 	 	

Anahera	 X	 	 	

Hana	 X	 	 	

Hauku	 	 X	 	

Areta	 X	 	 	

Hayley	 	 	 																																			X	

Marama	 X	 	 	

Peter	 X	 	 	

Ruru	 	 X	 	

Matiu	 X	 	 	

Jack	 X	 	 	

Benjamin	 X	 	 	

Whina	 X	 	 	
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Participation	was	a	very	strong	theme	throughout	the	interviews.	Several	sub-

themes	were	identified	that	related	to	involvement,	learning,	reputation,	

behavioural	expectations,	and	reward.	Table	5.6	shows	the	coding	for	these	

categories.	Participating	to	be	involved	was	the	strongest	sub-theme,	with	typical	

comments	including:	

	

Hunter	(Classroom	B):	Because	I	really	want	to	share	my	idea	and	

be	really	more	involved	in	the	class,	because	I	don’t	really	get	to	

answer	questions	very	much.	

	

Olivia	(Classroom	B):	This	person	has	a	twin	hand,	it’s	going	to	bust,	

that’s	usually	me	I	start	to	burst.	

Interviewer:	So,	when	you’ve	got	your	hand	up,	you’re	dying	to	be	

chosen	to	speak?	

Olivia:	Yes,	because	I	have	always	got	ideas	popping	up	in	my	head.		

	

Another	sub-theme	was	that	children	wanted	to	participate	in	order	to	benefit	

their	own	learning	or	the	learning	of	others.	A	typical	response	was	made	by	

Marama	and	Arana	(both	from	Classroom	C):		

	

Marama	(Classroom	C):	If	we	don’t	share,	then	we	don’t	learn	

anything,	because,	your	brain	thinks	a	lot	and	your	questions	come	

out	when	you’re	handling	it.		

	

Arana	(Classroom	C):	Umm.	We	learn	more	stuff.	And	she	teaches	

us	more	stuff	if	we	don’t	know	it.	

Interviewer:	So,	if	you	said	something	that	wasn’t	quite	right	[the	

teacher]	would-	

Arana:	-so,	if	you	know,	um,	like,	um,	understanding,	but	like	

pretending,	you	don’t	know,	um.	Yeah.	I’ll	put	my	hand	up	and	I’ll	say,	

what	does	understanding	mean?	And	the	teacher	will	tell	us.	
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Table	5.6	Coding	of	Children’s	Reasons	for	the	Importance	of	Participating	
Classroom	A	 Involvement	 Behaviour	 Learning	 Reputation	 Reward	

Ella	 	 	 X	 	 	

Ava	 	 	 X	 	 	

Paige	 	 	 	 X	 	

Nic	 	 	 	 	 	

Jasmine	 	 	 	 	 	

Jesse	 	 X	 	 	 X	

Alex	 	 	 	 	 	

Cameron	 	 	 	 	 	

Keira	 	 	 	 	 	

Classroom	B	
Sienna	 	 	 	 	 	

Holly	 	 	 	 X	 X	

Maia	 X	 X	 	 	 	

Rua	 X	 X	 	 	 	

Hunter	 X	 	 	 	 X	

Connor	 	 	 X	 	 	

Cooper	 	 	 X	 	 	

Fetu	 	 	 	 X	 	

Olivia	 	 	 	 	 	

Chloe	 	 	 	 	 X	

Zoe	 	 	 	 	 	

Quentin	 X	 X	 X	 	 	

Loto	 	 X	 X	 	 	

Tane	 X	 	 	 	 	

Trevor	 	 X	 	 	 X	

Masina	 	 	 X	 X	 	

Zara	 	 	 X	 X	 X	

Amelia	 X	 	 	 	 	

Sefa	 	 	 	 X	 	

Mia	 	 	 	 	 	

Sean	 	 	 	 	 	

Luca	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Logan	 	 	 X	 	 	

Simon	 X	 X	 	 	 	

Levi	 	 	 X	 	 	

Classroom	C	
Arana	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Isaac	 	 	 X	 	 	

Rawiri	 X	 X	 	 	 	

Anahera	 	 	 X	 	 	

Hana	 	 	 X	 	 	

Hauku	 	 	 	 	 	

Areta	 X	 	 	 	 	

Hayley	 	 	 	 	 	

Marama	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Peter	 X	 	 X	 	 	

Ruru	 	 	 	 	 	

Matiu	 X	 	 	 	 	

Jack	 X	 	 	 	 	

Benjamin	 	 X	 	 	 X	

Whina	 X	 X	 	 	 	
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The	above	reasons	appeared	to	be	based	on	intrinsic	motivation;	however,	one	

quarter	of	the	children	also	gave	detailed	answers	that	their	participation	was	

associated	with	other	people’s	perceptions	of	their	behaviour;	hence	this	sub-

theme	was	called	behavioural	expectations.	For	instance,	some	children	said	that	

participation	was	important	in	order	to	comply	with	the	teacher’s	expectations	

about	behaviour	on	the	mat,	such	as	Maia’s	comment:			

	

Maia	(Classroom	B):	Because	sometimes	teachers	think	you	might	

not	really	be	listening	if	you	don’t	put	your	hand	up	for	anything.	

	

Three	children	indicated	that	meeting	the	expectations	was	possibly	formally	

recognised	and	rewarded.	Jesse	(Classroom	A)	listed	several	rewards	for	good	

behaviour	on	the	mat,	including	being	allowed	to	go	to	morning	tea	first,	being	

chosen	as	the	teacher’s	special	helper,	and	being	allowed	to	feed	the	goldfish.	

Benjamin	(Classroom	C)	explained	that	he	had	received	a	certificate	for	doing	well	

at	mat	time.	Trevor	(Classroom	B)	said	that	he	had	worked	hard	and	got	to	read	

his	story	at	mat	time.	In	the	case	of	Chloe	(Classroom	B),	it	was	not	clear	whether	

an	actual	reward	was	given	or	whether	she	merely	desired	one:		

	

Chloe	(Classroom	B):	Because	I	want	to	get	a	prize.	

Interviewer:	So	you	get	a	reward	if	you	get	the	answer	right?	

Chloe:	Yes,	I	think	so.	But	not	really.	But	I	want	to	get	a	prize.	

	

A	sub-theme	emerged	that	linked	children’s	participation	with	reputation	or	peer	

judgment,	in	that	skillful	participation	might	alert	others	to	how	clever	they	were.	

For	example,	Hunter	(Classroom	B)	referred	to	a	peer	that	he	admired,	saying,		“he	

is	much	kind	of	smarter”	and	Amelia	(Classroom	B)	described	Olivia	as	someone	

who	always	behaves	and	who	is	“very	good	at	origami	and	lots	of	things”.	Other	

relevant	comments	included:	
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Simon	(Classroom	B):	If	I	get	the	answer	right,	then	people	would	

think	that	I’m	pretty	good	at	maths.	

	

Quentin	(Classroom	B):	Well	it	[participation]	should	be	important.	

Yeah,	it’s	important	for	lots	of	people,	because	some	people	could	be	

smart,	and	some	people	that	aren’t	very	smart,	they	sometimes	still	

share	their	opinions,	and	they	are	actually	quite	correct.			

	

Furthermore,	some	of	the	children	suggested	that	specific	peers	might	make	

desirable	partners	or	have	greater	status	at	mat	time	based	on	their	judgment	of	

the	peers’	academic	or	on-task	behaviours.	It	was	evident	that	certain	children	

were	discerning	about	which	peers	they	would	team	up	with	when	the	teacher	

called	for	small	group	discussions.	Benjamin	(Classroom	C)	referred	to	being	

selective	about	his	partner	during	‘pair	share’	(where	children	are	asked	to	

discuss	a	topic	in	pairs):	

	

Benjamin	(Classroom	C):	When	we	do	pair	share,	it	matters	who	

talks	to	me	…because	we	share	our	ideas.		

	

Some	judgments	about	specific	children’s	participation	and	performance	were	

particularly	unfavourable;	it	was	evident	that	such	children	had	poor	academic	or	

behavioural	reputations	within	the	peer	group.	In	fact,	specific	children	appeared	

to	use	the	performance	of	unpopular	peers	at	mat	time	as	justification	to	

denigrate	them.	For	example,	typical	comments	about	specific	peers	included:	

	

Olivia	(Classroom	B):	These	three	girls	are	not	so	popular,	but	they	

are	popular	for	getting	into	trouble.		

	

Benjamin	(Classroom	C):	He	doesn’t	even	think.	
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Isaac	(Classroom	C):	[these]	people	don’t	put	their	hands	up	so	they	

let	the	smart	people	do	the	work	for	them.	They	don’t	put	their	hand	

up	because	they	don’t	wanna	talk	to	anybody	‘cause	they’re	lazy.		

	

An	outlying	theme	about	participation	was	related	to	competition.	Several	

children	were	highly	focused	on	their	own	participation	in	relation	to	the	

performance	of	peers.	For	example,	they	referred	to	not	wanting	to	share	ideas	

because	retaining	them	preserved	what	they	perceived	to	be	an	academic	

advantage	over	peers.	For	example:		

	

Loto	(Classroom	B):	I	already	know	some	good	things	that	I	don’t	

really	want	to	share	because	they’re	actually	quite	special.		

	

He	went	on	to	describe	that	he	saved	his	good	ideas	for	his	own	work.	It	was	

inferred	that	the	excellence	of	his	work	earned	him	kudos	with	the	teacher	and	his	

classmates.	Levi	(Classroom	B)	shared	a	similar	belief,	stating:		

	

Levi	(Classroom	B):	Some	of	the	people	might	not	know	anything	

about	it	and	they	just	might	steal	my	idea,	say	like	if	you	have	got	a	

test	and	it’s	about	that.	

	

Relatively	fewer	children	said	that	participation	was	not	important,	and	none	

from	Classroom	A.	Nonetheless,	Table	5.7	shows	that	of	the	ten	in	Classrooms	B	

and	C,	who	indicated	that	participation	was	not	important,	the	most	common	

theme	was	non-specific;	in	other	words,	a	generalised	dislike	of	participation.	

Other	children	were	able	to	give	more	specific	responses,	such	as	personal	

shyness.		
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Table	5.7	Coding	of	Children’s	Reasons	for	Participation	Being	Not	Important	
	

	 	 General	

dislike	

Performance	

anxiety	

Shyness	 Retain	

competitive	

edge	

Classroom	B	 Sienna	 	 	 X	 	

	 Chloe	 X	 	 	 	

	 Zoe	 X	 	 	 	

	 Tane	 	 	 X	 	

	 Masina	 	 X	 	 	

	 Zara	 	 X	 	 	

	 Sefa	 X	 X	 	 	

	 Levi	 	 	 	 X	

Classroom	C	 	 	 	 	 	

	 Hauku	 X	 	 	 	

	 Ruru	 X	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	

	

Another	reason	for	participation	not	being	important	pertained	to	children’s	

anxiety	about	their	own	performance.	Indeed,	there	were	at	least	two	

respondents	who	explicitly	worried	about	giving	incorrect	answers	to	their	

teachers’	questions.	 

	

Sienna	(Classroom	B):	I’m	a	bit	too	shy	to	talk	in	the	whole	group.	

	

Mia	(classroom	B):	Because	when	I	get	something	wrong	everyone	

kind	of	looks	at	me	and	I	don’t	really	like	it.		The	main	thing	is	that	I	

think	people	might	tell	everyone,	but	I	don’t	think	that	normally	

happens.	

	

It	is	important	to	note	that	across	the	49	children,	many	gave	a	strong	impression	

that	the	three	teachers	promoted	the	value	of	children’s	attempts	more	highly	

than	their	performance	at	mat	time.	A	pattern	emerged	whereby	just	over	half	of	

the	children	(56%)	indicated	that	it	was	more	important	to	try	or	make	an	effort,	

as	opposed	to	being	correct	on	the	mat.	A	typical	comment	was:	
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Jack	(Classroom	C):	Nah,	it’s	not	really	important	if	I	get	it	wrong	or	

right,	‘cause	at	least	I	share	my	ideas,	and	‘cause	that	we	don’t,	we	

done,	we	did	the	cross	country,	we	don’t	matter	if	we	come	first	or	

third,	or	in	the	middle.	We	don’t	worry	about	third	place,	it’s	just	

about	coming.	

	
Nevertheless,	despite	the	fact	that	many	children	said	this,	the	validity	of	the	

statement	was	brought	into	question	given	that	some	of	the	children	who	said	

that	being	correct	was	not	important	also	clearly	demonstrated	pleasure	about	

getting	responses	correct.	It	could	be	that	mastery	over	performance	was	

something	that	the	teachers	emphasised,	and	which	the	children	repeated.	In	fact,	

Whina	(Classroom	C),	described	the	teacher’s	reaction	to	Arana	celebrating	his	

correct	response:	

	

Whina	(Classroom	C):	When	Arana	got	it	right,	he	says,	‘yay’	and	

[the	teacher]	says,	‘aw’	(Whina	makes	a	simultaneous	

accompanying	expression	whereby	she	rolls	her	eyes	in	an	

exasperated	way).	

	

	A	final	sub-theme	evident	about	participation,	was	named	helping	friends.	It	was	

very	clear	that	children’s	access	to	friendships	was	important	to	their	

participation	and	academic	performance	at	mat	time.	For	example,	the	following	

statements	illustrated	the	influence	of	a	friend:		

	

Benjamin	(Classroom	C):[I	sit	by	my	friend]	‘cause	sometimes	he	

tells	me	some	ideas	when	I	don’t	put	my	hand	up	and	there’s	some	

stuff	so	I	can	share	ideas.	He	says	‘Benjamin’	and	he	shows	me	his	

work.	He	tells	me	what,	what	to	put	up	my	hand	and	he	tells	me	what	

ideas	I	should	say.		
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Zoe	(Classroom	B):	Sometimes	when	we’re	going	off,	some	people	

can’t	know	what	we’re	doing	‘cause	they	didn’t	really	understand,	so	

their	friends	might	tell	them.		

	

In	contrast,	it	was	clear	that	a	very	small	number	of	children	were	unwilling	to	

help	non-friends.	One	example	was	seen	in	Paige’s	(Classroom	A)	interview,	when	

she	complained	that	Ella	tried	to	copy	her	on	the	mat	one	day:	

	

Paige	(Classroom	A):	Well,	sometimes	it’s	like	Ella	and	some	other	

people	is	copying	and	then	[the	teacher]	says	you	can	move	your	

desk.	That’s	what’s	happened	to	me	‘cause	she	had	to	go	to	the	red	

table	and	she	had	to	sit	there	while	I	was	doing	my	things	and	it	

was	a	bit	hard.	

	

Finally,	some	children	indicated	that	working	with	their	friends	was	easier	than	

working	with	non-friends	at	mat	time.	This	is	evinced	by	the	following	excerpts:	

	

Mia	(Classroom	B):	Well,	there’s	my	friend,	and	usually	we	have	a	

little	chat	and	when	we’re	buddies	we	don’t	have	to	work	to	

understand.	

	

Marama	(Classroom	C):	I	usually	like	to	sit	next	to	Anahera	‘cause	

she’s	my	best	friend.	

Interviewer:	Do	you	think	it’s	important	who	you	sit	with?	Is	it	

important	to	you?	

Marama:	Yeah…she	shares,	and	she	thinks	about	ideas	too…and	we	

share	our	ideas.	

	

While	the	majority	of	children	referred	to	helping	friends	to	participate	

effectively,	or	being	helped	by	friends,	two	children	asserted	that	they	liked	to	

help	non-friends.	Areta	(Classroom	C)	indicated	that	she	invited	non-friends,	who	
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had	been	excluded	from	other	groups,	to	join	her	and	her	friends	with	small	group	

discussions	at	mat	time	and	Marama	(Classroom	C)	identified	two	non-friend	

peers	as	requiring	assistance	with	their	work.	These	specific	children	were	the	

same	ones	that	had	attracted	negative	comments	from	Benjamin	and	Isaac:	

	

Areta	(Classroom	C):	I	say	come	with	me	and	my	friends…some	

people	get	some	more	new	friends.	

	

Marama	(Classroom	C):	They	both	need	help	and	so	that’s	why	I	

like	to	sit	next	to	them.	And	help	them.			

	

One	child	spoke	about	the	importance	of	the	teacher	assisting	her	to	secure	a	

participatory	role.	Whina	(Classroom	C)	explained	that	she	felt	shy	at	mat	time,	

yet	at	the	same	time,	she	seemed	to	want	to	take	an	active	role.	She	said	that	if	she	

sat	near	the	teacher,	the	teacher	most	likely	would	notice	that	she	was	not	

participating	and	choose	her:		

	

Whina	(Classroom	C):	Um,	I	hide	sometimes,	then	[the	teacher]	

tells	me	what	to	say.	

Interviewer:	You	hide?	

Whina:	I’m	shy.	

Interviewer:	So	sitting	here	[near	the	teacher],	does	that	make	you	

less	shy?	

Whina:	Yeah.	

Interviewer:	Okay.	So,	why	does	sitting	here	make	you	feel	less	shy?	

Whina:	‘Cause	I,	I	always	sit	there	and	she	sees,	and	I	always	get	

picked	and	get	snapped	not	putting	my	hand	up.	

Interviewer:	So	this	is	a	place	that	[the	teacher]	sees	you	really	

well?	

Whina:	Yeah.	
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5.4.5	A	closer	view	of	children	who	rated	their	participation	as	unimportant	

Further	analysis	was	undertaken	of	the	10	children	who	rather	their	participation	

as	unimportant	in	order	to	see	if	there	was	any	facets	that	unified	their	

experience.	Understanding	such	facets	might	be	useful	in	adapting	the	

interactional	milieu	in	order	to	encourage	those	children’s	active	participation.	

Table	5.8	shows	that	the	children	who	rated	their	participation	as	unimportant	

had	few	things	in	common.	When	their	enjoyment	was	studied,	six	of	them	held	

neutral	feelings	about	mat	time,	whereas	four	of	them	said	that	they	enjoyed	it.	Six	

of	these	children	liked	the	relational	aspects	of	mat	time,	such	as	togetherness	and	

friendship.	One	child	disliked	relational	issues,	and	five	said	that	they	disliked	

disruptions.	Six	could	see	some	benefit	in	their	participation,	even	though	they	

said	that	it	was	not	important.	Benefits	included	rewards,	being	involved,	

learning,	and	reputation.		

	

Encouraging	the	involvement	of	such	children	is	likely	to	require	complex	

strategies,	which	are	designed	on	an	individual	basis.	For	instance,	Zara	

(Classroom	B)	enjoyed	the	feeling	of	the	whole	class	being	together;	however,	she	

was	bothered	by	disruption	and	relational	factors.	She	was	concerned	about	her	

own	performance	and	seemed	to	have	a	poor	view	of	her	own	academic	

confidence,	as	evinced	by	the	following	statement:	

	

Zara	(Classroom	B):	Sometimes	I	work	something	out	and	I	say,’	no	that	is	

not	right’,	and	I	keep	on	doing	that.	And	once	I	think,	‘oh,	that’s	right’	I	put	

my	hand	up,	and	[the	teacher]	says,	‘what’	and	I	say	‘I	forgot.’		It’s	kind	of	

hard	for	me	because	I	think	the	answer	might	be	wrong,	so	I	don’t	do	it.	

	

Nevertheless,	she	recognised	that	the	teacher	could	offer	assistance	and	was	

motivated	by	the	possibility	of	reward.	This	contrasted	with	Tane	(Classroom	B),	

who	reported	that	he	enjoyed	mat	time,	wanted	to	be	involved	but	felt	too	shy	to	

take	part.	Nevertheless,	he	valued	friendship,	so	for	Tane,	the	possibility	of	

working	with	a	friend	in	a	small	group	might	enable	his	participation.	
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Table	5.8	Overview	of	Responses	for	Children	who	rated	Their	Participation	as	Not	Important	
	
	
	

Enjoyment	 Liked	aspects	 Disliked	aspects	 Reasons	against	
participation	

Reasons	for	
participation	

What	happens	
at	mat	time	

Classroom	B	
	

	 	 	 	 	 	

Sienna	 Neutral	 Friendship	

Seating	position	

	

Disruptions	 Shyness	 -	 Rules	

Chloe	 Happy	 Friendship	and	

rewards	

	

Discomfort	and	

Seating	position	

Dislike	 Reward	 -	

Zoe	 Neutral	 Activity	 _	 Dislike	 -	 Rules	and	

processes	

	

Tane	 Happy	 Friendship	 Disruptions	 Shyness	 Involvement	 Rules	and	

assistance	

Masina	 Happy	 Togetherness	

seating	position	

	

-	 Performance	 Learning	and	

reputation	

-	

Zara		 Neutral	 Togetherness	 Disruptions	and	

relational	issues	

Performance	 Reward	 Assistance	

Sefa	 Neutral	 _	 -	 Dislike	and	

performance	

Reputation	 Rules	and	

processes	

	

Levi	 Neutral	 _	 Disruptions	

Discomfort	

Facilitation	

Competitiveness	 Learning	 Processes	

Classroom	C	
	

	 	 	 	 	 	

Hauku	 Enjoy	 Activity	

Friendship	

Rewards	

Disruptions	 Dislike	 -	 Rules	

Ruru	 Neutral	 -	 -	 Dislike	 -	 Rules,	processes	

and	assistance	



! 166!

5.4.6%A%closer%view%of%confident%children%

A!small!group!of!7!children!were!similar!in!their!reports!about!feeling!confident!at!
mat!time.!This!was!particularly!true!for!their!performance!in!competitive!games.!It!
seemed!that!these!children!might!be!those!who!experienced!goodness'of'fit+between!
their!own!dispositions!and!knowledge,!and!the!mat!time!milieu.!As!Table!5.9!
indicates,!not!all!of!the!children!in!this!group!reported!that!they!enjoyed!mat!time;!
however,!each!of!them!placed!high!value!on!the!importance!of!their!personal!
participation.!In!addition,!they!each!appeared!to!possess!a!high!degree!of!confidence!
in!their!own!academic!abilities.!In!the!following!example,!Quentin!spoke!
enthusiastically!about!a!competitive!game,!Top+Cat,!and!expressed!a!selfFappraisal!
on!his!own!performance:!
!

Quentin!(Classroom!B):!Have+you+seen+us+play+top+cat+because+I+have+
won+quite+a+bit,+I’ve+won+about+I+don’t+know,+seven…+three+this+term,+

four+last+term+and+the+term+before+that+about+six.+People+like+Rua,+is+a+

really+smart+man.+He+always+gets+to+the+final+but+sometimes+me,+and+

Connor+and+Loto,+we+can+knock+him+out.+But+sometimes+he+knocks+us+

out.++And+I+am+good+at+the+hard+questions,+so+when+it+comes+to+the+easy+

questions,+it+comes+to+a+battle+of+muddle.!
!
Most!of!the!children!in!this!group!spoke!about!both!individualised!competition!and!
competing!in!relation!to!their!friends!with!equal!importance.!This!was!evident!in!
Quentin’s!statement!above.!Another!clear!example!was!given!by!Amelia!(Classroom!
B)!who!initially!discussed!a!group!task!that!rewarded!the!winners!with!stickers,!
then!later!in!her!interview,!referenced!the!more!individualised!competition!required!
when!playing!Top+Cat.+
+
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Table	5.9.	Overview	of	Responses	of	Children	who	indicated	that	they	are	Confident	
at	Mat	Time	
	
	
Class	B	

Enjoyment	 Judges	
peers	

Participation	as	
important	

Reason	for	
participation	

Liked	aspects	
of	mat	time	

Cooper	 X	 X	 X	 Learning	
	

	

Activity	
Friendship	

Quentin	 	 X	 X	 Involvement	
Behaviour	
Learning	

	

Activity	
Friendship	
Rewards	
Position	

	
Loto	 	 X	 X	 Behaviour	

Learning	
	

Activity	
Friendship	
Rewards	

	
Amelia	 	 X	 X	 Involvement	

	
Friendship	
Position	

Class	C	 	 	 	 	 	
Isaac	 	 X	 X	 Learning	

	
Learning	

Togetherness	
	

Benjamin	 X	 X	 X	 Behaviour	
Rewards	

Activity	
Friendship	
Rewards	
Position	

	
Jack	 X	 X	 X	 Involvement	 Activity	

Learning	
Friendship	
Position	

	
	
Although	these	children	judged	their	own	performance	at	mat	time,	they	did	not	

seem	overly	concerned	about	their	academic	reputations	within	the	wider	group.	

Nevertheless,	each	of	them	made	judgments	about	the	academic	performances	of	

their	peers.	Such	judgments	ranged	from	criticism	to	simple	observations.	

Irrespective,	they	potentially	demonstrated	a	close	observation	of	their	peers’	

responses	to	tasks	or	questions	at	mat	time.		

	

Another	commonality	between	the	children	in	this	small	group	was	that	they	

articulated	sophisticated	strategies	for	achieving	their	goals,	far	more	so	than	

children	who	rated	their	performance	as	unimportant.	For	instance,	playing	

around	with	his	friends	at	mat	time	was	important	to	Quentin	(Classroom	B).	
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Even	though	he	stated	the	front	was	a	desirable	seating	position,	he	often	chose	to	

sit	at	the	back	because	he	believed	he	was	less	noticeable	to	the	teacher:	

	

Quentin	(Classroom	B):Well,	it	could	sometimes	be	the	worst	place	

if	you	are	somebody	like	me	or	my	friends	because	if	the	teacher	sees	

you,	if	you	are	kind	of	at	the	back,	they	don’t	always	see	you	if	

you’re,	kind	of,	like,	behind	people.”	

	

Other	children’s	goals	were	met	with	the	same	degree	of	strategy.	For	instance,	

Benjamin	(Classroom	C)	factored	in	the	teacher’s	practice	of	‘going	around	the	

circle’	to	hear	the	children’s	ideas.	He	found	that	if	he	sat	somewhere	in	the	

middle,	he	could	have	more	time	to	formulate	a	good	response:	

	

Benjamin	(Classroom	C):	She’d	have	to	get,	um,	six	people	over	to	

me…I	want	to	sit	there	so	I	get	time	to	think	when	she	asks	the	

questions.	

	

Similarly,	Jack	(Classroom	C)	was	strategic	in	his	goal	to	be	chosen	for	an	active	

role.	He	believed	that	the	teacher	looked	most	frequently	at	Arana;	therefore,	his	

strategy	to	attract	the	teacher’s	attention	and	be	chosen	involved	sitting	next	to	

Arana	and	catching	the	teacher’s	eye.	He	stated:		

	

Jack	(Classroom	C):	‘Cause	[the	teacher]	usually	looks	to	Anahera	…well	I	

usually	sit	next	to	Arana	‘cause	[the	teacher]	can	see	me.	[The	teacher]	

usually	looks	that	way	and	I	put	up	my	thumb	and	she	sees	me.	She	looks	at	

people	who	normally	work,	like	Anahera	and	Arana.	So	I	sit	by	Arana	so	I	can	

actually	share	my	ideas.	

	

Such	a	strategy	implies	a	degree	of	social	confidence	in	being	able	to	choose	whom	

to	sit	next	to.	This	was	another	commonality	that	the	children	in	this	group	had;	
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they	each	had	access	to	a	specific	friendship	group	within	the	classroom,	which	
most	likely	generated	feelings	of	possessing	some	degree	of	social	support.	
	
	
5.5 	Summary	of	findings		

Seating	position	was	a	particularly	important	factor	for	many	of	the	children.	The	
findings	unambiguously	indicated	that	in	classrooms	A	and	B,	which	used	en	bloc	
configurations,	the	front	centre	was	the	most	desired	position.	However,	the	
children	who	sat	in	the	circle,	in	Classroom	C,	had	more	distributed	seating	
preferences.	Irrespective	of	children’s	preferences	for	specific	seating	positions,	
their	criteria	for	considering	where	to	sit	were	similar.	The	criteria	that	the	
children	in	all	of	the	classrooms	used	included	proximity	to	their	friends,	and	
whether	a	position	would	enable	better	focus	or	teacher-attention.	Many	children	
in	Classroom	B	(with	its	en	bloc	configuration)	wanted	to	sit	where	they	could	
hear	well.	Hearing	was	not	an	issue	raised	by	any	of	the	children	from	classroom	
C,	which	used	a	circular	configuration,	or	Classroom	A,	which	had	a	smaller	group	
size.	
	
When	children	were	asked	about	what	happens	on	the	mat,	their	answers	were	
mostly	associated	with	teacher-directed	activity.	There	was	a	strong	tendency	to	
discuss	certain	rules	and	their	teacher’s	role	in	maintaining	these.	Some	rules	that	
were	commonly	referred	to	included	sitting	‘nicely’	(back	straight	and	legs	
crossed),	or	being	attentive,	not	calling	out,	and	not	playing	around.	For	many	
children	their	peers’	disruptive	behaviour	was	concerning	and	they	described	
their	teacher’s	efforts	to	curb	distracting	behaviours,	such	as	seating	specific	
children	near	the	front,	or	directing	quick-fire	questions	at	children	behaving	
disruptively.	In	addition,	over	half	of	the	children	talked	about	teachers’	
pedagogical	processes	such	as	explaining	a	task,	delivering	instruction,	or	asking	
questions.	A	smaller	number	of	children	referred	to	the	teacher	assisting	their	
learning.	Most	of	the	responses	were	in	relation	to	discussion	or	instruction.	
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It	was	clear	that	many	children’s	enjoyment	of	mat	time	was	dependent	upon	

certain	caveats.	For	half	of	the	children,	mat	time	was	enjoyable	when	they	were	

able	to	sit	with	a	friend	or	work	with	a	friend.	For	many	children,	there	were	

several	benefits,	such	as	knowing	where	a	friend	was	when	the	mat	time	

concluded.	This	was	especially	relevant	when	a	break	was	scheduled.	Another	

positive	factor	of	mat	time	was	obtaining	a	desirable	seating	position.	The	third	

most	prevalent	enjoyable	factor	was	the	provision	of	particular	activities	that	

interested	children,	specifically	games	and	reading	books.		

	

Nonetheless,	children	did	not	enjoy	all	aspects	of	mat	time.	Distractions	caused	by	

other	children	emerged	as	the	most	disliked	aspect	of	mat	time,	with	over	half	of	

the	children	referring	to	this.	The	most	prevalent	distractions	were	other	children	

playing	around,	followed	by	them	calling	out	of	turn	or	fidgeting.	Moreover,	

several	children	raised	concerns	about	peer	issues	such	as	conflict	within	

friendship	groups.	Nonetheless,	conflict	also	occurred	between	children	and	their	

other	classmates,	as	opposed	to	friends.	The	children	frequently	referred	to	

physical	disruptions	as	a	cause	of	distraction	and	conflict	(for	example,	someone	

playing	with	another	child’s	hair,	or	being	squashed).	A	few	children	were	

distracted	by	relational	or	social	aggression	by	peers	that	had	occurred	at	other	

times,	off	the	mat.		Finally,	a	small	number	of	children	did	not	enjoy	aspects	of	mat	

time	facilitation,	such	as	its	length	or	not	being	chosen	to	actively	participate.	

	

Nearly	three	quarters	of	the	children	indicated	that	actively	participating	at	mat	

time	was	important.	A	variety	of	reasons	were	given,	such	as	active	participation	

being	important	for	learning,	and	that	it	was	generally	good	to	be	involved.	

Several	children	also	discussed	aspects	of	participation	that	relate	to	reputation.	It	

is	likely	that	the	children	in	this	study	were	cognisant	of	the	academic	reputations	

of	their	peers.	Indeed,	many	children	referred	to	specific	classmates	as	being	

‘smart’	or	not,	based	on	their	performance	at	mat	time.	Of	interest,	several	

children	referred	to	their	own	reputations	as	being	‘clever’	or	‘smart’.	In	addition,	
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children’s	reputations	as	academic,	or	not,	might	have	contributed	to	their	
preferences	for	certain	peers	in	pair	share	or	other	small	group	discussion	tasks.		
	
In	contrast,	a	smaller	number	of	10	children	rated	participation	as	unimportant;	
however,	the	elaborations	of	some	of	these	children	indicated	that	this	was	linked	
to	fear	of	social	humiliation,	rather	than	truly	seeing	participation	as	unimportant.	
The	children	predominantly	gave	two	key	reasons:	concern	about	giving	‘correct’	
responses	to	the	teachers’	questions,	and	feeling	intimidated	at	the	prospect	of	
sharing	ideas	in	front	of	the	group.		A	very	small	number	of	children	preferred	to	
avoid	sharing	their	ideas	or	answers	on	the	mat	in	the	belief	that	this	gave	them	
an	academic	advantage.	These	children	indicated	that	their	answers	or	ideas	were	
very	good,	and	that	they	were	concerned	that	others	might	‘steal’	them.	
	
In	contrast,	seven	children	expressed	high	confidence	in	their	own	abilities	at	mat	
time.	Each	of	these	children	appeared	to	be	unconcerned	about	their	academic	
reputations,	and	appraised	the	performances	of	their	peers.	This	may	have	
contributed	to	their	willingness	to	engage	in	competitive	activities.	In	addition,	
they	seemed	to	have	good	access	to	particular	friendship	groups,	which	may	have	
contributed	to	their	confidence.	They	rated	their	personal	participation	as	
important	and	also	seemed	to	possess	sophisticated	strategies	for	achieving	their	
goals.		
	
Overall,	children’s	relationships	with	peers	seemed	to	have	an	influence	on	their	
involvement	and	enjoyment.	For	instance,	some	children	felt	conflicted	when	they	
wanted	to	focus	on	the	teacher	but	their	friend	wanted	to	chat.	Friendship	also	
presented	difficulties	for	some	children	in	triadic	friendship	groups,	when	the	
teacher	wanted	them	to	work	in	pairs,	forcing	the	exclusion	of	one	child.	In	
contrast,	several	children	referred	to	the	important	role	of	their	friends	in	
assisting	them	to	secure	participatory	roles	and	share	good	answers	or	ideas.	It	
appeared	that	some	children	felt	more	confident	about	actively	taking	part	at	mat	
time	when	they	sat	next	to	a	friend,	and	some	children	might	have	found	it	easier	
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to	work	with	a	friend	than	a	non-friend.	Friendship	was	so	important	to	some	

children	that	they	were	willing	to	sit	in	places	that	caused	them	physical	

discomfort	in	order	to	stay	next	to	their	friends.	

	

One	or	two	children	in	each	class	seemed	to	have	poor	reputations	or	low	social	

status.	Only	two	children	indicated	that	they	were	willing	to	sit	next	to	such	

children,	despite	others	being	seemingly	aware	of	their	vulnerable	standing.	Both	

of	these	children	indicated	that	their	inclusive	behaviour	was	because	their	peers	

required	assistance	or	were	excluded	from	other	groups	in	small	group	work	on	

the	mat.	They	referred	to	helping	their	peers	with	answers	or	work,	and	inviting	

them	as	work	partners.		

	

	

5.6	Discussion		
5.6.1	Children’s	impressions	of	mat	time	

While	many	children	reported	that	they	found	mat	time	enjoyable,	many	others	

held	neutral	feelings	about	it.	The	children’s	perceptions	about	their	own	

enjoyment	of	mat	time	in	the	present	study	were,	on	average,	lower	than	previous	

studies	have	indicated	(see	Collins,	2013;	Hong,	1995;	Moss	&	Wilson,	1998).	

Moreover,	even	when	children	did	indicate	that	they	enjoyed	mat	time,	their	

enjoyment	was	often	dependent	on	certain	caveats,	such	as	being	able	to	sit	near	

friends	or	obtain	a	desirable	seating	position.	Another	frequently	cited	reason	for	

enjoyment	concerned	likeable	activities,	namely	games	and	being	read	to.	This	is	

consistent	with	findings	of	previous	studies	(for	example,	Cefai	et	al.,	2014;	Lown,	

2002).	

	

The	most	disliked	aspect	of	mat	time	was	disruptions	by	peers.	Two	commonly	

reported	disruptions	were	others	calling	out	of	turn	and	playing	around.	

Sometimes,	the	disruptions	involved	a	friend,	but	more	often	than	not	it	involved	

other	peers	who	were	not	friends.	Given	that	disruptive	behaviour	can	have	a	

negative	impact	on	a	learning	environment	(Cook	et	al.,	2014),	it	is	important	to	
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understand	why	some	children	disrupted	the	focus	of	their	peers.	One	possibility,	

consistent	with	the	findings	of	the	present	study,	is	that	some	children	who	are	

not	in	a	seating	position	that	allows	them	to	easily	see	or	hear	what	is	happening	

become	disengaged	or	bored,	leading	to	disruptive	behaviour.	Similarly,	some	

students	may	become	disruptive	if	they	perceive	a	task	to	be	unchallenging	

(Baum,	Olenchak	&	Owen,	1998),	if	they	have	averse	feelings	toward	the	task	

(Cook,	et	al.,	2014),	or	if	they	are	preoccupied	with	friendship	or	social	factors	

(Asher	&	McDonald,	2010).	Reasons	might	also	be	developmental,	in	that	

particular	children	might	still	have	been	developing	skills	in	effortful	control,	such	

as	regulating	attention,	delaying	gratification,	and	controlling	impulses	(Valiente,	

Lemery-Chalfant,	Swanson,	&	Reiser,	2008),	or	might	not	yet	be	emotionally	ready	

for	school	(Raver,	2004).		

	

Regardless	of	the	reason	for	disruption,	Cook,	et	al.	(2014)	and	Vargo	(2008)	

suggest	that	some	teachers	unwittingly	maintain	disruptive	behaviour	through	

their	positive	responses	to	it.	Certainly,	the	children	cited	sitting	near	the	teacher	

as	being	highly	desirable,	yet	several	indicated	that	their	teacher	required	

disruptive	peers	to	move	to	those	seating	positions	within	the	teacher’s	close	

proximity.	This	might	be	a	positive	reinforcement	because,	according	to	several	

children,	active	participation	in	certain	tasks	is	desirable	and	that	there	is	a	better	

chance	of	securing	that	participation	for	those	in	positions	at	the	front.		

	

5.6.2	Children’s	views	on	participation	and	engagement	at	mat	time	

In	the	present	study,	there	was	evidence	that	children	who	were	perceived	as	

struggling	academically	experienced	difficulty	in	accessing	partnerships	with	

peers	at	mat	time	without	a	teacher’s	intervention	or	the	assistance	of	the	few	

children	who	are	willing	to	help	them.	There	was	a	sense	that	some	children	

found	it	difficult	to	acquire	active	roles	at	mat	time.	If	teachers	overlook	socially	

neglected	or	rejected	children	by	not	assisting	them	to	participate	(Danielewicz	et	

al.,	1996),	there	are	real	concerns	in	relation	to	equity.	When	rejected	children	are	

consistently	excluded	from	active	participation	it	is	likely	to	impact	on	their	
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academic	performance	(Wentzel	&	Asher,	1995).	For	instance,	there	are	plausible			

links	between	active	participation,	children’s	engagement,	and	learning	(Hidi	&	

Renninger,	2006;	Wood	et	al.,	2009;	Zaghlawan	&	Ostrosky,	2011).	

	

Deliberate	focus	on	the	teacher’s	facilitation	practices	at	mat	time	with	regard	to	

the	means	of	assigning	partners	is	important;	recent	studies	have	shown	that	such	

practices	influence	children’s	peer	relationships.	For	example,	Asher	and	

McDonald	(2010)	and	Corsaro	(1985)	indicated	that	young	children	often	

perceive	friends	as	those	with	whom	they	engage	in	activities.	It	follows	that	if	a	

child	remains	‘unchosen’	in	the	classroom,	it	may	impact	the	child’s	standing	and	

self-perception	as	a	friend.		

	

For	a	small	number	of	children,	active	participation	was	seen	to	have	an	impact	on	

their	reputation	within	a	peer	group.		Children	are	generally	keen	observers	of	the	

interactions	of	peers	and	make	judgments	about	the	academic	ability	of	others.	

These	judgments	partly	influence	whether	a	child	is	going	to	be	chosen	or	not	for	

inclusion	in	group	or	pair	tasks	(Droege	&	Stipek,	1993).		In	fact,	Gest,	

Domitrovich,	&	Welsh,	(2005)	observed	that:	

	

Peer	academic	reputations	were	also	associated	with	changes	

over	time	in	children’s	teacher-rated	academic	effort	and	skills,	

suggesting	they	may	be	a	marker	of	differential	peer	experiences	

that	have	implications	for	academic	achievement	and	skill	

development	(p.	342).	

	

This	study	indicated	that	the	reputational	effect	of	mat	time	impacted	on	specific	

children’s	willingness	to	participate.	Nonetheless,	given	that	research	about	

children’s	academic	performance	has	shown	correlations	with	their	acceptability	

to	a	peer	group	(Chen,	Hughes,	Liew,	&	Kwok,	2010;	Gest,	et	al.,	2005),	in	the	

present	study	only	a	very	small	number	of	children	were	concerned	about	giving	

correct	responses.	This	finding	might	be	attributable	to	teaching	practices;	several	
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children	mentioned	that,	in	their	classroom,	it	was	more	important	to	try	than	to	

be	correct.	Notwithstanding,	certain	children	did	express	anxiety	about	being	

incorrect	and	these	children	indicated	that	this	anxiety	impacted	on	their	

participation.	Moreover,	several	children	who	stated	that	it	was	more	important	

to	try	clearly	relished	those	times	when	they	did	issue	correct	answers.	This	

suggests	that	at	least	some	of	the	children	might	have	parroted	their	teachers’	

edict	on	this	matter,	rather	than	believing	it	themselves.	

	

It	was	evident	that	the	teachers	employed	methods	such	as	‘pair	share’	and	

‘discussion	doughnuts’	to	vary	the	type	of	participation	required.	Both	of	these	

practices	enabled	children	to	share	their	ideas	with	one	peer	or	a	small	group,	

rather	than	the	entire	class.	This	may	have	held	greater	safety	for	certain	children	

who	were	reticent	about	actively	participating	in	the	wider	group	scenario.	

However,	there	are	likely	to	be	other	solutions	that	are	worthy	of	consideration.	

Chen	and	Looi	(2011)	noted	that	the	use	of	computer	technology,	such	as	‘Group	

Scribble’,	enabled	a	wider	range	of	children	to	share	ideas	through	pictures	and	

memos	prior	to	discussion.	They	found	that	despite	active	participation	being	

voluntary,	every	child	participated	and	active	participation	was	distributed	evenly	

across	the	group.	These	findings	suggested	that	interactive	technology	offers	

some	exciting	possibilities	to	enhance	active	participation	at	mat	time.		

	

5.6.3	Children’s	social	worlds	at	mat	time	

Examination	of	peer	culture	should	encapsulate	the	concerns,	and	values	that	are	

evident	in	the	actions	of	those	belonging	to	that	peer	culture	(Corsaro,	2012).	In	

addition,	McLaren	(1999)	suggests	that	research	of	the	peer	under-life	in	

classrooms	should	consider	power	dynamics,	and	whose	interests	the	peer-

practices,	rituals,	and	culture	serve.	However,	in	the	present	study,	it	appeared	

that	there	was,	not	one,	but	several	peer	cultures	within	each	class.	Moreover,	

each	sub-group	probably	communicated	different	routines,	concerns.	

Nonetheless,	there	were	routines,	concerns,	and	values	that	were	common	across	

the	peer	group	of	each	class.		
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A	predominant	concern	was	the	competition	for	a	desired	position	at	the	front	of	
the	mat,	when	the	class	used	an	en	bloc	configuration.	In	Classrooms	A	and	B,	a	
high	degree	of	competition	was	evident	for	the	front-centre	positions,	meaning	
that	the	most	effective	competitors	were	more	likely	to	sit	there.	It	is	possible	that	
teachers	might	be	unaware	of	the	degree	of	competition	for	the	front,	even	though	
the	children	describe	it	as	being	very	crowded.	For	instance,	Hong’s	(1995)	
description	of	children’s	seating	positions	on	the	mat	suggests	that	children	have	
a	great	deal	of	choice	over	where	to	sit.	She	stated	that:	
	

Where	to	sit	is	up	to	the	children…[They]	show	different	preferences	
and	sensitivities	in	selecting	a	good	place	to	sit	and	someone	with	
whom	they	would	like	to	sit.	They	instinctively	know	which	would	be	
the	best	for	themselves.	(p.	220)	

	
However,	the	present	study	indicates	that	while	some	children	might	instinctively	
know	that	the	front	position	is	the	best	for	their	learning,	not	all	children	are	able	
to	sit	there.	Certain	philosophical	issues	must	be	explored.	If	there	are	academic	
or	social	benefits	accruing	from	a	front	seat,	competitive	behaviour	potentially	
allows	individual	children	to	promote	their	own	interests	over	those	of	others	
(Watters,	2013).	This	raises	the	issue	of	whether	teachers	should	address	such	
competitive	behaviour	from	a	moral	perspective	in	order	to	promote	fairness	to	
less	competitive	peers.		For	example,	teachers	might	change	the	configuration	of	
the	mat	time	to	reduce	competition	and	inequity.	Another	suggestion	would	be	for	
them	to	actively	monitor	how	even-handed	they	are	in	selecting	children	for	
active	participation,	or	in	delivery	of	their	feedback	to	children.	In	fact,	failure	to	
address	such	competitive	behaviour	is	antithetical	to	the	New	Zealand	Curriculum	
Framework’s	key	value	of	‘equity’,	which	posits	that	children	will	develop	a	sense	
of	social	justice	(Ministry	of	Education,	2007,	p.10).		
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It	seems	that	the	circle	configuration	ameliorated	at	least	some	of	the	competition	
for	a	preferred	seating	position	that	was	evident	in	the	free-seating,	en	bloc	mat	
times.	This	might	explain	the	popularity	of	a	circle	configuration	in	pedagogies	
aimed	at	promoting	group	cohesiveness,	such	as	‘Magic	Circles’	and	‘Golden	
Circles’	(Mosley,	1998;	White,	1999).		Furthermore,	it	seems	that	circular	
configurations	yield	other	benefits.	For	instance,	Marx,	Fuhrer,	and	Hartig	(2000)	
found	that	the	children	asked	more	questions	in	a	semi-circle	seating	format	than	
in	a	row	format.		
	
A	second	concern	of	the	peer	culture	evident	at	mat	time	was	relational;	it	seemed	
important	for	many	of	the	children	to	have	a	friend	to	affiliate	with.	Indeed,	
Corsaro	(1985,	2012)	asserts	that	children’s	relationships	are	fundamental	to	
peer	cultures.	In	the	present	study,	friendships	may	have	assisted	certain	children	
to	mitigate	competitive	and	hierarchical	elements	of	mat	time.	For	instance,	there	
was	evidence	of	friends	helping	each	other	by	sharing	their	good	ideas,	and	
several	children	indicated	that	it	was	easier	to	work	with	their	friend	than	other	
peers.	Each	of	these	are	important	points	to	consider,	because	they	allude	to	the	
possibility	that	participatory	performance	at	mat	time	was	important	to	certain	
children.	As	such,	performing	well	may	have	social	benefits,	such	as	an	academic	
reputation	or	teacher	praise,	despite	many	children	saying	that	it	did	not	matter	if	
mistakes	were	made	at	mat	time.	
	
For	several	children,	their	friendships	enabled	their	participation;	therefore,	it	is	
important	to	consider	the	experiences	and	possible	outcomes	for	children	who	do	
not	have	a	close	friend,	or	who	were	referred	to	by	peers	in	a	negative	light.	It	
should	be	noted	that	in	this	study,	that	these	children	were	described	by	some	of	
their	peers	as	performing	poorly	at	mat	time.	Asher	and	McDonald	(2010)	assert	
that	children	who	have	healthy	friendships	are	more	likely	to	feel	well	adjusted	to	
school	and	be	more	involved	in	class.	Conversely,	when	children	experience	
friendship	difficulties,	such	as	being	consistently	rejected	by	a	friend,	they	can	
experience	decreased	self-esteem	and	increased	anxiety.	Notwithstanding,	Study	
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Two	also	found	that	there	were	children	who	had	friends,	but	who	still	

experienced	difficulties	that	potentially	impaired	their	mat	time	participation	and	

performance;	for	instance,	where	a	friend	was	an	undesired	distracting	influence.			

	

In	Classroom	C,	a	small	group	of	children	demonstrated	different	values	to	their	

peers	in	relation	to	the	inclusion	of	children	with	low	social	status.	For	two	

children	in	particular,	it	seemed	important	to	assist	such	children.	Given	that	the	

children	with	low	social	status	also	had	poor	academic	reputations	among	the	

peer	group,	helpful	peers	risked	having	their	joint	performance	with	a	low-status	

peer	negatively	judged.	It	seems	likely	that	these	children	were	motivated	by	

different	concerns	to	those	of	their	peers.	Buhrmester	(1996),	and	Corsaro	(2011)	

suggest	that	children’s	goals	differ	in	varying	circumstances.	In	the	case	of	mat	

time,	it	could	be	that	some	children	aimed	to	enhance	their	own	reputations	and	

agency,	whereas	helpful	peers	strived	to	achieve	aims	that	were	more	benevolent.	

	

A	close	focus	was	placed	on	a	group	of	10	children	who	rated	their	performance	as	

unimportant.	These	children	seemed	to	have	little	in	common,	although	it	seems	

unlikely	that	they	authentically	believed	that	their	participation	was,	indeed,	

unimportant.	What	might	be	more	likely,	is	that	social	or	academic	anxiety	

deterred	them	from	participating.	As	such,	teachers	would	need	to	think	very	

carefully	about	the	most	effective	ways	to	motivate	these	children	to	actively	take	

part.	Any	pedagogical	strategies	would	require	an	individualised	focus;	for	

example,	one	child	might	be	motivated	by	rewards,	whereas	another	might	be	

induced	to	take	part	if	cooperation	with	a	well-known	and	safe	peer	is	allowed.		

	

A	second	group	of	children	that	stood	out	from	the	rest	of	the	peer	group	in	the	

three	classes	were	those	who	seemed	particularly	confident.	They	had	identified	

themselves	as	being	academically	competent	and	rated	their	personal	

participation	as	important.	Moreover,	they	each	indicated	that	they	had	

membership	to	specific	friendship	groups;	therefore	they	most	likely	possessed	
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social	support.	Finally,	these	children	appeared	to	have	a	sophisticated	knowledge	

of	the	teachers’	practices	and	a	range	of	strategies	to	achieve	their	goals.		

	

McClelland	(1961)	posited	that	human	beings	have	three	basic	requirements:	

affiliation,	personal	achievement,	and	power	(status	and	recognition).	It	seems	

likely	that	the	behaviour	of	both	the	overtly	confident,	and	less	confident,	children	

differed	depending	on	which	requirement	they	tried	to	fulfill.	For	instance,	certain	

social	dynamics,	relating	to	McClelland’s	taxonomy	of	needs,	were	evident	with	

one	friendship	group	of	children	in	Classroom	B.	They	frequently	sat	at	the	back	of	

the	mat	in	order	to	escape	the	teacher’s	attention	and	play	around.	There	was	a	

strong	sense	of	their	bonding	at	such	times,	which	relates	to	the	notion	of	

affiliation.	Nevertheless,	some	members	only	played	around	when	they	felt	

confident	about	the	material	being	presented.	As	such,	it	seems	that	they	were	not	

willing	to	risk	their	social	reputations	in	their	bid	to	play	around.	This	might	

relate	to	their	feelings	of	personal	achievement	or	need	for	status.	

	

Another	way	to	interpret	the	behaviour	of	this	specific	group	is	that	they	may	

have	been	motivated	by	several	concurrent	goals.	First,	the	teacher’s	official	

stance	is	that	children	are	required	to	be	attentive	at	mat	time;	and,	playing	

around	challenges	this	official	rule.	Corsaro	(1985,	2012)	suggests	that	such	

challenges	allow	children	to	reject	adult	control	and	to	assert	a	sense	of	their	own	

agency.	However,	children	tend	to	attempt	to	keep	their	playing	around	hidden	

from	the	teacher’s	view.	This	subterfuge	binds	them	together	and	contributes	to	

their	sense	of	groupness.	This	certainly	seemed	to	be	the	case	in	Milman’s	(2009)	

study	of	morning	meeting,	whereby	specific	children	refused	to	attend	to	the	

teacher	or	the	allocated	task	as	a	hidden	mechanism	for	challenging	the	norm	or	

expectations.	The	example	of	this	single	group	serves	to	illustrate	the	social	

complexities	inherent	when	it	comes	to	participation	within	the	social	milieu	of	

mat	time.	
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5.7	Conclusions	

Opportunity	to	engage	in	effective	and	active	participation	has	a	reputational	

element	in	children’s	peer	cultures.	Children	appear	to	be	close	observers	of	the	

performances	of	their	peers	at	mat	time.	They	form	both	negative	and	positive	

judgments	about	their	peers,	which	might	influence	their	willingness	to	work	

cooperatively	with	specific	peers	at	other	times.	As	such,	participation	has	hidden	

competitive	elements	that	relate	to	children’s	social	structures.	Moreover,	the	

competitive	and	reputational	elements	of	mat	time	might	preclude	the	desire	of	

certain	children	to	participate,	causing	them	to	consider	their	personal	

participation	as	unimportant.		

	

Teachers	must	reflect	on	cases	in	which	specific	children	do	not	participate	or	

view	their	participation	as	unimportant.	For	instance,	specific	children’s	

underlying	anxieties	must	be	uncovered	and	sensitively	responded	to	in	order	to	

encourage	such	children	to	take	part.	In	addition,	children,	who	have	a	friend	in	

the	class,	might	find	it	easier	to	participate,	whereas	other	children	without	a	

friend	might	struggle	to	find	peer	support	without	assistance.		

	

Children	indicated	that	seating	position	is	also	crucial	to	effective	participation.	

Specifically,	the	front	positions	in	free-seated,	en	bloc	configurations	are	highly	

sought	after.	Reasons	for	the	desirability	of	the	front	seat	tend	towards	academic	

advantages,	such	as	being	able	to	see	better,	or	being	better	able	to	attract	the	

teacher’s	attention.		As	such,	teachers	should	review	other	seating	configurations,	

or	examine	ways	to	distribute	any	perceived	or	real	academic	advantages	to	

sitting	in	the	front.	
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CHAPTER	SIX	
Discussion	

	

6.1	Introduction		

Within	the	early	years	of	primary	school,	there	are	several	interactional	contexts	

in	which	children	are	required	to	learn	as	part	of	the	whole	class;	mat	time	is	one	

of	them.	Given	that	a	child	is	situated	within	the	wider	social	group	on	the	mat,	it	

is	likely	that	he	or	she	will	receive	and	construct	messages	about	how	to	behave,	

how	to	treat	others,	and	how	others	perceive	them.	These	factors	most	likely,	in	

turn,	impact	on	individual	children’s	participation	and	self-concept.	It	follows,	

therefore,	that	it	is	important	to	examine	the	mat	time	environment,	including	

specific	teaching	practices	that	seek	to	promote	a	positive	relational	climate	(for	

example,	group	cohesion)	and	that	optimise	children’s	opportunities	for	

participation.	The	aim	of	the	present	research	was	to	explore	both	teachers’	and	

children’s	perspectives	about	their	experiences	of	mat	time.		

	

The	findings	of	the	two	studies	in	the	present	research	programme	suggest	that	

there	are	significant	differences	in	the	ways	that	children	and	teachers	approach	

participation	within	the	interactional	milieu	of	mat	time.	For	instance,	specific	

children	might	resist	the	authority	of	the	teacher;	such	behaviour	impacts	on	the	

attentiveness	and	participation	of	the	wider	peer	group.	Children’s	participation	

appears	to	be	largely	influenced	by	social	factors,	such	as	the	support	of	friends	

and	quality	of	reputation.	Teachers	must	reconsider	ways	to	enhance	group	

cohesion	to	ensure	all	children’s	participation	at	mat	time,	as	well	as	query	

whether	instructional	questioning	is	an	effective	use	of	mat	time	for	socially	or	

academically	vulnerable	children’s	learning	and	socialisation.	

	

6.2	Study	one	findings	

The	first	study	aimed	to	investigate	teachers’	reports	on	their	mat	time	

pedagogies	and	how	those	pedagogies	informed	children’s	participation	and	

interactions.	In	the	first	instance,	it	was	important	to	establish	how	much	time	



	 182	

children	spent	on	the	mat	in	whole-group	activities	and	what	happened	during	

mat	time.	The	reason	for	this	is	that	the	amount	of	time	or	type	of	activity	

provided	could	determine	how	much	opportunity	children	have	to	participate;	for	

example,	a	brief	mat	time	or	one	that	requires	children	to	merely	listen	would	

offer	significantly	reduced	opportunities	for	their	participation	compared	with	a	

lengthier,	discursive	mat	time.		

	

It	was	found	that	children	in	year	two	spend	a	considerable	proportion	of	their	

classroom	time	on	the	mat.	Indeed,	for	some	children	this	might	be	approximately	

one	quarter	of	their	classroom	day.	Logically,	this	means	that	there	should	be	

adequate	time	over	a	day	for	teachers	to	enable	opportunities	for	every	child’s	

participation	at	mat	time.	This	does	not	mean,	however,	that	all	children	desire	an	

active	role	or	are	able	to	make	use	of	those	opportunities.		

	

Alongside	the	amount	of	time	spent	on	the	mat,	a	range	of	activities	was	

facilitated.	These	feasibly	offered	a	variety	of	opportunities	for	children’s	

participation.	The	most	common	activities	included	discussion	of	rules,	reading	a	

book,	explaining	a	learning	activity,	teaching	curriculum	knowledge,	and	

acknowledging	good	work.	At	the	outset,	none	of	these	activities	overtly	indicated	

that	children	are	able	to	take	any	active	participatory	role	because	they	seemed	to	

be	fairly	teacher-directed.	However,	the	teachers	indicated	that	they	also	tended	

to	generally	pose	a	high	frequency	of	questions	to	the	children,	enable	group	

discussion,	and	incorporate	some	child-centredness	and	flexibility	into	their	

practices.		

	

Such	pedagogical	approaches	are	perhaps	unsurprising	considering	the	

associations	that	teachers	made	with	children’s	development.	For	instance,	the	

teachers	were	in	agreement	that	mat	time	enhanced	children’s	academic	learning,	

listening	skills,	group	cohesion,	language	skills,	and	social	understandings.	A	

significant	number	also	agreed	that	mat	time	enhanced	children’s	self-esteem.	

Indeed,	given	that	the	teachers’	expressed	good	support	for	these	outcomes,	one	
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could	assume	that	they	viewed	children’s	engagement	at	mat	time	as	very	
desirable,	specifically	in	order	to	maximise	opportunities	for	children’s	
development.	
	
The	teachers	were	also	asked	about	how	they	perceived	children’s	engagement	
and	participation.	Overall,	the	majority	reported	that	children	enjoy	mat	time	but	
that	they	are	inattentive.	In	order	to	attract	children’s	engagement,	the	teachers	
utilised	a	wide	range	of	strategies.	A	commonly	nominated	strategy	included	
placing	specific	children	in	close	proximity	to	the	teacher.	A	significant	number	
indicated	that	they	issued	reprimands	or	offered	rewards.	However,	despite	such	
strategies	nearly	half	of	the	teachers	reported	that	certain	children	were	
consistently	disruptive.	Moreover,	the	majority	of	teachers	agreed	that	children’s	
participatory	behaviours	are	generally	variable,	in	that	some	children	consistently	
dominated,	and	others	consistently	observed.	In	fact,	one	third	of	the	teachers	
reported	that	not	all	children	participated.	Therefore,	it	seems	that	these	specific	
strategies	were	not	entirely	effective	at	attracting	or	enabling	all	children’s	
engagement	or	active	participation.	
	
Despite	this,	there	were	some	surprising	findings	about	the	degree	of	challenge	
that	the	teachers	experienced.	They	were	asked	to	rate	how	challenging	they	
found	it	to	maintain	all	children’s	engagement,	ensure	the	participation	of	all	
children,	balance	the	needs	of	the	individual	child	with	those	of	the	group,	manage	
non-compliance,	and	balance	the	curriculum	with	children’s	interests.	Only	very	
small	numbers	(fewer	than	20%)	reported	that	any	of	these	things	were	
challenging	to	resolve.	Of	interest,	if	teachers	indicated	that	they	found	one	aspect	
challenging,	they	also	tended	to	find	the	rest	challenging.		
	
In	short,	very	few	teachers	found	engaging	children’s	interest	and	ensuring	all	
children’s	participation	challenging,	yet	a	significant	number	indicated	that	some	
children	did	not	participate.	Consequently,	the	subsequent	data	analyses	set	out	to	
explore	what	specific	pedagogical	factors	might	boost	children’s	participatory	
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behaviours.	First,	it	was	thought	that	if	teachers	reported	that	they	incorporated	
children’s	interests	into	the	mat	time	that	it	would	mitigate	their	reports	about	
varying	participatory	behaviours,	such	as	specific	children	tending	to	observe.	In	
other	words,	an	interesting	mat	time	might	coax	their	active	participation.	
However,	no	significance	was	found.	Nor	was	there	one	between	teachers’	reports	
of	using	children’s	interests	and	children’s	attentiveness.	In	fact,	teachers	who	
reported	utilising	children’s	interests	also	did	not	differ	in	how	challenging	they	
found	mat	time	compared	with	those	who	did	not	report	using	children’s	
interests.	Nevertheless,	analysis	found	a	significant	correlation	between	teachers	
who	reported	using	children’s	interests	and	the	likelihood	that	all	children	
participate.		
	
What	these	findings	suggest	is	that	when	teachers	incorporated	children’s	
interests	they	might	have	attracted	children’s	desire	to	participate.	However,	at	
the	same	time,	children	might	have	still	acted	in	ways	that	the	teacher	interpreted	
as	inattentive.	There	were	disparate	participatory	behaviours	evident,	in	that	
specific	children	behaved	in	dominating	ways	whereas	others	merely	observed.		
Three	possibilities	exist	to	account	for	this	phenomenon:		

• That	the	disparate	behaviours	inhibit	certain	children’s	participation	
while	enhancing	that	of	others,		

• That	children’s	attentiveness	is	not	linked	to	their	participation,		
• That	even	though	the	teachers	incorporate	children’s	interests,	their	

pedagogical	delivery	might	impact	participation	negatively	(for	example	
the	content	is	interesting,	but	the	activity	is	disengaging).	

	
With	regard	to	these	possibilities,	the	resulting	analyses	found	that	if	the	teachers	
reported	disparate	participation	modes,	in	that	certain	children	dominated,	
observed,	behaved	disruptively,	or	consistently	put	their	hands	up,	they	also	
tended	to	report	that	it	is	unlikely	that	all	children	participate.		However,	if	
teachers	indicated	that	children	are	attentive	and	enjoy	mat	time,	then	it	is	likely	
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that	all	children	participate.	Finally,	a	weak	correlation	was	found	between	child-

directed	approaches	and	the	likelihood	of	all	children	participating.	This	could	

perhaps	be	because	child-directed	approaches	potentially	allow	children	to	

influence	the	topic	or	activity,	thus	aligning	the	mat	time	to	their	own	interests.	As	

shown	previously,	links	were	found	between	incorporating	children’s	interests	

and	the	likelihood	that	all	children	participate.	In	short,	utilising	children’s	

interests,	attracting	their	attentiveness,	and	enabling	their	enjoyment	at	mat	time	

might	enhance	the	chances	that	all	children	participate.	Effort	made	to	curb	

persistently	dominating	or	observing	behaviours	might	also	enable	participation	

that	is	better	distributed	across	the	group.	

	

6.3	Study	two	findings	

Study	Two	investigated	children’s	perspectives	about	mat	time.	Several	studies	

have	determined	that	the	ways	that	children	make	sense	of	the	activities,	rules,	

and	processes	in	the	setting	might	be	relatively	hidden	to	the	world	of	adults	

(Corsaro,	1985;	Woodrow,	2006).	Moreover,	there	most	likely	are	power	

dynamics	that	influence	children’s	participatory	behaviours,	between	the	teacher	

and	the	students	(McLaren,	1999),	as	well	as	between	children	and	their	peers	

(Galbraith,	2011).	The	underpinning	premise	of	participation,	used	in	the	present	

study,	encapsulated	the	notion	that	influence	and	social	support	are	integral	to	

children’s	ability	to	secure	quality	participatory	roles	(Sandberg	&	Eriksson,	

2011).	Study	Two	investigated	the	perspectives	of	49	children	in	three	year	two	

classrooms	in	order	to	explore	their	impressions	of	mat	time,	whether	they	

considered	their	own	participation	and	engagement	important,	and	whether	their	

peer	relations	influenced	their	participation.		

	

Children’s	impressions	of	mat	time	were	investigated.	The	findings	showed	that	

half	of	the	children	reported	neutral	feelings	about	mat	time,	whereas	most	of	the	

remaining	children	indicated	that	they	enjoyed	it	with	the	proviso	of	certain	

caveats.	These	caveats	commonly	included	sitting	near	a	friend,	getting	a	good	

seating	position	on	the	mat,	and	participating	in	interesting	activities.	In	contrast,	
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a	disliked	aspect	included	distractions,	mostly	caused	by	peers	playing	around,	

other	children	calling	out	of	turn,	or	peers	fidgeting.	Several	children	also	seemed	

concerned	about	conflict	or	relational	aggression	by	peers.	Approximately	two	

thirds	of	the	children	reported	that	mat	time	had	specific	processes,	and	that	most	

of	these	related	to	how	the	teacher	did	things.	For	example,	one	child	described	in	

great	detail	how	the	teacher	explained	a	learning	concept,	then	asked	children	

about	it	and	either	chose	someone	to	answer	in	front	of	the	group,	or	asked	the	

children	to	share	their	answer	with	a	partner.	Only	one	third	of	the	children	

specifically	referred	to	their	teacher	helping	them	with	their	learning	at	mat	time.	

	

The	majority	of	children	held	an	impression	that	mat	time	was	governed	by	the	

teachers’	rules,	specifically	regarding	how	children	should	sit	and	participate.	The	

rules	included	sitting	nicely,	not	calling	out	of	turn,	and	paying	attention.	It	

seemed	that	the	teachers’	explicit	rule	was	that	children	would	not	be	chosen	for	

turns	to	participate	for	rule-infractions,	although	a	small	number	of	children	also	

noted	that	a	teacher	might	issue	spotlighting	questions	to	a	child	if	she	thought	

that	he	or	she	was	not	paying	attention.	Furthermore,	children	breaching	the	rules	

might	be	moved	to	close	proximity	of	the	teacher.	The	positions	that	were	close	to	

the	teacher	were	frequently	those	that	the	majority	of	children	viewed	as	highly	

desirable;	therefore,	it	was	possible	that	this	strategy	positively	reinforced	

disruptive	behaviours.	

	

The	second	focus	concerned	children’s	active	participation.	Overall,	the	children	

identified	three	participation	modes:	these	were	(1)	the	whole	group	when	the	

teacher	issued	questions	or	facilitated	discussion,	(2)	small	group	work	that	

involved	sharing	ideas	with	one	or	two	peers,	and	(3)	class-wide	competitive	

games.	Most	of	the	children	indicated	that	their	personal	participation	in	these	

activities	was	important.	In	fact,	only	ten	children	said	that	it	was	not	important	

for	them	to	participate.	Reasons	given	in	favour	of	participation	included:	

enjoyment	of	being	involved,	benefits	to	learning,	enhanced	reputation,	possibility	

of	reward,	or	that	it	met	the	teachers’	expectations.	These	responses	showed	that	
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children’s	participation	is	motivated	by	a	variety	of	factors.	Nevertheless,	even	
though	some	of	the	children	said	that	their	personal	participation	was	not	
important,	most	of	these	children	also	recognised	that	there	were	benefits	arising	
from	participation.		
	
Paradoxically,	for	some	children,	the	benefits	of	participating	might	have	also	
acted	as	deterrents.	This	was	particularly	true	of	five	of	the	children	who	
expressed	explicit	concerns	about	speaking	in	front	of	the	wider	group,	and	who	
indicated	that	their	participation	was	not	important.	Their	concerns	included	
their	own	personal	shyness	or	anxiety	about	having	their	performance	judged	by	
peers.	One	of	them,	Masina	(Classroom	B),	suggested	that	a	benefit	of	
participation	was	that	the	class	might	think	she	was	clever;	however,	she	was	
deterred	by	the	risk	of	attracting	negative	judgment	instead.	Nevertheless,	this	
was	also	a	concern	for	some	of	the	other	children	who	stated	that	participation	
was	important.	For	instance	Mia	(Classroom	B)	indicated	that	she	wanted	to	share	
her	ideas	with	the	class,	but	she	would	be	embarrassed	if	she	got	the	wrong	
answer.		
	
A	surprising	deterrent	to	participation	involved	individualistic	instrumental	goals,	
whereby	children	sought	to	improve	or	maintain	their	situation	(as	described	by	
Dijkstra	et	al.,	2015).	One	child,	Levi,	(Classroom	B)	had	determined	that	his	
performance	at	mat	time	was	of	a	high	academic	standard	compared	to	that	of	his	
peers;	therefore,	in	avoiding	active	participation	at	mat	time,	he	could	keep	his	
ideas	and	knowledge	private.	He	indicated	that	this	preserved	his	advantage	when	
completing	individualised	work,	such	as	tests.	This	contrasted	to	Loto	(Classroom	
B),	who	also	kept	his	best	ideas	private,	though	he	thought	that	some	participation	
was	useful	in	attracting	a	positive	academic	reputation	among	peers.		
	
Further	investigation	explored	how	children’s	social	relations	influenced	their	
participation.	As	well	as	the	reputational	issues	discussed	above,	there	was	
considerable	evidence	to	indicate	that	friends	helped	each	other,	such	as	
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providing	information	that	a	friend	could	share	at	mat	time.	Moreover,	some	

children	felt	more	confident	about	actively	participating	when	they	sat	next	to	

their	friend.	Certain	children	found	it	easier	to	work	with	a	friend	when	the	

teacher	requested	small	group	work	on	the	mat.	Overall,	the	findings	strongly	

indicated	that	friendship	could	be	highly	beneficial	to	specific	children’s	

participation	when	the	friend	had	good	ideas	and	was	focused.	

	

However,	social	relations	did	cause	issues	for	some	children.	For	instance,	in	

classroom	A,	one	popular	child	was	concerned	that	her	friends’	all	wanted	to	sit	

next	to	her	on	the	mat,	and	were	annoyed	if	they	could	not	do	so.	By	contrast,	

another	child	observed	the	relative	popularity	of	a	peer	and	indicated	that	it	made	

her	feel	not	very	important.		

	

Issues	regarding	social	relations	were	evident	at	other	times.	The	first	was	when	

teachers’	requirement	for	children	to	work	in	pairs	necessitated	triadic	

friendships	to	disband.	The	result	was	that	one	friend	was	forced	to	move	outside	

of	the	group,	causing	conflict	at	times.	A	second	scenario	was	when	certain	

children	deliberately	distracted	their	friends.	All	of	the	friends	in	one	specific	

group	in	Classroom	B	were	complicit	in	the	distracting	behaviour;	they	found	the	

back	of	the	mat	in	en	bloc	configurations	the	best	place	to	play	around.	However,	

for	other	children,	distractions	were	unsolicited	and	unwanted.	Finally,	in	all	three	

classrooms,	certain	children	gave	accounts	that	indicated	that	children	who	

experienced	social	aggression	or	had	low	social	status	might	be	negatively	

impacted.	For	example,	Fetu	(Classroom	B)	felt	he	had	to	move	from	his	preferred	

position	at	the	front	of	the	mat	if	someone	“mean”	sat	next	to	him.	

	

Small	group	work	might	have	benefits	for	socially	or	academically	vulnerable	

children.	For	instance,	Fetu	reported	that	he	liked	small	group	work	because	he	

got	to	“meet	new	people”.	These	statements	are	relevant	given	that	his	teacher	

indicated	that	Fetu	was	consistently	left	out	when	the	children	were	asked	to	form	

small	working	groups	at	mat	time.	Areta	and	Marama	(Classroom	C)	had	
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identified	that	two	of	the	children	in	their	class,	Rawiri	and	Hayley,	were	

consistently	left	out	or	needed	help	with	their	work,	so	they	asked	them	to	join	

their	working	groups.	Of	interest	is	the	fact	that	other	children,	namely	Benjamin	

and	Isaac,	made	particularly	derogatory	comments	about	Rawiri	and	Hayley.	This	

emphasises	the	importance	of	children	who	are	willing	to	assist	socially	or	

academically	vulnerable	children.		

	

A	final	point	that	emerged	regarding	the	relational	climate	at	mat	time	was	that	of	

seating	position.	In	fact,	most	of	the	children	showed	a	strong	preference	for	a	

particular	seating	position	on	the	mat;	however,	this	preference	was	strongest	

when	children	were	seated	en	bloc,	as	opposed	to	in	a	circular	configuration.	In	

the	en	bloc	scenario,	children	preferred	the	front	position	because	they	believed	it	

made	them	more	visible	to	the	teacher	or	enabled	better	focus.	In	short,	children	

believed	that	front	positions	in	en	bloc	configurations	were	beneficial	to	their	

learning.	However,	whereas	children	expressed	a	preference	for	the	front,	it	

seemed	that	only	a	small	number	of	specific	children	were	able	to	obtain	those	

positions.	Seating	position	was	of	such	importance	to	children	that	many	

indicated	that	a	poor	seating	position	detracted	from	their	enjoyment	of	mat	time.	

Finally,	the	fact	that	the	circle	configuration	seemed	to	ameliorate	some	of	the	

favouritism	for	certain	seating	positions	should	be	noted.	

	

6.4	The	interactional	milieu	at	mat	time	

Much	of	the	international	research	about	mat	time	has	been	situated	in	circle	

time,	which	often	has	an	explicit	pedagogical	focus	on	group	cohesion	and	

children’s	self-esteem.	Mat	time	in	New	Zealand	differs	because	it	has	a	strong	

focus	on	instruction	and	curriculum.	However,	very	few	studies	are	available	

about	this	type	of	mat	time.	A	contribution	of	the	present	research	is	that	it	has	

demonstrated	that	mat	time	is	a	common	phenomenon	in	New	Zealand	

classrooms;	however,	children	typically	take	on	varied	participation	roles	as	a	

result	of	inhibiting	and	enabling	factors	inherent	within	the	interactional	milieu	at	

mat	time.	
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As	highlighted	in	Chapter	Three,	the	interactional	milieu	is	the	intersection	

between	the	official	space	(i.e.	the	authority	and	scripts	of	the	teacher)	and	the	

children’s	social	worlds.	The	present	research	found	that	mat	time	was	

characterised	by	competition	among	the	children	for	limited	resources.	

Furthermore,	teachers	and	children	differed	in	their	reports	about	the	social	

climate,	specifically	that	pertaining	to	group	cohesion.	Finally,	there	appeared	to	

be	opposing	agendas	between	teachers	and	children	at	times.	This	means	that	

there	are	social	undercurrents	within	the	interactional	milieu	that	are	more	

complex	than	is	typically	evident	with	surface	observation.	Moreover,	those	

undercurrents	most	likely	influence	the	degree	of	agency	and	opportunities	for	

participation	that	individuals	can	access	at	mat	time.		

	

6.4.1	Limited	resources	

In	combining	theory	associated	with	children’s	social	worlds	and	that	pertaining	

to	pedagogy,	the	present	research	has	been	able	to	show	that	there	are	limited	

resources	at	mat	time,	and	that	these	can	be	viewed	as	a	concern	within	the	

children’s	peer	group.	Limited	resources	are	often	those	that	contribute	to	

children’s	development	and	welfare	(Charlesworth	&	La	Freniere,	1983).	

Furthermore,	limited	resources	are	generally	a	source	of	social	conflict	within	the	

group	as	group	members	seek	to	uptake	whatever	advantages	the	limited	

resources	offer	(Green	&	Rechis,	2006).	Another	important	point	with	regard	to	

limited	resources	within	children’s	groups	is	that	children’s	choice	of	desirable	

and	contested	resources	may	seem	trivial	to	adults;	however,	their	successful	

acquisition	can	lead	to	enhanced	dominance	or	status	within	the	peer	group	

(Hawley,	1999).	As	such,	there	is	little	trivial	about	them.	

	

One	limited	resource	at	mat	time	was	evinced	in	the	high	desirability	of	front-

centre	positions	in	en	bloc	configurations,	despite	the	fact	that	these	positions	

were	cramped.	The	children	associated	the	front	seating	positions	with	better	

affordability	to	participation	and	learning,	citing	the	following	reasons:	they	could	
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hear	or	see	better,	teachers	were	more	likely	to	call	on	them	for	active	roles	than	

children	sitting	elsewhere,	and	there	were	fewer	disruptions	to	their	learning	

compared	with	other	places	on	the	mat.	Evidence	of	the	front	positions	enabling	

less	disruption	is	further	supported	given	that	half	of	the	teachers	(53%),	

reported	that	they	moved	specific	children	to	a	close	proximity	near	the	front	in	

order	to	enhance	their	engagement.	Overall,	these	findings	indicate	that	there	

might	be	academic	advantages	to	sitting	at	the	front	of	the	mat.		

	

A	second	limited	resource	for	many	of	the	children	included	opportunities	for	

active	participation.	Many	teachers	gave	opportunities	for	children	to	influence	

activity	or	curriculum	at	mat	time	by	ensuring	that	their	practices	were	partially	

child	directed	or	by	incorporating	children’s	interests;	therefore,	it	is	unsurprising	

that	taking	an	active	role	was	important	for	many	children.	Moreover,	when	

children	are	chosen	to	speak,	they	share	ideas,	ask	questions,	or	talk	about	

themselves.	Each	of	these	things	influences	the	lesson	because	the	teacher’s	

response	is	then	ideally	harmonised	to	whatever	the	child	has	said	or	asked	

(Kessler,	1989).	As	such,	it	creates	a	type	of	feedback	loop.	This	in	itself	is	not	a	

problem;	however,	a	potential	problem	lies	in	the	notion	that	it	is	likely	that	the	

children	who	participate	disproportionately	more	than	others,	have	higher	

influence	over	the	lesson	than	their	less	participatory	peers.		

	

Frequently	participating	children	might	also	be	those	who	are	high	achieving.	

Indeed,	several	studies	have	found	that	high-achieving	children	are	also	the	

highest	participators	in	whole	group	activity	(Myhill	et	al.,	2006;	Piters,	1995).	

Certainly,	in	the	present	research,	some	of	the	children	who	were	most	emphatic	

about	the	importance	of	their	personal	participation	were	among	those	who	also	

indicated	a	high	degree	of	academic	confidence.	Assumptions	can	be	made	that	

these	children	were	confident	because	they	were	comparatively	high	achieving.		

	

When	high-achievers	are	also	the	strong	participators,	their	influence	might	

extend	to	the	level	of	difficulty	inherent	in	the	lesson.	What	this	means	is	that	
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teachers	might	be	teaching	to	the	level	of	understanding	suitable	for	high-

achieving,	high-participating	children	by	primarily	responding	to	those	children’s	

ideas	and	questions,	more	so	than	less-achieving,	less-participating	peers.		The	

needs	of	low-achieving	children	might	not	be	catered	for.	One	reason	is	that	they	

may	be	unable	to	accurately	follow	information	pitched	to	high-achieving	

children’s	understandings.	A	second	reason	is	that	opportunities	to	safely	

incorporate	their	ideas	or	interests	are	precluded.	This	means	not	only	potential	

failure	to	attract	such	children’s	motivation	and	attention,	but	also	such	children	

have	little	to	no	influence	at	mat	time.	In	fact,	Myhill	(2002)	found	that	these	

conditions	did	not	provide	an	effective	learning	situation	at	all,	for	low	achieving	

children.		

	

Other	limited	resources	included	opportunity	for	a	‘good’	reputation,	as	say	

‘clever’	or	as	someone	who	won	competitive	games.	Other	limited	resources	were	

teacher	attention,	reward	and	praise.	These	resources	were	closely	associated	

with	children’s	academic	competence	and	ability	to	gain	active	participatory	roles.	

For	instance,	in	the	present	research	the	reputations	might	have	been	formed,	in	

part,	by	the	teachers	asking	many	questions.	Because	strongly	participating	and	

high	performing	children	are	more	likely	to	answer	correctly,	they	often	receive	

more	frequent	praise	than	their	peers	(Hughes	&	Zhang,	2007;	Piters,	1995).	This,	

in	turn,	contributes	to	such	children’s	status	and	reputation	in	the	classroom	

(Donohue,	Perry,	&	Weinstein,	2003;	Mikami	et	al.,	2012).			

	

Another	way	of	putting	it	is	that	interactions	that	are	based	on	questioning	not	

only	create	a	forum	for	limited	resources	(praise,	positive	reputation,	reward)	but	

also	give	certain	children	an	advantage	in	successfully	gaining	those	resources.	In	

the	second	instance,	the	same	can	be	said	for	specific	modes	of	interaction,	such	as	

the	competitive	games	that	some	of	the	children	described.	This	is	not	to	say	that	

teachers	should	never	issue	rewards	or	praise.	However,	there	is	a	strong	

imperative	for	teachers	to	consider	who	are	the	most	frequent	recipients	of	



	 193	

positive	acknowledgement	and	carefully	consider	what	impact	this	potentially	has	
on	the	peer	group.		
	
So	far,	it	has	been	proposed	that	there	are	several	limited	resources	that	children	
compete	for	at	mat	time	and	that	the	academically	competent	children	are	most	
likely	advantaged;	nevertheless,	even	academically	oriented	children’s	strategies	
to	gain	these	limited	resources	were	of	varying	effectiveness.	Effective	strategies	
require	complex	interpersonal	skills;	for	instance,	an	effectively	strategic	child	
would	possess	perceptiveness	of	the	social	norms	and	the	relevance	of	their	own	
behaviour	in	relation	to	those	norms,	as	well	as	being	aware	of	others’	agendas	
and	needs	(Putallaz	&	Sheppard,	1992).	Moreover,	they	have	good	timing	and	a	
certain	degree	of	finesse	(Green	&	Rechis,	2006;	Hawley,	1999).		
	
When	children	compete	for	limited	resources,	a	wide	range	of	behaviours	are	
evident	that	include	those	that	are	assertive,	coercive,	prosocial,	and	passive	
(Green	&	Rechis,	2006;	Green	et	al.,	2008).	In	the	present	research	prosocial	
behaviours	to	gain	active	participation	were	evident	when	children	helped	their	
friends	by	assisting	them	with	‘good’	ideas	to	share.	An	example	of	a	more	
coercive	strategy	includes	the	one	that	Whina	(Classroom	C)	adopted;	she	looked	
like	she	was	‘slacking	off’	in	order	to	attract	the	teacher’s	attention.	It	could	be	
that	Whina	recognised	the	teacher’s	conceivable	aspiration	to	attract	each	child’s	
engagement;	by	seeming	to	withdraw	that	engagement,	she	not	only	attracted	the	
teacher’s	attention	but	also	actualised	the	possibility	of	an	active	role.	By	contrast,	
passive	behaviours	were	evident	when	children	withheld	attempts	to	gain	a	
participatory	role	for	fear	of	judgment	or	making	mistakes.	
	
The	strength	of	a	child’s	relationship	and	understanding	of	the	social	context	must	
be	taken	into	consideration	with	regard	to	their	active	participation.	When	an	
individual	child	possesses	an	astute	appreciation	of	the	ideology	and	actions	
expressed	through	the	teacher’s	practice,	they	are	more	likely	than	their	peers	
with	less	understanding	to	be	noticeable	to	the	teacher,	to	be	understood	by	the	
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teacher,	and	to	be	chosen	by	the	teacher	(Churchill,	2003;	Cullen,	1991;	Vaughn,	

Vollenweider,	Bost,	Azria-Evans,	&	Snider,	2003;	Wentzel,	1993).	The	

sophisticated	social	understandings	that	are	required	are	well	illustrated	by	Jack	

(Classroom	C);	he	deliberately	sat	next	to	another	child	whom	the	teacher	looked	

at	frequently	in	order	to	enhance	his	chances	of	being	chosen	by	the	teacher	for	an	

active	role.	

	

The	overriding	implication	here	is	that	whereas	some	children	have	well	

developed	strategies	that	fit	the	social	context,	other	children	who	have	the	desire	

to	participate	at	mat	time	might	be	unable	to	through	their	comparative	lack	of	

understanding	of	the	relevant	nuances	contained	in	the	social	interaction	norms.	

Such	children	might	not	possess	effective	strategies	to	secure	a	participatory	role.	

In	fact,	a	few	children	inferred	that	they	wanted	to	take	part	but	were	unsure	how	

to	secure	an	active	participatory	role;	for	instance,	this	was	insinuated	in	Hunter’s	

(Classroom	B)	statement	that,	“I	really	want	to	share	my	idea	and	be	really	more	

involved	in	the	class,	because	I	don’t	really	get	to	answer	questions	very	much.”	

	

The	classroom	culture	plays	a	pivotal	role	in	the	equitable	sharing	of	resources	

(Green	&	Rechis,	2006).	This	means	that	teachers	need	to	be	aware	of	which	

desirable	resources	are	limited	and	put	strategies	in	place	to	ensure	fairness,	

especially	when	there	may	be	educational	or	social	advantages	associated	with	

the	resource.	However,	when	it	came	to	seating	position	in	the	present	study,	

none	of	the	children	mentioned	strategies	that	teachers	might	use	to	distribute	

the	academic	advantages	to	sitting	at	the	front.	For	instance,	it	could	be	expected	

that	at	least	some	of	the	children	would	make	mention	of	such	practices,	say,	

teachers	requiring	children	to	take	turns	to	sit	at	the	front,	if	indeed	their	teachers	

used	such	a	strategy;	yet	there	were	only	references	to	children	being	moved	as	a	

mechanism	to	curb	their	disruptive	behaviour.	In	short,	if	there	is	an	academic	or	

social	advantage	to	sitting	at	the	front,	then	teachers	have	an	ethical	responsibility	

to	ensure	that	the	advantage	does	not	consistently	fall	to	the	children	who	sit	

there	most	frequently.		
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Similarly,	teachers	have	a	responsibility	to	ensure	that	participation	is	distributed	

fairly	and	sensitively	so	that	the	positive	benefits	of	participation	are	distributed.	

In	summary,	what	is	evident	here	is	that	participation	opportunities	frequently	

revolve	around	individual	children	responding	to	the	teacher’s	questions.	This	is	a	

less	than	ideal	interaction	because	it	rarely	enables	deep	discussion	or	critical	

thinking	(Cazden,	2001;	Myhill	et	al.,	2006;	Wells,	1993).	Moreover,	it	means	that	

certain	children	are	able	to	uptake	resources,	such	as	praise,	more	easily	than	

peers.	However,	there	is	also	an	equity	issue,	in	that	certain	children	have	

strategic	knowledge	to	enable	their	participation	in	this	type	of	activity,	and	

others	do	not.		

	

Another	issue	with	closed	questions	when	they	are	issued	to	the	whole	group	is	

the	differing	amount	of	time	that	individual	students	require	in	order	to	formulate	

an	answer.	When	students	do	not	have	time	to	formulate	a	response	to	questions,	

they	are	immediately	precluded	from	obtaining	resources	such	as	praise,	rewards,	

or	title	of	‘winner’.	Although	it	was	not	something	that	was	raised	by	participants	

in	the	present	research,	Tobin	(1987)	posits	that	teachers	should	allow	‘wait	time’	

and	not	choose	speakers	until	all	children	have	had	adequate	time	to	consider	

their	response.	When	this	happens,	more	children	have	an	opportunity	to	

formulate	more	in-depth	and	critical	responses.	Of	course,	this	practice	would	

need	to	work	in	conjunction	with	strategies	to	prevent	specific	children	from	

calling	out	of	turn.	In	any	case,	avoiding	overuse	of	closed	questioning	in	favour	of	

other	modes	of	participation	is	probably	wise,	given	that	Galton	et	al.	(2009)	

suggest	that	closed	questioning,	“is	very	different	from	interactive	whole-class	

teaching,	which	is	designed,	as	with	group	work,	to	promote	thinking	and	

problem-solving”	(p.	134).	

	

The	easiest	solution	would	be	for	the	teacher	to	call	on	specific	children	in	equal	

numbers.	However,	such	an	approach	might	cause	detriment	to	certain	children	

who	are	concerned	about	their	performance	or	judgment	by	peers.	Therefore,	
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teachers	must	not	merely	make	spaces	for	less	strategic	children’s	participation,	

but	must	also	address	the	emotional	safety	of	the	social	climate	and	find	

innovative	ways	to	engage	such	children’s	desire	to	take	part.	In	short,	the	present	

findings	challenge	the	notion	of	“the	class”	as	a	single	unit,	and	instead,	suggest	

that	whole	group	situations	might	advantage	socially	and	academically	confident	

children,	while	disadvantaging	other	children.	As	such,	there	is	a	case	for	

observing	the	most	academically	or	socially	vulnerable	in	the	class	and	ensuring	

their	needs	are	protected.	

	

6.4.2	Group	cohesion	and	self-esteem	

Several	studies	have	already	examined	aspects	of	teachers’	pedagogy	and	the	

insider	or	outsider	status	attributed	to	children	(Howes,	1990;	White	&	Kistner,	

1992);	however,	very	few	have	examined	the	phenomenon	from	the	children’s	

perspectives	or	examined	the	roles	that	children	themselves	play	in	excluding	

specific	children.	The	present	research	indicated	that	the	peer	group	is	implicit	in	

children’s	exclusion	and	low	status	in	the	classroom,	even	with	the	presence	of	a	

teacher,	and	that	this	relates	directly	to	the	classroom	climate.	

	

The	classroom	climate	often	sets	the	scene	for	the	interactions	of	its	members	

(McGee	&	Fraser,	2012).	More	than	that,	however,	is	that	the	climate	directly	

influences	children’s	learning	(Eggen	&	Kauchak,	2006).	One	aspect	of	a	positive	

classroom	climate	is	group	cohesion,	identifiable	by	the	degree	of	support	

experienced	by	its	members,	a	sense	of	togetherness,	and	shared	orientation	to	

tasks	(Treadwell	et	al.,	2011).	These	notions	are	encapsulated	in	the	New	Zealand	

Curriculum	Framework	(Ministry	of	Education,	2007),	which	proposes	that	

children’s	competencies	should	include	consideration	of	how	an	individual’s	

words	and	actions	can	affect	those	around	him	or	her.	There	is	also	reference	to	

children	knowing	how	to	create	opportunities	for	others,	and	knowing	how	to	

recognise	appropriate	times	to	compete	versus	appropriate	times	to	collaborate.		
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The	key	competencies	guide	expectations	and	desirable	outcomes	for	children’s	

behaviour;	however,	it	seems	very	unclear	how	the	competencies	are	enacted	

when	it	comes	to	mat	time.	This	is	especially	so	given	some	of	the	disparate	

behaviours	that	many	teachers	had	noticed	in	the	present	research,	such	as	some	

children	participating	more	than	others,	some	children	behaving	disruptively,	

some	children	dominating,	and	some	children	withdrawing.	Nevertheless,	

teachers	predominantly	associated	mat	time	with	group	cohesion.	Previous	

studies	that	associated	mat	time	with	group	cohesion	tended	to	foreground	the	

role	of	specific	social	activities	(Mary,	2012).	These	activities	explicitly	promoted	

cooperation	among	students	and	aimed	to	foster	children’s	relational	awareness	

about	each	other,	which	according	to	Treadwell	et	al.	(2011)	are	two	essential	

aspects	of	cohesion.	However,	this	was	not	the	case	in	the	present	research,	in	

which	the	teachers	prevalently	used	mat	time	for	academic	activities	instead.			

	

In	contrast	to	the	teachers,	the	children’s	responses	were	suggestive	of	greater	

circumspection	about	group	cohesion.	A	number	of	children	referred	to	

togetherness	(24%)	in	relation	the	group;	however,	nearly	double	that	number	

expressed	strong	favouritism	for	individual	peers	(44%),	whereby	they	preferred	

to	sit	with	a	friend,	or	preferred	to	work	with	their	friends	rather	than	other	

peers.	Furthermore,	a	small	number	of	children	(12%)	spoke	of	certain	peers	with	

outright	derision	and	several	children	referred	to	peer-conflicts	that	occurred	at	

mat	time.	Furthermore,	one	child,	Sienna	(Classroom	B),	said	that	she	did	not	

know	everybody	in	her	class.	None	of	these	behaviours	appear	to	subscribe	to	the	

shared	foci	and	sense	of	togetherness	that	Treadwell	et	al.	(2011)	suggest	are	

integral	to	group	cohesion.		

	

As	well	as	the	quality	of	relationships,	another	aspect	that	influences	the	

cohesiveness	includes	the	types	of	activities	that	are	facilitated	and	what	kinds	of	

interactions	are	promoted.	Indeed,	McLaren	(1999)	asks	how	the	practices	of	

classrooms	inform	the	values	and	behaviours	of	those	who	are	party	to	them.	In	

the	present	research,	several	children	described	vying	to	answer	questions	or	



	 198	

participating	in	competitive	games	in	order	to	better	opponents.	When	children	

compete	against	each	other	in	a	highly	individualised	way,	the	peer	group	pays	

close	attention	to	who	succeeds.	When	an	individual	has	bettered	their	opponent	

in	such	situations	or	demonstrated	superior	prowess	in	a	valued	activity,	he	or	

she	might	gain	or	maintain	high	status.	In	contrast,	less	effective	competitors	

might	be	allocated	low	status	or	poor	reputation	(Fein,	2012).	Specifically,	the	

findings	of	the	present	research	suggest	that	pedagogies	that	foster	individualistic	

competition	are	unlikely	to	contribute	positively	to	group	cohesion.	

	

That	mat	time	fosters	group	cohesion	is	doubtful	given	the	degree	of	judgment	

about	peers	that	was	evident	in	some	children’s	reports.	Some	children	ascribed	

negative	judgments	to	peers	based	on	individual	children’s	behaviour	or	academic	

performances.	Howes	(1990)	suggests	that	these	judgments	can	become	

entrenched	within	the	peer	group,	resulting	in	significant	ramifications	for	

individual	children	and	group	cohesion.	She	states	that,	“with	increasing	time	in	a	

peer	group,	a	child’s	reputation	may	be	better	known	by	others	than	the	child’s	

actual	behaviour”	(p.	328).	When	a	child’s	reputation	becomes	entrenched,	there	

could	be	implications	for	his	or	her	status	within	the	peer	group,	identity,	and	self-

concept.	For	some	children	in	the	present	research	the	consequences	were	

generally	positive;	for	instance,	having	reputations	as	academically	formidable	

opponents	in	games.	In	contrast,	consequences	for	other	children	were	negative	

because	of	their	poor	academic	reputation.	

	

There	are	concerning	consequences	for	children	who	are	relegated	to	low	status.	

Indeed,	the	poor	reputations	and	low	desirability	attributed	to	specific	children	

might	have	negative	ramifications	for	their	self-esteem.	Garandeau,	Lee,	and	

Salmivalli	(2014)	assert	that	people	generally	consider	social	hierarchies	to	be	

natural	aspect	of	being	human;	however,	it	is	now	well	known	that	status	

inequalities	among	children	are	increasingly	associated	with	negative	

consequences,	especially	as	children	age.	Such	consequences	include	peer	

victimisation	and	impaired	peer	relationships	(Bukowski	et	al.,	2011).	Moreover,	
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children’s	self-esteem	is	integrally	tied	to	cognitive	competence	and	peer	

acceptance.	An	individual’s	self-esteem	is	partly	informed	by	others’	appraisals	of	

him	or	her	(Rosen	&	Patterson,	2011).	Despite	this,	65%	of	the	teachers	in	the	

present	research	indicated	that	mat	time	contributes	to	children’s	self-esteem.	

	

A	further	point	is	that	the	ways	in	which	teacher	feedback	is	issued	might	also	

contribute	to	social	divisiveness.	When	a	teacher	issues	positive	feedback,	the	

child	is	likely	to	be	more	positively	viewed	by	peers	(Donohue,	Perry	&	Weinstein,	

2003).	This	effect	is	vey	strong;	for	example,	Mikami	et	al.	(2012)	studied	490	

American	children	from	kindergarten	to	fourth	grade	and	used	classroom	

observation	and	sociometric	testing	to	examine	links	between	teacher	feedback	

and	social	hierarchy.	They	found	that	when	teachers	issued	frequent	positive	

comments	to	certain	children	based	on	academic	talent,	the	social	hierarchy	was	

rigid;	children	showed	preference	for	fewer	peers.	Conversely,	where	teachers	

demonstrated	less	favouritism,	the	children’s	social	hierarchy	was	far	less	rigid	

and	children	changed	their	preferences	for	particular	peers	throughout	the	year	

(Mikami	et	al.,	2012).		Such	findings	suggest	that	the	nature	and	distribution	of	

feedback	directly	impacts	the	social	cohesion	of	the	group.		

	

So	far,	this	chapter	has	been	critical	as	to	whether	mat	time	has	achieved	group	

cohesion;	however,	it	is	equally	important	to	acknowledge	the	positive	elements	

relating	to	cohesion	that	were	evident.	In	the	first	instance,	24%	of	the	children	

said	that	they	enjoyed	aspects	of	mat	time	that	promoted	togetherness.	This	often	

meant	that	these	children	enjoyed	the	sense	of	the	whole	group	being	together	or	

that	they	liked	the	opportunity	to	interact	with	others	with	whom	they	typically	

would	not	interact.	Furthermore,	two	children	from	Classroom	C	appeared	to	be	

concerned	about	the	low	status	and	poor	academic	reputations	of	two	of	their	

peers.	These	two	children	reported	that	they	made	a	conscious	effort	to	include	

the	low	status	children.	Prosocial	behaviours	such	as	these	that	enhance	a	sense	of	

togetherness	need	to	be	reinforced	if	there	is	to	be	any	effect	on	group	cohesion.	

Indeed,	Moss	and	Wilson	(1998)	targeted	the	relational	climate	at	mat	time,	by	
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encouraging	children	to	choose	different	partners;	as	a	consequence,	they	

reported	positive	improvements	to	the	sense	of	cohesion	felt	among	the	group.		

	

In	short,	the	findings	of	the	present	research	suggest	that	mat	time	has	potential	

to	enhance	group	cohesion	and	that	some	children	and	teachers	value	this	as	an	

outcome.	Nevertheless,	there	seems	to	be	a	focus	on	interactions	that	promote	

individualised	competition	and	that	contribute	to	social	division	among	the	

children’s	peer	group.	With	these	practices,	mat	time	is	unlikely	to	achieve	the	

group	unity	and	positive	social	relations	that	are	key	aspects	of	group	cohesion	

(Treadwell	et	al.,	2011).	Moreover,	the	mat	time	practices	could	even	be	costly	to	

specific	children’s	self-concept.	This	is	particularly	so	in	cases	in	which	the	peer	

group	ascribes	poor	academic,	behavioural,	and	social	reputations,	and	whereby	

individuals	experience	frequent	exclusion	when	small	groups	are	called	for.	

	

6.4.3	Differing	agendas		

The	literature	about	whole-class	pedagogy	almost	exclusively	reports	the	

academic	and	social	elements	from	the	viewpoints	of	adults.	In	contrast,	the	

present	research	balanced	the	perspectives	of	adults	with	those	of	children.	Not	

only	does	it	demonstrate	that	a	single	class	comprises	members	with	varying	

reputation	and	status,	but	that	the	agendas	of	its	members	influence	interactions.	

The	efficacy	of	whole	group	teaching	is	questioned	again,	in	that	the	present	

research	clearly	shows	that	children’s	goals,	motivations,	and	needs	are	complex	

and	varied,	yet	the	teacher	logically,	has	less	capacity	to	respond	sensitively	in	

whole-class	situations	than	in	one-on-one	interactions.	Moreover,	specific	

children	are	likely	to	appropriate	teachers’	pedagogical	structures	in	order	to	

achieve	their	own	agendas.		

	

In	the	present	study,	teachers	and	children	described	differing	agendas.	Broadly,	

teachers	identified	a	range	of	outcomes	resulting	from	mat	time	that	related	to	

teacher	agenda.	These	included	children’s	enhanced	cognitive	knowledge	(70%),	

social	understandings	(83%),	language	(86%)	and	listening	skills	(92%).	Children	
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were	not	asked	specifically	about	their	goals	or	desired	outcomes;	however,	the	
analysis	showed	that	children	held	at	least	two	kinds	of	goals,	each	of	which	had	
synergy	with	Corsaro’s	(2012)	observations	of	children’s	goals.	He	posited	that	
there	are	two	common	goals	arising	from	children’s	interactions;	the	first	type	is	
egoistic,	which	is	individualised,	aimed	at	the	attainment	of	individual	desires,	and	
is	characterised	by	winners	and	losers.	One	example	includes	Benjamin’s	
(Classroom	C)	selectivity	about	which	partner	to	choose	for	enhanced	
performance	in	pair	discussion.	Another	is	Quentin’s	(Classroom	B)	desire	to	
come	first	in	the	game,	Top	Cat.	The	second	kind	of	goal	is	prosocial	whereby	the	
primary	aim	is	to	maintain	the	quality	of	affiliations	and	relationships	within	the	
group,	rather	than	promote	individual	interests;	for	instance,	Areta	and	Marama	
(Classroom	C)	included	two	children	in	their	small	group	work	whom	they	
believed	needed	social	and	academic	support.		
	
Alongside	Corsaro’s	(2012)	goals,	children’s	desired	outcomes	could	be	loosely	
orientated	to	McClelland’s	(1961)	Three	Needs,	namely,	personal	achievement,	
affiliation,	and	status	or	recognition;	for	instance,	Cooper	(Classroom	B)	had	a	
strong	need	to	affiliate	with	his	friends,	so	he	sat	at	the	back	of	the	mat	and	played	
around	with	them.	However,	this	need	for	affiliation	was	not	stronger	than	his	
desire	for	personal	achievement;	therefore,	he	moved	to	the	front	of	the	mat	if	he	
wanted	to	understand	something	better.	However,	McClelland’s	work	was	about	
adults	and	did	not	encompass	the	power	differential	existing	between	children	
and	teachers.	In	the	present	study,	several	children	indicated	that	their	
participation	was	important	so	that	the	teacher	knew	that	their	behaviour	was	on	
task.	This	view	very	tentatively	aligns	with	McClelland’s	notion	of	the	need	for	
recognition.	Nevertheless,	a	stronger	association	perhaps	aligns	such	an	agenda	
with	Dijkstra	et	al.’s	(2015)	assertion	that	some	children	are	motivated	by	
normative	goals,	in	that	they	do	something	because	they	are	expected	to.	
	
Children’s	orientation	to	specific	goals	or	needs	might	influence	the	ways	in	which	
they	take	part	at	mat	time.	For	instance,	there	was	a	small	number	of	confident	
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children	(12%)	who	clearly	relished	the	chance	to	compete	against	their	peers.	

What	each	of	these	children	had	in	common	in	their	interview	comments	were:	

the	importance	each	placed	on	participation,	confidence	in	their	own	academic	

abilities,	and	a	tendency	to	judge	their	peers’	abilities.	For	such	children,	their	

participation	might	be	driven	by	egoistic	goals,	such	as	a	desire	for	status	and	

recognition.	This	certainly	seemed	the	case	for	Loto,	Quentin	(Classroom	B),	and	

Benjamin	(Classroom	C),	who	referred	to	getting	rewards	or	acknowledgement	

for	participating	in	line	with	the	teachers’	expectations.	However,	Loto	and	

Quentin	also	focused	on	their	own	learning,	as	did	Cooper	(Classroom	B)	and	

Isaac	(Classroom	B);	this	meant	that	they	asked	questions	of	the	teacher	when	

they	did	not	understand	something.	Nevertheless,	with	the	exception	of	Cooper,	

the	children	who	relished	the	performance	aspect	of	mat	time	also	referred	to	

affiliation	goals	and	outcomes	such	as	involvement,	friendship	or	togetherness.		

	

The	issue	of	peer-appraisals	and	comparisons	might	have	triggered	an	agenda	to	

‘save	face’	in	the	cases	where	children	were	reticent	about	taking	part.	Some	

children	might	choose	to	avoid	participation	if	they	believe	they	might	face	failure	

and	encounter	negative	appraisals	by	observers	(Rosen	&	Patterson,	2011).	Their	

concerns	about	saying	the	‘wrong	thing’	on	the	mat,	or	being	judged	by	peers	

indicates	that,	for	these	children	at	least,	the	emotional	climate	might	not	have	

been	secure	enough	for	them	to	risk	making	errors.	Given	that	there	are	links	

between	peers’	perceptions	of	other	children’s	academic	performance	and	

children’s	acceptability	to	the	peer	group	(Asher	&	McDonald,	2010;	Donohue	et	

al.,	2003;	Gest	et	al.,	2005;	Mikami	et	al.,	2012),	this	must	be	taken	seriously.	

Nonetheless,	half	of	the	children	said	that	it	was	more	important	to	try	rather	than	

to	be	right,	which	potentially	reflects	the	teachers’	agenda.	

	

Further	differences	in	agenda	between	children	and	teachers	were	evident	when	

children	appropriated	the	teachers’	interactional	structures	to	enact	peer	

concerns.	A	clear	example	was	when	teachers	asked	children	to	form	pairs	in	

order	to	discuss	a	topic,	presumably	with	the	intent	to	enhance	children’s	learning	
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and	understanding.	However,	this	practice	impacted	children’s	affiliative	agendas	

when	triadic	friendship	groups	were	involved.	This	was	because	one	friend	had	to	

partner	with	someone	else,	outside	of	the	triadic	friendship.	Whereas	the	

teachers’	agenda	was	most	likely	learning	oriented,	the	children’s	agenda	meant	

that	the	practice	created	relational	competition	or	tension	with	some	friendships.	

When	the	structure	of	the	mat	requires	a	friend	to	be	excluded,	social	dissonance	

and	distraction	might	be	caused	that	most	likely	detracts	children’s	attention	from	

the	actual	mat	time	lesson.	

	

Similarly,	differing	agendas	were	evident	with	regard	to	rules.	Whereas	teachers	

see	rules	as	essential	for	creating	and	maintaining	order	and	a	positive	learning	

environment	(McGee	&	Fraser,	2012),	certain	children	might	view	some	of	the	

rules	as	practices	to	be	resisted	or	subverted.	In	particular,	rules	about	fidgeting	

and	sitting	nicely	relate	directly	to	adult	control	exercised	over	children’s	bodies.	

Fingerson	(2011)	asserts	that	the	body	is	central	to	power	relations	between	

children	and	adults	in	school,	and	relates	directly	to	children’s	agency.		McLaren	

(1999)	also	agrees	that	power	relations	are	embodied	physically.	In	the	case	of	

fidgeting	and	sitting	nicely,	children’s	rights	over	their	bodies	are	superseded	by	

the	teacher’s	need	to	impose	order	on	the	mat.	Another	often-cited	rule	in	the	

present	research	was	children	not	talking	out	of	turn;	the	rule	called	on	children	

to	raise	their	hands	and	wait	for	the	teacher	to	call	on	them	to	speak.	The	teacher	

uses	his	or	her	authority	to	choose	who	may	speak	and	who	must	listen	(Gallas,	

1992;	Rubenstein	Reich,	1994).	Again,	the	children’s	desire	to	use	their	bodies	to	

speak	is	constrained	by	teachers’	comparative	power.		

	

Children	will	breach	the	rules	for	a	wide	range	of	reasons	(Cook	et	al.,	2014;	

Milman,	2009).	Of	particular	interest	to	the	present	study	was	the	notion	that	

some	children	resist	and	challenge	the	rules	as	a	way	to	reclaim	a	level	of	control	

over	their	lives	and	their	bodies	(see	Corsaro,	1985).	Hobday-Kusch	and	McVittie	

(2002)	support	this	view;	they	studied	Canadian	children	in	first	and	second	

grade.	Their	observations	found	that	specific	children’s	attempts	to	disrupt	the	
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rules	were	a	form	of	power	negotiation.	In	particular,	they	noted	that	even	though	

teachers	exerted	their	authority,	some	children	resisted	by	withdrawing	attention.	

Similar	findings	were	reported	by	Rubenstein	Reich	(1994)	who	asserted	that:		

	

There	was	a	possibility	for	the	children	to	oppose,	protest	against	

and	refrain	from	wholly	complying	with	the	demands	raised	in	

connection	with	circle	time.	Common	ways	of	protesting	were	

leaving	the	circle,…demonstratively	not	participating	in	activities,	

refraining	from	participation	in	more	subtle	ways,	verbally	

protesting	against	instructions	and	obeying	them	anyway.	(p.	56)	

	

Unlike	the	mat	times	in	Rubenstein	Reich’s	(1994),	the	children	in	the	present	

study	were	not	allowed	to	leave	the	mat;	therefore,	protest	most	likely	occurred	

by	withdrawing	attention.	In	fact,	prior	to	interviewing	children,	I	remember	one	

child’s	statement	akin	to	the	sentiment	that	the	teacher	made	his	body	go	to	the	

mat,	but	he	just	took	his	mind	away.		

	

Withdrawal	is	not	the	only	method	of	resistance,	however.	Other	children	“act	in	

ways	that	are	sometimes	considered	pathological”	(Hobday-Kusch	&	McVittie,	

2002,	p.	200).	The	latter	group	utilised	a	range	of	strategies,	such	as	employing	

peer-relevant	humour	to	disrupt	proceedings	and	gain	control.	According	to	the	

children	in	Study	Two,	disruptive	peer	humour	included	playing	around	on	the	

mat.	Such	behaviour	risks	the	chance	of	attracting	reprimands	or	punishment	

issued	by	the	teacher.	In	the	present	research	this	was	evinced	when	several	

children	referred	to	‘getting	into	trouble’	for	playing	around	or	otherwise	

behaving	disruptively.		

	

Children	often	flirt	with	the	fantasy	of	danger	with	the	aim	of	avoiding	being	

captured	or	harmed.	This	flirtation	with	danger	is	commonly	evinced	in	the	

fantasy	play	of	children	whereby	themes	of	monsters	or	baddies	are	played	out	

(Corsaro,	2012);	however,	it	is	possible	that	similar	approach-avoidance	plays	out	



	 205	

in	the	classroom,	with	regard	to	adult	authority.	In	other	words,	specific	children	

might	seek	to	mock	and	avoid	adult	authority.		

	

Disruptive	behaviour	might	also	serve	to	enhance	the	specific	group	of	children’s	

sense	of	togetherness	as	a	sub-group	of	the	wider	class	(see	Galbraith,	2011).	This	

was	particularly	evident	with	children	seeking	to	affiliate	with	specific	peers.	

Togetherness	requires	a	group	of	individuals	to	form	a	common	agenda,	and	

agreement	on	shared	action	(De	Haan,	&	Singer,	2001).	The	shared	action,	in	turn,	

can	serve	to	maintain	friendships,	amplify	feelings	of	competence,	and	maintain	or	

recreate		subculture	within	the	peer	group	(Cosaro	&	Molinari,	2008;	Lambert	et	

al.,	2013;	Van	Oers	&	Hännikäinen,	2001).	

	

Other	behaviours	also	communicated	dissonance	in	agenda	between	teachers	and	

specific	children.	Teachers	indicated	that	they	issued	a	high	frequency	of	

questions	to	children.	This	was	done,	presumably,	as	a	mechanism	to	encourage	

all	children	to	mentally	attend	to	the	topic,	or	as	a	mechanism	for	teaching	facts.		

Nevertheless,	as	discussed	previously,	certain	children	took	a	competitive	

approach	to	answering.	Indeed,	the	second	most	common	behaviour	that	the	

children	in	Study	Two	referred	to	as	disliked	was	peers	calling	out	of	turn,	which	

surely	breached	the	teachers’	expectations	that	one	person	would	speak	at	a	time.		

Moreover,	calling	out	can	interfere	with	other	children’s	learning	(Vargo,	2008).	

For	example,	interference	could	be	particularly	relevant	when	the	teacher	has	

asked	a	closed	question	and	has	paused	for	children	to	formulate	an	answer.	

When	one	child	then	calls	out	an	answer,	particularly	a	correct	one,	other	children	

are	denied	the	opportunity	to	follow	their	personal	line	of	reasoning.	If	specific	

children	call	out	frequently,	other	children	might	interpret	the	behaviour	as	a	bid	

to	assume	more	than	a	fair	share	of	turns	to	actively	participate,	and	therefore,	

view	it	as	an	attempt	for	dominance	over	peers.	What	this	does	do,	however,	is	

illustrate	that	official	space	and	children’s	worlds	each	contain	a	diverging	agenda	

with	regard	to	questions	and	how	they	are	answered.	
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When	the	agendas	of	teachers	clash	with	those	of	specific	children,	teachers	might	
be	required	to	guide	the	children’s	behaviour	toward	that,	which	the	teacher	
prefers.	Nevertheless,	despite	the	children’s	references	to	disruptive	behaviour	
and	the	possibility	of	peers	being	‘told	off’,	surprisingly	few	teachers	in	Study	One	
indicated	that	they	utilised	strategies	such	as	reprimands.	Similarly,	fewer	than	a	
quarter	of	the	teachers	indicated	that	they	issued	strategies	that	could	be	
perceived	as	punishments	for	infractions,	such	as	writing	a	child’s	name	on	the	
board	or	removing	children	from	the	mat	area.	What	was	more	common	was	the	
use	of	placing	a	child	in	close	proximity	to	the	teacher	and	issuing	rewards	to	
encourage	children’s	on-task	behaviours.	This	potentially	created	a	dissonance	for	
specific	children	in	en	bloc	configurations,	given	that	the	front	seating	positions	
were	highly	desirable;	therefore,	the	proximity	to	the	teacher	could	be	perceived	
to	be	a	reward.	As	such,	it	could	be	similar	to	other	cases	cited	in	studies	(Cook	et	
al.,	2014;	Vargo,	2008)	whereby	teachers	unwittingly	rewarded	disruptive	
behaviour.	The	inference,	here,	is	that	some	children	might	have	been	able	to	
appropriate	teachers’	agenda	that	are	communicated	through	guidance	structures	
in	order	to	obtain	certain	limited	resources.		
	
One	example	of	a	child	disrupting	a	teacher’s	attempts	at	guiding	behaviour	was	
seen	in	Quentin’s	(Classroom	B)	account	of	being	in	trouble	with	the	teacher	for	
acting	disruptively.	In	his	account,	he	was	going	to	be	required	to	tidy	the	
classroom.		Subsequently,	he	ensured	that	he	behaved	more	in	line	with	his	
teacher’s	agenda.	In	doing	this,	he	not	only	avoided	punishment,	but	also	was	
rewarded,	in	that	he	was	allowed	to	leave	the	mat	before	others.	Regardless,	
Quentin	indicated	that	he	still	persisted	in	sitting	at	the	back	of	the	mat	so	that	he	
could	better	play	around	with	his	friends,	rather	than	attend	to	the	teacher.	This	
suggests	that	the	threat	of	punishment	was	not	effective	in	engendering	his	on-
task	behaviour.	
	
Not	only	do	the	children	within	a	single	group	differ	in	their	agendas,	but	it	also	
seems	that	their	agendas	are	multifaceted	and	complex.	Furthermore,	they	most	
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likely	change	according	to	the	situation	(Ojanen	et	al.,	2007).	Even	so,	in	cases	in	

which	individual	children	are	motivated	by	strong	egoistic	goals,	or	need	for	

power	and	status,	teachers	must	carefully	reflect	on	whether	they	should	support	

such	agendas.	If	unchecked,	such	children	could	take	on	significantly	more	agency	

and	influence	than	that	which	is	afforded	to	their	peers.	It	could	be	that,	if	

cohesion	is	valued,	then,	egoistically	driven	children	should	be	assisted	to	behave	

more	collaboratively	and	less	individualistically.	Of	interest,	in	the	present	

research,	19%	of	the	teachers	in	Study	Two	indicated	that	balancing	individual	

children’s	needs	with	those	of	the	wider	group	was	challenging.	Brown	and	

Thomson	(2000)	suggest	that	one	strategy	could	be	to	encourage	children	to	

cooperate	in	achieving	shared	goals	as	opposed	to	practices	that	foster	

individualistic	goals,	as	IRF-type	interactions	appear	to	do.	

	

There	is	some	evidence	to	indicate	that	activity,	which	is	designed	to	promote	

cooperation	and	collaboration	rather	than	individualised	performances,	might	

ameliorate	at	least	some	of	the	divisive	effects	of	competing	agendas	at	mat	time.	

For	instance,	Mary	(2012)	observed	the	effect	of	games	that	required	the	children	

to	collaborate	with	each	other.	Over	a	year,	the	games	led	the	children	to	relate	to	

non-friends	better;	they	reported	stronger	understandings	of	peers,	better	

acceptance	of	them,	and	behaved	more	inclusively	towards	them.	Similarly,	

Finlinson,	Austin,	and	Pfister	(2006)	analysed	the	difference	in	behaviour	of	4	and	

5	year	old	children	in	Utah	when	they	took	part	in	a	range	of	games.	Some	were	

cooperative	games,	whereas	others	promoted	individualised	performance	and	

competitive	behaviour,	in	that	they	allowed	only	one	child	to	be	the	winner.	The	

children	exhibited	significantly	more	positive	behaviours	during	the	cooperative	

games	compared	to	those	that	were	exhibited	during	the	competitive	games.		

	

	

6.4.5	Why	did	children	participate	or	not?	

In	summary,	there	appeared	to	be	several	reasons	for	children’s	varied	

participation	at	mat	time.	Those,	who	expressed	a	desire	to	participate,	did	so	as	a	
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result	of	a	range	of	motivations	that	they	brought	to	the	interactional	milieu.	

Several	theoretical	frameworks	can	account	for	the	different	motivations.	First,	

McClelland’s	(1961)	Three	needs	theory	posits	that	individuals	seek	affiliation,	

personal	achievement,	or	power.	Similarly,	Buhrmester	(1996)	suggested	that	

motivations	are	driven	by	either	affiliation	or	a	need	for	power	and	agency.	By	

contrast,	Djikstra	et	al.	(2015)	asserted	that	individuals	might	be	motivated	by	

either	immediate	gratification,	by	improving	their	situation,	or	by	the	

expectations	of	others.	Each	of	these	theories	has	merit	when	it	comes	to	

children’s	motivations	for	participation	at	mat	time.		

	

These	theories	represent	a	wide	array	of	good	reasons	for	participation	at	mat	

time,	and	yet	it	was	evident	in	the	present	research	that	specific	children	did	not	

participate.	The	work	of	Ryan	and	Deci	(2000)	offers	a	plausible	explanation.	They	

suggested	that	human	beings	are,	by	default,	“curious,	vital,	and	self-motivated”	

(p.	68);	however,	an	insensitively	attuned	social	context	undermines	that	

potential.	According	to	Ryan	and	Deci,	people	have	three	psychological	needs:	

autonomy,	competence,	social	relatedness.	When	the	three	needs	are	fulfilled,	an	

individual	is	motivated.	By	contrast,	when	the	needs	are	thwarted,	an	individual’s	

motivation,	confidence,	and	well-being	are	negatively	impacted	on.	

	

In	the	case	of	mat	time,	individual	children’s	participation	seemed	-	in	part	-	

related	to	the	extent	to	which	he	or	she	experienced	autonomy,	competence,	or	

social	relatedness.	For	example,	some	children	reported	that	mat	time	was	boring	

to	them,	or	that	activities	of	interest	were	offered	infrequently.	Notwithstanding,	

their	attendance	at	the	mat	was	a	requirement.	Accordingly,	they	had	little	

autonomy	in	the	situation.	It	is	of	no	surprise	that	some	children	acted	out.	

Similarly,	other	children	were	concerned	about	how	they	would	be	perceived	

academically,	or	were	worried	about	their	performance.	Correspondingly,	their	

need	for	competence	was	unlikely	to	be	fulfilled.	Notwithstanding,	the	converse	

was	true	in	each	case	for	children	who	did	have	these	needs	met;	they	were	likely	

to	participate.	Finally,	social-relatedness	had	a	strong	bearing	over	specific	
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children’s	participation,	in	that	it	was	associated	with	inclusion,	assistance,	and	

influence.		

	

With	regard	to	children’s	needs,	a	further,	major,	facet	of	the	interactional	milieu	

that	impacted	on	participation	was	how	the	teachers	structured	children’s	

opportunities	for	active	involvement.	To	put	it	simply,	the	teachers	determined	

the	kind	of	activity	that	the	children	participated	in,	whether	it	was	an	explicitly	

competitive	game	or	whether	it	was	a	small	group	discussion.	The	different	types	

of	activity	appeared	to	appeal	to	Ryan	and	Deci’s	(2000)	Three	psychological	needs	

theory	in	different	ways.	It	is	suggested	here	that	an	ideal	structure	to	meet	many	

children’s	psychological	needs	of	autonomy,	competence,	and	social	relatedness	

might	be	met	more	effectively	through	the	use	of	small	groups	rather	than	the	

whole	group	scenario.	The	following	section	elaborates	on	this	notion.	

	

6.5	A	case	for	distributing	participation	

Teachers	play	a	critical	role	in	establishing	the	social	climate	within	classrooms,	

including	during	activities	that	bring	the	group	of	children	together	into	one	

space,	such	as	at	mat	time.	McLaren	(1999)	asked	two	questions	that	are	

pertinent	to	mat	time.	The	first	is	whose	interests	does	the	practice	serve?	In	the	

case	of	mat	time,	it	would	seem	that	one	group	that	it	serves	the	most	is	the	

teachers,	who	can	articulate	a	message	to	the	whole	class	quickly.	Another	group	

that	is	served	well	appear	to	be	children	who	can	take	on	high-participatory	roles	

with	confidence	in	their	ability.	It	is	timely	to	consider	how	mat	time	can	better	

serve	children	who	struggle	to	actively	participate.	

	

6.5.1	Using	children’s	interests	to	encourage	participation	

The	present	research	found	that	even	when	children	indicated	that	they	enjoyed	

mat	time,	their	enjoyment	was	dependent	on	caveats	such	as	the	type	of	activity	

and	whether	they	were	able	to	participate	in	it.	Basically,	enjoyable	activity	might	

incentivise	certain	children’s	desire	to	participate.	A	significant	association	was	

found	between	teachers’	reports	that	they	incorporated	children’s	interests	and	
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their	agreement	that	all	children	participate.	Moreover,	there	was	also	a	

significant	association	found	between	teachers’	reports	of	children’s	attentiveness	

and	enjoyment	with	the	likelihood	of	all	children	participating.		

	

Children	who	are	engaged	in	learning	activities	might	be	likely	to	experience	

higher	levels	of	achievement	compared	to	when	they	are	not	engaged;	this	in	turn	

informs	their	self-perception	(Chen,	Darst,	&	Pangrazi,	2001;	Hidi	&	Renninger,	

2006).		Typically,	engagement	has	been	associated	with	interest,	in	that	when	an	

activity	is	appealing	to	students,	it	motivates	them	to	engage	with	it,	and	therefore	

participate	(Chen	et	al.,	2001).		In	short,	when	teachers	aim	to	engage	children’s	

interest,	a	pathway	to	engagement	is	cleaved	more	easily;	engagement	is	an	

important	aspect	of	learning	and	self-concept.	In	fact,	Hidi	and	Renninger	(2006)	

state	that:		

	

Even	though	interest	has	been	recognised	as	an	important	condition	

for	learning,	educators	…do	not	have	a	clear	understanding	of	their	

role	in	helping	students	develop	interest.	In	fact,	teachers	often	

think	that	students	either	have	or	do	not	have	interest,	and	might	

not	recognise	that	they	could	make	a	significant	difference	to	the	

development	of	students’	academic	interest.	(p.	111)	

	

Moreover,	the	careful	inclusion	of	interests	can	also	lift	the	status	of	low-achieving	

children.	When	activities	promote	a	very	wide	range	of	interests,	children	who	

struggle	academically	might	discover	a	niche	whereby	what	they	know	and	can	do	

is	affirmed	in	front	of	the	wider	group.	In	fact	Gest	and	Rodkin	(2011)	suggest	

that:	

	

Teachers	who	provide	a	particularly	stimulating	classroom	

environment	may	provide	a	context	in	which	a	wider	range	of	

student	talents	or	competencies	provide	routes	to	peers	status,	
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thereby	attenuating	the	association	between	prosocial	behaviour	

and	status.	(p.	295)	

	

Nevertheless,	even	when	teachers	use	interesting	material,	children	each	still	

require	different	levels	and	types	of	support	when	faced	with	a	variety	of	

information	(Eggen	&	Kauchak,	2006).	They	possess	a	variety	of	working	theories,	

learning	strategies,	and	understandings	(Hargreaves,	2013);	therefore,	when	

teachers	are	required	to	formally	instruct	on	academic	knowledge,	they	are	

unlikely	to	cater	for	the	wide	range	of	requirements	of	individuals	across	the	

group	even	when	they	attempt	to	make	the	content	interesting.	Rather	than	allow	

certain	children	to	consistently	demonstrate	their	academic	dominance	at	these	

times,	it	seems	logical	to	differentiate	students	into	smaller	groups	for	mat	time	

instruction,	and	therefore	adjust	that	instruction	accordingly	to	be	responsive	to	

the	children’s	learning.	This	suggestion	is	given	further	weight	given	the	growing	

number	of	studies	that	describe	whole	group	instruction	for	young	children	as	

ineffective	(Abd-Kadir	&	Hardman,	2007;	Cazden,	2001;	Coles,	2005;	Nassaji	&	

Wells,	2000).	That	is	not	to	say	that	mat	time	cannot	be	used	for	other	purposes	

such	as	discussion,	cooperative	learning,	or	games.	

	

6.5.2	Distributed	participation	to	increase	engagement	

Even	though	the	provision	of	interesting	tasks	is	an	important	consideration	at	

mat	time,	it	is	equally	important	to	note	that	there	are	benefits	in	children	being	

able	to	become	engaged	in	activities	that	are	not	enjoyable	to	them;	for	example,	

tidying	one’s	room	(Joussemet	et	al.,	2004).	This	is	particularly	relevant	in	the	

context	of	the	classroom,	where	children	are	sometimes	required	to	take	part	in	

activities	that	they	do	not	enjoy.	In	fact,	less	than	half	of	the	children	stated	that	

they	enjoyed	mat	time.	Furthermore,	the	findings	of	Study	One	suggested	that	

regardless	of	whether	teachers	reported	incorporating	children’s	interests	or	not,	

they	still	generally	tended	to	rate	children’s	attentiveness	as	poor.	These	

differences	might	be	accounted	for	if	teachers	and	children	focus	on	different	

aspects	of	interest	during	mat	time	activities;	for	instance,	it	is	possible	that	
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teachers	considered	the	content	or	topic	that	the	activity	promoted,	whereas	the	

children	considered	the	actual	activity	itself.		

	

Indeed,	Hong	(1995)	and	Eirich	(2006)	each	examined	the	ways	that	teachers	

incorporated	children’s	interests	through	ethnographic	observation.	In	each	case,	

teachers	took	considerable	care	to	identify	topics	of	interest	to	specific	children	

and	relate	them	to	the	mat	time	content.	In	contrast,	Cefai	et	al.	(2013)	found	that	

children	stated	that	they	enjoyed	specific	activities.	Similarly,	in	the	present	

research,	children	commonly	cited	enjoyable	activities,	such	as	games.	Other	

specific	activities	that	children	referred	to	included	reading	books,	doing	

experiments,	and	small-group	work.	Nevertheless,	some	of	these	activities	were	

those	that	teachers	indicated	were	facilitated	comparatively	infrequently	

compared	to	other	activities.	

	

The	type	of	activity	provided	might	be	a	critically	important	factor	in	securing	

children’s	engagement;	specifically,	that	which	allows	for	a	wide	range	of	children	

to	participate	might	be	most	desirable.	Previous	studies	have	argued	that	

children’s	engagement	has	consanguinity	with	their	ability	to	actively	participate.	

Children’s	engagement	arising	from	enjoyable	activity	was	confirmed	through	the	

classroom	observations	of	DiCarlo,	Pierce,	Baumgartner,	Harris,	and	Ota	(2012)	in	

40	North	American	preschools.	They	found	that	one	of	the	strongest	predictors	of	

children’s	engagement	was	the	provision	of	interesting	materials	to	all	children	to	

enable	them	to	take	part	in	learning	activity.	Similarly,	Wood	et	al.	(2009)	found	

that	the	inclusion	of	response	cards11	at	mat	time	in	junior	classrooms	enhanced	

children’s	engagement,	and	that	children	reported	they	enjoyed	using	them.	What	

these	things	each	have	in	common	is	that	they	distributed	participation	in	

enjoyable	and	interesting	ways	to	children.	Not	only	that,	but	children	

participated	as	part	of	a	group,	rather	than	individually.	

																																																								
11	The	response	cards	were	a	pack	of	cards	given	to	every	child.	Each	card	had	a	
response	on	it.	The	children	were	required	to	find	the	correct	card	in	response	to	
questions	posed	by	the	teacher.	
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The	findings	of	several	other	studies	(such	as	Cefai	et	al.,	2013;	DiCarlo,	et	al.,	

2012;	Mary,	2012)	also	suggest	that,	while	the	activity	itself	might	be	important,	

of	equal	importance	is	how	participation	in	the	activity	is	distributed	across	the	

group.	In	other	words,	it	is	important	that	all	children	are	able	to	participate	and	

that	this	will	enhance	children’s	enjoyment.	This	idea	is	supported	through	the	

findings	of	the	present	research,	which	associated	teachers’	agreement	that	all	

children	participated	with	attentiveness	and	enjoyment.	It	seems	that	listening	

and	observing	might	not	attract	many	of	the	children’s	interest	or	enjoyment,	but	

taking	an	active	part	in	shared	activity	does.	

	

6.5.3	Distributing	participation	through	small	groups	

As	stated	previously,	the	children	identified	three	main	forms	of	active	

participation	at	mat	time.	These	included	whole-group	competitive	games,	whole-

group	discussion	and	instruction,	and	small-group	work.	The	latter	practice	was	

characterised	by	the	teacher	asking	children	to	form	pairs	or	small	groups.	One	of	

the	obvious	factors	that	make	this	practice	appealing	is	that	it	distributes	

participation;	specifically,	several	children	can	speak	at	once.	Furthermore,	Myhill	

et	al.	(2006)	suggest	the	use	of	small	groups	and	pair-share	for	enabling	safer	and	

more	frequent	participation	roles	for	low-achieving	children.	This	might	also	be	

true	for	the	children	in	the	present	research	who	characterised	themselves	as	

having	shy	or	anxious	temperaments.	Furthermore,	Myhill	et	al.	(2006)	suggest	

that	even	short	bursts	of	small	group	talk	during	whole-group	situations	assist	

children	in	participating	and	maintaining	engagement.	

	

Not	only	might	the	use	of	small	groups	assist	with	children’s	involvement	in	the	

topic,	but	it	might	also	enhance	the	actual	interactions.	As	stated	previously,	

whole	group	interactions	on	the	mat	are	notoriously	dominated	by	teacher-talk	

and	teacher-questions	that	require	children	to	merely	recall	information.	In	fact,	

McGee	reported	that	teachers	asked	closed	questions	approximately	every	12	to	

30	seconds	and	waited	less	than	a	second	before	calling	for	answers	(McGee	&	
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Fraser,	2012).	Myhill	et	al.	(2006)	report	similar	findings.	Furthermore,	they	

assert	that:	

		

From	the	54	lessons	observed	and	recorded,	there	were	only	20	

examples	of	children	asking	questions,	meaning	that	in	the	majority	

of	lessons	observed	there	were	no	questions	from	children	at	all.	

Children’s	voices	in	general	and	their	questioning	voices	in	

particular	are	rather	silent	in	our	whole	class	‘interactive’	teaching.	

(p.	79)	

	

A	well-posed	question	or	challenge,	which	underpins	discussion	is	more	likely	to	

engender	in-depth	thinking	than	a	poorly	posed	question.	Yet,	because	teachers	

are	required	to	facilitate	the	agendas	of	a	large	number	of	children	in	whole	group	

situations,	it	can	be	exceptionally	difficult	to	apply	the	rich	questions	that	engage	

children’s	higher	order	thinking	skills.	Similarly,	teachers’	ability	to	make	space	

for	children’s	questions	is	limited	in	whole	group	situations	because	he	or	she	

must	work	at	maintaining	the	group’s	attention.	(Cazden,	2001;	Myhill	et	al.,	

2006).	In	short,	some	of	the	benefits	of	using	small	groups	skillfully	for	interaction	

are	that	they	can	enhance	the	depth	of	discussion	and	enable	children	to	ask	

questions	more	readily.	

	

6.5.4	Teachers’	selection	of	small	groups		

It	cannot	be	claimed	that	small	group	or	pair	interactions	at	mat	time	are	without	

issues,	especially	when	children	self-select	their	groups.	This	was	the	case	in	the	

present	research,	where	children	predominantly	referred	to	selecting	their	

groups.	A	state	of	en	dehors	was	evident,	in	that	the	collaborative	nature	of	small	

groups	was	promoted	as	part	of	the	official	space;	however,	some	children	were	

particularly	averse	to	engaging	in	shared	activities	with	certain	children	who	

were	attributed	with	poor	social,	behavioural,	or	academic	reputations.	Children	

who	experience	persistently	low	status	are	likely	to	experience	difficulty	in	

accessing	participatory	roles	because	of	their	outsider	position,	and	could	
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ultimately	become	disengaged	in	their	learning.	A	lack	of	acceptance	is	also	
indicative	of	later	maltreatment	by	peers	(Buhs	et	al.,	2006).	The	children	who	
were	singled	out	for	poor	reputations	most	probably	struggled	academically,	with	
some	peers	stating	that	such	children	were	lazy	or	did	not	think,	and	others	
indicating	that	they	needed	help.		
	
In	these	cases,	teacher-assigned	groups	might	be	more	effective.	They	could	have	
the	benefit	of	bringing	children	alongside	others	who	they	would	not	ordinarily	
interact	with,	separating	children	who	might	distract	each	other,	and	putting	
children	together	if	the	special	support	of	a	friend	is	required.	Indeed,	according	
to	Brown	and	Thomson	(2000),	children	often	use	reputation	and	social	status	as	
criteria	for	selecting	members	to	work	with	when	asked	to	form	small	groups;	
therefore,	they	recommend	that	teachers	select	the	groups.	Despite	this,	child-
selected	groups	may	be	the	most	common	method	that	teachers	use	to	formulate	
small	groups.	They	assert:	
	

Student-selected	groups	often	have	powerful	social	agendas	that	
take	up	their	time	and	attention	and	results	in	much	‘off-task’	
behaviour.	It	reinforces	and	stabilises	social	cliques	in	the	class.	
Those	students	who	have	difficulty	in	interacting	socially	or	tend	
to	be	loners	and	need	very	much	to	be	included	are	left	out	of	the	
student-selected	social	groupings,	adding	to	their	feelings	of	
isolation.	(p.	64)	

	
Teacher-selected	groups	would	also	prevent	high-performing	students	from	
joining	together	to	enhance	their	own	academic	advantage	and	ability	to	compete.	
According	to	Gest	and	Rodkin	(2011),	academically	similar	students	often	group	
together;	this	is	known	as	academic-homophily.	What	is	known	is	that	teacher	
differentiation,	based	on	academic	ability,	can	result	in	certain	privileges	for	high-
achieving	children.	For	example,	Hughes	and	Zhang	(2007)	examined	the	
children’s	academic	ability	and	peer	perceptions	of	291	children	in	First	Grade	in	
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Texas	schools.	They	found	that	when	children	were	in	highly	differentiated	

classrooms,	children	across	the	class	reported	low	self-perceptions	of	cognitive	

ability.	However,	those	in	high	achieving	groups	received	more	teacher	praise,	

educational	opportunities,	and	special	privileges,	compared	to	their	less-achieving	

peers.		

	

Homophily	of	any	kind	operates	in	several	patterns.	Because	people	group	

together	with	very	similar	characteristics,	there	are	implications	for	the	diversity	

of	attitudes	and	knowledge	that	that	they	are	exposed	to,	and	the	interactions	that	

they	experience.		Very	homophilous	groups	risk	losing	the	rich	social	knowledge	

that	can	gained	from	interacting	in	heterogenous	groups;	therefore,	they	are	

susceptible	to	‘group	think’		(McPherson,	Smith-Lovin,	&	Cook,	2001).	However,	in	

the	specific	context	of	mat	time,	academically-homophilous	groups	of	high-

achieving	children	would	receive	benefits	disproportionate	to	their	peers	if	there	

is	potential	to	receive	a	reward	of	some	description,	whether	it	is	teacher	

acknowledgement	or	enhanced	reputation	within	the	peer	group.	

	

Overall,	teachers	who	promote	new	friendships	when	creating	groups	have	a	less	

pronounced	hierarchy	within	the	children’s	peer	group.	Furthermore,	separating	

disruptive	friendships	seems	to	promote	greater	liking	across	the	peer	group.	A	

third	benefit	is	that	classrooms	that	encourage	groups	comprised	of	academically	

diverse	students	are	associated	with	a	more	egalitarian	social	hierarchy	than	

those	that	use	academically-homophilous	groups	(Gest	&	Rodkin,	2011).	

	

6.5.5	Collaborative	small	group	interactions	

There	is	still	propensity	for	specific	children	to	be	barred	from	taking	active	roles	

even	within	small	groups.	It	was	not	within	the	scope	of	the	present	research	to	

investigate	this;	however,	Hynds’	(2000)	research	into	teachers’	collaborative	

projects	reported	one	vignette	in	which	two	children	excluded	a	peer	during	the	

small	group	discussion.	Not	only	that,	but	they	directed	relational	aggression	

toward	the	peer.	Brown	and	Thomson	(2000)	indicate	that	teachers	must	put	in	
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place	considerable	groundwork	before	small	groups	behave	cooperatively.	They	

suggest	that	teachers	must	outline	a	clear	culture	of	collaboration	whereby	

listening	and	inclusion	are	explicitly	discussed	and	encouraged.	Other	strategies	

include	grouping	children	who	are	likely	to	work	well	together,	allocating	time	for	

every	speaker,	and	managing	the	roles	within	the	group	(for	example,	having	one	

person	be	the	group	leader,	another	be	the	person	who	reports	the	conclusions	of	

the	discussion	or	activity	to	the	teacher	or	class).	It	is	conceivable	that	having	the	

teacher	moving	around	the	groups	would	also	assist.	Finally,	there	might	be	

benefits	to	all	children’s	desirability	as	working	partners	when	teachers	can	

promote	specific	aspects	of	each	individual	child’s	competence.	

	

6.5.6	Recommendations	to	enhance	children’s	participation	at	mat	time	

Children’s	participation	at	mat	time	varies.	Reasons	include	specific	children’s	

concerns	about	making	mistakes	in	front	of	the	peer	group	or	low	reputation.	

Other	children	might	be	likely	to	perform	less	well	in	the	competitive	interactional	

pattern	of	IRF	sequences	or	other	mat	time	contests.	Children	might	participate	

less	often	when	they	are	not	interested	in	the	activity,	or	fail	to	gain	an	active	role.	

Specific	structural	factors	might	impact	this	such	as	seating	position,	ability	to	see	

and	hear	the	teacher	well,	the	degree	of	disruptions	by	peers,	and	the	agendas	of	

friends.		

	

In	these	cases,	teachers	must	go	further	than	legitimate	assumed	practices	or	

conventions.	Moreover,	he	or	she	must	never	assume	that	the	social	relations	

among	children	are	unchangeable	or	that	the	teacher	has	no	hand	or	no	

responsibility	in	children’s	social	worlds.	The	role	of	the	teacher	is	aptly	surmised	

in	McLaren’s	(1999)	statement	that,	“the	teacher	performs	a	social	function	that	is	

never	innocent.	There	is	no	neutral”	(p.	253).		

	

Farmer	et	al.	(2011)	describe	the	role	of	the	teacher	as	the	“invisible	hand”		

(p.	248)	when	it	comes	to	social	opportunities	in	the	classroom.	They	assert	that,	

“teachers	are	in	a	position	to	develop,	guide,	and	direct	the	classroom	as	a	society”	
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(p.	249).	As	such,	teachers	are	expected	to	take	on	a	deliberate	and	conscious	role	

in	shaping	children’s	relationships	with	each	other.	This	means	that	they	must	

find	and	communicate	the	social	value	of	all	children,	not	just	those	with	the	best	

goodness-of-fit.	Broadly,	teachers’	relationships	to	each	child	matters,	because	the	

social	climate	will	be	partway	informed	by	the	quality	of	these	relationships.	

Teachers	are	also	able	to	foster	opportunities	for	children	to	socialise	with	those	

whom	they	typically	would	not	gravitate	to.	Finally,	consideration	given	to	the	

structures	of	the	classroom	and	the	ways	in	which	they	produce	children’s	

hierarchies	is	essential.		

	

Overall,	the	role	of	the	teacher	in	fostering	a	positive	social	climate	is	of	critical	

importance,	in	that	the	quality	of	an	individual	child’s	peer	relationships	

unequivocally	influences	the	quality	of	their	learning	(Farmer	et	al.,	2011;	Hartup,	

1996;	Kindermann,	2007).	Moreover,	it	has	an	important	impact	on	individual	

children’s	self-concept	and	social	skills	(Bukowski	et	al.,	2011;	Howes,	1983).	

With	this	in	mind,	the	official	practices	of	mat	time	inform	its	social	and	

interactional	climate,	which,	in	turn,	influences	individual	children’s	participation.	

	

Relationships,	peer	culture,	and	the	norms	of	official	space	most	likely	interplay	in	

ways	that	mean	that	each	classroom	is	its	own	unique	context.	As	such,	the	

efficacy	of	mat	time	would	need	to	be	evaluated	by	how	well	the	strategies	are	

consanguine	with	the	specific	context.	Indeed,	each	context	is	likely	to	require	its	

own	catalogue	of	nuanced	strategies	in	order	to	encourage	each	child’s	

participation.	Nevertheless,	a	range	of	broad	recommendations	is	made	that	could	

mitigate	the	issues	which	prevent	some	children	from	participating.	These	

include:	

	

• A	carefully	constructed	social	climate	that	places	value	on	inclusion	and	

collaboration.	
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• Use	of	a	circle	configuration	where	possible	or	ensuring	that	different	

children	are	given	opportunity	to	sit	near	the	teacher.	

• Inclusion	of	all	children’s	interests	and	validation	of	competencies.	

• Ensuring	that	all	children	can	see	and	hear	well.	

• Minimising	IRF-style	interactions	and	other	practices	that	promote	

individualised	competition.	

• Having	at	least	some	mat	times	in	which	cooperative	games	or	activity	are	

facilitated	that	likely	foster	group	cohesion.	

• Carefully	considered	distribution	of	feedback	or	acknowledgement.	

	

In	addition,	the	use	of	small	groups	can	be	used	to	distribute	participation;	

however,	teachers	should	select	the	members	of	groups	in	order	to:	

• Prevent	certain	children	being	excluded.	

• Manage	triadic	friendship	groups.		

• Partner	children	who	require	additional	support	with	children	who	are	

likely	to	support	them.		

• Manage	disruptive	or	off-task	behaviour.	

In	addition,	the	different	group	roles	should	be	managed;	for	example	ensuing	

that	children	take	equitable	turns	to	be	speaker	and	listener.	

	

6.6		Limitations	and	future	directions	

The	research	aimed	to	present	a	broad	overview	of	participation	at	mat	time.	

However,	it	should	be	noted	that	caution	must	be	exercised	when	generalising	the	

findings.	Participation	is	very	context	specific.	Boylan	(2010)	asserts	that	

participation	can	only	be	deeply	understood	in	relation	to	the	specific	classroom	

ecology.	Moreover,	it	should	acknowledge	the	specific	social	practices	that	

determine	whether	an	individual’s	participation	is	supported	or	resisted,	required	

or	voluntary.	Specificity	of	context	is	also	an	important	consideration	given	that	

children’s	peer	cultures	often	have	nuances	that	relate	to	the	setting	(Corsaro,	

1985).	Indeed,	even	social	status	rests	on	traits	that	are	valued	by	the	individual	
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within	the	specific	context,	which	means	that	what	is	valued	by	one	group	might	

be	less	valued	by	another	(Fein,	2012).		

	

Some	of	the	most	significant	limitations	of	the	study	occur	in	omissions	in	the	

survey.	For	example,	there	would	have	been	benefit	in	defining	specific	terms	that	

have	multifaceted	elements;	such	as	group	cohesion.	Furthermore,	the	survey	

failed	to	ask	teachers	about	the	seating	configuration	that	they	used,	or	about	the	

size	of	the	class.	It	might	also	have	been	beneficial	to	ask	about	strategies	that	

teachers	used	specifically	to	coax	reluctant	contributors	or	curb	children	who	

dominated	at	mat	time.	Some	teachers	might	use	cold	calling	as	a	way	to	ensure	

that	low-participatory	children	take	part;	however,	the	survey	did	not	ask	

teachers	about	this.	Cold	calling	refers	to	calling	on	an	individual	irrespective	of	

whether	they	want	to	participate	or	not.	Finally,	at	the	time	of	developing	the	

survey,	I	did	not	realise	that	pair-share	and	small-group	work	would	be	so	

important	to	children,	and	therefore,	teachers	were	not	asked	about	it.	Overall,	the	

survey	could	have	been	enhanced	by	the	use	of	4-point	continua,	as	opposed	to	5-

point	continua;	this	would	have	prevented	situations	in	which	teachers	

predominantly	chose	the	mid-point.	Overall,	the	findings	of	both	studies	are	

limited	owing	to	the	fact	that	the	data	are	based	on	teachers’	and	children’s	

perceptions.	It	stands	that	perceptions	could	be	incorrect.	

	

There	are	several	areas	that	require	further	research.	For	instance,	in	Study	Two,	

many	children	indicated	that	the	front	seats	afforded	greater	likelihood	of	being	

chosen	for	active	participation.	Future	research	could	verify	the	accuracy	of	those	

perceptions.	Further	research	is	required	about	the	synergy	and	dissonance	

between	children’s	and	teachers’	goals.	Such	research	would	make	a	valuable	

contribution	to	the	body	of	literature	concerned	with	classroom	pedagogy.	The	

present	study	did	not	examine	the	experiences	of	children	with	inclusive	

education	requirements.	However,	it	seems	likely	that	such	children	might	have	

unique	experiences	regarding	participation	and	status	at	mat	time.	To	date,	it	is	

not	known	whether	teachers’	mat	time	practices	achieve	their	aims.	There	is	some	
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literature	to	suggest	that	it	is	a	poor	strategy	for	teaching	low-achieving	children.	

Studies	that	aim	to	establish	the	efficacy	of	mat	time	as	a	learning	context	would	

be	beneficial.	Finally,	there	would	be	merit	in	research	that	seeks	to	assist	

children	who	are	fearful	of	being	wrong	or	being	judged	to	build	their	resilience	

and	their	participation	repertoires	during	mat	time	activity.	

	

6.7		Conclusions	

Despite	many	teachers’	assertion	that	mat	time	in	New	Zealand	year	two	

classrooms	enhances	group	cohesion	and	self-esteem,	there	is	considerable	doubt.	

When	interviewed,	children	placed	emphasis	on	competitive	games	and	

individualised	responses	to	teachers’	questions.	Furthermore,	many	

demonstrated	favouritism	for	specific	peers	and	it	was	evident	that	certain	

children	had	low	social	status	within	the	group.	Nevertheless,	previous	studies	

show	that	mat	time	can	enhance	group	cohesion	and	children’s	self	esteem;	

however,	specifically	designed	activities	are	required	for	this	purpose.	The	

teachers	and	children	in	the	present	research	infrequently	referred	to	such	

activities.	

	

Children	bring	multiple	agendas	to	the	mat,	socially	and	academically.	Given	that	

such	agendas	can	motivate	individuals	in	various	ways,	the	role	of	the	teacher	is	

made	very	complex.	Nevertheless,	few	teachers	reported	that	they	found	

balancing	individuals’	needs	against	those	of	the	group	very	challenging.	Overall,	

it	was	found	that	teachers	and	children	share	some	aims	and	desired	outcomes	for	

mat	time.	Nevertheless,	some	differences	exist	between	teachers	and	children;	

these	differences	are	associated	with	individual	children’s	status	and	inclusion.	

For	instance,	two	children	operated	from	egoistic	goals	in	keeping	information	to	

themselves	rather	than	the	more	prosocial	behaviour	of	sharing	it	with	peers.	

Another	example	was	seen	in	the	very	high	priority	that	children	placed	on	getting	

a	front	seat	in	en	bloc	situations.	
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Confident	children	relished	the	performance	aspect	of	mat	time.	Previous	

literature	suggests	that	such	children	might	be	high	achieving	and	might	dominate	

turns	to	speak.	It	is	possible	that	such	children	can	influence	content	of	discussion	

and	level	of	instruction.	Given	that	the	teachers	allowed	reasonable	opportunities	

for	children	to	influence	activity	and	content	at	mat	time,	any	bids	by	specific	

children	to	dominate	these	opportunities	should	be	viewed	with	concern.	

Successfully	dominating	such	opportunities	would	allow	certain	children	to	

prioritise	their	own	interests	and	strengths.		

	

Children	enjoy	mat	time	when	they	can	actively	participate,	but	in	ways	that	are	

comfortable	to	them.	Children	do	not	enjoy	mat	time	as	much	as	teachers	think	

they	do.	One	reason	for	this	was	the	activity	provided	and	the	opportunities	given	

for	individual	children	to	participate.	Study	One	analyses	associated	children’s	

participation	with	their	attentiveness	and	enjoyment.	However,	some	children	

might	possess	effective	strategies	to	be	chosen,	such	as	obtaining	a	highly	visible	

sitting	position	or	having	friends	help	them.	Some	children	require	assistance	to	

participate,	although	cold	calling	children	is	not	recommended.	Instead,	it	is	

recommended	that	teachers	utilise	children	‘s	interests	in	specific	activity	as	an	

incentive	to	participate.	This	may	be	more	effective	than	using	children’s	interest	

in	content.	A	successful	example	given	in	a	previous	study	included	response	

cards	(Wood	et	al.,	2009).	Small	group	work	is	another	example.	

	

Children	were	given	the	opportunity	to	work	in	small	groups	on	the	mat.	

However,	what	was	evident	was	that	when	children	are	able	to	self-select	the	

members	of	their	group,	certain	children	are	likely	to	be	left	out.	Previous	studies	

have	also	suggested	that	academic-homophily	might	occur,	where	like-students	

group	together.	When	teachers	select	groups,	they	are	better	able	to	prevent	

exclusion	and	can	bring	diverse	children	together	who	might	not	ordinarily	

interact.	This	potentially	has	positive	benefits	for	the	social	climate	of	the	

classroom.	

	



	 223	

Certain	children’s	disruptive	behaviours	were	seen	as	a	big	issue	by	children	and	

teachers	alike.	Few	teachers	indicated	that	mat	time	was	heavily	characterised	by	

rules;	however,	it	was	a	strong	theme	in	the	children’s	interviews.	Many	of	the	

rules	pertained	to	children’s	bodies,	such	as	how	they	must	sit.	At	least	some	of	

the	children’s	disruptive	behaviour	might	arise	from	children	attempting	to	

reclaim	agency	over	their	bodies,	or	as	a	general	bid	to	challenge	power	in	playful	

ways.	Whatever	the	reason,	teachers’	reactions	to	disruptive	behaviour	is	viewed	

by	the	rest	of	the	class.	Some	of	the	children	indicated	that	they	had	negatively	

judged	peers,	and	referred	to	certain	children	as	“naughty”	or	“lazy”.	For	some	

children	this	could	have	a	negative	influence	on	their	reputation	within	the	peer	

group,	as	well	as	their	self-concept.	

	

In	fact,	feedback	matters	a	great	deal	given	that	some	of	the	children	made	social	

comparisons	between	their	performance	on	the	mat	and	that	of	their	peers.	Some	

children	gave	particularly	derogatory	judgments	of	peers,	whereas	other	children	

were	fearful	of	attracting	negative	judgments.	In	cases	such	as	these,	it	is	unlikely	

that	mat	time	enhances	self-esteem,	as	many	teachers	reported.	A	second	

consideration	is	how	competence	is	perceived	in	the	classroom.	There	may	be	a	

responsibility	for	teachers	to	find	and	make	visible	children’s	various	ways	of	

knowing	and	doing.	This	means	a	culture	whereby	it	is	not	merely	knowledge	of	

information	that	is	emphasised,	but	that	cultural	knowledge	and	interests	are	

valued	as	well	as	prosocial	traits	such	as	empathy,	enabling	opportunities	for	

others	and	collaboration.	Overall,	in	the	present	research,	it	seemed	that	domain	

knowledge	and	information	prioritised	by	the	NZCF	(Ministry	of	Education,	2007)	

were	highly	valued	at	mat	time,	and	this	emphasis	reinforced	specific	

individualistic	and	egoistic	traits	in	some	children.	

	

The	findings	of	the	research	suggest	that	teachers	should	review	the	mat	time	

climate,	and	consider	whether	their	pedagogical	goals	are	being	met.	

Furthermore,	experimentation	with	different	seating	and	grouping	configurations	

would	enable	a	variety	of	social	interactions,	and	could	contribute	in	positive	
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ways	to	the	mat	time	climate.	Other	aspects	that	teachers	could	question	include	

how	children’s	mastery	is	prioritised	against	their	performance,	what	types	of	

questions	are	issued	to	children,	and	the	role	that	the	questioning	plays	in	

children’s	social	worlds.	It	is	recommended	that	teachers	ensure	that	children’s	

opportunities	for	participation	are	distributed	by	using	collaborative	activities	

that	children	are	interested	in.	Furthermore,	when	the	class	is	broken	up	into	

small	groups,	the	teachers	should	select	group	membership	rather	than	allow	

children	to	self-select.	

	

In	summary,	how	participating	happens	within	the	interactional	milieu,	has	the	

potential	to	influence	social	and	academic	outcomes	for	individual	children	in	

either	positive	or	negative	ways.	The	interactional	milieu	is	characterised	by	

aspects	of	the	official	space	of	teacher	authority	and	pedagogy.	The	children’s	

social	worlds	intersect	with	this	official	space;	children’s	peer	cultures,	dominance	

hierarchies,	and	friendships	each	impact	on	how	individuals	operate	within	the	

interactional	milieu.	Some	children’s	learning	or	reputation	might	be	enhanced	by	

whether	or	not	they	can	bring	their	questions,	interests,	and	ideas	to	teachers’	and	

peers’	notice;	this	appears	to	require	strategic	knowledge	of	the	milieu	and	the	

support	of	others.	Conversely,	others	will	struggle	because	of	actual	or	perceived	

lack	of	social	endorsement	or	assistance.	In	other	words,	children’s	repertoires	for	

participating	in	the	interactional	milieu	of	mat	time,	and	the	fairness	of	the	milieu	

dynamics,	are	important	pedagogical	considerations.	This	is	especially	so,	given	

that	a	learning	environment	is	known	to	influence,	not	only	an	individual’s	activity	

and	learning,	but	their	self-concept	as	well	(Skinner	et	al.,	1990).	
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APPENDICES	
	

	
Appendix	A:	Survey		
 
Tena Koe. This survey is about mat times. For the purposes of this survey, 'mat 
time' includes any time that the majority of the class is present on the mat. It 
includes times when the children are participating in a physical activity on the 
mat, as well as when they are seated on the mat. This survey contains 25 brief 
questions and typically takes just over five minutes to complete. Your 
responses are appreciated. 
 
Q1. How many years have you been teaching? 

1-2 
3-5 
6-10 
11-15 
16-20 
More than 20 

 
Q2. Are you female or male? 

Female 
Male 
 

Q3.  
How would you describe your school? 

State primary 
Private 
Maori immersion 
Affiliated to a religion 

 
Q4. 
Where is your school located? 

Inner city 
In a suburban area 
Rural 

 
Q5. What is your school’s decile rating? 
 
Q6. 
How many mat times would your class have in a single day? 

1-3 
4-6 
7-9 
10-12 
13 or more 
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Q7. How long would your average mat time be? 

Less than 10 minutes 
10-20 minutes 
21-30 minutes 
31-40 minutes 
41-50 minutes 
longer than 50 minutes 

 
 
 
 
Q8. How often do you use mat time for the following? 

 
 
 
Q9. What else do you use mat time for? 
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Q10. To what extent do you agree that mat time contributes to the following? 

 
 
 
 
Q11. What are the other benefits for children? 
 
 
 
Q12. What are the benefits for you as the teacher? 
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Q13. How challenging do you find the following at mat time? 

 
	
	

Q14. Are there other aspects to mat time that are not listed here, and that you 
find challenging? 
 
 
Q15. How do you engage children’s attention at mat time? Please select as 
many as apply. 

Focusing on what children are interested in 
Giving verbal reprimands/ warnings 
Offering rewards 
Writing children’s names on the board 
Seating certain children close to the teacher 
Removing disruptive children from the mat area 
Using interesting voice intonation 
 

 
Q16. What other strategies do you use to engage children’s attention at mat 
time? 
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Q17. To what extent do you agree with the following statements in relation to 
children’s behaviour at mat time? 

	
 
 
Q18. Have you any comment that you would like to make about children’s 
behaviour at mat time? 
 
 
 
Q19. How likely is it that every child contributes or participates at mat time? 

 
 
 
 
Q20. Have you any comments about children’s contribution or participation at 
mat time? 

 
 
 
Thank you for your responses so far. You are nearly at the end of the 
survey. 
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Q21. Where would you place your mat time practices on these scales? 

	
	
 
 
Q22. Have you any comments that you would like to make about your 
teaching strategies at mat time? 
 
 
Q23. Have you any other comment that you would like to make about mat 
times? 
 
 
Thank you for completing the survey. This is the final section. To ensure 
that your survey answers remain anonymous, any contact information given 
in regards to the following questions will be kept separate from your survey 
responses. 
 
 
Q24. If you would like to receive a brief report outlining the findings of this 
survey, please provide your email address below. 
 
 
Q25. Would you be interested in participating in further research about mat 
time? If so, please give your details below. 
 
 
Q26. To thank you for your time, there is opportunity for your school to 
enter a draw for five prizes worth $200 each. If your school is drawn, the 
money will be placed into your school’s bank account. If you are interested 
in having your school included in the draw, please fill in the details below. 
School’s name 
School’s email address 
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Appendix	B:	Ethics	approval	letter	
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Appendix	C:	Information	Letters		
	
Information	Letter	to	Principals	
Dear	Principal,	
Kia	ora.	I	would	like	to	invite	you	to	participate	in	my	Doctoral	research	project.	The	research	
proposal	has	been	assessed	by	two	reviewers,	a	panel	of	peers	and	the	Victoria	University	of	
Wellington	Faculty	of	Education	Ethics	Committee	(Reference	number:	
SEPP/2010/115:RM18188).		This	research	will	be	supervised	by	Associate	Professor	Vanessa	
Green	(School	of	Educational	Psychology	and	Pedagogy)and	Dr.	Mary-Jane	Shuker	(School	of	
Educational	Policy	and	Implementation).	The	aim	of	the	study	is	to	gather	teachers’	and	
children’s	views	about	what	mat	time	is	for	and	how	it	is	used,	with	a	special	focus	on	
interactions	that	occur.	Three	specific	questions	will	be	addressed:	
	

1. How	do	primary	school	teachers	mat	time?	
2. What	are	teachers’	perceptions	of	children’s	mat	time	experiences?	
3. What	are	children’s	perceptions	of	their	mat	time	experiences?	
4. How	are	children’s	bids	to	communicate	as	an	element	of	participation	

distributed	across	the	group	at	mat	time?	
	
Year	two	classrooms	have	been	chosen	as	the	population	for	the	study	due	to	the	
comparative	stability	in	class	membership.	The	study	has	been	designed	to	take	place	in	three	
phases:	the	first	will	involve	a	large	scale	questionnaire;	the	second	will	involve	interviews	
with	children	and	teachers	in	three	classrooms;	and	the	final	phase	will	consist	of	
observations	of	group	time	in	the	three	classrooms.	
	
Phase	1:	Large	scale	questionnaire	
The	first	phase	involved	likert	and	multiple	answer	questions	about	the	purpose	of	mat	time,	
challenges	for	teachers	and	participation	of	children.	The	web	tool	Qualtics	was	used	that	
does	not	identify	participants.		
	
Phase	2:	Interviews	with	teachers	and	children	
Written	consent	is	sought	from	you,	children	and	their	families.	During	this	time,	I	would	like	
to	spend	some	time	in	the	classroom	to	acclimatise	the	class	members	to	my	presence	and	
build	familiarity.		
	
Interviews	with	Teachers	
Once	consent	has	been	gained	I	would	like	to	commence	semi-structured	interviews	with	you.	
This	would	take	approximately	an	hour	and	would	seek	further	detailed	information	about	
the	purpose	of	mat	time	and	the	interactions	that	take	place	within	it.	These	would	take	place	
during	non-contact	time	or	outside	of	school	hours.	
	
Interviews	with	Children	
As	part	of	this	study,	it	is	important	that	I	interview	as	many	children	within	the	class	as	
possible.	Consent	will	be	sought	from	the	families	of	every	child	in	the	class	and	interviewswill	
take	place	with	each	child	form	who	consent	has	been	given.	I	recognise	that	it	is	important	
that	the	children’s	learning	is	not	disrupted	therefore	you	will	be	asked	to	choose	when	each	
child	can	participate	in	interviews.	For	example,	you	might	choose	a	particular	child	because	
he	or	she	had	already	finished	one	task	and	was	not	yet	ready	to	commence	the	next.		
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Children	would	have	already	given	their	written	consent	however	in	addition	the	child’s	
verbal	consent	would	be	sought	prior	to	being	interviewed.	Interviews	would	take	place	at	a	
point	nominated	by	the	school.	This	will	be	away	from	the	classroom	but	on	the	premises	of	
the	school,	for	example	a	resource	room	or	staff	room.	Children	would	be	provided	with	
props	associated	with	mat	time	and	will	be	asked	to	set	up	the	mat.	In	addition	they	would	be	
asked	to	describe	what	happens	at	mat	time	and	what	they	would	like	to	have	happen.	
Interviews	with	children	would	take	no	longer	than	10	minutes	and	the	researcher	will	return	
the	child	to	his	or	her	classroom.	If	a	child	appears	to	be	uncomfortable	during	the	interview	
process	the	interview	will	cease	immediately	and	the	researcher	will	accompany	the	child	
back	to	his	or	her	classroom.	
	
Permission	will	be	sought	from	yourself	and	child	participants	to	audiotape	interviews.	These	
will	be	transcribed.	For	your	interview,	transcripts	and	inferences		will	be	made	from	it	and	
will	be	returned	for	further	comment	and/or	validation.	
	
Phase	three:	classroom	observations	
I	would	like	to	return	to	the	classroom	for	phase	three	which	would	involve	filming	mat	time	
for	no	more	than	10	minutes	at	a	time	over	four	days.	The	video	footage	would	then	be	used	
to	develop	frequency	counts	of	the	different	strategies	that	children	in	use	in	their	attempts	
to	communicate	to	the	wider	class.		
	
Timeline	
Term	1,	2011-	Questionnaire	sent	to	schools	
Term	2,	2011-	Interviews	of	children	and	teachers	
Term	3,	2011-	Observations	
	
Use	of	video	
I	am	aware	that	the	use	of	video	cameras	in	research	with	young	children	raises	specific	issues.	
As	mentioned	before,	consent	will	be	sought	from	principals,	teachers,	children	and	their	
families	before	filming	commences.	One	issue	that	arises	will	be	filming	children	for	whom	
consent	has	not	been	granted.	It	is	necessary	that	such	children	are	not	separated	from	the	
class	at	mat	time,	therefore	it	is	likely	that	they	will	be	filmed.	No	data	will	be	taken	of	these	
children	and	the	images	of	non-participant	children	will	be	blurred.		All	video	footage	will	be	
kept	in	a	secure	environment	and	will	be	destroyed	five	years	after	the	study	has	been	
completed.	
	
Confidentiality	
All	information	gathered	as	part	of	this	study	would	remain	confidential	to	myself,	my	two	
PhD	supervisors	and	a	colleague	who	will	be	asked	to	check	some	of	the	data	as	a	reliability	
measure.	The	colleague	will	be	asked	to	sign	a	confidentiality	contract.		The	findings	of	this	
study	will	be	presented	in	written	and	verbal	reports,	however,	no	names	or	identifying	
information	about	individuals	or	schools	will	be	given	at	any	point.	Individual	children’s	views	
about	group	time	that	emerge	from	the	interviews	will	not	be	disclosed	to	their	classroom	
teacher	or	any	other	party.		
	
Ethics	
The	ethical	application	has	been	approved	by	the	VUW	Faculty	of	Education	Human	Ethics	
Committee	(Reference	number:	SEPP/2010/115:RM18188).	If	at	any	time	you	have	questions	
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or	concerns	about	this	study,	contact	Dr.	Allison	Kirkman,	Chair	of	the	Victoria	of	University	
Human	Ethics	Committee	(telephone	+64	4	463	5675,	E-mail:	Allison.kirkman@vuw.ac.nz).	
	
Please	note	that	there	is	no	obligation	for	you	to	give	consent	to	allow	this	study	to	take	place	
in	your	primary	school.	Your	decision	about	whether	this	study	can	go	ahead	will	not	affect	
your	relationship	with	Victoria	University	of	Wellington.	If	you	choose	to	give	consent	you	
have	the	right	to	withdraw	this	at	any	time.	Your	decision	to	discontinue	the	study	would	not	
affect	your	relationship	with	Victoria	University.	
	
Data	storage	and	deletion	
All	paper-based	and	video	data	will	be	kept	in	a	locked	filing	cabinet	in	a	locked	office	in	the	
Faculty	of	Education	at	Victoria	University.	The	data	may	be	required	in	the	process	of	PhD	
examination	peer	challenge	and	as	such	will	be	kept	for	five	years	after	publication.	After	this	
time	it	will	be	destroyed	through	being	shredded	in	the	case	of	paper-based	data	(transcripts,	
printed	off	questionnaires),	or	wiped	in	the	case	of	video	data	and	audio	tapes.		
	
Reporting/	Dissemination	
The	findings	of	this	study	will	be	submitted	to	academic	journals	and/or	professional	journals	
for	publication.	Findings	may	also	be	presented	at	a	conference.	In	either	case,	such	reports	
will	be	given	to	you.	
	
Thank	you	for	considering	this	application	to	undertake	research	in	your	primary	school.	If	
you	have	any	questions	at	any	time,	please	feel	free	to	contact	me	using	the	information	
below.	
	
Sincerely,	
	
Anita	Mortlock	
School	of	Educational	Psychology	and	Pedagogy	
Victoria	University	of	Wellington	
PO	Box	17-310,	Karori	
Wellington,	New	Zealand	
04	463	9544	
Anita.mortlock@vuw.ac.nz	
	
PhD	Supervisors	
Associate	Professor	Vanessa	Green	
School	of	Educational	Psychology	and	
Pedagogy	
Victoria	University	of	Wellington	
PO	Box	17-310,	Karori	
Wellington,	New	Zealand	
04	463	9574	
vanessa.green@vuw.ac.nz	
	

Dr.	Mary	Jane	Shuker	
School	of	Educational	Policy	and	
Implementation	
Victoria	University	of	Wellington	
PO	Box	17-310,	Karori	
Wellington,	New	Zealand	
04	463	9659	
mary-jane.shuker@vuw.ac.nz	
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Information	Letter	to	Teachers	
	
Dear	(Insert	teacher’s	name),	
Kia	ora.	I	would	like	to	invite	you	to	participate	in	my	Doctoral	research	project.	The	research	
proposal	has	been	assessed	by	two	reviewers,	a	panel	of	peers	and	the	Victoria	University	of	
Wellington	Faculty	of	Education	Ethics	Committee	(Reference	number:	
SEPP/2010/115/115:RM18188).		This	research	will	be	supervised	by	Associate	Professor	
Vanessa	Green	(School	of	Educational	Psychology	and	Pedagogy)and	Dr.	Mary-Jane	Shuker	
(School	of	Educational	Policy	and	Implementation).	The	aim	of	the	study	is	to	gather	teachers’	
and	children’s	views	about	what	mat	time	is	for	and	how	it	is	used,	with	a	special	focus	on	
interactions	that	occur.	Three	specific	questions	will	be	addressed:	
	

1. How	do	primary	school	teachers	mat	time?	
2. What	are	teachers’	perceptions	of	children’s	mat	time	experiences?	
3. What	are	children’s	perceptions	of	their	mat	time	experiences?	
4. How	are	children’s	bids	to	communicate	as	an	element	of	participation	

distributed	across	the	group	at	mat	time?	
	
Year	two	classrooms	have	been	chosen	as	the	population	for	the	study	due	to	the	
comparative	stability	in	class	membership.	The	study	has	been	designed	to	take	place	in	three	
phases:	the	first	will	involve	a	large	scale	questionnaire;	the	second	will	involve	interviews	
with	children	and	teachers	in	three	classrooms;	and	the	final	phase	will	consist	of	
observations	of	group	time	in	the	three	classrooms.	
	
Phase	1:	Large	scale	questionnaire	
The	first	phase	involved	likert	and	multiple	answer	questions	about	the	purpose	of	mat	time,	
challenges	for	teachers	and	participation	of	children.	The	web	tool	Qualtics	was	used	that	
does	not	identify	participants.		
	
Phase	2:	Interviews	with	teachers	and	children	
Written	consent	is	sought	from	you,	children	and	their	families.	During	this	time,	I	would	like	
to	spend	some	time	in	the	classroom	to	acclimatise	the	class	members	to	my	presence	and	
build	familiarity.		
	
Interviews	with	Teachers	
Once	consent	has	been	gained	I	would	like	to	commence	semi-structured	interviews	with	you.	
This	would	take	approximately	an	hour	and	would	seek	further	detailed	information	about	
the	purpose	of	mat	time	and	the	interactions	that	take	place	within	it.	These	would	take	place	
during	non-contact	time	or	outside	of	school	hours.	
	
Interviews	with	Children	
As	part	of	this	study,	it	is	important	that	I	interview	as	many	children	within	the	class	as	
possible.	Consent	will	be	sought	from	the	families	of	every	child	in	the	class	and	interviewswill	
take	place	with	each	child	form	who	consent	has	been	given.	I	recognise	that	it	is	important	
that	the	children’s	learning	is	not	disrupted	therefore	you	will	be	asked	to	choose	when	each	
child	can	participate	in	interviews.	For	example,	you	might	choose	a	particular	child	because	
he	or	she	had	already	finished	one	task	and	was	not	yet	ready	to	commence	the	next.		
Children	would	have	already	given	their	written	consent	however	in	addition	the	child’s	
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verbal	consent	would	be	sought	prior	to	being	interviewed.	Interviews	would	take	place	at	a	
point	nominated	by	the	school.	This	will	be	away	from	the	classroom	but	on	the	premises	of	
the	school,	for	example	a	resource	room	or	staff	room.	Children	would	be	provided	with	
props	associated	with	mat	time	and	will	be	asked	to	set	up	the	mat.	In	addition	they	would	be	
asked	to	describe	what	happens	at	mat	time	and	what	they	would	like	to	have	happen.	
Interviews	with	children	would	take	no	longer	than	10	minutes	and	the	researcher	will	return	
the	child	to	his	or	her	classroom.	If	a	child	appears	to	be	uncomfortable	during	the	interview	
process	the	interview	will	cease	immediately	and	the	researcher	will	accompany	the	child	
back	to	his	or	her	classroom.	
	
Permission	will	be	sought	from	yourself	and	child	participants	to	audiotape	interviews.	These	
will	be	transcribed.	For	your	interview,	transcripts	and	inferences		will	be	made	from	it	and	
will	be	returned	for	further	comment	and/or	validation.	
	
Phase	three:	classroom	observations	
I	would	like	to	return	to	the	classroom	for	phase	three	which	would	involve	filming	mat	time	
for	no	more	than	10	minutes	at	a	time	over	four	days.	The	video	footage	would	then	be	used	
to	develop	frequency	counts	of	the	different	strategies	that	children	in	use	in	their	attempts	
to	communicate	to	the	wider	class.		
	
Timeline	
Term	1,	2011-	Questionnaire	sent	to	schools	
Term	2,	2011-	Interviews	of	children	and	teachers	
Term	3,	2011-	Observations	
	
Use	of	video	
I	am	aware	that	the	use	of	video	cameras	in	research	with	young	children	raises	specific	issues.	
As	mentioned	before,	consent	will	be	sought	from	principals,	teachers,	children	and	their	
families	before	filming	commences.	One	issue	that	arises	will	be	filming	children	for	whom	
consent	has	not	been	granted.	It	is	necessary	that	such	children	are	not	separated	from	the	
class	at	mat	time,	therefore	it	is	likely	that	they	will	be	filmed.	No	data	will	be	taken	of	these	
children	and	the	images	of	non-participant	children	will	be	blurred.		All	video	footage	will	be	
kept	in	a	secure	environment	and	will	be	destroyed	five	years	after	the	study	has	been	
completed.	
	
Confidentiality	
All	information	gathered	as	part	of	this	study	would	remain	confidential	to	myself,	my	two	
PhD	supervisors	and	a	colleague	who	will	be	asked	to	check	some	of	the	data	as	a	reliability	
measure.	The	colleague	will	be	asked	to	sign	a	confidentiality	contract.		The	findings	of	this	
study	will	be	presented	in	written	and	verbal	reports,	however,	no	names	or	identifying	
information	about	individuals	or	schools	will	be	given	at	any	point.	Individual	children’s	views	
about	group	time	that	emerge	from	the	interviews	will	not	be	disclosed	to	their	classroom	
teacher	or	any	other	party.		
	
Ethics	
The	ethical	application	has	been	approved	by	the	VUW	Faculty	of	Education	Human	Ethics	
Committee	(Reference	number:	SEPP/2010/115:RM18188).	If	at	any	time	you	have	questions	
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or	concerns	about	this	study,	contact	Dr.	Allison	Kirkman,	Chair	of	the	Victoria	of	University	
Human	Ethics	Committee	(telephone	+64	4	463	5675,	E-mail:	Allison.kirkman@vuw.ac.nz).	
	
Please	note	that	there	is	no	obligation	for	you	to	give	consent	to	allow	this	study	to	take	place	
in	your	primary	school.	Your	decision	about	whether	this	study	can	go	ahead	will	not	affect	
your	relationship	with	Victoria	University	of	Wellington.	If	you	choose	to	give	consent	you	
have	the	right	to	withdraw	this	at	any	time.	Your	decision	to	discontinue	the	study	would	not	
affect	your	relationship	with	Victoria	University.	
	
Data	storage	and	deletion	
All	paper-based	and	video	data	will	be	kept	in	a	locked	filing	cabinet	in	a	locked	office	in	the	
Faculty	of	Education	at	Victoria	University.	The	data	may	be	required	in	the	process	of	PhD	
examination	peer	challenge	and	as	such	will	be	kept	for	five	years	after	publication.	After	this	
time	it	will	be	destroyed	through	being	shredded	in	the	case	of	paper-based	data	(transcripts,	
printed	off	questionnaires),	or	wiped	in	the	case	of	video	data	and	audio	tapes.		
	
Reporting/	Dissemination	
The	findings	of	this	study	will	be	submitted	to	academic	journals	and/or	professional	journals	
for	publication.	Findings	may	also	be	presented	at	a	conference.	In	either	case,	such	reports	
will	be	given	to	you.	
	
	
Thank	you	for	considering	this	application	to	undertake	research	in	your	primary	school.	If	
you	have	any	questions	at	any	time,	please	feel	free	to	contact	me	using	the	information	
below.	
	
Sincerely,	
	
Anita	Mortlock	
School	of	Educational	Psychology	and	Pedagogy	
Victoria	University	of	Wellington	
PO	Box	17-310,	Karori	
Wellington,	New	Zealand	
04	463	9544	
Anita.mortlock@vuw.ac.nz	
	
PhD	Supervisors	
Associate	Professor	Vanessa	Green	
School	of	Educational	Psychology	and	
Pedagogy	
Victoria	University	of	Wellington	
PO	Box	17-310,	Karori	
Wellington,	New	Zealand	
04	463	9574	
vanessa.green@vuw.ac.nz	
	

Dr.	Mary	Jane	Shuker	
School	of	Educational	Policy	and	
Implementation	
Victoria	University	of	Wellington	
PO	Box	17-310,	Karori	
Wellington,	New	Zealand	
04	463	9659	
mary-jane.shuker@vuw.ac.nz	
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Information	Letter	to	Parents	
	
Dear	Parent/	guardian,	
Kia	ora.	I	would	like	to	invite	you	to	consider	allowing	your	child	to	participate	in	my	Doctoral	
research	project.	The	research	proposal	has	been	assessed	by	two	reviewers,	a	panel	of	peers	
and	the	Victoria	University	of	Wellington	Faculty	of	Education	Ethics	Committee	(Reference	
number:	SEPP/2010/115:RM18188).		This	research	will	be	supervised	by	Associate	Professor	
Vanessa	Green	(School	of	Educational	Psychology	and	Pedagogy)	and	Dr.	Mary-Jane	Shuker	
(School	of	Educational	Policy	and	Implementation).	The	aim	of	the	study	is	to	gather	teachers’	
and	children’s	views	about	what	mat	time	is	for	and	how	it	is	used,	with	a	special	focus	on	
interactions	that	occur.	Three	specific	questions	will	be	addressed:	
	

1. How	do	primary	school	teachers	mat	time?	
2. What	are	teachers’	perceptions	of	children’s	mat	time	experiences?	
3. What	are	children’s	perceptions	of	their	mat	time	experiences?	
4. How	are	children’s	bids	to	communicate	as	an	element	of	participation	

distributed	across	the	group	at	mat	time?	
	
What	will	this	study	involve?	
If	you	agree	to	allow	your	child	to	participate,	I	would	like	to	interview	them	about	their	
thoughts	about	mat	time.	I	recognise	that	it	is	important	that	the	children’s	learning	is	not	
disrupted	therefore	each	classroom	teacher	would	be	asked	to	choose	when	each	child	can	
participate	in	interviews.	For	example,	a	teacher	might	choose	a	particular	child	because	he	or	
she	had	already	finished	one	task	and	was	not	yet	ready	to	commence	the	next.		Your	child	
will	be	asked	to	give	their	written	consent	also,	however	in	addition	they	will	be	asked	if	they	
feel	okay	about	being	interviewed	at	the	time.	
	
Interviews	would	take	place	at	a	point	nominated	by	the	school.	This	will	be	away	from	the	
classroom	but	on	the	premises	of	the	school,	for	example	a	resource	room	or	staff	room.	
Children	would	be	provided	with	props	associated	with	mat	time	and	will	be	asked	to	set	up	
the	mat.	In	addition	they	would	be	asked	to	describe	what	happens	at	mat	time	and	what	
they	would	like	to	have	happen.	Interviews	with	children	would	take	no	longer	than	10	
minutes	and	the	researcher	will	return	the	child	to	his	or	her	classroom.	If	a	child	appears	to	
be	uncomfortable	during	the	interview	process	the	interview	will	cease	immediately	and	the	
child	will	be	returned	to	their	classroom.	After	this,	I	would	like	to	return	to	your	child’s	
classroom	to	film	mat	time	for	no	more	than	10	minutes	at	a	time	over	four	days.	The	video	
footage	would	then	be	used	to	gather	information	on	the	ways	that	children	speak	to	the	
wider	class.	
	
Use	of	video	
I	am	aware	that	the	use	of	video	cameras	in	research	with	young	children	raises	specific	issues.	
As	mentioned	before,	consent	will	be	sought	from	principals,	teachers,	children	and	their	
families	before	filming	commences.	One	issue	that	arises	will	be	filming	children	for	whom	
consent	has	not	been	granted.	It	is	necessary	that	such	children	are	not	separated	from	the	
class	at	mat	time,	therefore	it	is	likely	that	they	will	be	filmed.	No	data	will	be	taken	of	these	
children	and	the	images	of	non-participant	children	will	be	blurred.		All	video	data	will	be	
securely	stored	and	destroyed	five	years	after	the	completion	of	the	project.	
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Confidentiality	
All	information	gathered	as	part	of	this	study	would	remain	confidential	to	myself,	my	two	
PhD	supervisors	and	a	colleague	who	will	be	asked	to	check	some	of	the	data	as	a	reliability	
measure.	The	colleague	will	be	asked	to	sign	a	confidentiality	contract.		The	findings	of	this	
study	will	be	presented	in	written	and	verbal	reports,	however,	no	names	or	identifying	
information	about	individuals	or	schools	will	be	given	at	any	point.	Individual	children’s	views	
about	group	time	that	emerge	from	the	interviews	will	not	be	disclosed	to	their	classroom	
teacher	or	any	other	party.		
	
Ethics	
The	ethical	application	has	been	approved	by	the	VUW	Faculty	of	Education	Human	Ethics	
Committee	(Reference	number:	SEPP/2010/115:RM18188).	If	at	any	time	you	have	questions	
or	concerns	about	this	study,	contact	Dr.	Allison	Kirkman,	Chair	of	the	Victoria	of	University	
Human	Ethics	Committee	(telephone	+64	4	463	5675,	E-mail:	Allison.kirkman@vuw.ac.nz).	
Please	note	that	there	is	no	obligation	for	you	to	give	consent	to	allow	this	study	to	take	place	
in	your		child’s	primary	school.	Your	decision	about	whether	this	study	can	go	ahead	will	not	
affect	your	relationship	with	Victoria	University	of	Wellington.	If	you	choose	to	give	consent	
you	have	the	right	to	withdraw	this	at	any	time.	Your	decision	to	discontinue	the	study	would	
not	affect	your	relationship	with	Victoria	University.	
	
Data	storage	and	deletion	
All	paper-based	and	video	data	will	be	kept	in	a	locked	filing	cabinet	in	a	locked	office	in	the	
Faculty	of	Education	at	Victoria	University.	The	data	may	be	required	in	the	process	of	PhD	
examination	and	peer	challenge.	As	such	it	will	be	kept	for	five	years	after	publication.	After	
this	time	it	will	be	destroyed	through	being	shredded	in	the	case	of	paper-based	data	
(transcripts,	printed	off	questionnaires),	or	wiped	in	the	case	of	video	data	and	audio	tapes.		
	
Reporting/	Dissemination	
The	findings	of	this	study	will	be	submitted	to	academic	journals	and/or	professional	journals	
for	publication.	Findings	may	also	be	presented	at	a	conference.	In	either	case,	copies	of	such	
reports	will	be	given	to	the	teacher	and	can	also	be	obtained	from	me.		
Thank	you	for	considering	this	application	to	undertake	research	with	your	child.	If	you	have	
any	questions	at	any	time,	please	feel	free	to	contact	me	using	the	information	below.	
	
Sincerely,	
Anita	Mortlock	
School	of	Educational	Psychology	and	Pedagogy	
Victoria	University	of	Wellington	
PO	Box	17-310,	Karori	
04	463	9544	
Anita.mortlock@vuw.ac.nz	
	
PhD	Supervisors:	
Associate	Professor	Vanessa	Green	
Victoria	University	of	Wellington	
04	463	9574	
Vanessa.green@vuw.ac.nz	

Dr.	Mary	Jane	Shuker	
Victoria	University	of	Wellington	
04	463	9659	
mary-jane.shuker@vuw.ac.nz	
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Information	Letter	to	children	
	
Kia	ora!	
My	name	is	Anita.	I	live	in	Wellington	with	my	family	
and	my	pets.	I	am	interested	in	mat	time.	I	would	like	
to	find	out	about	what	you	think	of	mat	time.	To	do	
this,	I	would	like	to	talk	to	you	and	ask	you	some	
questions.		
I	will	tell	you	what	will	happen	so	that	you	can	decide	
if	you	would	like	to	talk	to	me	about	mat	time.	Your	
teacher	will	say	that	you	can	come	with	me	to	(insert	
place	where	interview	will	happen).	I	will	show	you	a	
model	of	your	classroom.	You	can	help	me	set	up	the	
mat	time.	You	can	tell	me	what	happens	at	mat	time.	
You	might	also	have	ideas	about	what	is	fun	to	do	at	
mat	time	that	you	would	like	to	tell	me.	
I	don’t	want	to	forget	anything	you	tell	me.	I	will	
record	your	voice	on	tape	and	I	might	do	some	writing.	
If	you	let	me	I	will	take	a	photograph	of	how	we	set	up	
the	mat.	On	some	other	days	I	will	come	and	video	
record	mat	time	in	your	classroom.	
You	don’t	have	to	take	part.	I	will	not	be	mad	if	you	
choose	not	to.	This	is	a	photo	of	me	(insert	photo).	
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Appendix	D:	Confidentiality	agreement	for	transcription	
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Appendix	E:	Coding	Instructions	to	establish	inter-rather	reliability	
	

Coding	
The	teachers	are	labeled	AA1,	BB2	and	CC3.	
Because	the	interviews	were	semi-structured,	some	of	the	responses	take	a	
circular	or	tangential	route	before	they	reach	the	research	foci.	For	this	reason,	
please	read	every	interview	in	its	entirety	for	each	focus,	as	opposed	to	reading	
the	responses	directly	underneath	the	relevant	interviewer	question.	Where	you	
are	unsure	of	where	to	place	something,	please	make	a	note	of	it.	As	you	read	
through	each	interview,	please	place	record	the	interview	code	against	the	
relevant	categories,	e.g.	
BEST	PLACE	TO	SIT	(please	note-	these	have	been	fabricated	as	an	example)	
	

	
The	best	place	to	sit	

1. Where	a	child	has	indicated	that	the	best	place	to	sit	is	near	one	of	the	
teachers,	this	is	coded	as	‘the	front’.		

2. All	interviewees	coded	with	a	C	refer	to	a	circle.	There	is	a	separate	sheet	
for	these.		

3. Several	children	nominated	more	than	one	best	place.	In	this	instance,	
record	each	place	that	the	child	gives.	In	some	instances,	they	nominate	a	
best	place	for	their	friend.	Please	include	this	as	well.		

4. Working	definitions	for	each	place	are	as	follows:	
For	interviews	staring	with	an	A	or	B:	
Front:	approximately	the	first	two	rows	on	the	carpet.	
Back:	the	last	two	rows	of	the	group.	
Middle:	everything	in	between	the	front	and	the	back.	
Other:	for	example,	rather	than	a	set	position	a	child	might	say	that	they	sit	where	
a	friend	is,	or	they	sit	where	they	can	leave	the	mat	more	quickly.	Please	record	
the	child’s	words	when	you	place	a	response	in	this	category.	
	

	
Front	
	
	

See	better		
A12	
Hear	Better	
	
Focus	Better	
A12,		B4,		B19	
Being	noticed	by	the	teacher		
	
Confidence	
	
Friends	
	
Other	(please	stipulate)	
C6(sitting	near	giraffe	picture)	
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For	Interviews	staring	with	C	(the	children	in	this	group	are	seated	in	a	circle	with	
the	teacher):	
Front:	three	positions	either	side	of	the	teacher	
Opposite:	the	six	positions	in	the	opposite	side	of	the	circle	from	the	teacher	
Sides:	three	to	six	spaces	from	the	teacher’s	left	of	right	
	
	
Reasons	for	the	best	place	to	sit	

1. Several	children	nominated	more	then	one	reason	for	the	best	place	to	sit.	
Please	code	all	of	the	reasons.		

2. The	reasons	that	children	give	need	to	be	sorted	into	front,	middle	and	
back,	e.g.	so	we	know	why	children	thought	the	front	was	the	best	place,	
etc.	Definitions	for	reasons	are	as	follows:	

See	better:	the	child	refers	to	seeing	the	teacher	or	a	resource	(e.g.	a	book).	
Alternatively,	they	might	just	refer	to	being	able	to	see	better	generally.	
Hear	better:	the	child	might	refer	to	other	children	being	noisy	as	a	reason	to	
avoid	sitting	with	them	(example:	I	sit	up	the	front	because	children	are	noisy	at	
the	back).	They	might	also	say	that	they	can	hear	the	teacher	better.	
Focus	better:	this	refers	to	any	references	to	concentration,	focus,	thinking	clearly,	
following	instructions	more	easily,	staying	on-task,	avoiding	distractions	by	peers,	
or	being	engaged	in	the	learning	activity.	
Being	noticed	by	the	teacher:	the	child	refers	to	any	personal	interaction	with	the	
teacher,	as	opposed	to	the	teacher’s	interactions	with	the	class.	
Physical	comfort:	the	nominated	seating	position	is	more	physically	comfortable,	
e.g.	there	may	be	a	piece	of	equipment	to	lean	against.	
Confidence:	The	child	feels	greater	emotional	security	when	seated	in	their	
nominated	best	place.	This	includes	because	of	proximity	to	the	teacher	or	friends.	
Friends:	They	sit	where	their	friends	are.	
	
Importance	of	participation	

1. Not	all		children	gave	answers.	
2. The	focus	is	on	sharing	when	the	whole	class	is	together.	As	such,	please	be	

mindful	of	when	children	refer	to	small	group	work	and	do	not	include	it.		
3. Definitions	are	as	follows:	

Important:	the	child	believes	that	it	is	important	that	they	share	their	ideas	or	
participate	in	some	way.	They	answered	‘yes’	when	asked	whether	putting	their	
hand	up	or	sharing	ideas	were	important.	
Not	important:	does	not	believe	any	form	of	personal	participation	is	important.	
The	child	answered	‘no’	when	asked	questions	about	whether	it	was	important	
that	they	put	their	hand	up	or	share	ideas	or	answers.	
	
Reasons	for	participation	being	important	
Involvement:	this	refers	to	incidents	of	collaboration,	or	being	part	of	the	group.	
Behaviour:	this	refers	to	things	such	as	showing	the	teacher	that	they	are	on-task	
and	listening.	
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Learning:	the	child	refers	to	enhancing	his	or	her	own	understandings,	getting	

new	ideas	or	being	able	to	ask	questions	or	seek	clarity.	

Reputation:	this	refers	to	participation	having	a	positive	impact	on	the	child’s	

reputation,	such	as	other	children	knowing	they	are	clever	or	have	good	ideas	and	

getting	praise	from	the	teacher.	

Reward:	the	child	refers	to	the	possibility	for	physical	rewards	such	as	stickers	or	

prizes.		

	

Reasons	for	participation	being	not	important	
Dislike:	the	child	indicates	that	they	do	not	like	participating	but	does	not	

necessarily	give	another	detailed	reason.	

Performance:	this	refers	to	anxiety	or	concern	in	that	the	child	might	be	worried	

about	saying	or	doing	the	wrong	thing,	or	getting	answers	wrong.	

Shyness:	this	is	more	relational.	The	child	refers	directly	to	shyness	or	uncertainty	

about	the	group	or	people	in	the	group.	

	

	

Enjoyment	of	mat	time	
1. ‘Happiness’	and	‘enjoyment’	are	treated	as	synonymous.	Similarly,	‘dislike’	

is	treated	as	synonymous	with	‘unhappy’.	

2. Some	children	nominate	more	than	one	category	(e.g.	in	between	happy	or	
neutral,	or	they	nominate	one	aspect	that	makes	them	happy	and	one	that	

makes	them	unhappy).	In	each	case,	please	read	subsequent	comments	and	

decide	which	category	they	most	likely	fit	into.	

3. Some	children	nominate	one	category	but	give	contradictory	reasons	(e.g.	
they	might	say	that	mat	time	makes	them	happy,	but	when	asked	what	

they	like	about	it,	say	they	like	it	when	mat	time	is	finished).	In	such	cases,	

code	in	accordance	with	their	qualifying	statements,	rather	than	their	

nomination	of	feeling.	In	the	example	given,	it	would	be	coded	as	“not	

enjoyed”.	

4. Definitions	are	as	follows:	
Lack	of	enjoyment:	the	child	nominates	the	unhappy	face	and/or	makes	

statements	that	indicate	they	dislike	mat	time.	

Neutral:	The	child	nominates	the	neutral	face.	

Enjoyment:	the	child	nominates	the	happy	face	and/or	makes	positive	

qualifying	statements	about	things	that	they	like.	

	

	
	
Things	that	children	like/enjoy	about	mat	time	
Children	may	indicate	more	than	one	category.	Please	count	all	of	the	categories	

that	each	child	refers	to.	

Activity:	this	includes	activities	such	as	games,	books,	massage,	technology,	etc.	

Learning:	the	child	might	not	refer	to	a	specific	activity	but	refers	to	learning	

something	new,	hearing	other	people’s	ideas	or	finding	answers	to	questions.	
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Togetherness:	the	child	refers	to	positive	aspects	of	the	entire	group	being	
together,	e.g.	they	like	being	with	everyone.	It	also	includes	finding	out	more	
about	other	peers	or	working	alongside	children	they	do	not	know	as	well.	
Rewards:	Physical	rewards	such	as	stamps	or	prizes.	
Reputational	factors:	This	includes	academic	reputation	such	as	showing	that	they	
are	clever	or	knowledgeable.	This	also	includes	behavioural	reputation	such	as	
not	getting	into	trouble,	being	noticed	for	being	good.	
Friendship:	sitting	next	to	friends,	making	new	friends,	building	relationships.	
Seating:	they	like	it	when	they	get	a	“good”	seat,	or	refer	to	getting	a	particular	
position.	
	
Things	that	children	do	not	like/enjoy	about	mat	time	
Activity:	they	nominate	mat	time	activities	that	they	do	not	like	or	they	say	that	
they	find	it	boring.	
Disruptions:	this	includes	disruptive	behaviours	from	other	children,	noise	levels,	
finding	it	hard	to	focus.	
Reputational	factors:	getting	answers	wrong	or	getting	in	trouble.	
Physical	discomfort:	they	find	sitting	on	the	mat	physically	uncomfortable,	they	
feel	squashed,	parts	of	their	body	get	sore	at	times.	
Length:	they	find	mat	time	too	long.	
Friendship:	they	refer	to	friendship	issues	or	not	being	chosen.		
Seating:	they	cannot	get	the	seat	that	they	want,	they	cannot	see	or	hear	where	
they	usually	sit.	
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