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How do young children succeed in learning 

situations – contextual and subjective 

grounds

Introduction

• One thing that young students become to know in the first years of 
elementary school is how to evaluate one’s own and peers’ 
achievements.

– Previous studies focusing on academic abilities and competences 
(Räty, Kasanen & Snellman 2002; Kinlaw & Kurtz-Costes, 2003; 2007; Stipek & Tannat 1984).

– These evaluations have an affect on how do young children see 
themselves as learners (Dweck, 2006; Zimmerman 2011)

• Children need to be able to understand the reasons for their 
achievement in order to evaluate and progress in their learning.

– Focusing on how they themselves view successful learning 
situations that actually form their views of what is seen as 
successful (Kumpulainen et al. 2013).
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Introduction

There is a lack of studies focusing on how

young children explain reasons for their

own and peers’ success in actual learning

situations.
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Developing methodology
• For studying these issues methodological decisions have 

mainly relied on interview methods complemented by 

references to: 

– Vignettes, video scenarios & photographs (Smith, Duncan & 

Marshall, 2005 ; Heyman, Gee & Giles 2003; Morgan 2007). 

– Selection and reference of classmates (Räty, Kasanen and Snellman

2002; Stipek and Tannat, 1984).

• Possibility to develop methodology in order to create:

– Child-centred methods (Dalli & Te One, 2012) 

– More contextualised data.
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Child-centered methods

• Can be considered when more traditional methods

such as questionnaires cannot be implemented.

• Events, situations and excerpts are more concrete and 

contextualized when children are:

- Focusing on the actions done by themselves or the data is 

collected by them.

- Interviews, children’s photographs, children’s drawings, 

structured activities, art based activities, drama.

• Can also include participatory aspects.
– Participants can create, modify and interpret the collected 

data. 

(Baker & Smith, 2012; Broström, 2012; Clark, 2005; Cook & Hess, 2007; 

Dalli & Te One, 2012; Einarsdottir, 2007; Robinson & Gillies, 2012)
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Aims

This study investigated how children explain factors 

that lead to their own and their peers’ successes in 

authentic classroom learning activities.

1.  To explore young children’s reasons for individual 

and peer’s success in learning activities.

2.  What are the advantages of child-centered methods 

when investigating children’s successful situations in 

learning activities. 
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Methods

• Combining two different data sets.

• The participants of the studies were pre-school, first-, 

second-, and third-grade students. 

– n = 24, aged 6-8 years, M age = 7.37

– n = 17, aged 7–9 years, M = 7.9

• Participants were students of same elementary 

school from four different classrooms. 

• Data collections lasted for four and eight weeks.
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Data Collection 1.

Children
videotaped
during 1-2 
lessons by

researchers

Researchers
negotiated and 
edited a video 

clip for the
interview

Conducting
stimulated recall

interview

7



27.4.2016

5

Data collection 2.

• For collecting the data a 

“detective course” was 

organized.

– Capture successful 

moments in their 

classroom.

– Photo elicitation 

interview (Epstein, Stevens &

McKeever, 2006)
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Data Collection 2.

Three 
introductory

meetings

Doing the 
”detective” work

during a week

Conducting
photo elicitation

interview
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Data analysis

Data collection 1.

• Data driven categories

– Mastery

– Task difficulty

– Academic activity and 

practice

– Extrinsic

– Interesting task

– Other explanation

Data collection 2.

• Theory driven categories
(Räty, Kasanen & Snellman, 2002)

– Mastery

– Quality of performance

– Cognitive attribution

– Academic interest and & 
activities

– Work habits

– Comparison

– Sociability

– Other explanation

– Cannot say
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Young children’s reasons for individual and peer’s 

success in learning activities

• It was found that students describe achievement 

through the actions that they took in the situations. 

– The reasons given for students’ own and their peers’ 

successes dealt with situation specific information, such as 

being able to master the task or doing academic activities. 

• Rather than stable ability (cf. Gipps and Tunstall 1998; Heyman, 

Gee, and Giles 2003). 

– These explanations are something the students can have 

affect on (Dweck 2006, Zimmeman, 2011).
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Young children’s reasons for individual and peer’s 

success in learning activities

• In the data collection 2, even though the majority of the 

pictures taken were of a peer’s success, the references 

for social relationships and comparison was minor.

– Success was not attributed to social relationships (cf. Stipek & Tannat

1984). 

• This might be due to age of the participants.

– Comparison between the abilities of classmates were not used to 

explain peers’ success (cf. Räty, Kasanen, and Snellman 2002).

• Students referenced support from a teacher and from 

peers as having an effect on their achievement. (Read & 

Hurford 2010; Gipps & Tunstall,1998; Elder, 2010). 
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What are the advantages of child-centered methods 

when investigating children’s successful situations in 

learning activities. 

• This reseach gave promising results for using child-centred

(participatory) methods in learning contexts.

• Children could describe real events that took place in the 

classroom (Whitebread et al. 2009). 

– They can be more elaborative when compared to previously decided products or 

stimulus (Morgan, 2007; Mykkänen, Perry, and Järvelä 2015). 

• The interview gives an insight into the actual situation beyond what 

the picture does (Baker & Smith 2012, Bird et al. 2014)

– “Success” as a abstract term.
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In Future

• Photo elicitation protocol could be adapted to focus

solely on the successes of participant.

– Such as learning diaries.

• Need to consider the status of the friend.

– How meaningful the observation of success is for 

the observer (Altermatt et al., 2002).

– ”Was the success meaningful for her”
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Interview Questions

1. What happened in the situation?

2. Why did you take this photo?  

3. Who was/were successful in this situation? 

4. How did you/he/she succeed? 

5. Why do you think you/he/she succeeded in 

the task?

6. What does this kind of success require?

7. Did you/he/she get any help?

8. Do you think it was a meaningful for 

her/him?


