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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the effect of social interaction on levels of
involvement in classroom discussions. Both qualitative and quantitative
methods were employed. Data was collected from a cohort of level one
learners aged between sixteen and nineteen, who answered
questionnaires at the beginning and end of the research, as well as
participating in a focus group at the end. The learners took part in a
weekly Venn diagram activity and were provided with a different
discussion topic each week. The learners took part in pairs that rotated
each week to ensure all learners in the group had spoken with each other.
The overall analysis of the data indicates that an increase in social
interaction had a positive effect on engagement in class discussions. The
findings suggest that when learners felt psychologically safe in the
classroom, engagement increased. Moving forward it would be beneficial
for subsequent research to investigate this over the course of the whole
academic year and to account for the limitations found within this
current study.
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Literature review

The current research was implemented in a Further Education (FE)
college located in South Wales. The college offers a wide range of
services and courses, including a level one provision' which sits under the
Step Up department. The report from the most recent Estyn inspection
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states that “The “Step up” programme is a useful foundation for learners
entering college with limited prior attainment or gaps in their skills’
(Estyn, 2022, p. 7). This provides an indication of the level and ability of
the learners in the current research. Level one learners often struggle
with communicating with others effectively, This struggle is particularly
salient with other learners who they perceive as different from themselves
or their social group and research suggests that when adolescents feel that
they have things in common with others it increases the likelihood of
them engaging positively in the classroom (Mikami et al., 2017). FE
Colleges therefore have a role to play in ensuring that all students,
whatever their abilities or backgrounds, are able to develop their skills
and abilities within an environment that can support them to achieve.

According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943) there are five different
levels of human needs that have to be met in order for a person to achieve
their full potential (self-actualisation). This can be applied in an
educational setting as before a learner can meet their cognitive needs they
first need to address their basic, fundamental physiological and safety
needs (Kurt, 2021). Within the FE establishment where the current
research took place the learners had access to free breakfasts, fresh fruit
and water fountains. They had regular breaks throughout the day and had
access to a range of support services. This meant that they had plenty of
opportunity to satisfy their basic needs within the college environment.
However, there is not a guarantee that they will partake in these services
and this also does not account for their experiences outside of the college.
The next priority is the need for belonging, which includes friendship and
a sense of connection. Research conducted by Mikami et al. (2017) found
that adolescents’ perceived relatedness with fellow classmates predicted an
increase in behavioural engagement in the classroom. However, Skinner
et al. (2009) suggest that there is a difference between behavioural
engagement and emotional engagement. Behavioural engagement is how
much the student is involved in the classroom activities, paying attention
and taking part. Emotional engagement refers to the internal engagement
of the student. For example, how much they enjoy the activities and how
much fun they are having (McKellar et al., 2020).

Self-determination theory (SLD) posits that intrinsic motivation is a
better predictor of engagement than extrinsic motivation (Ryan and
Deci, 2017). A meta-analysis conducted by Howard et al. (2021) found
that intrinsic motivation was correlated with learner success and well-
being. In addition, the findings suggest that introjected regulation was
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related to performance goals and positively correlated with indicators of
anxiety. Ryan and Deci’s (2017) theory of SLD suggests that there are
three psychological needs that influence intrinsic motivation:
competence, autonomy and relatedness. Relatedness refers to having the
ability and desire to have a sense of belonging to a social group and
feelings of closeness and attachment to others.

With regard to the current study, anecdotal evidence observed at the
beginning of the academic year that a large number of the learners were
reluctant to engage in whole group discussions or to answer in front of
the class. Learners voiced that they did not like moving groups or
speaking to learners who were not in their circle. One learner at the
beginning of term said that when group discussions were mentioned they
‘just pretend that they’re not there’.

Another learner said of the group on the table behind them that they
‘didn’t even know them’, despite being in a class for four weeks together.
Calling on learners by name had to be utilised frequently to encourage
answers in class discussions and a large majority of learners tried to avoid
speaking out loud in class. Embarrassment caused a participant to
withdraw from a group activity after their mistake was met with laughter.
These anecdotal observations served as the basis for the current study.
Additionally, research by Dweck (2006) has shown that creating a
supportive environment where mistakes are viewed as learning
opportunities helps learners develop. Furthermore, research by Yeager
et al. (2019) found that promoting a psychologically safe learning
environment significantly improves student engagement, particularly for
students who initially feel less of a belonging in school. Other research
has found that when students felt psychologically safe, they were more
likely to actively participate in class discussions. They were also more
likely to ask questions or provide answers, even if they were unsure
whether they were correct (Clark, 2020). It is imperative, therefore, that
FE learning spaces are developed in ways that help students feel safe and
supported to contribute effectively to their own learning.

The aim of the current study was to explore methods of developing
and encouraging level one learners to feel safe to engage in classroom
discussions. Based on the review of the literature it was evident that one
way of encouraging learner engagement in class discussions was to ensure
that learners felt comfortable and safe with the other learners in their
class. The aim of the current study was to encourage learners to
communicate with each other, with the further aim of breaking down
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any barriers that might prevent them from talking to every learner in
the class.

Methodology
Participants

There were twenty-eight participants — the majority of whom identified
as female. There were three separate groups of learners within the cohort
and the research was carried out with each group in order to gain a more
holistic picture of the results. The research was also conducted at the
beginning of the session that had the same subject matter being delivered
to each group in order to ensure consistency and reduce the number of
confounding variables. Once the learners had completed a Venn diagram
with another learner, they were encouraged to discuss the similarities and
differences that they had found with each other.

Stimuli

The use of Venn diagrams is a simple and easy way to encourage
communication and discover similarities and differences between people
(Blue, 2022). With the purpose of highlighting features that the learners
may have had in common with one another and breaking down feelings
of difference between each other, a Venn diagram activity was
implemented once a week before a specific teaching session. The learners
completed a Venn diagram with another learner in the classroom and this
rotated over a period of eight weeks until each learner had had the
opportunity to talk to each other. The learners were provided with a
conversation starter topic by the tutor, which differed each week. For
example, ‘if you could have any superpower, what would it be and why?’

Data collection
There were three primary data collection methods employed in this

research — questionnaires, observational analysis recorded by using a
reflective diary, and a focus group.
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The learners were asked to complete a questionnaire consisting of eight
questions that focused on how they felt about class discussions and
included a combination of closed and open ended questions. This was
implemented at the beginning and end of the study. It was important for
the purpose of the research to gather participants’ opinions both at the
start and at the conclusion of the study to determine whether the research
had had any impact. The questionnaire included questions that would
produce both qualitative and quantitative data. The advantages of this are
that gathering quantitative data means that comparisons can be easily and
quickly made. However, gathering qualitative data as well, ensures that a
fuller understanding of the results can be obtained, by gaining an
understanding into the attitudes, experiences and motivation of the
learners.

Ethical considerations

Before the data was collected ethical approval was provided from the
research panel overseeing the project and the research protocol adhered
to BER A (2021) code of ethical procedure for research. Consent was
gained from the learners who participated in the study. The learners were
asked to complete a Google Form which had a statement explaining any
potential risks and asking them to sign to confirm that they agreed or did
not agree to participate in the study and that the data collected would be
used solely for the purpose of this research. The participants were
informed of their right to withdraw from the study.

Observational analysis was also carried out by the researcher with the
aim of measuring the level of enthusiasm and involvement during the
sessions. The results were recorded in a reflective diary. Utilising
observational analysis in conjunction with other methods can enhance
the quality of the evidence collected by allowing the researcher to
capture the behaviour and interaction of the learners in the classroom
(Jepsen et al., 2004). This in turn can enhance the quality and depth of
the data collected. In addition, it provides an insight into the behaviour
of the learners without simply relying on self-report methods which can
be subject to response bias and demand characteristics (McCambridge
et al.,, 2012).

Finally, at the end of the eight-week time period a focus group was
carried out. This involved three learners (one from each class) coming
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together and answering ten questions that enquired about their feelings
around classroom discussions and their experience of utilising the Venn
diagrams. The person who asked the questions was a colleague of the
researcher. This was to ensure that the risk of response bias was
minimised. For example, the researcher may have inadvertently asked
leading questions that could potentially elicit responses from the learners
that aligned with the expectations of the researcher. Or conversely, the
learners may have been tempted to respond in a way that they thought
the researcher expected (McCambridge et al., 2014).

Results

Thematic analysis was used to identify patterns and recurring themes in
participants’ responses. The results of the qualitative element of the
questionnaires show some change in the way that learners felt about class
discussions over the course of the research.

For example, in answer to the question ‘explain how you feel when
asked to take part in class discussions’, the main themes from the first
questionnaire were: nervous, anxious/scared, frustration/indifference
(figure 1). However, the main themes from the second questionnaire
indicated a mix of anxiety and positive engagement and included
happiness alongside anxious/nervous (figure 2).

This is congruent with the responses to the question ‘list three words
that come to mind when you hear the words class discussions’, which
showed that whilst the overall response for both questionnaires centred
around talking and listening, the results for the second questionnaire also
included fun and teamwork as common themes. This suggests that whilst
the learners still felt apprehensive about class discussions they were also
more aware that they could be enjoyable, particularly when working with
others. However, these findings could also be affected by numerous other
factors, such as the mood of the learners on the days involved.

For instance, if the learners were feeling rested and energised this
could have positively affected their answers or conversely if there had
been disagreements between the learners during the day this could have
had a negative impact on their responses.

This is supported by the responses in the second questionnaire to the
question ‘what would make you less likely to get involved with class
discussions’? The results indicate that students were less likely to
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participate when they felt socially uncomfortable or emotionally drained
(figure 3).

There could also have been an element of response bias involved, with
the learners answering the questions in a way that they thought the
researcher was hoping for. Although response bias cannot be entirely
eliminated, the risk was minimised as much as possible by ensuring
confidentiality and anonymity and using language that was neutral and
not leading. When asked what factors would make them more or less
likely to become involved in class discussions the most common factor for
both aspects was the topic that the discussion was focused on. If the
learners found the topic interesting they were more likely to become
involved and if the topic was uninteresting or difficult this resulted in
them becoming less likely to participate. This is in line with the findings
of research of other studies which found that interest is a powerful
motivational tool (Harackiewicz et al., 2016; Subraminaniam, 2009). The
other overriding theme to arise from this was that learners needed to feel
supported and not judged by their peers if they were to feel comfortable
enough to get involved in class discussions. This is congruent with the
research findings mentioned earlier that when learners felt psychologically
safe, they were more likely to actively participate in class discussions
(Clark, 2020). There was no significant difference between the results of
the first or second questionnaire for this topic.

The results of the quantitative element of the questionnaires also
indicated negligible change in the opinion of the learners between the
first and second questionnaire. This could be due to factors such as
acquiescence bias or order bias, both of which are common issues in
questionnaires with quantitative elements (Feenberg et al., 2015). There

Figure 3.
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was also a downward trend from the beginning to the end of the
research, in response to the question ‘how confident are you at getting
involved in class discussions?’

At the start of the research 53.6% of learners felt confident or extremely
confident (figure 4) and at the end only 45.8% of learners said that they felt
confident (figure 5). This suggests that the increase in engagement levels
were not correlated with intrinsic feelings of confidence. It is also possible
that other factors not accounted for in this research may have had an
impact on results. It would be beneficial for future research to examine this
further. In addition, some learners who responded to the first questionnaire
did not respond to the second and vice versa, which could have influenced
the results. It would be prudent for future research to address this.

Observational analysis was also implemented which provided a more
objective comparison between the learners’ answers and the actual

Figure 4.

/How confident are you at getting involved in a class discussion?

28 responses

15

12 (42.9%)

10

11 (39.3%)

3 (10.7%)

2 (7.1%)

Figure 5.

/How confident are you at getting involved in a class discussion?

24 responses

10.0

10 (41.7%)
7.5
5.0
5 (20.8%)
25

0.0

Leah K Davies 9



Wales Journal of Education

participation in classroom discussions. The results of the observational
analysis are consistent with the qualitative outcomes of the
questionnaires. Initially the learners were reluctant to take part, especially
when they were asked to pair up with a learner that was not in their usual
friendship group. However, they grew more enthusiastic as the weeks
progressed and were especially more eager to participate when they
judged the discussion starter to be fun. The most favoured topic among
the learners appeared to be: ‘if you could have any superpower, what
would it be and why?” This topic resulted in high engagement levels and
is congruent with the outcomes of the focus group where learners
expressed that they were more likely to get involved in class discussions if
the activities were ‘fun’. This is in line with other research that also
found links between fun and playfulness and student interest (Blinkoff,

et al., 2023; Lucardie, 2014; Tisza, 2023).

It was also apparent through the observational analysis that learners’
participation levels were higher when the more challenging learners were
absent. This is congruent with the previous research by Yeager et al.
(2019) which found that promoting a psychologically safe learning
environment significantly improved student engagement. Another
prominent finding was that as the time period progressed the learners
began to engage in the activity independently and without intervention
from the tutor. They became supportive of each other and in one session
a more confident learner helped a reluctant learner by rephrasing the
question to aid better understanding. This suggests that as the activity
became part of their weekly routine and was consistently implemented,
the learners’ level of engagement and social skills improved.

The focus group findings are in line with the qualitative questionnaire
results and observational analysis with the main themes appearing as
learners stating that they are more likely to participate in class discussions
when the activities are fun and engaging. The learners also indicated that
they prefer smaller groups for discussion activities and that they were
more inclined to participate in discussions when the environment was
comfortable and there was respect between learners.

Conclusion

The main outcome of this research was that learners became more
involved in class discussions when they felt safe and not judged and when
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they considered the activities fun. This is congruent with the previous
research that stresses the importance of having supportive and safe
learning environments in encouraging learners to become more engaged
in the classroom. It is also consistent with the previous research that
found higher levels of behavioural and emotional engagement were
present when the learners were having fun and enjoying the activities.
However, defining fun could prove difficult as it depends a lot upon
context and individual differences. For example, personal preferences
differ between people in what activities they deem as fun. Additionally,
cultural and background factors could also influence this. For this reason,
future research should explore the use of self-selection of activities in
order that each student can choose to engage with activities that they
may enjoy.

The qualitative data shows an overall change in the feelings of the
learners towards class discussions over the course of the research, with
feelings changing from negative to more positive over time. This suggests
that their perceptions of class discussions may have been influenced by
the familiarity of the activity. The observational analysis supported this
finding by showing how the initial reluctance of the learners decreased
over time and was followed by increased engagement in the class
discussions. This combined finding heightens the credibility of the
research.

The decline observed in the quantitative responses does not align
with the findings from the qualitative analysis, suggesting the presence
of additional influencing factors. One possible explanation is the design
of the questionnaire itself, which may have impacted the responses.
Future research should consider refining the questionnaire to ensure
clarity and consistency in measuring student perceptions. Additionally,
psychological factors may play a role. For example, while learners may
still feel discomfort with speaking, observational data suggests they
engage positively with the activity. To gain a more comprehensive
understanding, future studies could benefit from employing alternative
methodologies or mixed-method approaches. Furthermore, variations
in the sample (some learners who completed the first questionnaire
were different from those who completed the second) may have
contributed to inconsistencies in the results. Overall, whilst the
findings indicate that increasing social interaction had a positive effect
on engagement in class discussions, there were limitations that future
research could mitigate for.

Leah K Davies 11



Wales Journal of Education

Further research

Building on the current findings, future research might want to explore
the following suggestions to gain a deeper understanding, and to address
any limitations that have arisen from this study:

* Employ a different method of encouraging class discussion based on the
findings of this research (fun activities and safe environment)

¢ Employ methods of making the learners feel safe or looking into what
types of activities learners deem ‘fun’

* Implement the research over a wider range of participants

* Implement the research over a longer time scale

* Implement the research from the beginning of the academic year

*  Compare individual responses at the beginning and end of the research
to gain a clearer picture of any changes that may have occurred.

Acknowledgements

Jess Evans for her advice, support and encouragement throughout the
project. It was invaluable and is appreciated so much.

Rebecca Hooper for her help with conducting the focus group. Katie
Walsh for her advice regarding data analysis.

Finally, my managers Rachel Morris and Laura Kaminska for believing
in me and supporting my journey.

References

BERA (2021) Ethical guidelines for educational research. Available at: https://
www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-
fifth-edition-2024 [accessed 1st February 2025].

Blinkoff, E., Nesbitt, K. T., Golinkoff, R. M. and Hirsh-Pasek, K. (2023)
Investigating the contributions of active, playful learning to student interest and
educational outcomes. Acta Psychologica. Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/S0001691823001592 [accessed 1st February 2025].

Blue, J. (2022) Developing social relatedness to improve learner engagement. Cambridge
University Press and Assessment. Available at: https://www.cambridge.org/elt/
blog/2022/02/04/developing-social-relatedness-improve-learn er-engagement/
[accessed 31st October 2023].

12 Leah K Davies



Does engaging in social interactions improve engagement in classroom discussion?

Clark, T. R. (2020). The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety: Defining the Path to Inclusion
and Innovation. Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

Dweck, C. S. (2006). Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. New York: Random
House. Available at: https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2006-08575-000 [accessed
30th May 2024].

Estyn (2022). A report on the Further Education provision of Bridgend College.
Available at: https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2022-07/Inspection%20
report%20Bridgend%20Co llege%202022_0.pdf [accessed 30th May 2024].

Feenberg, D., Ganguli, L., Gaule, P. and Gruber, J. (2015). It’s good to be first: order
bias in reading and citing NBER working papers. National Bureau of Economic
Research. Available at: https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/
w21141/w21141.pdf [accessed 7th June 2024].

Free Word Cloud Generator 2024, Generate word cloud, viewed 30th May 2024,
https://www.freewordcloudgenerator.com/generatewordcloud?id=66325b5ca
8082f7ed1afb9o61. [accessed 30th May 2024].

Harackiewicz, J. H., Smith, J. L. and Priniski, S. J. (2016). Interest matters: The
Importance of Promoting Interest in Education. Federation of Associations in
Behavioral and Brain Sciences. Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/
doi/10.1177/2372732216655542 [accessed 1st February 2025].

Howard, J. L., Bureau, J., Guay, F., Chong, J. X. Y. and Ryan, R. M. (2021).
Student Motivation and Associated Outcomes: A Meta-Analysis From Self-
Determination Theory. Perspectives on Psychological Science. Available at: https://
doi.org/10.1177/1745691620966789 [accessed 7th September 2023].

Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI) PDF (no date). Center for Self-determination
Theory. Available at: https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/intrinsic-motivation-
inventory/#toc-description [accessed 30th October 2023].

Jepsen, P, Johnsen, S. P., Gillman, M. W. and Serensen, H. T. (2004). Interpretation
of observational studies. Education in Heart. Available at: https://heart.bmj.com/
content/90/8/956 [accessed 1st February 2025].

King, R. B. (2015). Sense of relatedness boosts engagement, achievement, and
well-being: A latent growth model study. Contemporary Educational Psychology.
Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/
S0361476X15000144 [accessed 24th September 2023].

Kurt, S. (2021). Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs in Education. Education Library.
Available at: https://educationlibrary.org/maslows-hierarchy-of-needs-in-
education/ [accessed 19th September 2023].

Lucardie, D. (2014). The impact of fun and enjoyment on adult’s learning. Procedia:
Social and Behavioral Sciences. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/275543954_The_Impact_of_Fun_and_Enjoyment_on_Adult’s_
Learning [accessed 1st February 2025].

Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review. Available
at: https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fh0054346 [accessed 1st
February 2025].

Leah K Davies 13



Wales Journal of Education

McCambridge, J. De Bruin, M. and Witton, J. (2012). The Effects of Demand
Characteristics on Research Participant Behaviours in Non-Laboratory
Settings: A Systematic Review. PLOS one. Available at: https://journals.plos.
org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0039116 [accessed 1st February
2025].

McCambridge, J. Witton, J. and Elbourne, D. R.. (2014). Systematic review of the
Hawthorne effect: New concepts are needed to study research participation
effects. Journal of Clinical Epidemiology. Available at: https://www.jclinepi.com/
article/S0895-4356(13)00354-5/tulltext [accessed 1st February 2025].

McKellar, S. E., Cortina, K. S. and Ryan, A. M. (2020). Teaching practices and
student engagement in early adolescence: A longitudinal study using the
classroom assessment scoring system. Teacher and Teaching Education. Available at:
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0742051X 19300770
[accessed 24th September 2023].

Mikami, A. Y., Ruzek, E. A., Hafen, C. A., Gregory, A. and Allen, J. P. (2017).
Perceptions of Relatedness with Classroom Peers Promote Adolescents’
Behavioral Engagement and Achievement in Secondary School. Journal of
Youth Adolescence. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC5671357/pdt/nihms905492.pdf [accessed 7th September 2023].

OpenAl (2024). ChatGPT (June 14 version). Available at: https://www.openai.
com/chatgpt [accessed 30th May 2024].

Ryan, R. M. and Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-determination theory: Basic psychological
needs in motivation, development and wellness. The Guilford Press. Available at:
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Self_Determination_Theory/
th5rDwAAQBA]J?hl=en &gbpv=1&pg=PR4&printsec=frontcover [accessed
7th September 2023].

Skinner, E., Kindermann, T. and Furrer, C. (2009). A motivational perspective on
engagement and disaffection: Conceptualization and assessment of children’s
behavioral and emotional participation in academic activities in the classroom.
Educational and Psychological Measurement. Available at: https://psycnet.apa.org/
record/2009-08159-009 [accessed 24th September 2023].

Subramanian, R. (2009). Motivational Effects of Interest on Student Engagement
and Learning in Physical Education: A Review. Researchgate. Available at:
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254971278_Motivational _Effects_
of _Interest_on_Student_Engagement_and_Learning_in_Physical _
Education_A_Review [accessed 1st February 2025].

Tisza, G. (2023) The Role of Fun in Learning. [Phd Thesis 1 (Research TU/e /
Graduation TU/e), Industrial Design]. Eindhoven University of Technology.
Available at: https://research.tue.nl/files/256889312/20230119_Tisza_hf.pdf
[accessed 1st February 2025].

14  Leah K Davies



Does engaging in social interactions improve engagement in classroom discussion?

Yeager, D. S., Hanselman, P., Walton, G. M., Murray, J. S., Crosnoe, R., Muller,
C., Tipton, E., Schneider, B., Hulleman, C. S., Hinojosa, C. P., Paunesku,
D., Romero, C., Flint, K., Roberts, A., Trott, ]., lachan, R., Buontempo, J., Man
Yang, S., Carvalho, C. M., Hahn, P. R., Gopalan, M., Mhatre, P., Ferguson,
R., Duckworth, A. L. and Dweck, C. S. (2019). A national experiment reveals
where a growth mindset improves achievement. Nature, 573(7774), 364 9.

Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335029154_A _national

experiment_reveals_where_a_growth_mindset_improves_achievement
[accessed 30th May 2024].

Notes

1 Level 1 learners in Further Education (FE) colleges typically consist of
individuals who are at the beginning stages of their educational journey or are
seeking to improve basic skills. They are usually school leavers between the
ages of 16—19 years old. Level 1 courses provide foundational knowledge and
skills, with an emphasis on providing a supportive environment that aims to
build confidence while laying the groundwork for further education or
employment.
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