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Young children’s perceptions of
their classroom environment:
perspectives from England and
India
Mallika Kanyal and Linda Cooper

Growing awareness and understanding of children as actors in their own
right is becoming widely accepted within societies and education commu-
nities (Kellett, 2011). This potentially enables us to ascertain the needs of
the child through their own eyes and not necessarily only through adult
interpretation. By gaining the insights of the children themselves into

Overview

This chapter explores the use of different participatory methods to
enable us to understand children’s perceptions of their school
experience. It is based on a study carried out with 12 5–6-year-old
children from a primary school in south-east England and 15 5–6-year-
old children from a school in northern India. The chapter’s aims are
twofold: first, to discuss the use of qualitative participatory methods –
children’s drawings, children’s pair interviews and photographic/video
evidence of different areas of the class/setting, taken/videoed by
children themselves – as a means to understand children’s perceptions
of their classroom experience and, second, to interpret children’s
meaning making of their classroom experience using the cultural-
historical framework of understanding human behaviour. 
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their school environment, we can explicitly address the individual and col-
lective needs of children. The creation of a learning environment
developed in collaboration with children is, therefore, more likely to be
sympathetic and responsive to their needs and aspirations. 

Lancaster (2006) believes that children’s experiences and voices must be
understood as perceived by the child and not how adults infer or interpret
them. Practitioners may, however, find it challenging to attend to a num-
ber of voices in the classroom. Integral to the challenge is the knowledge
of using appropriate methods, both visual and verbal, to encourage all chil-
dren to participate in discussions affecting their experiences at school.
Further to this is the intersection of unique personality traits which may
differ for confident, vocal children to those of quiet, shy children. These
traits influence children’s will and level of participation and also the
explicit and implicit expression of ideas within the classroom. The explicit
voices are relatively easier to attend to but the implicit voices may need
some form of adult interpretation. This then raises the question of whether
some form of subjectivity is bound to emerge if we are to fully understand
the explicit and/or implicit voices of children. 

Children’s participation is, therefore, a contested notion. One way of sim-
plifying this is to consider participation as being conceived and
constructed within the social-cultural context of any given society. The
social constructs, for example, of childhood, vary among communities.
They influence our policies and practices and how we encourage and guide
children to participate in decisions affecting their lives. The implications
of these policies to practice are that children’s participation may range
from tokenism to intermediate and true to partnership experiences. 

Since our study is based on two different socio-cultural contexts, the Eng-
lish and the Indian, it is important to first look closely at the two
educational contexts. In the current English system, there are a range of
frameworks to guide children’s agency and participation in different social
and educational institutions, for example the English Early Years Founda-
tion Stage (DCSF, 2008a) and Every Child Matters (ECM) (DCSF, 2003).
Together, such programmes or frameworks are intended to be representa-
tive of cultural beliefs and values, attempting to put children at the heart
of everything that professionals do with young children. These beliefs and
values can then be seen as being passed on to the younger generation
through opportunities for guided participation (Rogoff, 2003). Critics
have, however, expressed their concern over the difference between real
participation and tokenism where children and children’s images can be
used merely for decoration purposes (Hart, 1997). Also, there is no guar-
antee that such policies will empower children’s position as there could be
other external and internal constraining factors which may influence the
translation of national policies into local practice. 
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India, on the other hand, could be perceived as going through a phase of
change, both socially and educationally. The education system is in the
process of implementing the newly conceived National Curriculum Frame-
work (NCF, 2005) which is receiving a mixed response from the
professionals concerned. It is welcomed by some (for example, Kumar,
2005) but, at the same time, critics have questioned the translation of this
framework into reality due to the weak infrastructure of schools (Deepa,
2005; Sharma, 2000). 

The differences in such social contexts influence the opportunities for
guided participation and interaction that children may experience within
their communities. These opportunities are expressed through everyday
routine practices, for example in the school and family, which can be per-
ceived as positive or negative (depending upon our ethnocentric views).
However, on the precautionary side, it is important to remember that it is
not fair to label people solely according to their membership of perceived
cultural community(ies). These processes often intersect with children’s
individual personality and influence the way they behave and learn. 

Why should we listen to children?
We believe that the recognition of children’s agency and children’s voices
is a direct result of the ratification of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) by all major countries in the world
(except the USA and Somalia). It has been a major milestone in creating an
attitudinal shift which emphasises the need to listen to children. Articles
12, 13 and 14 of the UNCRC quite specifically acknowledge children’s legal
right to participate in their own learning and how they should be given
autonomy as a recognised group of social actors in their own right
(UNCRC, 1989). But despite this recognition of children as social actors
and their legal entitlement to participate in activities that affect their lives,
there is still contention about children’s meaningful participation in their
own education and related processes (McNaughton et al., 2007). There is
scepticism, especially about young children’s lack of competence and
experience to participate. This, on the other hand, could be interpreted as
a lack of adults’ confidence and will to share their authority with children.
Such resistance often creates barriers in developing children’s participative
capacity. Adoption of this idea into reality and everyday practice, there-
fore, can challenge our familiar ways of thinking about adult–child
relationships. It can demand new role expectations for adults who take
care of children (Woodhead, 2005). 

Relating this argument to the education context, various authors have used
different approaches and metaphors to describe levels of children’s participa-
tion, such as the Mosaic Approach (by Clark et al., 2003), Ramps (by Lancaster,
2006) and Ladder (by Hart, 1997). These models could be understood and
applied both at the policy and practice level. For example, Ramps and Ladder
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could be used as an evaluative framework to help institutions and practition-
ers guide their own policies and practice. The Mosaic Approach, on the other
hand, can give practitioners practical ideas on how to encourage and include
children in planning and designing their own learning environments.

With this in mind, our study uses both traditional and contemporary
methods to identify children’s perceptions of their learning environment.
This can be seen as the first step for planning and implementing any
change to the classroom learning environment. Environments thus cre-
ated in conjunction with children and for children are believed to be much
more sympathetic and responsive to their needs. 

Ethical issues were duly considered, especially those involving the chil-
dren’s consent, given the nature of the study’s focus.

Listening to children’s voices: some interactive methods 
This section outlines our small-scale study, carried out in summer 2009,
involving 12 5–6-year-old children from a primary school in south-east
England and 15 5–6-year-old children from a school in north India. Our
aim, as the title suggests, was to capture young children’s perceptions of their
classroom environments in these two culturally different countries and com-
pare these views using the socio-cultural perspective of understanding
human behaviour. Three qualitative participatory methods – children’s
drawings, photographic/video evidence of different areas of the class or set-
ting recorded by children themselves and children’s pair interviews – were
used. It was believed that this triangulation of participatory methods would
give children multiple opportunities to express their perceptions of the
school environment and also give our study findings validity.

Method 1: Children’s drawings
Children’s drawings have been a subject of controversy in the academic
community. Martindale (2008) argues that children’s drawings cannot pos-
sibly be viewed as a reliable source of information, including children’s
perceptions of themselves, or anything else. He believes that, through their
drawing, children may not always represent their perceptions but, rather,
a ‘wish’. But other researchers have shown the effectiveness of children’s
drawings in helping educators and other professionals to understand the
lives of children in school and related settings (for example, Walker, 2008;
Anning and Ring, 2004; Bonoti et al., 2003; Weber and Mitchell, 1995).
These settings form part of children’s cultural locale which informs their
meaning making (Kendrick and McKay, 2004). Hence, children’s drawings
are much more than a simple representation of what they see before them
and can be better understood as ways in which they are making sense
(Anning and Ring, 2004). 
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We, therefore, believe that children’s drawings can be a very useful tool to
help us capture individual children’s perceptions of their school experience.
It also enables us to listen to the voices of children with different personali-
ties, both vocal and shy. Martindale’s (2008) perspective of children’s drawing
as representative of their ‘wish’ and not ‘perception’ is also a useful one. We
believe that it is imperative for a practitioner to actually acknowledge both
children’s ‘perceptions’ and ‘wishes’. By doing so, they get the opportunity to
enter into children’s mental spaces of their ‘ideal school’ experience. 

With this in mind, children in settings in both England and India were
asked to draw two pictures using a research instrument designed by Arm-
strong (2007). This included a picture of:

• their ‘actual school experience’

• what they anticipate as their ‘ideal school experience’. 

It was suggested to the children that, in both drawings, they put them-
selves, their teacher and a friend or two. Children were asked to make sure
that everyone was shown to be doing something and also, if possible, to
label the people in their drawing. This guidance was intended to be facili-
tative to encourage children to draw various aspects of their experiences.
There is some contention about adult manipulation of children’s voices to
adhere to an adult-dominated agenda of quality and performance. The
idea here was to capture children’s thinking while they were engaged in
the process of drawing their pictures. The children were only given guid-
ance and were free to draw what they liked to represent their thinking
about their ‘actual’ and ‘ideal’ school experiences. The narratives from
children about their drawings were recorded whilst they were actively
engaged in the process.

Method 2: Photographic and video evidence
The use of cameras and video cameras has been a popular method of
engaging children with contemporary research. There are clear benefits of
using such methods as they can be fun for children and informative for
adults. It can also help to overcome the limitation of drawing by capturing
the action(s), which is not always possible to capture through drawings
(Punch, 2002). 

The children in our research were given disposable cameras to take pictures of
different areas within their classroom and school – inside or outside – captur-
ing areas which they particularly liked or disliked. Areas of the school which
repeatedly appeared in the photographs were placed into the broad categories
of ‘learning environment’ and were later used as prompts during the inter-
view process. The running commentaries (video recordings) were also
carefully noted, identifying children’s likes and dislikes and the reasons
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behind these. The whole process of taking photographs aimed at encouraging
children’s participation and active involvement. It was framed by an
approach using visual methodologies which recognise that young people are
experts in their own worlds and have distinctive ways of seeing (Burke, 2005).

Whilst recognising the value of contemporary research instruments, it is
important to note that such photographs/video clips can be representative
of only the current learning theme which may not necessarily last for the
whole year. Therefore, it is advisable to integrate similar tools into routine
evaluative plans, for example to collect children’s views each time there is
a change in the theme of classroom learning environment. Not every set-
ting, however, will be in a position to buy such expensive equipment.
There are other interactive methods, like interviews or small group work,
which could be equally effective in understanding children’s perceptions
of their classroom environment.

Method 3: Interviewing young children 
Interviews with young children can yield valid results, provided attention is
paid to certain preconditions (Brooker, in Macnaughton et al., 2004; For-
mosinho and Araújo, 2006). Four such preconditions which we would like to
refer to are, first, the context in which interviews are carried out; second, the
number of children to be interviewed at a given time; third, the medium used
for the interview; and fourth, the number of questions asked. 

Applying these principles to our research, interviews were carried out with
children in the school context (within their classroom). This is perceived
to have favoured the interview process as a familiar environment elicits
better interview utterances (longer, clearer, more complex, more thought-
ful). Children were also interviewed in pairs by using a toy telephone as
the interview medium. The interview was kept short to a minimum num-
ber of questions (three in this case) and children’s voices were
tape-recorded to allow researchers to revisit their response at a later stage.
The questions asked were as follows:

1. Why do you think you come to school?

2. What do you like about coming to school or into your class?

3. Is there anything you do not like about your school or your class?

Being reflexive: interpreting an essential component of
listening
Listening, as Clark et al. (2003) suggest, is not all about hearing but also
interpreting, constructing meaning and responding. Therefore, it is
essential to interpret the findings and develop a shared understanding of
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the information gathered by using different participatory methods with
young children. It is a reflexive process which can only promote good
practice.

Analysis and interpretation of children’s drawings in both countries indi-
cate that their ‘actual school experience’ is academically driven,
representing a traditional view of classrooms where the teacher takes the
authority position and children comply with instructions (Lodge, 2007;
Weber and Mitchell, 1995). The majority of the children drew their ‘actual’
experience as sitting inside the classroom and doing ‘class work’ (mostly
literacy and numeracy activities) whilst the teacher was sitting at the front
of the classroom, taking the authority position. A few children drew their
actual experience as ‘playing’ outside with friends, with the teacher being
in close vicinity. The teacher was viewed as either ‘watching’, ‘playing’,
‘guiding’ or ‘helping’ them in their play activities. This could be argued to
represent their implicit acceptance of a teacher’s significant role, even in
peer-dominated play experiences. The children’s ‘actual’ experiences are,
therefore, influenced by both the explicit and implicit presence of a
teacher who seemed to be illustrating both dominating and facilitative
roles in shaping children’s everyday school experiences. 

The ideal school experience portrays a mixed image of children’s percep-
tions in the schools in England and India. In England, children
unanimously express their wish to be outside, engaged in a range of activ-
ities with their teacher and friends. Children in India, however, gave a
mixed response, some expressing their wish to be outside, just like children
in England, whilst others struggled to draw the difference between the
actual and ideal school experience. This can be perceived as the gap in
their understanding about the abstract term ‘ideal school’, which may be
a result of the lack of opportunities and experiences available to them to
draw upon, or else they were ‘conditioned’ to believe this is what happens
within the ‘ideal’ context. Their representations were more focused on the
structure variables and facilities, such as an ICT room, good quality fans
and lighting, general cleanliness, etc., which brings our attention to the
environment and well-being issues.

Considering these findings from a pedagogic position, children at school
in India did not demonstrate variation in child–teacher interaction
through their ideal school drawings. The teacher was still the central
figure taking the traditional authority role, whereas the children at
school in England, through their ideal school experience drawings,
showed the teacher either in a supervisory role or as non-existent in their
drawings. This shows that the children took our instructions for their
drawings as guidance only as they still chose not to include teachers in
their ideal school drawings. Children’s ideal school experiences,
therefore, could be depicted in an emancipation continuum where some
chose to be free from the frameworks of school and teacher and others
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chose to imagine their experiences within the given structures and
boundaries of school.

The second method, the photographic and video evidence, was used to cat-
egorise the learning environments, which constituted the themes shown
in Table 4.1.

Table 4.1  Categorising the learning environment: classroom/school areas as
photographed or videoed by children at schools in India and England

S. no. Class/school area (England) Class/school area (India)

1 The white board The  blackboard
2 The book area The teachers’ sitting area (desk and chair)
3 Phonics area Play area (one climbing frame)
4 Outside (playground) Outside (playground)
5 (Various) class displays (One) display area
6 Work table Reading/writing on the desk
7 Colouring time/area Colouring time
8 Craft area Fans and tube lights
9 Computer area Windows

10 Puppet area Friends (friendship)
11 Coat peg area Bottle (and lunchbox)

After categorising photographs into the themes in Table 4.1, children were
then asked whether they liked/disliked or were not sure about that area. A
majority of the children in England liked all these areas in the classroom
and the outside space, with a few not being sure of some displays as ‘they
were old’; the white board as ‘it may involve reading’; the peg area as ‘it is
boring’; the phonics area as ‘it involves sounding out letters’; the puppet
area as ‘it is boring’; the book area as ‘it involves reading’; and the work
table as ‘it involves studying’.

The majority of the children in India also liked all class/school areas, with
a few not being sure of some areas like windows as ‘they are not clean’; the
outside area as ‘it becomes mucky’; and fans and tube lights as ‘they throw
hot air and the room looks dark at the time of power cut’. 

However, both in England and India, there was no resounding dislike for
any of the areas. Children’s perceptions of why they liked these areas was
a general like towards activities that underpinned the working of these
areas, such as colouring, making a display, reading interesting books, play-
ing football and doing art and craft activities.

Analysis thus drawn from their identified theme areas suggests that children
at school in England appear to be having access to a range of activities/areas,
whereas children at school in India have few things that constitute their
learning environment. These perceived affordances could limit or encourage
children’s interaction with the environment, which is believed to shape chil-
dren’s perceptions of their everyday school experiences. 
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My friends Yasmin and Anna are sitting around the table with me. We are putting our hands up 
to answer the question by the teacher. Teacher is teaching the class and standing by the white board.

Figure 4.1  ‘Actual’ school drawing, England

In this picture I am outside with my friends. Caitlin and Ella are playing outside near the swings.
I am getting on the roundabout. Teacher is watching us play outside.

Figure 4.2  ‘Ideal’ school drawing, England

The teacher is teaching us and we are sitting on desks and chairs.
My friends are playing in the classroom.

Figure 4.3 ‘Actual’ school drawing, India
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In my ideal school there are nice trees, table, fans and my books.

Figure 4.4  ‘Ideal’ school drawing, India

Figure 4.5  Why do you think you come to school?

On the basis of the third and our last method, interviews, it is clear that chil-
dren’s perceptions of why they attended school ranged from adult-imposed
reasons (to improve their future or to comply with parents’ wishes) to reasons
which might be of benefit to themselves (self-gratifying or educational). Inter-
estingly, when questioned on their views on likes and dislikes at school, all of
the children expressed suggestions of particular activities in which they like
to take part. However, no explicit dislikes were expressed, although mention
was made of factors which might cause them physical or emotional harm
(mild aggression or discomfort). Findings from both settings are represented
in the Venn diagrams below, showing the similarities and differences in chil-
dren’s responses to the interview questions. 

ENGLAND

Good for future

Extra-curricular

activities

INDIA

Parents have

asked us to 

come to school

BOTH

To meet

teachers and

friends

To take part in

creative

activities

To play

To learn

PERSPECTIVES FROM ENGLAND AND INDIA 67

8735 final2.qxd  21/10/2011  10:57  Page 67



Figure 4.6  What do you like about coming to school or into your classroom?

The responses from the interviews indicate children’s liking towards the
learning environment, both the objects/people and the processes under-
taken by them with their peers and teacher(s).

Figure 4.7  Is there anything you don’t like about your school or classroom?

Children’s perceptions: a socially constructed
phenomenon
Children’s perceptions of their school experiences in two different socio-
cultural contexts (England and India) are analysed using Rogoff’s (2003)
three planes of analysis (see Figure 4.8). 

The first plane is at the personal level where individual children’s percep-
tions are considered at an intrapersonal level. By giving each child the
opportunity to take photographs, draw pictures and talk in their own
words, we provided them with the tools to participate in expressing their
views about the classroom environment. It can be perceived as providing
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the children with a sense of their own agency, enabling them to control
and present their viewpoint to us. Concomitantly, it allowed us to capture
their understanding of the school environment, which potentially could
be used as a reflective tool to plan (more) responsive and meaningful learn-
ing environments for the children.

Figure 4.8  Insights into children’s participation using Rogoff’s three planes of
analysis

To gain an insight into the wider factors that affect the development of chil-
dren’s perceptions, Rogoff’s second plane of analysis, called the social or
interpersonal level, is used. This includes children’s involvement in socially
constructed collective activities (Rogoff, 2003). Children actively make mean-
ing from the experiences gained by interacting with their environment (as
shown in Figure 4.3). The environment can take the shape and form of struc-
tures, for example the external building and its surroundings (Thelin and
Yankovich, cited in Carney-Strange and Banning, 2001) and the processes
involved when different objects and/or people interact within this environ-
ment. Interaction with the environment can range from over stimulation to
minimal or no stimulation. These interactive operations are highly important
as it is during these processes that intersubjectivity, or shared understanding,
is established between participants. But these joint purposes and goals can
only be realised when children’s views are heard. Such guidance principles
can now be perceived as universal, though their precise forms vary from com-
munity to community. 

This brings us to the third and final plane of analysis which is at the cultural
level. At this level, children are believed to learn their cultural practices
and tools through guided participation in cultural endeavours (Rogoff,
2003). We must, therefore, recognise the cultural nature of everyday
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practices, including pedagogical processes. The forms of these processes
vary within different societies resulting in different sets of experiences for
its groups of people. However, we must not forget that individuals (includ-
ing children) have agency and that they can choose how to behave
(Rogoff, 2003). This suggests that culture is not always a linear phenome-
non; it can ‘create people’ but, at the same time, can be modified or
changed by the action of its groups of people. 

Implications for practice
At the pedagogic level, our findings from this small study lead us to sug-
gest:

• Our methods to understand children’s perceptions of their school expe-
rience are relatively easy to replicate.

• Drawings, small group interviews and digital technology can be used
effectively to capture children’s perceptions about their (learning) envi-
ronments.

• These resources allow a dialogue between the teacher and the group of
children to give them agency to participate. 

• Attending to voices does not always mean that a process needs to be
changed or that final decisions are to be made by the children. Instead,
it means that children are being given opportunities to enter into rela-
tional dialogic spaces with adults, the purpose of which is to make them
feel confident and valued members of the group.

• Children are active people, capable of engaging in the development of
their own learning, which occurs at three different levels: intrapersonal,
interpersonal and cultural.

• Adults need to provide opportunities through guided participation to
encourage children to develop shared understanding about the cultural
tools and norms of their community but, at the same time, be aware of
the fact that an individual can belong to multiple communities. 

• Rather than looking at culture as a static social process, we must focus
on individual people’s involvement and participation in cultural com-
munities.
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