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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This paper demonstrates how liminality provides a core framework for Received 28 March 2023
understanding the processes and practices through which Lego® Accepted 18 September
Serious Play® can positively influence the student experience and 2023

wellbeing of children and young people (CYP). The study adopts a KEYWORDS

creative multi-sensory methodology whereby the focus is upon the Leisure; Lego®; liminality;
Lego® and not the child. Using a play-based learning approach within play-based learning;

an educational setting, data was collected in a UK junior school, young people
involving sixty-four children, ranging from seven to eleven years of

age. An initial group session was repeated two weeks later to monitor

and observe changes. The results highlight that the Lego® Serious

Play® methodology uses liminality to further the debate about the

use of play as a leisure-based activity in educational settings. This

study contributes to knowledge by utilizing Lego® Serious Play® (LSP)

through a playful lens as a creative methodology and highlights the

unique interaction between leisure, liminality and Lego®.

Introduction

The focus of this study is upon using a playful lens (Reeve, 2021) to create a positive
narrative surrounding those children and young people (CYP), in this case school
children, who were so negatively affected by the covid-19 global pandemic. The main
purpose of this study was to help better manage pupil anxiety and facilitate a clearer
understanding of the school ‘transition process’, whereby pupils move either between
year groups, or to a new school (Shipway, Henderson & Inns, 2022). An associated
research question was to explore how Lego® Serious Play® can support children’s mental
health, when delivered in everyday educational environments, and with the focus upon
the immersion of children within a leisure-based activity. Using Lego® Serious Play®
to unlock tacit knowledge is an essential basis for developing children’s ability to
express and understand problems (Collins, 2001). Without the transformation of tacit
knowledge children can become confused in how to solve the underlying issues or
challenges they face (Tan et al 2019; Chamidy et al 2020). We propose that the
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interaction of leisure, Lego®, and liminal experiences, with tacit knowledge transfer,
can offer a mechanism for platforming and amplifying diverse, authentic voices and
perspectives of children within those settings. It can also allow children and young
people (CYP) to feel comfortable expressing their personal views and lived liminal
experiences, given the focus is more on the model constructed than on the child.

Using the creative methodology of Lego® Serious Play®, this study draws further
attention to the contemporary landscape of mental health and wellbeing, and the
liminal experiences that children and young people (CYP) bring to their education
environment and everyday social and leisure-based encounters, within the school set-
ting. The Lego® Serious Play® method is one where “participants use Lego blocks as
mediating artefacts to build symbolic or metaphorical representations of abstract con-
cepts” (McCusker, 2014, p. 27). The study also advocates the increased use of new
pedagogies such as play-based learning and Lego® Serious Play®. The findings explore
the potential for real-world impact from this creative methodological approach, and
a co-created process whereby both children and teachers are actively involved in the
development and testing of the study (Shipway & Henderson, 2023).

An overview of the literature
Liminality

Liminality was developed in the field of anthropology to explain the phases in the
tribal ritual processes where an ambiguous state is created by participants (Turner,
1982). Liminality has been used “to describe a subjective state of being on the ‘thresh-
old’ of, or betwixt and between, two different existential positions, and it presents a
particular challenge for the enactment of identity” (Ybema et al., 2011, p. 22). Liminoid
is a term developed to describe a temporary state during the change associated with
liminality, but in secular rather than sacred terms, and it has been broadly used to
describe political and cultural change, and the temporary state in the change (Lee
et al., 2016).

The origins of liminality are not a new phenomenon, being first explored by van
Gennep (1960) when considering the links between separation, liminality and (re)
incorporation, and the various stages in the rites of passage sequence (Soderlund &
Borg, 2018), as illustrated in Figure 1. As noted by Turner (1967), these concepts fur-
ther evolved to consider the existing ambiguity of social boundaries and inbetweenness.
A person’s personality is shaped by the experience of liminality as well as the integration
of the liminal experience and the sense of communitas provided in the liminal space
(Turner 1969). This sense of communitas it is made up of people who are a community
of equal individuals, be it structured or unstructured (Lee et al., 2016). Communitas,
as the temporary state of communal human relationship, is identified as one of the
ambiguous states constructed through liminality or during the liminoid phase (Turner,
1982). Lee et al (2016) highlight a special sense of togetherness that exists outside
ordinary social structure where participants have something very specific in common
and can build temporary relationships among themselves within the group.

In the leisure context, Lee et al (2016) acknowledge that leisure practices contain
a liminoid phenomenon as a leisure activity is an experience occurring outside normal
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Figure 1. Stages in the rites of passage schematic showing van gennep’s rites of passage sequence
(from Soderlund & Borg, 2018) integrating threshold concepts and troublesome knowledge (Land et al
2005).

social processes, and participants can experience the transient state whilst engaged in
their leisure practice. In the context of this study, for school children liminality is a
rite of passage each year of their formative and formal education, as they transition
either between schools or year groups. Hockey (2002) notes that it commences with
the termination of the previous social state, followed by a period of ambiguity and
being betwixt and between positions, and concludes with the reentry into a new social
position. The use of liminality as a notion and framework has evolved and grown in
several disciplines, including leisure. For example, in health studies liminality is at the
core of understanding the participants experience of betwixt and between (Atkinson
& Robson 2012). Whilst our study is embedded in mental health and wellbeing, lim-
inality has also been investigated in health studies linked to dialysis (Martin-McDonald
& Biernoff 2002), cancer (Mckenzie 2004), and strokes (Donetto et al 2021). Atkinson
and Robson (2012, p. 1352) found “arts-based interventions can generate the relational
and transitional spaces, characterized by security, social integration, therapeutic expe-
riences and capabilities, within which resources may be built and mobilized to affect
the gains in a situated personal wellbeing” .This creation of space that lends itself to
wellbeing is essential and has been adopted in the use of liminality to explore co-design
and/or participatory research in a health care setting (Donetto et al, 2021). Their study
identifies the use of liminality as an analytical lens to further understand the integra-
tion of the relationship the environment, mind, and body. This approach has similarities
with our own exploration in the context of mental health and wellbeing.

When considering the use of liminality in education and learning in a higher edu-
cation context, early scholars highlighted the positive outcomes of strategy development
to enable students to be supported appropriately through a transition period (Meyer
& Land 2005). They highlighted that once students were reincorporated, they were
able to grow and display characteristics of transformation. However, not all
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education-based studies using liminality were positive (Kligyte et al (2022). For exam-
ple, Keefer (2015, p. 18) identified feelings of “uncertainty, confusion, and lack of
confidence”, and that adopting liminal approaches often left participants in “a suspended
state in which students sometimes can struggle to cope” This highlights the difficulty
in understanding liminality thresholds and the proposed delineation of this by mode,
feature and type (Land et al, 2005, 2010). Figure 1 integrates and presents this concept,
which is likened to Van Gennep’s rites of passage. However, the addition of ‘feature’
and ‘type’ could act as a further resource for building strategy and support for students.
Within the preliminal mode of the threshold model is the encounter with troublesome
knowledge, which can be tacit knowledge (Land et al 2005). The key driver behind
the frequent use of liminality is the concept of the creative space (Turner 1967), and
third space (Lee et al, 2016). Turner proposed that spaces developed through utilizing
a liminal framework can enable inclusion, communitas, diversity participation and
co-creation to support new strategies and ways of thinking (Kligyte et al 2022). This
is symbiotic with the Lego® Serious Play® methodology.

Mental health and wellbeing

The World Health Organization (2020) reports that 16% of children and young people
worldwide suffer from a mental health condition. Alarmingly, half of known mental
health conditions occur before the age of 14, and if not diagnosed in this window,
then there is a probability that the condition will have a lifelong impact upon their
well-being (NHS 2020). Research findings indicate the priority given to mental health
for children and young people is significantly less than the attention given to the adult
reporting of disability adjusted life years (DALYs) (WHO 2003). It is argued by
Palmquist et al (2017) that limited consideration has been given to understanding, or
researching, the perspectives and experiences of children and young people regarding
their mental health. This relative paucity of investigation is despite UNICEF’s stance
that “children have the right to give their opinions freely on issues that affect them.
Adults should listen and take children seriously” (UNICEF 1989, p. 3). Attard et al
(2021) highlight that the implementation of child-centered practices in health services
can be problematic. This can involve complications between the decisions made by
adults responsible for their care (medical and parental), versus the child’s wishes for
having an equal voice. This study proposes that these complexities which face parents,
staff and children can be co-creatively addressed through leisure-based activities such
as Lego® Serious Play®, whilst highlighting opportunities for the development of
child-centered support within their formal everyday education setting.

The impact of the covid-19 pandemic further emphasized the importance of sup-
porting the wellbeing of children and young people (DfE, 2023). Hall (2022) highlighted
that young people felt powerless and overwhelmed living in an anxiety-induced era.
Kellaway (2022) highlighted that with the onset of energy crises, cost of living increases,
the war in Ukraine, and global pandemics, children have experienced significant dis-
ruption in their lives. Similarly, education bodies and federations have highlighted that
children were missing out on social, academic and personal milestones, leaving them
feeling grief, loss, uncertainty and a lack of confidence (DfE, 2023). In the initial
post-pandemic period, Shipway, Henderson and Inns (2022) suggested that schools are
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an ideal location to use Lego® Serious Play” to address issues and promote positive
mental health as part of the solution. They also detailed the prevalence of pupil mental
health issues including increased levels of low self-esteem, depression, and feelings of
anger. Globally, health systems continue struggling to cope with these demands (Shipway
& Henderson, 2023).

In the United Kingdom (UK), where this study was based, during the 2021/22
academic year anxiousness among both primary and secondary-age pupils increased
and was higher than in 2020/21 (DfE, 2022). Similarly, the percentage of children and
young people in the UK reporting low happiness with their health had increased in
recent years (The Children’s Society, 2022). Findings from the Department for Education’s
State of the Nation 2022 research report, published in February 2023, suggested an
inconsistent recovery of children and young people’s mental health and wellbeing
toward pre-pandemic levels (DfE, 2023). This report also highlighted how the daily
experiences, thoughts and feelings about school expressed by children reflected their
current mental health and wellbeing, offering some avenues for positive action. Given
these ongoing challenges, this study seeks to better understand mental health and the
developing mind of young people aged between seven and eleven within educational
settings, whilst supporting the call for further research addressing the impact of the
covid-19 pandemic upon the leisure experience of children and young people (Holt
& Murray, 2022).

Leisure and play

The phenomenon of leisure has been viewed from many perspectives, from social
sciences to science, over a considerable period (Dimitrijevi¢ & Petrovi¢ 2018). This
narrative surrounding the role of leisure in supporting well-being has been advocated
by poets, philosophers, and academics (Newman et al 2014). The concept of leisure
enhancing subjective well-being has gained traction and literary coverage underpinned
by numerous theories including both self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci 2000)
and flow experiences through leisure (Csikszentmihalyi 1990). For children it is essential
that both formal and informal leisure opportunities are created, to realize the known
benefits of leisure and to facilitate competence in adulthood (Barnett, 1990). There
are various challenges and influencing factors to enabling these opportunities including
age, type of school, number of opportunities, and influence of family and friends
(Dimitrijevi¢ & Petrovi¢ 2018). There is also a body of evidence linking leisure to
improved well-being which subsequently can impact school performance and/or behav-
ior (Eccles et al., 2003; Fletcher et al., 2003). A common theme emerging from studies
is the central role of structured leisure time, be it in school or through extracurricular
activities (Mahoney & Stattin, 2000; Coleman & Kohn, 2007, p. 1) provide perspective
upon the “discipline of leisure and taking play seriously’. Likewise, the interrelationship
between ‘leisure and play: play and leisure, leisure as play” has been extensively con-
sidered by Stebbins (2016, p. 1), drawing insight from Plato to more present-day
dialogues. The value and relevance of this study is that the creative methodology used
incorporates play to produce leisure-based wellbeing outcomes.

Serious play has been established as a set of activities and process which engender
creativity and innovation (McCusker, 2020), and help to bring this creativity and vitality
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within play to serious matters, including mental health. Shipway and Henderson (2023)
place significant emphasis upon the importance of playfulness for children and young
people (CYP) in times of crisis. They cited contemporary societal challenges of a world
faced with pandemics, wars, energy crises, and cost of living increases. In doing so, they
highlighted the opportunities for playful activities toward supporting mental health issues
within educational settings. Schottelkorb et al. (2015) emphasized that Lego® Serious Play®
(LSP) can provide an alternative support mechanism, through the power of play to foster
joy. Whilst LSP was primarily developed for use in business contexts (Peabody, 2015),
many of the principles which underpin the methodology are supported within the edu-
cational research literature, in the context of further and higher education (McCusker,
2014). The LSP process facilitates free-thinking, nonjudgmental and playful interactions
between participants (Jensen et al., 2018). Play-based learning (PBL) is playful with child-led
aspects guided by adults to achieve learning objectives (Weisberg et al., 2013).

Play allows participants, like the children in this study, to explore and experience
familiar problems in a new way, both unlocking and transforming tacit knowledge
(Chamidy et al 2020). For the children it also creates safe liminal spaces in their
everyday classroom environments and helps mitigate issues that might become more
prevalent in a formal health setting (Attard et al 2021). This approach can then be
applied to the knowledge creation process and knowledge conversion. This can be
observed within the component parts of Socialization Externalization Combination
and Internalization (SECI) theory, as illustrated in Figure 2. A more person-centric
approach has seen the SECI theory used outside of business organizations and cross-
ing over into both education (Farnese et al 2019) and health (Morris et al 2022)
research contexts. The SECI theory moves through four knowledge conversion phases

Figure 2. Knowledge creation process: knowledge conversion SECI theory (adapted from Nonaka &
Konno 1998; Song, 2008 cited in Rachmawati, 2017; Maras et al 2022).
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which interact with the individual, group, organization and environment. According
to Nonaka and Konno (1998), the phases include (i) socialization (collaboration to
encourage empathy, dialogue, and trust); (ii) externalization (articulating and sharing
concepts converting tacit into explicit); (iii) combination (integrating, connecting,
classifying and converting into explicit working concepts); and (iv) internalization
(where learning, understanding, practice, review and embodying explicit knowledge
is converted into tacit knowledge). This also complements Figure 1, which also
supports the conversion of tacit knowledge within preliminal thresholds.

The concept of ‘play’ in education describes a process where a child or young
person can learn to make sense of the world around them (Shipway & Henderson,
2023), whereby meanings are ‘constructed’ through the interaction of their ideas and
liminal experiences. Similarly, McCusker (2020) identifies that LSP can create a play
state which allows authentic voices to emerge and to be heard. Play can create oppor-
tunities for constructing and adapting stories that relate to participants’ lived experiences
and personal perspectives (Hinthorne & Schneider, 2012). In an educational setting
playful activities can help students improve communication and creativity through a
liberated, unfiltered and less self-preserving expression (Jensen et al. 2018). Reeve
(2021) advocated the need for compassionate playfulness in dark times. In contempo-
rary society faced with pandemics, wars, energy crises, and cost of living increases,
this study will critique the important role of playfulness in times of crisis, and the
potential contribution of a leisure-based activity, Lego®, toward supporting mental
health within educational settings (Shipway, Henderson & Inns, 2022).

Shipway and Henderson (2023) illustrate that the creative methodology of Lego®
Serious Play® is based on four central pillars (i) the use of metaphors; (ii) underpinned
by the concept of play, (iii) theory of flow; and (iv) constructivism. Lego® Serious Play®
applies these concepts to support learning through exploration and metaphorical
explanations of realities. Lego® Serious Play”® uses visual, auditory, kinesthetic learning
(Blair 2021) so it is inclusive within the domain of learning styles faced in an edu-
cation context. This also aligns with the conversational framework (Laurillard, 2013;
Henderson & Shipway, 2023). Using this creative methodology enables children to
unlock tacit knowledge and to convert this into an explicit concept, and thus provide
leisure-based solutions for their own well-being during their school transition process.
The contribution of the approach adopted in this study is that the Lego® Serious Play®
methodology facilitates reflection points, which are not incorporated within the SECI
theory, and in doing so allows grey knowledge to be integrated in the children’s mind,
through both reflection and further practice (Li et al 2018).

Methodology
Using Lego °© as a creative methodology

This research study adopts a creative methodology, bringing together Lego® Serious
Play® (LSP) and mental health and wellbeing outcomes for children, within an edu-
cational setting (Shipway & Henderson, 2023). Wengel et al (2021) suggest that tra-
ditional qualitative methods, including interviews and focus groups, do not capture
the co-construction of the participants’ realities or address the impact of wider social
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dynamics. Similarly, McCusker (2020) argues that traditional data collection tools
typically see interactions as merely facilitating talk-based content rather than collab-
orations for learning. This study suggests that using a creative data collection meth-
odology such as Lego® Serious Play® (LSP) allows tacit ‘hidden’ experiences and
knowledge to be communicated, stimulates new awareness of ‘reality, and provides
deeper metaphorical meanings and depth of participants’ lived experiences which are
not captured by alternative methods (Wengel et al., 2016; Henderson & Shipway, 2022).
This study aims to both advocate and illustrate ‘real-world’ opportunities for building
capability and scalability through methodological creativity.

A Lego® Serious Play” (LSP) session will generate a nonhierarchical and collaborative
environment where children interact playfully, building models in response to challenges
set by the facilitator. When using the LSP technique, the methodological creativity is
not the Lego® per se but using Lego® as the tool to deliver bottom-up mental health
and well-being outcomes, which are pupil led. Creatively, the use of Lego® Serious Play®
(LSP) will also allow mental health to be openly discussed by building abstract models.
These abstract models, in 3D format, help to facilitate the imagination and visualization
of thoughts and ideas and contribute innovative solutions to challenges presented by a
session facilitator. For example, Figure 3 illustrates a model that considers personalized

Figure 3. Example of an abstract build of pupil personalized learning.
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learning for young people (Henderson & Shipway, 2022). If we delineate this model
build, the Lego® minifigure portrays the young person and the purple brick, as a head,
represents neurodiversity. At the base of the model, the green base plate represents the
learning environment, the lilac brick pictures the physical environment, and the green
brick illustrates emotional environment. Similarly, the red brick portrays parts of the
social environment, the light blue brick depicts aspects of culture, the royal blue brick
characterizes pedagogy, the beige brick exhibits technology, and the purple brick rep-
resents the personalized learning model. Finally, the green leaves portray the teacher,
and the purple flower depicts creativity (Shipway & Henderson, 2023).

Research sample and data collection

Data was collected in two stages during June and July 2022 in a Southwest of England
Junior school. The junior school is a UK state school for boys and girls, with approx-
imately 700 pupils aged between seven and eleven. Participating pupils came from all
four age groups (year groups 3-6) which were the year groups directly affected by the
annual school transition process, whereby pupils move either between year groups, or
to new schools. The first stage of pupil sessions took place on 27" and 28th June and
this was then repeated in a second session with the same students three weeks later,
on 18" and 19% July, following the annual school ‘transfer day, held in early July
(Shipway, Henderson & Inns, 2022).

Recruitment and promotion of the workshops was led by the junior school assis-
tant head teacher and year group teachers, with all the required information and
consent documentation sent home and signed by parents. This documentation
included participant agreement forms and information sheets for both parents and
teachers, with modified information sheets and assent form distributed to each pupil
to help illustrate the aims of the workshop (Shipway et al., 2022). Both authors led
and delivered the workshops, with support from both the assistant head teacher and
several teaching assistants (TAs) who were available to help guide and support pupils.
A pre-briefing session was held for all non- Lego® accredited participants to ensure
they were confident and aware of the theoretical basis for the Lego® Serious Play®
approach. Their commitment to the process was an essential requirement. This pro-
cedure was different for the children, who had a clearer focus upon the play com-
ponent of the workshop from the outset (Henderson & Shipway, 2023).

During each 55-minute session, pupils were asked to complete four tasks which
aligned with the Lego® Serious Play® (LSP) methodology. During both stages of data
collection, sixty-four pupils took part with four class groups of sixteen students address-
ing ‘transition’ related issues linked to their anxieties surrounding movement between
either schools or year groups (Henderson & Shipway, 2022). Stage 2 of the data col-
lection, post ‘transfer day, allowed pupils to repeat certain Lego® tasks and to ascertain
whether the school or year group changes made, based on the outcomes of the first
stage of pupil sessions prior to the transfer day, had reduced levels of anxiousness
toward the broader transition process (Shipway & Henderson, 2023). The children
were able to reflect on their thoughts, emotions, perspectives and feelings toward the
broader school transition process. The pupils were all given pseudonyms to protect
their anonymity.
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Completing the sessions within the school, in a natural and familiar setting, allowed
for informal observations of actions and interactions with the Lego®. The Lego® Serious
Play® methodology moves through repeated phases, whereby the facilitator will frame
the session and/or build (Henderson & Shipway, 2022), and then set the children a
challenge, which is termed a ‘build’ question. For example, the children might be
asked to ‘build a model of what worries you about changing classes at school, or to
‘build a model of something that would make changing classes at school better’. The
children build their response to the challenge, thinking with their hands (Shipway &
Henderson, 2023), and understanding that there are no ‘wrong answers’. The children
are then invited to share their build both verbally and by writing it down on a flash
card (see Figure 5). The children are then asked reflection questions about the built
model. The Lego® Serious Play® process is detailed in Figure 4, illustrating the stages
of the session, and the dimension of knowledge that is created. This shows that there
is a cycle within the process of the Lego® Serious Play® builds that compliments the
spiral of knowledge transfer between the stages. The process used in this study
advances knowledge from the SECI model approach, as the reflection phase of the
process can further support the conversion of knowledge into outcomes, and then
the cycle can be repeated.

The first workshop session was split into four component parts, comprising (1)
Technical Build: build a model of a free-standing Tower [3min]; (2) Brick Metaphor:
build something that reflects your ‘favourite thing, which might include places, food or
pets [1min]; (3) Story Telling: build a model of what worries you about changing classes
at school [5mins]; and (4) Session Build: build a model of something that would make
changing classes or school better [5mins]. In the first session the children completed all
component parts (1,2,3 and 4). In the second session, after the ‘transfer day, the children

Figure 4. Spiral knowledge creation through Lego® Serious play® (adapted from Li et al., 2022;
Henderson & Shipway, 2023).
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Figure 5. A standardized Lego® Window Explorer pack.

only repeated component two, the Brick Metaphor, before a fifth component was intro-
duced. This fifth element was an adaptation of the original fourth Session Build but
had both an individual and group component. This fifth Session Build (Individual and
Group) was to build a model of the things that would make your ‘perfect first day back
at school after the summer holidays’ [5mins] (Shipway & Henderson, 2023). The key
differentiating activity in the second session was the collaborative group build.

Each child was given a similar pack of Windows Explorer Lego®, as displayed in
Figure 5. As data was collected shortly after the covid-19 pandemic, the use of pre-
packaged bags of Lego® Window Explorer kits were considered the most hygienic
option (Henderson & Shipway, 2022). The first two ‘builds’ were effectively ‘warm up
exercises’ for the children, to ensure they were both confident and comfortable with
the activities. The final two builds investigated the main aim of the study, linked to
pupil anxieties surrounding the school transition process.

Qualitative content analysis techniques and procedures were then applied. Thematic
analysis has been described as well suited for qualitative research within the field of
health and wellbeing (Braun & Clarke, 2014). Lego® Serious Play® as a creative meth-
odology entails similar critiques and limitations of a constructivist paradigm, including
lack of generalizability and replicability of the data (Wengel et al., 2021). However,
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the structured process of each session allowed pupils to test ideas and perspectives
without fear of saying something wrong, and in a relatively small sample it enabled
common themes to emerge (Henderson & Shipway, 2022). In this instance, codes were
driven by the data, extracted from both the models built and the written comments
on blank flash cards. The use of blank flash cards, where pupils could further articulate
their thoughts, meanings, values and perceptions were particularly helpful for supporting
analysis of the data and adding additional detail on the meaning of the bricks and
the models which were constructed (Shipway & Henderson, 2023). The cards were
collected after the sessions and thematically analyzed.

The role of the two authors was to co-create, whilst minimizing bias from their
own experiences of working within the education sector. Following several rounds of
comments, revisions and discussions between the authors and the assistant head teacher
at the school to verify they were an accurate reflection of the views and perspectives
of the children, a set of reconciled codes, key themes and sub themes were finalized
(Jones, 2022; Holloway & Galvin, 2016).

Results and discussion: Lego®, liminality, leisure and the school transition
process for children and young people

Four key overarching themes emerged from the data. During the first cycle of sessions,
these themes were extracted from analysis of both the constructed Lego® models and
the written comments on the flash cards provided (Figure 6). The key themes for
managing the school transition process, termed the 4P’s and previously documented
in the study by Shipway and Henderson (2023), focused upon (i) Places (negotiating
everyday spaces and places within a school setting); (ii) Pathways (navigating com-
plexities of the transition process); (iii) Programming (pupil concerns about school
curriculum and activities); and (iv) People (centrality and importance of peer friend-
ships and teachers). In their study, also embedded within the leisure context, Shipway
and Henderson utilized their 4P’s framework to focus on (i) exploring underlying child
transition worries; (ii) opportunities to better manage the transition process for chil-
dren, and (iii) short term tactics and strategies to optimize the transition process. The
findings below will further develop some of these themes using the concept of lim-
inality to provide a core framework for understanding the processes and practices

Figure 6. Children’s storyboard of builds of worries and solutions to transition in session 1.
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through which Lego® Serious Play® can positively influence the student experience and
wellbeing of children.

The four underlying 4P’s themes, identified by Shipway and Henderson (2023) were
mapped against the stages in van Gennep’s schematic as introduced in Figure 1 (adapted
from Soderlund & Borg, 2018). They were then further modified, as exhibited in
Figure 6, to reflect the combination of both the 4P’s key themes and the rites of
passage sequence. It is worth noting that due to the school ‘transfer day’ there is a
simulation in the passage which then occurs over the summer holiday. Delineating
how the four P’s themes support this process from the Lego® Serious Play® sessions
was essential as it enabled a feed forward process, where children were directed toward
their next steps, tasks or activities, to take place prior to the actual rites of passage
occurring. Rites of passage(s) are not linear processes, and in the context of the school
transition process, they are cyclical. Each iteration will intrinsically support resilience,
using Shipway and Henderson’s 4P’s framework to help develop an understanding of
the modes and features of the thresholds. A better understanding of some aspects of
the 4P’s framework has potential to contribute toward part of a wider educational ‘tool
kit' to help support and develop children and young people. This is likely achievable,
and the results start to highlight this, because tacit knowledge as an experience and
skill promotes the children’s understanding, which can then help support the creation
of solutions to help resolve issues causing them anxiety (Ibidunni et al., 2018).

The children’s storyboard of ‘builds’ on their worries and solutions, as illustrated in
Figures 6 and 7, provided a basis for the coding and classification of prospective
solutions suggested by the children. Additionally, the children were able to convert,
and articulate mental images of what additional future leisure activities could be
introduced both inside and outside of the everyday school environment to help improve
their wellbeing, through the construction of Lego® models. Using flash card was an
invaluable and supportive tool to ensure that the artifact of the model and the

Figure 7. Example of the group build narrative from session 2.
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Figure 8. Lego®, Liminal experiences, and rites of passage through the school transition process
(adapted from Soderlund & Borg, 2018; Shipway & Henderson 2023).

associated narrative were accurate (see Figure 8). Using this process for both the
individual and group builds supported the coding and analysis of the data (Henderson
& Shipway, 2022), and was illustrative of a creative approach to both data collection
and the subsequent analysis.

The participants in this study experienced a transformation of identity within their
daily school life, due to the process of liminality emerging from the Lego® sessions
(Turner, 1982). This enabled the pupils to become more deeply and intensively involved
in the Lego® ‘builds’, within the designated leisure space. The liminal characteristics,
as previously explored in leisure spaces by Lee et al., (2016) were also evident during
these sessions, as the children were given space to become part of a different world,
away from their ordinary, everyday, traditional, structured school routine. Three staff
members commented that crucially the ‘voice’ of the children was heard, and all six
teaching assistants were in unanimous agreement that the sessions had provided ideas
for better facilitating an effective and smooth transitions process. The high levels of
engagement with Lego®, as a leisure-based activity allowed children to gather around
the shared core values associated with Lego®. Thus, the shared leisure experience
increased the intensity of links amongst the pupils and affirmed their enthusiasm and
involvement in relation to Lego® Serious Play®. Lisa (TA1l) commented ‘they enjoy Lego.
Lego is a game, so therefore positive and relaxed connotations are assumed, and they
have an “I can do” mentality, as they have used Lego before’.

The second series of sessions enabled the students to reflect on their experiences
of the school ‘transfer day’, in the context of a simulated rite of passage. This helped
prepare them for the start of the new forthcoming academic year, in September. It
also enabled further utilization of the spiral knowledge creation process, as advocated
in Figure 3, and the conversion of grey knowledge to help support the children to
formalize their next steps. The pupils were able to do this having had a period of
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Figure 9. Examples of a children’s group builds with flash card Story illustrating their ‘perfect first day
back at school in September.

internalization, as described in Figure 2, through following the knowledge creation
and conversion process using a SECI theory approach. As illustrated in Figure 7, this
internalization process was evidenced in the timing of session one, the transition day,
and during session two.

The slight change in the format of the second session enabled the children to
collaborate, using their own models and bricks, in a ‘group build” activity which took
place on their classroom tables. The theme of the group ‘build’” was to plan ‘their
perfect first day back at school in September’. As illustrated in Figure 9, the findings
show a far more positive outlook toward the new forthcoming academic year. The
common themes in the builds were the acceptance of ‘making new friends’ and the
importance of sign posting for ‘help’ and assistance, be that through friends, family,
guardians, class teacher or other school staff members. The content analysis allowed
the research team to provide direct quotes from the notecards as evidence to support
the key themes. Sofia (TA4) observed:

It was a good way of showing the children they were not alone in their worries. It allowed
the children to think creatively about what they were worried about, and therefore what
could be done to help them. This, in turn, helped me to plan the transition day for those
specific children in my class, and others, who may well have felt the same.

In a school setting and using a child-centered approach the SECI model, detailed
in Figure 2, provided a useful insight into the knowledge creation process of uncov-
ering children’s anxieties surrounding the annual school transition process (Séderlund
& Borg, 2018). One caveat is that the socialization stage during session 2 occurred in
a group format, and the children’s views were shaped by both the internal school
setting and external factors outside of the school environment. The stages of both
externalization and combination were consistent within an educational setting, although
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the combination stage might vary for pupils who transition to a new school, rather
than onto a new year group. In that instance, the role of the school would not be the
center of combination but involve separate communication with their new school, as
part of the child’s rite of passage (Van Gennep, 1960). The internalization stage would
be reinforced during both the ‘transfer day’ and during the second session. Opportunities
for offering the children additional leisure activities, both inside and outside of school,
to support mental health and wellbeing could then also be incorporated within the
socialization stage.

The spiral knowledge creation model (adapted from Li et al., 2022; Henderson &
Shipway, 2023), provides a useful platform to understand the various dimensions of
knowledge and the spiral of knowledge transfer process (be that tacit, explicit, or grey)
through the cycle of the Lego® Serious Play®. The children were able to both under-
stand the LSP process and then articulate their own solutions. In doing so, this helped
build their resilience, whilst also solving problems, as an embedded part of their
liminal rites of passage (S6derlund & Borg, 2018). As highlighted above, from a leisure
perspective, the school was then better placed to offer pupils additional school based
and external leisure activities, to help support pupil wellbeing. An example noted by
the lead teacher was ‘going outside’, which was also mentioned by many children. A
break from the classroom was a key request from the children. It was established that
this could be as straight forward as practising the walk to assembly or to the fire drill
lining-up point to something more substantial such as a physical activity or wellbeing
event. This study is the first to incorporate a group Lego® model build for this age
group (seven to eleven). This highlighted how the use of a creative methodology such
as Lego® Serious Play® can foster collaborative thinking, problem solving, and deliver
tangible outcomes for better supporting child wellbeing within a learning environment
of shared understanding and to foster a degree of pupil excitement (Shipway, Henderson
and Inns, 2022).

Conclusion

The findings highlight that the Lego® Serious Play® methodology uses liminality to
enable a change in the way play can be utilized in educational settings. This is not
always related to learning outcomes or free play and enables children and young people
to drive a bottom-up approach, one led by the children rather than the teachers, to
solving issues that cause them anxiety. This is fundamentally important, as early inter-
ventions can help reduce the probability of these issues developing into more substantial
and broader mental health challenges for schools, health service providers and broader
education stakeholders.

One limitation of the study is the focus upon seven to eleven-year-old children.
There is scope for future studies linked to adolescents in the age range of ten to
twenty-four, and in other ‘transition’ contexts which both diversify the age ranges
investigated and expand upon transition scenarios and environments. This might
include scrutiny of adolescent transition into college/university settings, their entry
into the workplace from the school environment, or amongst younger five- or six-year-
old ‘primary’ school children to better understand how they navigate, and transition,
throughout the full spectrum of their education (Shipway & Henderson, 2023).
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The findings of this study contribute to knowledge in the following four areas.
Firstly, they highlight the impact of using Lego® Serious Play® as a creative method-
ology that can elicit child centered and leisure-based interventions to help support the
wellbeing of children in educational settings. The LSP process delivered child centered
outcomes which explored how best to manage child anxieties toward their school
transition process. The richness of delivering two sessions, one either side of the annual
‘transfer day’, enabled structured leisure activities to be integrated into both the transfer
day and preparations for the new academic year. It also allowed social connections to
emerge through new peer group formations and establishing closer connections between
the pupils and their new teacher and teaching assistants. This was evidenced in the
Lego® models built in the second session.

Secondly, the Lego® Serious Play® methodology produces a cycle of learning and a spiral
effect in relation to new knowledge creation. Both pupil and teacher were able to move
through various transitions using a bottom-up approach. As the sessions developed, the
teachers were able to adopt more of a ‘backseat’ role with an emphasis more upon observ-
ing the children rather than formally instructing and directing them, and often providing
teachers with precious time and space. In doing so, teachers and staff were able to develop
suitable support strategies for anxious pupils. This differentiates from the previous use of
SECI theory by both Nonaka and Konno (1998) and Li et al. (2022), as it replicates the
five-phase cycle used in the LSP approach (as detailed in the methodology) to enable grey
knowledge to be converted during the spiral stage. Having two sessions allowed for a
period of reflection and for adjustments to be embedded into the second session.

Thirdly, using a formal education setting to address mental health issues and con-
cerns removes some of the challenges faced when exploring anxieties within a medical
setting, and any subsequent conflict this might cause parents, medics or children. This
allows structured leisure outcomes to be achieved, via the 4P’s approach, advocated
by Shipway and Henderson (2023). Effectively, barriers to accessing leisure outside of
the school environment are removed, and it allows the children’s voice to be clearly
heard, aligned with the UNICEF goals on child rights (UNICEFE, 1989). Lego® Serious
Play® can provide a vehicle to support reductions in long term mental health issues
as both a creative method, and to help identifying child-led strategies for leisure and
wellbeing. Fourthly, within an educational setting, the findings of this study enhance
the understanding of liminality and thresholds. It supports the use of a ‘transfer day’
to simulate the process that enables children to move through the various stages of
the transition process in preparation for the start of a new academic year, using a
leisure-based activity, Lego® as the underpinning mechanism.

There are numerous opportunities to further use a creative methodology like Lego®
Serious Play®. These include (i) introduction into educational settings across a variety
of age ranges (seven to sixteen) as a model of best practice; (ii) measuring the impact
of leisure interventions on wellbeing and anxiety using the Hamilton Anxiety Scale,
or similar scales, amongst children at both the pre and post intervention stages; (iii)
further developing the SECI model to support both implementation and integration
with Lego® Serious Play® in an education and health context, for a child-centered
wellbeing model; and (iv) considering piloting the LSP methodology for young people
in the higher 16+ and 18+ age ranges, in conjunction with stakeholders and partners
across mental health and wellbeing, education and leisure sectors.
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