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A Grounded Theory study of Circles of
Friends groups: The power of the set-up
meeting as a tool for opening the social
field for isolated chi ldren in schools

Alistair James £t Gerv Leyden

A b s t r a c t
'Circle of Friends' (CoF) was originally developed in Canada as a social tool for including vulnerable
children or adults within their mainstream communities (Pearpoint, Forest Snow, 1992). Within the
UK context, CoF has been increasingly introduced by schools as a strategy for including pupils, mth a
range of challenging needs or behaviours, who have become rejected by or isolated from their peers.

The initial set-up meeting plays a critical role in establishing C6F interventions. The present paper
focuses on a review of relevant qualitative and quantitative literature and a Grounded Theory analysis of
a research study undertaken by the lead author. The design involved interviews with 25 facilitators of CoF
within nuiinstream schools in a large shire county and an outer London suburb. The children participat
ing in the C6F groups ranged in age from seven to twelve years.

The psycho-social theories emerging from the analysis contribute to our understanding of the part
played by the set-up meeting and 'perspective taking' in the initial stages of the chan̂  process.

At its higjwst level of conceptualisation the final theory describes how a 'Circle of Friends' can facili
tate the movement of a pupil from a 'closed' or isolated social field to more 'open', peer based, social rela
tionships. Hypotheses for subsequent social action and future research are discussed.

Ci rc le o f Fr iends and soc ia l and
emotional well being
Qrcle of Friends developed in Canada and
North America in the late 1980's to support
adults with disabilities (e.g. Gold, 1994). This
approach was adapted for supporting with
children with social, emodonal and/or behav
iou r d i f hcu ldes i n schoo ls i n t he l a te 1980s

(Pearpoint & Forest, 1992) and developed in
schools in the UK in the mid nineties (New
ton, Taylor & Wlson, 1996). It is now a widely
promoted approach, endorsed in the UK by
the Department for Education and Science
(Ofeted, 2003). This in part reflects the grow
ing emphasis on the social and emotional
aspects of school life (e.g. DIES, 2002, 2005)
and the belief that poor social relationships
and isolation are associated with a variety of
negative outcomes for children such as
truancy, poor academic performance and

mental health problems (e.g. Bagwell ei al,
1998).

What is the evidence that the set-up
meeting has an impact on the social
con tex t ?
Research suggests that Circle of Friends can
be envisaged as a two part intervention
(Frederickson et al, 2005). The first part
involves a set-up meeting that impacts on the
peer view of a socially isolated child. The sec
ond part involves the creation of a support
group for the child, which serves a number
of func t ions in te rms o f soc ia l i nfluence and

practical support for the target child and
p e e r g r o u p .

There is a growing body of qualitative
(e.g. Eddas, 2002; Mackan & Cormier, 1992;
Newton et al., 1996; Taylor, 1997; Taylor &
Burden, 2000; Whittacker, 1998) and empir
ical research (e.g. Frederickson 8c Turner,
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2003; Frederickson et oL, 2005) suggesting
that the set-up meeting for a Circle of
Friends intervention can exert a powerful,
i m m e d i a t e i n fl u e n c e o n t h e a t t i t u d e s o f a

peer group to a socially isolated child.
Mackan and Cormier (1992) commented

how 'in most cases, more students respond to
the invitation to join a Qrcle than are going
to be required' {op cit p. 59). Furthermore,
Whitacker (1998) described the positive
impact of the set-up meeting on the whole
class 'this experience seemed to help them to
avoid a blaming orientation towards the child
w i t h a u t i s m a n d a l l o w e d a m o r e b a l a n c e d

acknowledgement of his or her strengths as
well as difficulties' {opcitp. 62). An awareness
of changes in the class attitude was also noted
by peers in Taylor and Burden (2000).

Empirical studies have provided further
support. Frederickson and Turner (2003)
used a two phase between groups design,
with 10 target children in each phase aged
between 6 and 12 years. Following a set-up
meeting a circle group was facilitated by an
Assistant Educational Psychologist for six
weeks. Pre and post measures of the target
child's self-perceptions, peers' acceptance of
the child and the classteachers' ratings of the
child's behaviour were collected. In phase
one the Qrcle members were more accept
ing of the target child than were the peer
group. In phase two both the Circle mem
bers and the peer group were more accept
ing of the target child. Teacher ratings of
social acceptance increased in phase two, but
no other measures were statistically signifi
c a n t . T h e a u t h o r s c o n c l u d e d ' t h e C i r c l e o f
Friends approach therefore appears to be a
useful means of changing other children's
perceptions and Judgements about a focus
child' (p.15). However, the design of this
study was not able to distinguish between the
relative contributions of the set-up meeting
and/or Circle meetings to this effect.

Frederickson et al (2005) therefore con
ducted a further study, which involved 14
socially isolated priihary children. As in the
previous study, following a set-up meeting a
Grcle group was fecUitated by an Assistant

Educational Psychologist for six weeks. Peer
report measures of the target child's social
acceptance and behaviour were takeii before
and after the set-up meeting, after the last Cir
cle meeting and a term later. After the set-up
meeting the peer group were more accepting
and less rejecting of the target child. The
a u t h o r s c o n c l u d e d t h a t ' m o s t c h i l d r e n a n d

adults, who experience Circle of Friends, are
moved by the setting up session' (p. 213).
Frederickson et al (2005) hypothesised that
attribution retraining (Carlyon, 1997) and/or
empathy induction (Upright, 2002) might
provide explanatoiy psychological mecha
nisms for this effect The follow up a term
later was hampered by a 50% drop out rate
which made the long term effect of the set-up
meeting difficult to evaluate meaningfully.

The aim of the current study was to gain
a deeper understanding of the processes
potentially at work during a Circle of Friends
intervention. The focus of the present paper
is on the role of the set-up meeting.

Grounded Theory design and method
Selection of sample
The data for this study was the adult facilita
tors' accounts of the set-up meeting and the
development of the Circle groups. The facil
itator should be weU placed to comment on
many asj>ects of the group fimctioning and
the w ide r schoo l con tex t .

Interviewees were identified by asking
educational psychologists and teachers to
nominate schools, using Qrcle's interven
tion, which met the following criteria:
• The Circle groups had been run for at

least 6 weeks.
• T h e G r c l e h a d b e e n r u n w i t h i n t h e l a s t

two years.
• ' P o s i t i v e o u t c o m e s ' h a d r e s u l t e d .
• The interventions were set-up within the

Newton and Wilson (1999, 2003) guide
lines for setting up and running a Circle
o f F r i e n d s .
The aim here was not to select a statistically

representative sample of a population, but a
varied sample within a 'local context' (Silver
man, 2000). Selecting the sample in this way

Educational (sf Child Psychology Vol 25 No 1 4 9
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was designed to produce a range of responses
that would create data wi th var iat ion to al low
an expansive theory to be generated.

Description of sample
The data was derived from intervievdng 20
facilitators, who had facilitated 17 Circles of
Friends groups within schools in one shire
county. A further five interviews were con
ducted with facilitators of Circle groups, who
worked as part of an Outreach Service to
m a i n s t r e a m s c h o o l s i n o u t e r L o n d o n . T h i s

provided data, in total, from 22 separate
i n t e r v e n t i o n s .

The sample included a range of city, sub
urban and rural schools. There was a spread
of educational psychologists, assistant educa
tional psychologists and Advisory Support
Teachers, who had been involved with facili
tating the set-up meeting. The majority of
t h e C i r c l e f a c i l i t a t o r s w e r e m e m b e r s o f
school staff either the classteacher, Special
E d u c a t i o n a l N e e d s C o - o r d i n a t o r o r a Te a c h

ing Assistant All the facilitators were female.
The length of the intervention ranged from
6 weeks to 116 weeks, with the median being
18 weeks.

The ages of the target children within the
sample ranged from Year 2 to Year 7, with the
m^ority of interventions being used with
children towards the end of primary phase
in Years 4,5 and 6. Al l the chi ldren had di ffi
culties with social interactions with peers.
Children with a range of 'underlying' diffi
culties such as ADHD, Asperger Syndrome
and Down's Syndrome were also included.

Semi-structured interview
A s e m i - s t r u c t u r e d i n t e r v i e w w a s u s e d w h i c h
covered the sequence of events within the
intervention (Robson, 1999). Open ques
t i o n s w e r e u s e d f r o m t h e o u t s e t w i t h l a t e r

questions being influenced by developing
t h e o r e t i c a l i d e a s r e c o r d e d w i t h i n m e m o s .
T h e s e m i - s t r u c t u r e d i n t e r v i e w i s c o n c e i v e d

as a process through which the researcher
and respondent 'co-construct' meaning or
interpretation of events (Charmaz, 2006).

All interviews lasted between 35 and 75
minutes. They were transcribed to allow
them to be'coded and further analysed.

The research path
Grounded Theory was chosen as the
r e s e a r c h m e t h o d a s i t c o u l d b e u s e d t o

develop theory about complex sodal situa
tions in real world settings that evolve over
an extended period of time (e.g. Miller,
1995). The aim of the study was to develop
theoretical understanding (Hughes, 2000)
rather than test extant theory.

For more background on the epistemo-
logical position of Grounded Theory see
Charmaz, 2000, 2006; Haig, 1995; James,
2006; Pidgeon, 1996; Pidgeon and Hen-
wood, 1996; Strauss and Corbin, 1998.

Table 1 below sets out the design for the
study, which proceeds in a series of broad
stages, which in reality involve more interac
tion of processes than can be depicted
diagrammatically. Strauss and Corbin (1998)
describe the process of theory generation as
resulting from inductive reasoning and a

Acknowledging Theoretical Sensltlvltk
Circles of Friends Literature Review

s/Blas

Interviews 1-5 with faci l i tators
LI: OPEN CODING

Interviews 6-10 with Facil i tators
LI: OPEN CODING
L2: AXIAL CODING

Interviews 11-15 with Facil i tators

Li: OPEN CODING
L2: AXIAL CODING
L3: HIGHER ORDER CONCEPTUAL COD N G

DRAFT GROUNDED THEORY

Literature Review

Interviews 16-24 with Facil i tators
THEORETICAL SAMPLING

THEORY CHAaENGE AND REFINEMEN r

FINAL GROUNDED THEORY

Table 1: A diagram showing the methodological
design for the study.
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'flip-flop' or interplay between the emerging
data and researcher 's ideas.

Inidally a list of theories and ideas was
generated to acknowledge and make explicit
the authors' knowledge base at the outset of
the study. A more detailed review of the liter
a t u r e a b o u t C i r c l e s i n t e r v e n t i o n s w a s c o n
d u c t e d a n d i s s u m m a r i s e d i n t h e
introduction to this paper.

F i f teen in tc rv iev^s were then car r ied ou t .
Interview transcripts unitised into data that
could then be given an open code. Initial
level 1 coding was undertaken on each tran
script in turn and this analysis was used to
inform questions asked at the next interview
in all but four cases. The 'constant compara
tive' method and asking questions of the
data were the two main analytical tools used
(Strauss Be Corbin, 1998). Ideas and
thoughts arising as analysis was conducted
were recorded at the time using handwritten
m e m o s .

Level 1 coding produced a list of 312
'open codes' describing concepts. After five
interviews, it was possible to begin specula
tive axial coding (level 2), which described
categories of concepts. This developed fur
ther as more data became available. Collat
ing and sorting ideas arising in memos was
used as a technique to identify key ideas.

After 15 interviews, only a few new codes
were being added and the coding scheme
was thus nearing 'saturation'. Sixty-eight
axial codes were consistently established and
it was possible to start to reflect on level 3
codes, which describe the core psychological
concepts that link axials together.

A further literature review allowed ideas
from the coding scheme to be compared
with existing theory and research.

Additional 'theoretical sampling' of a fur
ther 10 interviews was used to 'challenge' the
theory and add additional data, description
and precision to the theory. Eighteen axial
codes were ident ified as cent ra l to the

process, in so much as they were robust con
cepts that recurred in the data and were able
to link categories, or account for variation
between them. These were finally grouped

into two principal level 3 codes which
described the central psychological concept.

A final Grounded Theory describing the
constructed theory in full and placing it
within the context of existing theory and
research was then written (see James, 2006).

Results of the analysis: A Grounded
Theory of the set-up meeting
Movement from a closed to an open social field:
The core psychobgical process
The level 3 and axial codes that underpin
the Grounded Theory are described below.
The analysis illuminated the movement from
a 'closed' to more 'open' social system as the
core psychological process. This provided
the conceptual link between codes and
recurred frequently in the data. This theoret
ical idea has also been used to describe other
social contexts (e.g. Dowling & Osborne,
1994; Erwin, 1993; Luft, 1984; Murstein,
1977). Examples of coded data, below, are
i n c l u d e d f o r i l l u s t r a t i o n .

It was conjectured that when children
enter school they join a new and 'open field'
rich with potential peer interactions (Erwin,
1993). 'Field' in this context is defined as the
range of potential opportunities for a child to
interact with other children and form new
relationships (e.g. Futallaz 8c Wasserman,
1990). As time goes on, the field of opportuni
ties becomes more limited and 'closed', as
friendships and roles become established. An
example of coded comments included

7< was a bit like a square peg in a round hole. She
could not fit into the class and the class did not
allow her to fit in either' (10).
It was thought this arose as a con

sequence of daily interactions forming
increasingly consistent and inflexible patterns,
shaping, and being shaped by the perceptions
that children develop of one another (Ladd,
1990; Sandstrom, 1999).

Nature of the child's social interaction difficulties:
aggressive to passive
Children who are socially isolated may thus
find it difficult to re-enter the social field of
their peers, displaying behaviour that is

Educational & Child Psychobgy Vol 25 No 1 5 1
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perceived at the extreme ends of a behav
ioural continuum ranging from socially
a^pressive, to socially passive. E.g.

The main problem was his aggression, usuaUy out
side class, but sometimes in class and that would be
the way that he soloed his problems, by hittir̂  or
thumping someone'(18). (Socialty aggressive).
'She lacked confidence, she didn't interact with other
children spontaneously'(25). (Socially passive).
Furthermore, the target child's 'reputa

tion' amongst peers and consequent nega
tive cycles of interaction can become
self-perpetuating (Bierman, 2004). This can
be the result of attributional biases in the
rejected child's view of peers (e.g. Patterson
et al, 1990) and peers' views of the rejected
child (e.g. Hughes et al, 1991; Waas & Honer,
1990). An example of coded comments
made by facilitators showing how the target
child may react to situations on the basis of
her previous experiences included

'Because I think she was used to being ny'ecied and
turned down her approach taas very aggressive' (9).
In turn, the peers' attitudes may be a block

to creating any opportimities for the nature of
interactions to change. An example of facilita
tor's comments in this category included

They were not very forgiving at aU, they didn't give
her a chance or extra leeway' (9).

Reaction of the peer group to the child: Active
flection to active acceptance
The peer group may develop a 'closed' view
of the child influenced by factors such as
limited information, negative experience,
lack of social awareness related to age, and
limited abilities to generate theories about
behaviour (e.g. Rholes & Ruble, 1984).

Their reaction may be to reject or neglect
the target child (Bierman 2004; Barrett &
Randall, 2004), even if positive attempts to
change are made. Reaction may take the
f o r m o f :
• Active Rejection (i.e. hostile comments and

actions)
e.g. the children started retaliating and they
would start on him when the teacher's back
was turned' (2)

• Passive Rejection (i.e. avoiding or ignoring
the child)
e.g. 1 think that a lot of his peers were wary of
him' (1)

• Passive Acceptance (i.e. wanting to help but
not knowing how to)
e.g. they were tolerant, but at the same time,
must have got fed up with it really' (4)

F a r t o f t h e f a c i l i t a t o r ' s a i m o f t h e C i r c l e
intervention is to re-open and refirame
the peer group's view of the taiget child
and towards 'Active Acceptance'. How
entrenched the peer group's views are of the
child may determine how far attitude shift is
possible.

It is possible that peer attitudes to
rejected children may be more resistant to
change than in the case of neglected
children. The peer view of the former may
be more entrenched because of their pre
senting behaviour (e.g. Coie &: Kupersmidt,
1983). In extreme cases, parents may further
reinforce negative attitudes within a school
community. An example of th is was
expressed by one facilitator as follows:

"We had inherited these problems from the previous
school, and parents had got involved and parents'
opinions had been put on their children' (10).

Facilitator aware the social situation may
contribute to the child's distress/behaviour
The facilitator may hold a complex view of
the target child's situation. He/she may be
aware of the social isolation of the target
child and how this may contribute to the lat-
ter's attitudes and behaviour. He/she may
also be aware of the social interaction diffi
culties of the child, which may range from
aggressive to passive behaviour. In addition
'within child' diagnoses (e.g. ADHD, ASD)
which may influence behaviour, as well as
home-based issues. The facilitator may
believe that peer/social support will benefit
to the child, as it is the child's social isolation
which significantly contributes to the child's
distress and behaviour. An i l lustrat ion of how
one fac i l i t a to r ' s dominan t causa l a t t r i bu t i ons

t e n d e d t o f o c u s o n e x t e r n a l i n fl u e n c e s

inc luded;
"She overcomperuated for hamngvery few friends by
trying to dominate everybody '(10).

T h e c h i l d ' s b e h a v i o u r a n d s o c i a l i s o l a t i o n

may be more evident during unstructured
sessions, such as break-t imes. These are the

5 2 Educational Child Psychology Vol 25 No 1
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times when the social challenge is greatest
a n d a d u l t i n t e r v e n t i o n m o s t d i f fi c u l t .
Previous interventions may have focused,
more specifically, on the child or peer group
in isolation and, therefore, not impacted
on the negative cycle of the interactions
(Frederickson & TYuner, 2003).

Children have open discussion of targ^ child's
positives and negatives
An 'open' social field is one in which atti
tudes can change and new relationships and
patterns of behaviour can develop. As indi
cated earlier, Circles is a 'systemic interven
tion' (Dowling 8c Osborne, 1994). It aims to
'open up' the social field for the target child,
creating new opportunities for social
support, making new firiends and facilitating
positive interactions with peers. This in turn
may influence the child's own attitudes and
behaviour. The facilitator's aim, therefore, is
to promote constructive interactions
between the child and peer group.

This 'opening up' process involves cross
ing social boundaries. Systemic theory
(Dowling & Osborne, 1994) proposes that
social systems are defined by such bound
aries, which are held in place by social con
ventions. For example, classmates and
teachers do not normally talk about specific
ch i l d ren i n the i r absence .

In this instance 'permission' is required
from the child at the centre of the Grcle, and
confidence in the intervention established

among staff, who may be anxious about how
to deal with any difficulties that could arise.
This may require some preparatory training
and assurance. A few facilitators described the
initial anxieties of school staff and children to

opening up the 'problem'. Part of the process
of seeking permission involved talking
through and overcoming these anxieties.

Range of processes underlying prosocial reaction
of the class based on new perspectives
The set-up meeting is the first part of the
intervention and, as we have seen, it focuses
on the peer group, with the focus child
absent. The class begin the meeting

wi th a ' c losed* o r l im i ted v iew o f the ch i ld .
An example of a facilitator's comments
inc luded;

7 think they had just put up the shutters' (9).
The initial meeting allows a more 'open'
view of the child to be obtained by the peer
group (Luft, 1984). There are two elements
of this meeting: the discussion of the child's
positives and negatives, and the completion
a n d d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e ' s o c i a l c i r c l e s '
sociogram. Perspective taking appears to
have been the central process of these activi
ties. For example, the class might get insights
into adults' views of the child;

'It heî tened their atvareness, the fact that we were
trying to help him'(22)

and their peers' view of the child.
'/ think it was a relief for them that they could tell
somebody all of it and they were able to share it with
the class'(3).

Completing their own social circle diagram
enabled peers to 'stand in the child's shoes'
(Taylor, 1997) and see the situation from the
target other's perspective. The set-up meet
ing therefore has potential to influence the
clziss view in the following ways:
• Increasing the peer group's awareness of their

own relationships
e.g. 'I think what that generates is an aware
ness, it makes explicit the sorts of levels of rela
tionships you have'(14)

• Providing it\formation about the child's social
iKfilntion and how s/he mav be feeline

e.g. 'he was quite isolated so to begin with it
might have been a bit of an eye-opener to them
how isolated he did feel (8)

• Creating a tfuor\ linking the child's behaviour
t o h i s / h e r s o c i a l i s o l a t i o n

e.g. 'they were thinking. — he doesn't have a
close friend and, therefore, he is sad and
miserable.... being irritating and trying to get
attention in any way (11)

Potential barriers to this 'openness' may need
to be overcome, such as peers being reluctant
to be critical and feeling awkward about talk
ing behind someone's back, albeit with per
mission. Whi le the faci l i tator encourages
openness and honesty (Pearpoint 8c
Forest, 1992), as they are generally outside

Educational & Child Psychology Vol 25 No 1 5 3



AlistairJames & Gerv Leyden

the school system tliis may assist them in
being seen as impartial and also confer added
significance to the meeting. A number of
facilitator's commented on this, for example;

'she values what they are saying so they talk —
they'll open up' (24).

Class member volunteering for the Circle and
Softening of Class Attitudes Towards the Target
C h i l d

Qass members will generally respond to the
set-up meeting by volunteering, often in signif
icant numbers, to be part of the Circle.
(Mackan & Cormier, 1992). In addition, unless
views are extremely entrenched, they may sub-
sequendy become more accepting towards the
target child (Frederickson et oL, 2005).

For example, many facilitators described
the change in the class following the set-up
meeting in the following way;

They seemed more tolerant, I think because they
knew his problems, they didn't just think "oh he is

just being silly," so they accepted him more. They
treated him like one of the class' (20).

Perhaps the following processes help explain
the peer group's response to the meeting.
• Increased awareness that the child needs help

e.g. 'A lot of them I don't suppose that would
have ever crossed their mind that people had
difficulties like that... suddenly to find he
hasn't got lots of friends (11)

• Providing an opportunity to help the child
e.g. 'they would like to be supportive of her in
whatever way they could be. This was an
opportunity to do that (14)

• Emotionalh based empathy (i.e. under
standing how a socially isolated child may feel)
(Hoffman, 2000)
e.g. 7 think a lot of the children put themselves
in her situation and thoxight how it must be for
her (5)

• Cognitively based empathy (i.e. under
standing how a socially isolated child may
behave) (Hoffman, 2000)
e.g. 'some of them realised though that the
aggression that the child sometimes has was
because she was so frustrated and having no
friends an feeling so lonely' (5)

Perspective taking and empathy are com
monly associated with helping behaviour
(e.g. Eisenberg & Miller, 1987; Underwood
& Moore, 1982). The degree of this prosocial
response in the Circle depends on the
children's level of social understanding,
which is likely to vary with age, experience
and cognitive skills (Hoffman, 1988, 2000).
However, many children will have experi
enced some social isolation in their school
life and may empathise on the basis of a
shared experience (Bamelt, 1984). A further
comment made by facilitators illuminated
this;

'a number of children, whowillsay 'I know what it's
like to be left out' and I think it probably happens to
everybody at some stage and so you can develop that
empathy in other children' (15).

Evaluating the Grounded Theory study
According to Silverman (2000), issues of
validity and reliability in research are about
establishing the trustworthiness of the results
and conclusions. This is achieved by eliminat
ing bias through the application of rigour,
honesty and thoroughness in the analysis.
These, of course, are important to any study.
But in the case of Grounded Theory, for
instance, they may be demonstrated in differ
ent ways than in quantitative methodologies.

Strauss and Corbin (1998), Si lverman
(2000) and Charmaz (2006) have suggested
the following criteria for assessing the quality
of Grounded Theory studies and qualitative
research generally.
• Are the data sufficient to merit your claims ?
The data were based on 25 interviews across
a range of children's ages, types of school
and geographical area. All the interventions
followed the Newton and Wilson approach,
but there were variations within the sample
in the length of intervention, who took the
set-up meeting and who ran the group. Two
'negative cases' were also sampled.
• Have you made systematic comparisons

between observations and between categories?
A description of the coding process with
examples is provided in James (2006), which
was carried out r igorously using the
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'constant comparison' method. The internal rier to processes and outcomes. It covers the
consistency of the coding scheme was also majority of variability in the data, as it is based
checked by asking another educadonal on 15 fully coded and a further 10 ^eored-
psychologist to place examples of data into a cally sampled interviews. The current theory
10% random sample of open codes. Inter- gives the clearest theoredcal descripdon to
rater reliability was calculated using Cohen's date of the Circle of Friends process and
Kappa and achieved a high correladon of makes strong links with existing research.
0.91. This indicated that the coding was reli- • Can the theory explain existing research and
able in so much as data representing the challenge and extend current thinking?
same concepts had been placed within the The current theory offers credible explana-
same code. Other colleagues and academics dons for the pattern of results shown in
in regular supervision throughout the existing research, particularly the recent
research have further inspected the coding. studies by Frederickson and colleagues. For
• Do the categories cover a wide ran^ example, the results of the Frederickson

of observations? et al (2005) study showed that the set-up
All data in the first 15 interviews were coded. meeting increased levels of acceptance and
The next 10 interviews were theoretically sam- reduced rejection in the class. This matches
pled. The categories were based on the close with the current study with many facilitators
examination of hundreds of data units. Quan- describing the attitude change in the class
tification of numbers of items or numbers of following the intervention. The theory pre-
facilitators giving items in each code has not diets that this would be the case, as perspec-
been provided as these were not statistically tive taking is associated with increased
representative. The aim in selecting the sam- empathy and prosocial behaviour,
pie was to create maximum variation, not to • What is the relevance of the methodology to
gather duplicate instances of the same code. the research, its power of explanation/
• Are there strong links between the gathered generalisabtlity and its limitations?

data and your argument and analysis? The aim of this research has been the
Throughout the research process attempts theoretical qualification of phenomena, not
were made to ground the theory within the quantification. The theory operates at a
data. All conceptual ideas can be traced to substantive level, providing new ways of
representative data codes. They fit well with understanding the Circle s intervention,
the data and also appear grounded in the within a defined context. It has used sulgec-
data conceptually as they are based on a tive experience for its data, rather than
common description of experience. The olyective measures. This type of data permits
ideas also gain additional support from close more of the complexity and richness of real
links to psychological concepts described in life experience to be accessed. A wide range
previous published studies. of examples have been examined and the
• Is it a good theory? developed theory is sufficiently robust to
Strauss and Corbin (1998) defined a theory account for this variation. Strauss and
as 'a set of well-developed concepts related Corbin (1998) argued that intersubjectivity
through statements of relationship, which between respondents in similar circum-
together constitute an integrated framework stances might suggest conditions and mean-
that can be used to explain or predict ings that are part of an important shared
phenomena' (p.l5). experience. It is, therefore, highly likely that

The theory identified the actors, provided phenomena described in the current study
a temporal sequence of events, indicated the will occur where the intervention is repeated
range of potential processes and outcomes, in similar contexts. Some of the conditions
and specified conditions at each point in the that may make this more likely are explained
intervention that may facilitate or form a bar- within the theory.
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Conclusions, hypotheses for social
a c t i o n a n d f u t u r e r e s e a r c h
The quantitative and qualitative evidence
discussed in this paper provides a strong
account of and support for the efiects of the
set-up meeting on peer attitudes towards
those socially isolated children who are the
focus of the Circle of Friends intervention.
In addition, well-established psychological
mechanisms provide a grounded theoretical
explanation of why such an attitude change
might well be expected to follow this inter
vention and the factors that are likely to con
tr ibute to i ts effect iveness.

Theory is necessary in order to guide
meaningful practice (Hughes, 2000), but
needs fur ther confirmat ion. Th is can be
achieved by following either a positivist or
realist approach. Thus, it could be tested
by further quasi-experimental studies
(Holbum, 2002). However, O'Brien (2002)
questions the meaning and value of this in
relation to humanistic interventions. Theory
may also be tested in the process of imple
menting an intervention. Thus, the research
has generated hypotheses that can be tested
further through social action (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998) and reflective practice.
Hypotheses for social action that were gener
ated from the current study include:
• If the class view of the child is categorised

as entrenched and 'actively rejecting' is it
less likely to shift its perceptions of the
target child as a result of the set-up
meeting, than if they are 'passively
accepting'?

• The set-qp meeting script implies a causal
theory linking how a child feels with how
they may behave. Does the intervention
need to be presented differently for
children whose rejection may be a
response to their challenging behaviour, as
opposed to children with learning or
physical disabilities whose social isolation
may have very different origins?

• Are changes in levels of acceptance a
short or longer-term effect? Do continual
reminders from the class teacher and/or
words and actions from the Circle help to
keep the 'norm of acceptance' in the
minds of the class?
O n e fi n a l c o m m e n t . B o t h S i l v e r m a n

(2000) and Strauss and Corbin (1998) have
suggested that one of the tests of the useful
ness of the Grounded Theory could be if it is
read, discussed, criticised and developed fur
ther. Without this 'social impact' then the
theory is redundant and it does not con
tribute to the development of knowledge and
understanding. The intention behind this
paper is to share current research with a wider
audience to promote this further debate and
enquiry.

Acknowledgements
This study was completed as part of Doctoral
Research at the University of Nottingham.
The authors would l ike to thank al l the inter
viewees for their generous assistance.

Address for correspondence
Dr. Alistair James,

5 6 Educational &" Child Psychology Vol 25 No 1



A Grounded Theory study of Circles of Friends groups

Educational Psychology and Specialist
Support, Norfolk Children's Services, The
Terrapin, Cecil Road, Norwich NRl 2TJ.
E-mail: alistairjames@norfolk.gov.uk

R e f e r e n c e s
Bagwell, C.L., Newcomb, A.F. 8c Bukowski, W.M.

(1998). Prcadolescent friendship and peer rejec-
don as predictors of adult acyustment Child
Development, 69,140-153.

Bamett, MA (1984). Similarity of experience and
empathy in pre-schoolers. Journal of Genetic Psy
chology, 145, 241-250.

Barrett, W. 8c Randall, L. (2004). Invesdgadng the
Circle of Friends Approach: Adaptations and
Implicadons for Practice. Educational Psychology in
Practice, 20(4), 353-368.

Bierman, K.L. (2004). Peer R '̂ection: Developmental Pro
cesses and Intervention Strategies. NY: Guilford Press.

Carlyon, W.D. (1997). Attribution Retraining: Impli
cations for its integration into prescriptive social
skills training, School Psychology Review, 26, 61-73.

Charmaz, K. (2000). Constructivist and Objectivist
Grounded Theory. In N.K, Denzin & Y. Lincoln
(Eds.) Handbook of Qualitative Research (2nd
Edition) Thousand Oaks, OA: Sage.

Charmaz, K. (2006). Reconstructing Grounded Theory.
London : SAGE Pub l i ca t i ons .

Coie, J.D. & Kupersmidl, J. (1983). A behavioral
analysis of emerging social status in boy's groups.
Child Development, 54,1400-1416.

DFES. (2006). ExceUerue and Enjoyment: Social and Emo
tional Aspects of Learning. DIES Publications.

DFES. (2002). Don 'I Suffer in Silence. DfES Publications.
Dowling, E. 8c Osborne, E. (1994). The Family and

School: a Joint Systems Approach to Problems with
Children (2nd Edition). RouUedge.

Eddas, M. (2002). Circles of Friends: a qualitative
study of this technique with a ten year old with an
autistic spectrum disorder. Good Autism Practice,
i ( l ) , 31-36 .

Eisenberg, N. fie Miller, PA (1987). The relation of
empathy to prosodal and related behaviors. Psy
chological Bulletin, JOJ(l), 91-119.

Erwin, P. (1993). Friendship and Peer Relations in
Children. Wiley.

Frederickson, N. (1991). Children can be so cruel -
Helping the rejected child. In G. Lindsay 8c
A Miller (Eds.) Psychological Services for Primary
Schools. Harlow, Essex: Longman.

Frederickson, N. 8c Turner, J. (2003). Utilising the
Classroom Peer Group to address children's
social needs. An evaluation of the Circles of
Friends Intervention Approach. Journal of Special
Education, 36, 243-245.

Frederickson, N., Warren, L. fii HimenJ. (2005). Circle
of Friends - An exploration of impact o^^r time.
Educational Psychology inPractice, 2/(3), 197-̂ 17.

Gold, D. (1994). We don't call it a circle: the ethos of a
support group. Disability and Society, 9(4), 435-452.

Haig, B.D. (1995). Grounded Theory as Scientific
Method. Philosophy tn Education. Available online
at http://www.ed.uiuc.edu/EPS/PES-Yearbook/
95_doc/haig.html.

Hoffrnan, M.L. (1988). Moral Development. In
M. Borstein fie M. Lamb (Eds.) Social, emotionaland
personality development Part 3 of Developmental Psy-
chology: An Advanced Textbook. London: Erlbaum.

Hoffrnan, M.L. (2000). Empathy and Moral
Development: Implications for Caring and Justice.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Holbum, S. (2002). How Science Can Evaluate and
Enhance Person-Centred Planning. Research and
Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 27(4),
2 5 0 - 2 6 0 .

Hughes, J.N. (2000). The essential role of theory in
the science of treating children: beyond empiri
cally supported treatments. Journal of School
Psychology, 38, 301—330.

Hughes, J.N., Robinson, M.S. 8c Moore, LA.
(1991). Children's attributions for peers' positive
behaviours: social status differences. Journal of
Abnormal Child Psychology, 19(6), 645—657.

James, AB. (2006). A Grounded Theory Study of Circle of
Friends Groups: pathways to opening the social field for
socially isolated children in schools. Unpublished
Doctoral Thesis. Nottingham University School
of Psychology.

Ladd, G.W. (1990). Having friends, keeping friends,
making friends, and being liked by peers in the
classroom: Predictors of children's early school
adjustment. Child Development, 61,1081-1100.

Luft,J. (1984). Group Processes: An Introduction to Group
Dynamics (3rd edition). Mayfield Publishing.

Mackan, P. fic Cormier, R. (1992). The Dynamics of
Support Circles. In J. Pearpoint, M. Forest fit
J. Snow (Eds.) The Inclusion Papers (pp. 80-88).
Toron to : I nc lus ion P ress .

Miller, A (1995). Building grounded theory within
educational psychology practice. Educational and
Child Psychology, /2(2).5-14.

Muistein, B.l. (1977). The stimulus-value-role theory
of dyadic relationships. In S.W. Duck (ed.), The
ory and Practice in Interpersonal Attraction. London:
Academic Press.

Newton, C.. Taylor, G. fic Wilson, D. (1996). Circles of
friends: an inclusive approach to meeting emo
tional and behavioural needs. Educational Psychol
ogy in Practice, //(4), 41-48.

Newton, C. fic Wilson, D. (1999). Cinles of Friends
Duns tab le : Fo lens .

Educational Child Psychology Vol 25 No J 5 7



Alistair James & Gerv Leyden

Newton, C. &; Wilson, D. (2003). Creating Cirtles of
Friends: A Peer Support and Inclusion WoHtbook.
Nouin^am: Inclusive Solutions UK Ltd.

O'Brien, J. (2002). Person Centred Planning as a
contribudng factor in organizadonal and social
change. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe
Disabilities, 27(4). 250-260.

OFSTED. (2003). Bullying: Effective Action in Secondary
Schools (p.l6ff: Specific Strategies secdon). Ref
n o : H M I 4 6 5 .

Patterson, C.J., Kupersmidt, J.B. & Griesler, P.O.
(1990). Children's percepdons of self and of rela-
donships with others as a funcdon of sociometric
status. Child Development, 61, 1335-361.

Pearpoint, J. & Forest. M. (1992). Kick 'em out or
keep 'em in. Exclusion of inclusion. In
J. Pearpoint, M. Forest &J. Snow (Eds.) The Inclu
sion Papers (pp. 80-88). Toronto: Inclusion Press.

Pidgeon, N. (1996). Grounded Theory. Theoredcal
Background. In T. Richardson (ed.), Handbook
of Qualitative Research Methods for Psychcdogy and
the Social Sciences (pp. 75-85). Oxford: BPS
B l a c k w e l l .

Pidgeon, N. & Henwood, K (1996). Grounded The
ory Practical Implementation. In T. Richardson
(ed.), Handbook of Qualitative Research Methods for
Psychology and the Social Sciences (pp. 86-101).
Oxfo rd : BPS B lackwe l l .

Putaliaz, M. and Gottman, J.M. (1987). An interac
tional model of children's entry into peer
groups. Child Development, 52, 986-994.

Putaliaz, M. & Wasserman, A. (1990). Children's
entry behavior. In S.R. Ashcr &J.D. Coie (Eds.)

Peer Rejection in Childhood (pp. 60-89). Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Rholes, W.S. & Ruble, D.N. (1984). Children's under
standing of dispositional characteristics of
others. Child Development, 55, 550-560.

Robson, C. (1999). Real World Research. Oxford:
B l a c k w e l l .

Sandstrom, M.J. (1999). A developmental perspective
on peer rgection: mechanisms of stability and
change. Child Development, 70(4), 955-966.

Silverman, D. (2000). Doing Qualitative Research.
London: Sage Publications.

Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of Qualitative
Research: Techniques and Procedures for Developing
Grounded Theory. London: SAGE.

Taylor, G. (1997). Community building in schoob:
Developing a circle of friends. Educational and
Child Psychology, 14, 45-50.

Taylor, G. & Burden, B. (2000). The positive power of
friendship: An illuminative evaluation of the cir
cle of friends approach within the primary and
secondary phases. Unpublished Research Report
Caloxiste Gulbenkian Foundation.

Underwood, B. 8c Moore, B. (1982). Perspective tak
ing and altruism. Psychological Bulletin, 9i(l),
1 4 3 - 1 7 3 .

Upright, R.L. (2002). To tell a tale: the me of moral
dilemmas to increase empathy in the elementary
school child. Early Childhood Education fourruil, 30,
1 5 - 3 0 .

Waas, GA. & Honer, S.A. (1990). Situational attribu-
tioru and dispositional inferences: the develop
ment of peer reputation. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly,

5 8 Educational Child Psychology Vol 25 No I


