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Abstract 
The article reveals the application technique of the free thematic essay as a qualitative research method 
that enables children to publicize their experiences. The main philosophical methodological provision 
that is followed while creating the essay application technique is presented: in order to “enter” childhood 
world and to understand hidden phenomena it is necessary to understand and evaluate them through 
children’s not adults’ perspective. 

The principles of free thematic essay application technique are analyzed in the contexts of children’s 
leisure culture and research of self-learning social-educational discourse. Children’s leisure and self-
learning as a sphere of their everyday life is rather detached from formal self-education and demands 
not only a new attitude towards the phenomenon, but also the realization of new relationships between 
adults and children that would give a possibility to represent children’s needs. The child-centred 
paradigm of “freedom” self-education transfuses all spheres of children’s self-learning and self-
socialization, including leisure. It encourages researchers to explore the meanings of socio-cultural and 
educational discourse of children’s leisure, perceiving children’s leisure as a phenomenon inherent to 
their culture. 

The article presents main principles of methods of application and realization of an essay: opinion of 
children and their provided information are very important, a child is an active participant (agent and 
creator) of everyday research process. It is suggested to encourage children’s curiosity by employing 
“intrigue” and “provocations” as a stimulus for publicizing of own “invisible/unnoticed” (to adults) life and 
learning/teaching experiences. Free child’s decision (to take/not take part in the research or to withdraw 
from it) is important. Such conditions are important as well: when children transmit knowledge about 
themselves, an interactive dialogue is a must, by applying the linguistic style (attractive) used in 
(children’s) everyday practice; coherence of communication forms – innovative (interactive/distance – 
e-mail) and traditional (telephone, “traditional” mail) – is necessary; inspiration of the process of 
interactions children-adults (researcher-teachers/pedagogues-parents) where all are equal partners. 

It should be emphasized that when applying children’s experience/narrative research, in the very 
research process it is important to allow/provide conditions for children as research participants to 
implement their choices. 
Keywords: free thematic essay, qualitative method, children’s leisure culture, children’s self-learning. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
Childhood belongs to the everyday, routine [1] life sphere as its meanings have deeply penetrated 
everywhere. Therefore, research of social-educational phenomena of childhood world such as self-
learning and leisure means the research of common i.e. visible but not always noticeable phenomena 
of everyday life. It is emphasised that children are ordinary people in adults’ world and their existential 
questions, practice of their relationships are not always considered and usually are unconsciously 
overtaken from former cultures despite their correspondence with modern culture of children’s 
relationships with society or new knowledge [2]. According to Dencik [3], major part of knowledge about 
childhood, knowledge about the importance of diverse childhood phenomena to individual child’s 
development, knowledge that is considered scientific one only in exceptional cases refers to the aspect 
of society’s dynamism, and scientific literature devoted to child’s development always is based on some 
examples of child’s life reality, therefore, many theoretical constructs that form our “scientific knowledge” 
about child/children and their development are inadequate – they refer to the experience that comes 
from reality which in many aspects is already a past state of society’s development. The analysis of 
social-educational discourse of children’s leisure and self-learning cultures, the interpretation of 
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research data can be performed following the provision that it is necessary to overcome the myths that 
influence adults’ (parents, teachers, informal education specialists) attitude towards the meaningfulness 
of children’s leisure and self-learning cultures. “Cooperation with childhood world” [4], with its values 
and experiences takes place in such research, childhood phenomena are evaluated from child’s 
perspective paying much attention to interpretations that are like valuable research constructs. While 
interpreting the narrative text of phenomenological – hermeneutic nature of children’s leisure and self-
learning cultures, the aim is to reject, according to the scientists ([5], [6], [7]), the following most popular 
myths: children’s leisure and self-learning are a part of adults’ world, therefore, they can be interpreted 
by comparing them with adults’ leisure and self-learning since separated they are similar to “distorted 
adults’ world”; children’s interaction with environment during summer leisure time and self-learning is 
not so meaningful in comparison to adults’ because children are not capable to act and behave properly, 
therefore, it is necessary to limit children’s interaction with environment during their leisure time and self-
learning; children’s learning experiences during summer leisure time are the result of adults’ activities, 
therefore, they reflect meanings significant to the adults; children’s actions and thoughts are perceived 
as their meaningless attempt to penetrate into the meanings of surrounding world understood only by 
adults; children’s self-learning during summer time is conveyance of adults’ experience to the children 
so it can be interpreted only by the adults because children do not have such experience. According to 
Marcon [8], the following myth is the most dangerous one for a researcher – children create their world 
following the examples and rules suggested by the adults and it is the highest children’s achievement.  

Free thematic essay as a qualitative method that enables children to publicize the narratives of their 
different experiences is applied in educational research of cultural nature of childhood’s/children’s life 
phenomena. This method is especially suitable for educational/cultural research that is related to 
localized environments and subjective reality when children are free to create their leisure time and 
learning/teaching (sub)cultures. Besides, mastering of free thematic essay as a qualitative method, data 
obtained on its basis (from children’s everyday life) allows to expand the modern paradigm of children’s 
leisure time and self-learning culture by children’s narratives: different experience, learning/ teaching 
content, types and forms created/discovered and creatively applied by the children.  

Children’s leisure and self-learning culture as a sphere of their everyday life is researched by applying 
qualitative research methods. One of such qualitative research methods is – free children’s essay that 
is a narrative text which reveals children’s experiences in such everyday life situations as children’s 
leisure and self-learning. This supposes the problem question of the research: how can the method of 
children’s free thematic essay be applied while investigating children’s leisure time and self-learning in 
home environment during summer leisure time?  

The aim – to demonstrate the application opportunities of children’s free essay method as enabling 
children to publicize the narratives of their leisure and self-learning experiences. 

The object of the research – application opportunities of children’s free essay method.  
The methods of the research – theoretical analysis, meta-analysis.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
Empirical research of children’s everyday life spheres such as summer leisure, self-learning, etc. is 
based on qualitative research paradigm ([9], [10], [11], [12]). This is determined by research object, for 
instance, children’s self-learning or leisure culture as social-educational phenomenon can be 
researched only by qualitative methods since they correspond to subjective world of social reality ([13], 
[14]). Besides, with the help of qualitative research we try to get information about new scarcely 
researched phenomena of children’s everyday life – children’s leisure, self-learning cultures by 
interpreting them with the meanings provided by the individuals/children that participate in the research.  

The paradigm of qualitative research allows to know social reality constructed by the children and ensure 
the understanding of children’s everyday life phenomena (leisure and self-learning cultures) by revealing 
its expression, identifying children’s experiences in the context of values which represents phenomena 
of children’s self-learning and leisure cultures ([9], [10], [11], [12]). Qualitative research provides an 
opportunity to examine the dissemination of cases of children’s leisure and self-learning or to carry out 
the research of situation or event of children as a group of individuals in natural environment. Besides, 
qualitative research helps to understand the investigated children’s self-learning and leisure cultures as 
phenomena, to present interpretational overall their explanation. Qualitative approach allows to 
concentrate on children’s actions, personal everyday experience that is expressed in words, narratives 

9235



and reconstructions and to observe how a child feels leisure and self-learning culture, how he/she 
interprets it and what educational value it provides.  

Hermeneutics (social constructive and phenomenological approaches) as analysis perspective. The 
results of children’s self-learning and leisure cultures in social-educational research are explained and 
interpreted referring to hermeneutics which aim is to achieve valid and acceptable understanding of the 
meanings of children’s texts about leisure and self-learning cultures.  

Phenomenological approach (in hermeneutics) presupposes the provision that the cognition of 
children’s leisure and self-learning/teaching cultures as social-educational phenomena has to cause a 
surprise, to ask “why”. It means a transition from “natural” approach to the “phenomenological” one. 
Phenomenological bracketing method (epoche) allows the researcher to reject any preliminary 
provisions, superstitions, myths about the phenomena of children’s self-learning and leisure cultures 
and refer to one’s own immediate insight to the phenomenon itself because it is immediate experience 
released from all theoretical presumptions and interpretations (when phenomenologically fragmented 
consciousness is purified and only phenomena remain).  

Social constructivism as hermeneutic approach is applied for critical interpreting of “taken for granted”, 
“steady” (self)education phenomena. It is especially suitable for explaining children’s leisure and self-
learning cultures as social-cultural and educational phenomena that belong to the spheres of everyday, 
routine life. Children’s leisure and self-learning cultures are investigated by applying social reality 
construction theory [15], distinguishing objective and subjective contexts of social reality constructed by 
children. Social constructivism theory [16] – the basis of explanation of constructive child’s activities 
during leisure or self-learning time that emphasizes the significance of experience.  

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Free essay as a qualitative research method of children’s everyday life 
phenomena 

Qualitative research method – free thematic children’s essay oriented to different experiences of 
children’s self-learning and leisure. This method allows to reveal children’s everyday experiences by 
creating leisure and self-learning cultures and their meanings provided by the children themselves. For 
social-educational research of children’s self-learning and leisure cultures, life (L) type data is obtained 
as main information about children and their activities by using free thematic essay as a method for 
collecting such type of data ([10], [13], [14]). According to the nature of diagnostic information, informal, 
qualitative diagnostic information belongs to L type of information that describes children’s verbal and 
nonverbal behaviour in unique life – leisure situations where self-learning takes place. An essay as a 
method of information collection about diverse everyday life children’s phenomena provides an 
opportunity to speak about one’s own experience and abilities as it is a well-known school activity and 
does not burden them ([13], [14]). Qualitative interpretational analysis of child’s essay helps to reveal 
the peculiarities of their life and worldview, “invisible” side of children’s life, interrelations in informal / 
“free” environment [10]. An essay provides a child an opportunity to describe and explain impressions, 
reflections, to concentrate on the situation, to understand inside world and it is a cognition method of a 
child as an individual, which in detail informs about available new object groups.  

According to Bitinas [10], the advantage of an essay in comparison to conversation is that during 
conversation not every child is able to express oneself because quite often conversation situation 
disturbs free expression (a child may not find suitable forms of linguistic expression, he/she can feel 
ashamed to speak face to face, etc.). These unfavourable conversation circumstances are eliminated 
when essay method is applied. In order to achieve diagnostic aims, essays of cognitive nature that can 
be written by operating the statements approved by the humanity are avoided. The essays describing 
children’s personal, social-cultural, educational experience have diagnostic value. Another advantage 
of diagnostic essay as qualitative research tool in comparison to conversation-interview – an opportunity 
to get valuable, primary information using quite low research costs. In addition, free thematic children’s 
essay as a qualitative research method in comparison to quantitative methods is more flexible, 
participants’ conversations allow to get more diverse information about the investigated phenomenon 
and the researcher is able to find out new information ([13], [14]). The essays reflect children’s 
experiences, thoughts, situations, events’ interpretations, etc. expressed and discursively framed in 
speech / texts. The qualitative research conditions are met by the following research tools: interview, 
free conversation, passive / active observation, discussion, essay, open questionnaire, etc. [10]. When 
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describing the reliability and validity of free children’s essay as a tool, the provision that it is determined 
by the data content and tool application context is being followed.  

3.1.1 Research tool application context  
The basis of qualitative research data consists of thematic children’s essays (“In summer I learn at home 
without learning”, “My leisure in summer”). Children are invited to participate in essay creation using the 
following motivational means: invitation – poster, leaflets that can be distributed in comprehensive 
schools and published in virtual space. It is worth to mention that it is important to create an opportunity 
for the children to choose whether to prepare essays (to participate in the research) or not, the children 
are free to make their decisions. Voluntary and motivated children’s participation helps to collect quality 
information.  

3.1.2 Content of the data obtained by free essay research tool  
Writing free thematic essay children can choose freely what to write about, however, in the context of 
the theme (self-learning or leisure), i.e. they are encouraged to disclose their own experiences, to share 
them in free thematic essays. Selection of the essays (for qualitative, interpretational research data 
analysis) according to the content is determined by whether their content is related to the context 
significant to the researcher (leisure or self-learning taking place in home environment during summer 
holidays) and which choice is determined by formulated problematic research questions and tasks. The 
main criterion of selection of research data / essays in respect of the content – an opportunity to describe 
the researched phenomenon as thoroughly and precisely as possible.  

In methodological literature it is indicated that in order to increase the validity of an essay as a diagnostic 
tool, the researcher can organise writing essays upon the initiative of a class or a native language 
teacher [10]. When a child knows that he/she is not “one-time” researcher’s subject and will keep in 
touch with the educator in the future, written expression remains as “a pedagogical secret” that 
influences the relationships of a child and an educator.  

3.2 Application technique of a free thematic essay as a qualitative research 
method enabling children to publicise their experiences  

The main philosophical/methodological provision that is followed while creating essay application (as 
well as realisation) technique is as follows: in order to get to know the phenomena of childhood world, 
the researcher has to approach/get closer to children’s world. Therefore, trying to “enter” the childhood’s 
world and to get to know self-learning and leisure as childhood’s phenomena, it is necessary to 
understand and evaluate them from child’s (not parents’) perspective, accepting them as they are, not 
as adults would like to see them and trying to emphasise the meanings given by children themselves 
([3], [17]). 

3.2.1 Selection of the theme of an essay  
The selected theme for a free children’s essay encourages children to disclose their experiences. 
Therefore, after consulting the educators (Lithuanian language and class teachers) and receiving their 
permission, children are being contacted. During the meetings children are given a clear explanation 
about the aim of the research and they are asked to help to formulate the theme of an essay. It has to 
be provocative, oriented to “invisible”/different experience of children’s life and learning, gained during 
self-learning in leisure time.  

3.2.2 Preparation of application technique of an essay as a research tool  
Similarly and in a parallel way preparation of application technique of an essay as a research tool is 
implemented. The insights obtained during discussions, inspired by consultative meetings with children 
allow the researcher to “have a look” at a researched phenomenon/object (children’s self-learning, 
leisure) from children’s perspective (children’s point of view). Invitation and leaflets for children and 
teachers oriented to their otherness as target research groups/participants are prepared. Therefore, 
information about the research (aim, institution that performs the research, significance and use, contact 
information) is presented not only in an understandable and clear way but also attractively, with intrigue, 
using dialogue and conversation style used in everyday (respectively – children’s, teachers’) practice. 
Using the above mentioned means, the invitation and encouragement to join the research is addressed 
to: children to publicise their “invisible”/different experience of children’s life and learning, gained during 
self-learning in leisure time in home environment; educators (as adults) to get to know children’s leisure 
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and self-learning at the same time to perplex adults trying to encourage/provoke: the interest in 
children’s everyday world, their activities; necessary dialogue with a child when children provide 
information about themselves as well as insight/concentration on indoctrinating stereotypes about 
children’s self-learning in free environment during summer holidays that have become “invisible” in 
adults’ culture.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
For children and adults the children’s everyday life spheres (such as self-learning or summer leisure 
time) are like a subjective and meaningful context of new experience. With its help it is possible to get 
involved in various schemes of explanation of children’s experiences. The basis of understanding is 
formed by child’s everyday world because child’s leisure and self-learning gain many meanings in it. 
Explanation of social-educational significance is based on understanding which is used when 
reconstructing available experiences of children and adults. This process is often followed by myths, 
misinterpretations caused by different life experience of children and adults. The process of identification 
of meanings of children’s self-learning and summer leisure culture is implemented through speaking 
about subjective experience of children and adults which sometimes in traditional/positive paradigm is 
understood as a clear, visible matter but not as a search of intuitive essence.  

While organizing educational research of childhood/children’s life phenomena of cultural nature it is 
recommended to apply free thematic essay as a qualitative method enabling children to publicize their 
narratives of diverse experiences. This method is especially suitable to educational/cultural research 
that is related to localized environments and subjective reality when children are free to create their 
culture. Besides, mastering of free thematic essay as a qualitative method and data obtained on its basis 
(from children’s everyday life) allow to expand modern teaching/learning paradigm with children’s free 
culture narratives.  

It is recommended to use the following main principles of essay application and realization techniques: 
children’s opinion and information provided by them is especially important, a child is an active 
participant (character and creator) of everyday life research process. It is advisable to encourage 
children’s curiosity using “intrigue” and “provocations” as stimulus for advertising of “invisible/unnoticed” 
(to adults) life and teaching/learning experiences. Child’s free decision (to participate or not in the 
research or to withdraw from it) is important. The following conditions are important as well: when 
children spread knowledge about themselves, interactive dialogue with them is important using 
children’s everyday (attractive) conversation style; the harmony of innovative (interactive/distant – e-
mail) and traditional (phone, traditional mail) cooperation forms is necessary; inspiration of interaction 
process of children 1  adults (researcher 1  teachers/educators 1  parents) where all are equal partners. 
It should be emphasized that when applying children’s experience/narrative research, in the process of 
the research it is important to allow/create conditions for children as participants to realize their choices.  
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