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Abstract
The chosen research will explore and analyse children in the early years and how social skills are developed through the various mediums of play and how learning through play is shown throughout everyday life in the early years continuum. There are many different ways that play is included within the planning and preparing of teaching children. According to Birth to 5 Matters (ND) children and practitioners must build a program of study together through communicating and observational planning. Practice begins with children which then develops into a collaboration of partnership. Observation is a key part of professional early years practice in which all practitioners must ensure is included within the curriculum.
The sample chosen for the project will include children aged between 5 and 6 years old within 3 primary schools in the Neath Port Talbot County Borough. These areas contain schools within a rural, busy city and deprived area. The researcher has taken time to choose methods of data collection which in this case, will be observations as well as questionnaires to gain a mixed view of results from both children and parents. 
The many ethical considerations of research such as the use and understanding of informed consent, any risk of harm, safeguarding issues as well as the right to withdraw are just a number of considerations that are discussed within this research project in regard to the participants, researchers and the university. All guidelines and regulations must be followed in order to promote the best outcomes possible for the research project. (UWTSD, 2022)


A literature Review
Play is a vital part of child development and gives children the opportunity to discover and explore own feelings and emotions whilst learning about the world through various encounters that foster play. Play is an essential component of child development that young people value and cherish regarding own experiences and learning. Whilst learning through play, children can learn about many different personal qualities such as how others communicate and act socially as well as self-confidence and self worth. Practitioners and young people should value play and how learning can be enhanced whilst taking part in learning through it. Play can also urge young people to make decisions based on own experiences.  (Welsh Government, 2022) 
The United Convention on the Right of the Child (UNCRC) is a documentation that consists of 54 articles that discuss the rights that children and young people have. Article 31 states that all children have the right to take part in play, leisure and also rest. (UNICEF, ND)
High grade experiences are a vital component in supporting children to develop own social communication skills. These sort of experiences will assist in helping children to build on emotional strengths and weaknesses. Children are encouraged by practitioners to express own emotions as well as feelings. Professionals should ensure that these experiences children have are planned cautiously in order to be viewed as appealing to children and young people and will allow the children to show interest in the experiences offered as well as pay attention both inside and outside of the classroom. (Welsh Government, 2022) 
Outdoor play is an essential part of children’s development. It can support social, physical and emotional development and improve on every day well-being. When children are outdoors, it can promote confidence as well as exploration to improve on skills. (Welsh Government, 2022)
Communication is a vital component in children’s development and plays an important role in the formation of relationships with others which can be important in learning as well as different social interactions that children experience with other young people and adults. By communicating with others, children will be able to improve listening skills as well as own vocabulary and understanding. (Welsh Government, 2022)
Lev Vygotsky believed that when children are involved in play, generalised emotions start to appear. This implies that whilst learning through play, children and young people have also learned how to link and associate feelings and emotions with play and other individuals. Once children reach the milestone of generalising emotions, Vygotsky believed that it was a sign of another developmental achievement being unlocked. He also believed that play is the main element of child development within the early years. (Bodrova. E., Deborah. J.L., ND)
It is seen that play can have an impact on a child’s social development in many ways including taking notice of social cues from friends and listening to other children. Play can allow a child to view situations from another person’s point of view which will enable the use and understanding of empathy. Play that promotes social development can also allow children to share feelings and thoughts with others in order to make decisions and negotiate with other young people. (Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2018)
Guided play which can be guided by an adult is seen as a vital component in children’s emotional development. By taking part in this sort of play, children can share thoughts, feelings and emotions with others and take notice of reactions. This form of play can also teach children about setting rules and leadership. (Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2018)
The Foundation Phase is an early years framework in Wales that includes play in the early years and the importance of play. This early years legislation document views play as having a purpose as well as how children can learn through play. Practitioners should ensure that play is implemented in all settings through as many experiences as necessary. The Foundation Phase highlights the importance of children’s learning environments and how play is fostered within each environment aiding the development and learning of children and young people. (Welsh Government, 2022)
The Foundation Phase states that practitioners should enable children to experience activities both inside and outside of the classroom environments and encounter different sorts of play as well as a number of planned activities completed by the practitioner for children’s learning which are to include child initiated as well as adult led activities. (Welsh Government, 2022)
All different types of play can support children’s social and emotional development such as the use of imaginative play. This is where a child can experience pretend play with peers to enhance well being, socialisation and development. This type of play can also motivate children to make decisions and promote independence for young people.  (Therapy Focus, ND)
Frederich Froebel (1782-1852) launched the proposal that play of immense importance within the early years and introduced play as being central to children’s education and development. (Bruce, 2011)
Children’s right to play is embodied in the UNCRC as well as how vital it is that children have the opportunity to experience a learning environment full of play experiences. The Froebel Trust (ND) widely supports children and the right to play especially outdoors with or without the direction of an adult. The aim of the Froebel Trust is ensuring that the principles of Frederich Froebel and play are acknowledged and promoted across the early years in the United Kingdom and beyond.
Nevertheless, even though play is viewed to have many advantages, studies show that children are being given the opportunity to play less in the modern day in comparison to a few years ago. Both inside and outside of the setting children are getting less chances to experience play whether it is at home with busy parents or the rise in screen time which could be to blame. The amount of social media as well as technology that children can access at home freely is becoming an increasing problem in relation to play and its many benefits. This may also cause a decline in a child’s social abilities and skills. (Froebel Trust, ND)
Methodological Considerations
The chosen sample for this research project will include 10 children in the early years aged 5-6 years old within Year 1 classes in 3 primary schools. This sample will also include one parent to each child from each schools so that mixed results can be obtained by the researcher.  
Convenient sampling was chosen for this research project as it is the area of work that the researcher participates in, the level of knowledge and judgement should be acceptable in relation to working alongside children and what sort of participants are needed for this research project. Convenient sampling is a type of non-probability sampling used by the researcher in order to gain participants based on the idea of the sampling being easy to collect and sometimes, convenient to the suitable workplace. (Saunders, 2019)
School A was chosen by the researcher as the area around the school is seen as a deprived area, School B was chosen as the area the school is based in a busy city and School C was chosen as the area near the school is rural. By choosing three different areas, it will allow the research to have more of a mixed sample and mixed results compared to choosing schools all within the same type of area. 
The two methods that have been chosen are questionnaires and observations. The questionnaires will be sent to parents of the children within the class and the observations will be gained within class time. The researcher has chosen these methods because it is important to gain consent from parents in regard to protecting confidentiality as well as anonymity. Observations play an essential part within childcare practices and should be central to activities that children take part in. When practitioners observe children, it allows opportunities to explore children’s interests which can enable planning for future activities and experiences to enhance social skills. (Welsh Government, 2022)
However, whilst observations are viewed as having many benefits being used in the early years especially, the Hawthorne effect may come into practice. The Hawthorne effect is a name of a theory that is given to a group of people who are aware that observation is taking place so may perform in a better way and act accordingly to the reasoning behind the research project. This could be seen as a limitation of using observations in research. (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023)
The questionnaires that will be created will be a paper version that will be sent home with the children individually for the parent to fill out and return to the setting. These questionnaires will be anonymous and will include questions which are both open and closed to gain a mixed view of how children access play at home as well as the variation of social skills and outside of the school setting. The questionnaires will also include questions regarding the number of siblings and hobbies that a child has, to gain insight into how social the child is perceived to be. This is shown with the Halo Effect which could be seen as a limitation in research, the Halo Effect is the name given to a theory that shows an opinion of someone or something that is deemed positive which is based on opinions that may already be gained due to previous knowledge. (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023) 
Both qualitative and quantitative data will be collected during this research project. Qualitative research is viewed as research methods that represent the collection of non-numerical results such as observations, interviews and focus groups. Quantitative research is used to compare and contrast data that is highly based on numbers and figures to measure relationships between one part of the research and another using questionnaires and experiments. (Grand Canyon University, 2021)
There are, however, many strengths and limitations of using both types of research. Using qualitative research methods can allow the project to be more flexible and may change the range of the research project as more information is collected but nevertheless, using qualitative research can be viewed as being more biased and personal which could result in research that is unfair. The researcher may also choose a smaller sample size due to this which can also be another limitation in relation to the amount of participants within the project. (Grand Canyon University, 2021)
By using quantitative research methods, the results from findings can be presented quickly, clear and with clarity through the medium of numerical data using software on digital devices such as computers. However, quantitative data can also be observed as a more limited method of collecting data. In order to be able to carry out statistical data analysis of the research findings, a wider sample size needs to be gained which will indicate a large-scale number of participants. (Grand Canyon University, 2021)
Assent will be collected from children for participation, the practitioner will explain the activities that will be available for the children to take part in and also explain that the children can take part in what activity that may be more of interest. Sometimes, children may not understand why or the repercussions of taking part in research but can show eagerness and readiness to take part in the activities and can understand the expectations then the gaining of assent should be appropriate but consent needs to be obtained from parents and carers in most cases and are also informed of the research project. (NSPCC, 2023)
Consent will be gained from the parent of the child through paper consent forms that will be sent home with each child to ensure that full consent is given from the parents for the child to take part within the research project. (UWTSD, 2022)
Children’s names will be anonymous throughout the observations and will be referred to only as letters from the alphabet such as Child A, Child B and C. Only the researcher will be aware of what child is placed under each name to protect privacy and respect confidentiality within the project and setting. Article 16 of the UNCRC states that all children has the right to privacy. This law should protect a child’s private life as well as family and home life which should protect children from any sort of approach of harmful harassment. (UNICEF, 2019)
In all research projects, researchers should acknowledge the participants’ right to withdraw whenever it feels necessary for any reason as well as no reason. All participants within the research project whether that is a child or an adult, must be made aware of the right to withdraw from the study at any time. (BERA, 2018)
Researchers should ensure the best possible explanations for all research projects and what it will entail so that the participants can gain a clear and deeper understanding of what will be included within the study. The researcher should also ensure that participants are told why participation is needed from this group and how the information and resources will be used and what will be shared with others. The use of secondary data will also need to be explained so that the participants, especially those who are adults so it can be understood and knowledge can be gained. (BERA, 2018)
At the end of the research project, the researcher will organise a session for feedback as it is an important component of ethical research to debrief participants. Debriefing the children when the research is over can also assist in recognising a child’s needs. This can give the researcher the additional opportunity to refer the child for suitable interventions through the practitioners at the setting if necessary or discuss any concerns that may arise. (NSPCC, 2023)
This research project will be measured using the Leuven scale. The Leuven scale is a scale that includes 5 main points that enables child professionals, practitioners as well as teachers to measure how a child uses emotional strategies whilst being involved in different activities and experiences inside and outside of the classroom environment. A child’s emotional wellbeing is valued highly in regard in social development as it can be seen as encouragement in regards to how a child is learning. (Learning Journals, 2023)
One of the benefits of using the Leuven Scale to measure the findings of the research is that observations are used and allows the child to be in charge of own learning. (Learning Journals, 2023) According to Birth to 5 Matters (ND), observations have been viewed as one of the most effective methods of teaching in the early years. Whilst focusing on childrens social and emotional wellbeing the Leuven Scale can ensure that every child has a unique response to learning and how play can have an impact social and emotional development through observations and assessments. (Learning Journals, 2023)
However, one of the limitations of using the Leuven Scale in the early years is that of children with special needs. The scale does not consider children with additional needs very accurately and the behaviours shown on the Leuven Scale are mostly not present in children with special needs including those who are non-verbal. (Learning Journals, 2023)
Ethical Considerations 
According to the Rhondda Cynon Taf County Borough Council (2017), risk assessments are created to aid Teachers as well as Teaching Assistants to identify any risks that may arise within Schools and Early Years Provisions. 
Practitioners should go from own experiences and make reasonable decisions and judgements in regard to any risk issues. By assessing and taking suitable risks, practitioners should be able to reduce the amount of anticipated risks in environments that young people and other staff may be vulnerable to. Taking pre planned, reasonable risks will encourage the children to develop own potential as well as widen the different experiences children encounter. (Rhondda Cynon Taf County Borough Council, 2017)
Reduction of risk includes an inspection of the management of risks and how benefits and limitations are considered for every child and staff involved within the research project. Risk reduction should involve three components such as early interventions to offer support for the child to avoid more difficult situations, dynamic courses of action to prevent problems from occurring as well as planned operations to assess the management of safety for both the child and adult when the worst happens. (Rhondda Cynon Taf County Borough Council, 2017)
Safeguarding children is one of the most important factors when it comes to any risk assessment, the welfare of children is paramount. (Children’s Act, 1989)
According to the University of Wales Trinity St David (2022) within the Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice document, research that includes groups of children or those with a learning disability or cognitive impairment is seen as something that may pose more than a small risk than working with adults. This document also mentions that all staff and students that work with children whether it is one to one or with a group, should gain a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) before approaching the setting for the intended research project.
Throughout research, it is essential that ethical considerations and guidelines are followed in order to cancel and reduce the amount of anticipated risks towards participants. 
Expected Risks to participants may include:
	Anticipated risks to participants
	How will the risks be minimised towards participants?

	There may be poor weather conditions in regards to outdoor play.


There could be sharp objects where children are playing inside and outside of the classroom which could cause physical harm.


If children are playing outside, there may be uneven grounds.



Safeguarding children at all times.

















Data Protection 









Children may become distressed within the research project.
	For all weather conditions, children should be in suitable clothing and footwear.

Practitioners must ensure that all sharp objects such as sharp corners are covered, and all objects are put away out of reach.


Professionals should assess the grounds before children start to play in case it is not suitable.


All practitioners involved within the early years settings and any researchers need to gain a DBS certificate before working alongside children. The quality of childcare provision can be dependent on the practitioners involved having received the correct training as well as qualifications to work with children. Not to mention, the vast amount of skills and knowledge that is required. All staff should also receive induction training which should consist of safeguarding procedures, child protection strategies as well as any health and safety issues that may arise. (Department for Education, 2021)


All participants must be made aware of the General Data Protection Regulation (2018) and be reassured that all data remains confidential and only the relevant practitioners such as the researcher, will have access to any information which will be explained in the consent forms sent out prior to the research taking place. (GOV, 2018)

It is essential that regular breaks are taken when observing the children for both practitioner and child. The research should also be taking place within a friendly and enjoyable environment such as the classroom in order for children to feel more relaxed and at ease. (NSPCC, 2023)





There may come a time where the research activity may involve topics of a sensitive nature as well as embarrassing and topics that may be upsetting for some. If the practitioner is to find that this is sort of activity is being created and that guidelines may be broken then it is vital that all steps from the risk assessment are followed and an appropriate member of staff must be informed such as class or Head Teacher of the school. 
The Data Protection Act (2018) and The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is a legislation that implements data protection laws in the United Kingdom. All researchers must follow these acts in order to keep the participants data and personal information confidential. Researchers must ensure that the information collected from participants is used fairly and is accurate as well as being current and up to date. As a legal right, participants must be informed of how own data will be used and shared in order to gain knowledge and be aware of what occurs during the research project. Data should not be kept for longer than it is deemed necessary and researchers should ensure that all data and information is dealt with in such a way that will avoid unapproved access and processing of data as well as damage. (GOV, 2018)
	Risks to the participants
	How will the risk will be reduced?

	Information may be disclosed about the investigator.



There may not be correct qualifications in place.






Hacking on computers to access information incuding personal.
	The practitioner should not be unsupervised with a child. Teaching assistants or other Teachers should be present whilst research is going on. 

All researchers should gain a DBS and ensure all correct staff training and certificates are gained before carrying out any research with children. (UWTSD, 2022)



Researchers should make sure that password protection is installed on computers to avoid hacking as well as viruses. Installing anti-virus software will assist in protecting computers from viruses.









	Risks to the institution or University:
	How will the risk be reduced?

	There may be misconduct present when carrying out the research project.





Data Protection and Consent


















Research Integrity
	All researchers must ensure that University of Wales Trinity St. David guidelines are followed and all ethical issues are checked over and any risks are assessed before carrying out any research. (UWTSD, 2022)

Under the General Data Protection Act, the University of South Wales Trinity St David cannot depend on consent as being a legal obligation in regards to the process of research data. Researchers must gain consent from participants in order to take part in the study but this does not mean that the consent to process personal data has also been gained. The process of consent as well as the process of personal data must be explained in depth to participants including the right to withdraw so that researchers are adhering to the guidelines set out by the university and that all ethical considerations have been thought of during the course of the research project. (UWTSD, 2022)

Research that is carried out on behalf of the University should be in line with good practice at all times. Researchers must maintain honesty, cautiousness, care and respect as well as being transparent and open to communicate with participants in the research in order to gain trust, follow protocol and obtain respect whilst representing the University. (UWTSD, 2022)
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