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Does self-regulation during free-play in early childhood predict outcomes in later life?



















Abstract

A Literature Review
[bookmark: _Hlk165667057][bookmark: _Hlk166191197][bookmark: _Hlk166016114][bookmark: _Hlk166431933][bookmark: _Hlk165843698]There are a lot of definitions of the term “self-regulation” and it can mean different things to different people. Bandura (1991) described it as having the capability within yourself to apply some control over your actions, feelings, motivations and thoughts.  Vohs and Baumeister (2018) compared it to being able to exercise self-control, that self-corrective adjustments are taking place from within. Additionally, Heatherton (2011) expressed that self-regulation in a group situation is where a person is able to alter their emotions, actions and thoughts so as not to violate group standards. It is where impulse needs to be inhibited, desires stifled, temptations resisted, and emotional displays controlled. 
Furthermore, Timmons, Bozek and Sharp (2023) state that despite the term self-regulation having different definitions across fields such as psychology, education and medicine, in general it is defined as being able to control ones emotional, behavioural or cognitive state. 
Self-regulation skills develop constantly throughout life as a range of diverse situations are experienced. Howard and Melhuish (2016) claim that during their first five years, a child’s formation of cognition, language and emotional control can have a strong influence on behaviour through to adulthood. 
Research by Robson, Allen and Howard (2020) explored whether the ability to self-regulate in early childhood can, in fact, affect outcomes in later life. They found that the ability to have control over emotions relates positively to school engagement, leading to higher academic achievements. It also has a positive impact on their social competency and interpersonal behaviours which lead to a higher sense of wellbeing.  Furthermore, Vasseleu et al., (2021) agree with this and state that a child’s capacity to self-regulate significantly predicts their outcomes for wellbeing, health, social functioning and achievement. 
Central to this analysis is that self-regulation includes the capacity to be able to listen, follow instructions and work independently. (Nucifora and Walker, 2020). 
Purposeful teaching, positive parenting and early interventions can all encourage self-regulation skills. (Whitebread et al., 2019)
In the early years, play is the main form of activity. In Wales, Welsh Government have recognised how important play is to child development and were the first country in the world to publish a Play Policy in 2002. (play.wales, n.d)
Vygotsky emphasized that through spontaneous, self-initiated play, children develop self-regulation skills. They do this by setting their own personal levels of challenge, therefore creating a zone of proximal development. (Macblain, 2022)
According to Brėdikytė and Brandišauskienė (2023) self-regulation skills can be learned and practiced during this time. They point out that during pretend play children have opportunities to learn to interact with others in different social situations, develop their imagination and master new forms of behaviour.  In addition to this, Slot et al., (2017) describe how this period of a time in a child’s life is a crucial time of rapid growth in self-regulations skills. Pretend play can support this skill by giving a child the opportunity to act out and practice experiencing feelings and emotions on their own terms. These skills can then be transferred into real-life situations states Livshits (2019) Play-based learning gives children chance to practice their attention, listening and thinking skills which help support their self-regulation skills when conflicting situations arise says Braund and Timmons (2021).
Murray and Gray (2019) suggest that children who have experienced trauma can use interacting with messy play to help express and regulate their emotions. 
Rough and tumble play has however, been found to impair children’s emotional regulation skills. According to Veiga et al., (2020) children can display an increase in emotional dysregulation when engaging in this type of play due to them becoming over-aroused and their immature brain not being able to control an over-load of negative emotions.
Effective interpersonal functioning and maintaining positive friendships can also be affected by emotional dysregulation suggests Gross (2002). 
According to Woodward et al., (2016), consequently, being unable to regulate emotions and behaviour in early childhood can lead to an increased risk of developing ADHD, anxiety and conduct disorders as well as mental-health issues in later life. This is due to emotions being so important to sociability, thinking and motivation says Beauchaine and Crowell (2020).
The purpose of this research will help determine whether learning to self-regulate in the early years can affect later outcomes. Therefore, this study will concentrate on……………….. 

Methodological Considerations
[bookmark: _Hlk166191125][bookmark: _Hlk166270107][bookmark: _Hlk166419959]This study will aim to analyse how self-regulation skills learned in early childhood affect outcomes in later life. It will use data from a sample of thirty children and their main caregivers. They will be contacted first at nine months, then at three years old and again at six to seven years old.
This quantity of children has been chosen as it is not too big or too small. The sample size needs to be just right so it does not compromise any conclusions. If the sample taken is too small, there is a danger of trends being guessed. If the sample taken is too large, there is a danger of statistical differences becoming enlarged. (Faber and Fonseca, 2014)
The ages of the children in the sample have been chosen to help determine trajectories by parents rating emotional regulation abilities and task attentiveness and comparing with academic achievement.
Non-random, purposive sampling will be used to find caregivers with children up to nine months. They should be specifically chosen as they will be especially knowledgeable on the research question and relied upon by the researcher according to Adam (2020). 
Sharma (2017) suggests that the issue with this type of sampling is that it can be highly prone to bias, therefore the criteria of participants must be carefully considered and not ill-conceived. 
The advantage of this method is that it is constructed to serve a specific purpose as it focuses on characteristics of the population that are of interest. (Palinkas, 2015)
A random selection of participants for this research, in this case, would not be effective due to a particular group being required. A random selection could lead to imbalance and generalisation but would have less risk of bias. (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2017)
This will be a qualitive study as it will rely on personal accounts of how people think and respond within society. It will need parents’ views and thoughts on their children and the beliefs of the children themselves. Qualitative research will help to identify if, why and how children with good self-regulating skills achieve better outcomes. By using qualitative research, deeper explorations of feelings, experiences and thoughts can be completed and revised where needed. (the-sra.org.uk, n.d.)
In qualitative methodology samples are assessed by the ability to provide rich and important information because they are representing a smaller group of people states Slevitch (2011). It is a more exploratory method which can use diary entries, interviews, and video footage to collect data. (National University, 2023)
Limitations of qualitative methodology include that the continuous process of data collection is naturally more difficult as it is generally long and drawn out. Indeed, this study will take a period of years to complete. Hence, data collection will be more difficult if primary and secondary data collections are not fluid. There could also be more opportunities for errors and inaccuracies. (Rahman, 2017)
Additionally, qualitative methodology is subjectivist. This could be a disadvantage as separating facts from values is difficult. The information collected will be peoples points of views and these may differ from one person to the next. (Slevitch 2011).
Quantitative methodology will also be used in this research as numeric patterns can be explored within literacy and numeracy results in the older children. Scales from one to ten can be used to capture feelings and emotional reactions. Quantitative research is often used within social science to find out about a particular group of people. It is often carried out by using questionnaires. (University of Texas Arlington, 2023). 
Quantitative research does have its limitations however as answers in questionnaires can lack detail and context meaning data will suffer. It can also be time-consuming, costly, and complex. (National University, 2023)


[bookmark: _Hlk166320202]In this study, mixed methods of data collection will be used. Interviews with parents, observations on children and teacher questionnaires will help gather information to understand if self-regulation in early childhood effects outcomes in later life. Using mixed methods can be powerful as it can provide a more in depth, all-inclusive study. It is useful to use this method when studying the sometimes-complicated lives of families as it allows for different viewpoints to be collated. (Roberts-Holmes, 2018)
The collection of data from the mixed method approach can also be described as “triangulation”. Triangulation is used to help develop the strength and reliability of findings. It can help overcome bias which can often arise when using a single method. (Noble and Heale, 2019) 
Furthermore, Bell and Waters (2018) consider triangulation as being a combination of several methods of research, which explore the same topic, helping to view it from different perspectives. It can also help support the challenge or confirmation of the results of the survey itself. The research will have been triangulated when all the data from the different methods is pulled together. (Roberts-Holmes, 2018)
Limitations of triangulation include the complexities if combining results from the varying quality of different sets of data. Results can be contradictory and inconsistent. Although the objective of triangulation is to strengthen confidence in the conclusions, caution must be taken first and foremost to ensure the data sets are not flawed. (Heale and Forbes, 2013)
In the first instance for this research, interviews will be undertaken with parents of the children to be studied. Interviews are a key method used for data collection. Questions in conversations have been used for as long as we know to obtain information between human beings. Interviews are used to extract detailed information on things such as opinions, beliefs, thoughts, and feelings. (Brinkmann, 2022) In this case open-ended questions will be asked to find out information about situations when children become unregulated. How the children are supported, what has happened beforehand, how they can be distracted and what are their self-soothing strategies.
The disadvantages of interviewing are that the participants can provide answers which are not truthful and to which they believe are socially acceptable, rather than their true experiences. Their responses can also be affected by mood, self-esteem and even through the order of questions asked. The interviewer must ensure that their demeanour does not affect the outcome of the interview. To overcome this Alsaawi (2014) recommends trying to determine the interviewees behaviour during the session.
The development of the research questions can also be an issue so to help with this Bickman and Rog (2008) suggests formulating questions based on what is really going on in this phenomenon and what you need to gain a better understanding of.
Alongside the parental interviews, focused observations will be done on the children themselves. These will be completed at home and in their educational setting to gain insight on their self-regulation skills.
Observations have been used for assessing children for many years. They were key to theorist, Susan Isaac’s work. She believed that through observing children during their free play, a greater understanding of their emotional development could be obtained. (Pound, 2014)
Observations will be useful in this study as the observer will gain useful insights through watching how the children problem solve when conflicts arise within themselves and with peers.
The observer must be skilled and knowledgeable on self-regulation and ensure all observations are thoroughly documented. It will be extremely important to be aware of bias as this could influence how the observations are written and gathered. (Peterson and Elam, 2020)
The third method to be used in this research will be an online questionnaire. The questionnaire will be sent out to the child’s key worker in their educational setting. These questions will link in with the interview questions so will help to gain further insight into the children’s self-regulation skills. As well as this, questions on foundation phase outcomes and academic achievements will be added in order to discover if there is a relationship between early self-regulation skills and positive outcomes. 
A questionnaire is a cheap, quick and reliable source of information providing it is easy to complete. However, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2017) point out that where a questionnaire is too complex, the respondent may only give part responses if it is too mentally demanding. Therefore, the researcher must give careful consideration into the type of questionnaire that will be sent out. 
Survey methodology will not be used during this research because it would not give enough details and insights from participants. This would result in data not being accurate enough. Surveys can be a worthy way of collecting data for a large sample but in this case would not be comprehensive enough.
During this research it will be important to consider the Halo and Hawthorne effects. These types of effects can influence the researchers’ opinions and therefore skew results.
The Halo effect can often stem from a first impression of someone. For example, where a person is perceived to be attractive or intelligent, an overly favourable judgement of their character could be made. Gabrieli et al. (2021) describe the Halo effect as when a single attribute of a person can lead to bias on other attributes. Within the context of this research, a parents aesthetic appearance should not influence perceptions on such things as their intelligence or competence.
The Hawthorne effect can happen during observations. When observing children, they could potentially change their behaviour if they understand they are being watched. This could have an impact on the results of this study as where an observing adult is present, self-regulation skills could be affected. The phrase “Hawthorne effect” was derived when a study was conducted at The Hawthorne Works, Chicago between 1927 and 1933 on human behaviour in the workplace. It was discovered that the workers performances were altered because they knew they were being observed. (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014)

Ethical Considerations
[bookmark: _Hlk166620195][bookmark: _Hlk166791921][bookmark: _Hlk166617926]Having looked at methodological considerations of this research, we now need to consider ethics, particularly as young children will be involved. Ethics are where a personal code of conduct based on others, yourself, and the surroundings is followed. Ethical considerations include how participants will be protected and how personal data will be handled. (University of Stirling, 2019)
In research, according to World Health Organisation (2021) ethical principles must be adhered to “in order to protect the dignity, rights and welfare of research participants”.
In this piece of research, careful, ethical consideration of the methods is imperative as children are involved. The researcher has an obligation to always uphold the rights of the child regardless of how they are taking part in the research. Article 3 of The United Nations Rights of the Child states that in any decision or action made for a child, their best interests will be the primary consideration. (UNCRC, 2022)
According to Graham, Powell and Taylor (2014) it is the responsibility of the researcher to balance enabling the child to participate without harm with enabling them to have a voice.
First and foremost, at the start of this study, consent must be obtained from all participants to meet ethical requirements. To do this Gov.Uk (2018) says that participants can be provided with an information sheet. This will be informed and to include details of their rights, the research methods, what it is about, how the data will be recorded and stored and what their participation looks like. This will need to be done freely and without and pressure. In the case of the parental interviews, consent can be obtained on the day, face to face and consent can be obtained digitally for the teacher questionnaires.
As the younger children in this study will not be able to give their consent for observation, it will need to be given by their main care giver. However, by showing a willingness to participate and an acknowledgement they understand they are being observed, this can be classed as ‘assent’ by the child. (Change, 2024)
The British Educational Research Association [BERA] (2024) points out that it needs to be made clear to all participants that they have the right to withdraw at any time during the research. They won’t need to provide an explanation for this. If incentives are used to encourage participants, they should be appropriate and documented in the research.
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2022) state that anyone taking part in research has the right to privacy. In this case, privacy can be defined as anonymity and confidentiality. Anonymity is where the participants identity is concealed, and confidentiality is when the participants data has rights of access. Whilst the researcher must respect the right to privacy, in safeguarding situations, there will be a duty of care to reveal information. This should be discussed whilst gaining consent.
Whilst undertaking this research, the need for transparency is essential. The researcher should remain open and honest with participants, provide clear communication and provide details of how data will be collected and used. Lack of transparency can lead to untrustworthiness and belief by the participant that they cannot tell the truth or make meaningful contributions. When a participant is clear on where they stand within the research, they will feel more confident in providing information and can make informed decisions. (UK Statistics Authority, 2022)
The methods used to conduct this research will provide an element of risk to the participants, researchers and to the university. It is important to try and mitigate these risks.
During the children’s observations, their willingness to participate must be closely monitored. It will be imperative for the researcher to understand signals from the children that they do not wish to be part of the research. Skånfors (2009) states that where children cannot verbalise their wishes ‘say no’, the researcher must use their ‘ethical radar’ to recognise the signals. Children may clearly or subtly show in their body language that they are not comfortable with being watched. Behaviour such as moving or turning away, hiding and ignoring indicate resistance. This is termed as ‘show no’.
The observer themselves will need to take their position carefully into account. When a child becomes dysregulated and gets into a meltdown or there is conflict with another child, their non-interventionist position may become compromised. (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) Therefore, it will be useful to discuss these situations, where morals may take over, with the children’s gatekeeper. The gatekeeper plays a key role in research. They ensure that the researcher can gain access to a group of participants and ensure that the research is allowed to run smoothly. (McFadyen and Rankin, 2016) In this case the gatekeeper would be the head of the educational setting. 
There are some risks involved with conducting an interview and being an interviewee. The interviewer, or researcher, should be aware that their own views on shared information could lead to misinterpretation. (Hammond and Wellington, 2020) An interview allows for the exploration of events, thoughts and feelings and should be documented factually. 
An additional risk to the interviewer is the need to remain conscious that there is an ethical golden rule to do no harm when conducting an interview. Deception should be avoided and the environment should be non-threatening and non-stressful. This can be mitigated by ensuring the entire process of the research is reflected upon from the very beginning and by continually making decisions based on ethics explains Brounéus (2011). 
For the parent being interviewed in this research, there is a risk of the questions leading to emotional harm. Discussing their child’s behaviour may be traumatic as it could be an emotionally sensitive topic for them. They could question themselves on whether the outcomes could have been more positive if they had done anything differently. Where participants display emotional distress, the interviewer will need to have a plan in place to help support this. They could also have debriefing sessions and follow-up check-ins. (Afshar and Hafez 2021)
With regards to questionnaires, an important ethical consideration is to ensure the respondents data remains anonymous. Correct procedures must be followed by the researcher in order to protect the connection of data to a participant. Barrow, J.M., Khandhar, P.B. and Brannan, G.D. (2022) suggest substituting names with codes or numbers and locking any participant identifying data.
Information shared with researchers must be dealt with in a sensitive way so as not to bring any harm to the participants and the study itself must not bring any adverse effects that the researcher may be unaware of. To mitigate these risks, a debriefing and an introduction to the study should be provided and the researchers contact details provided to help ease any anxiety. (Fox, Murray and Warm, 2003)
The University can be put at reputational, economical and legal risk during all stages of research. These risks can be caused by complaints or disclosures being made against researchers by participants. This is where the researcher’s behaviour falls short of expected standards set out in the Universities Integrity Code of Practice. Behaviours such as fabrication, deception and dishonesty are all types of misconduct and can be prevented by the university by ensuring that students fully understand ethics in research and the consequences of these questionable research practices. (University of Plymouth, n.d.)
Data collected during this research will be stored in line with guidelines and legislation. Research data includes such things as any notes from observations and interviews, recordings, responses to questionnaires and contact details. The consent gained at the beginning of the research must include data collection, who you’ll share it with and how it will be used and stored. (GOV.UK, 2018)
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