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Introduction
Positive behaviour within early years systems is essential in supporting children’s emotional wellbeing, social competence, relationships and readiness for learning. Behaviour management strategies used within nurseries and reception settings can significantly influence children’s development and future educational experiences. One widely used approach is positive reinforcement, which involves rewarding or encouraging desirable behaviour to increase the likelihood of repeat behaviour. Positive reinforcement may include verbal praise, stickers, rewards and encouragement.
Positive reinforcement is used throughout early years education and is supported by a range of psychological and educational theories. However, despite its widespread use, debate still stands around its long-term effectiveness, impact on intrinsic motivation and suitability for all children. Furthermore, much of the existing research focuses on interventions for children already displaying challenging behaviour rather than examining the preventative use of positive reinforcement within everyday early years practice.
This research proposal will explore the extent to which positive reinforcement is effective in promoting positive behaviour among children in the early years. It will critically review existing literature and theories, outline methodology and discuss ethical considerations.
Section 1: Literature Review
Defining Positive Reinforcement 
[bookmark: _Int_YFbnFNSW][bookmark: _Int_9glQ5sYf]Positive reinforcement is most commonly associated with the work of B.F. Skinner. Skinner (1953) defined positive reinforcement as the presentation of a desirable stimulus following a behaviour in order to increase the likelihood of that behaviour occurring again. Within early years settings, positive reinforcement can come in many forms. For example, practitioners may praise a child or hand out stickers for sharing toys, listening carefully or tidying resources. 
Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning suggests that behaviour is shaped through consequences. Behaviour which is followed by positive outcomes are more likely to be repeated, whereas behaviours followed by negative outcomes are less likely to be repeated (Skinner, 1953).  Behaviourist approaches continue to influence behaviour management strategies within education settings due to their practicality and perceived effectiveness. 
[bookmark: _Int_fterRLYm]Positive reinforcement is relevant within early years education as young children are still developing emotional regulation, communication skills and social understanding. Adult guidance and encouragement play a significant role in supporting children's social development (Vygotsky, 1978).
Importance of Positive Behaviour in the Early Years
[bookmark: _Int_NV5EwsjW][bookmark: _Int_YCDvc8GK][bookmark: _Int_Js5QkDVP]Positive behaviour is closely linked to children’s emotional wellbeing, learning and social development. Children who are able to cooperate, communicate effectively and regulate their emotions are more likely to form positive relationships and engage successfully in learning. According to the Early Years Foundation Stage framework, early years settings should support children’s personal, social and emotional development through positive relationships and enabling environments (Department for Education, 2025).
Positive behaviour contributes to children’s readiness for long-term educational success. Challenging behaviour within early years can cause negatively impacted peer relationships, learning opportunities and emotional wellbeing. Webster-Stratton and Reid (2004) argue that early behavioural difficulties may continue into later childhood if not addressed effectively. 
[bookmark: _Int_4kTRobU0]Research also suggests that supportive classroom environments can help improve children’s confidence, engagement and increase their sense of belonging. Positive reinforcement may contribute not only to behaviour management but also as a means to broaden a child’s developmental outcomes. 
Behaviourism
Behaviourism forms one of the main theoretical foundations for positive reinforcement. Behaviourist theorists focus on behaviour they can observe rather than internal emotions. Skinner (1953) argued that behaviour is shaped via consequences and reinforcement. Within operant conditioning, positive reinforcement is seen to increase desired behaviour by immediately rewarding the behaviour when it occurs. 
Skinner believed that consistent reinforcement strengthens behavioural responses over time. This theory continues to influence educational practice, especially that of behaviour management systems used within schools. 
[bookmark: _Int_FXXBBCOM]However, behaviourist theory has also received criticism with some saying it focuses too heavily on external control and observable behaviour whilst neglecting the children’s thoughts, feelings and individual experiences. Kohn (1993) argues that rewards may encourage compliance rather than genuine understanding or self-regulation.
Social Learning Theory 
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory offers an alternative perspective. Unlike Skinner, Bandura (1971) argues that children learn not only through positive reinforcement but through imitating and observing others as well. 
Within early years settings, children may observe peers receiving rewards or praise and imitate the behaviour that is being reinforced in hopes of similar rewards. Practitioners themselves also work as a role model. Positive interactions between children and adults can therefore influence children’s behaviour through observation and imitation.
Bandura’s theory highlights the importance of social environments and relationships in the acquisition of new behaviours through observation and modelling. This is especially relevant in early years settings where children learn through interactions with adults and peers. Positive reinforcement may therefore be effective not only because children receive rewards directly, but also because reinforcement can shape the whole classroom culture. 
Bandura also introduced the concept of self-efficacy, which refers to children’s belief in their ability to succeed. Positive reinforcement may increase confidence and motivation as the children will feel recognised and supported. 
Piaget’s Constructivist Theory
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development provides another perspective on children’s behaviour. Piaget’s (1952) believed that children actively build their knowledge through experiences and developmental stages. Behaviour within early childhood may then be linked to cognitive and emotional maturity. 
[bookmark: _Int_4JVoL286]Young children may struggle with sharing, patience or emotional regulation due to developmental limitations rather than intentional misbehaviour. Positive reinforcement may support children’s understanding of expectations of behaviour whilst also encouraging gradual self-regulation. 
Piaget’s theory suggests that practitioners should consider developmental appropriateness when using reinforcement strategies. Expectations and behaviour management approaches should reflect children’s stages of development. For example, a practitioner working with a child in the preoperational stage of Piaget’s theory of cognitive development might use visual reward charts rather than abstract verbal promises, as children at this stage rely heavily on symbolic representation and immediate feedback. 
Sociocultural Theory 
Vygotsky (1978) emphasises the importance of social interaction and adult guidance in children's learning and development. According to sociocultural theory, children learn via interactions with others who are more knowledgeable than themselves. 
Positive reinforcement can therefore be viewed as a form of social guidance. Encouragement and praise from practitioners may help children understand appropriate behaviour and social expectations. Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development suggests that adult support enables children to achieve skills and behaviours they may not yet manage independently. 
This theory supports the idea that positive reinforcement is most effective when combined with supportive and meaningful interactions and relationships. positive reinforcement can improve behaviour and classroom environments within early years settings
Benefits of Positive Reinforcement
[bookmark: _Int_5OhjoVws][bookmark: _Int_fBPJNryL]Research generally suggests that positive reinforcement can improve behaviour and classroom environments within the early years (Webster-Stratton and Reid, 2004). A Descriptive Analysis of Positive Behavioural Intervention Research with Young Children with Challenging Behaviours identifies a growing evidence base which supports the use of positive behaviour intervention of young children, particularly within education settings. The literature suggests that reinforcement strategies may help reduce disruptive behaviour while increasing cooperation, confidence, self-esteem and engagement. 
[bookmark: _Int_bkPgM6gy]Similarly, Early Intervention, Positive Behaviour Support, and Transition to School highlights the importance of early intervention strategies in reducing behavioural difficulties. The article emphasises that positive communication-based approaches and supportive learning environments may benefit children who are at risk of social-emotional difficulties by encouraging social interaction, emotional regulation and positive peer relationships.
Research also indicates that positive reinforcement may improve children's motivation and self-regulation when used consistently and appropriately. For instance, The Impact of Positive Reinforcement on Behavioural Regulation in Young Children suggests that reinforcement strategies can support children’s ability to manage emotions and behaviours within education environments.
[bookmark: _Int_WblHIPSD][bookmark: _Int_CXYjRcsn]Furthermore, these studies show effective praise strategies suggest that reinforcement is most effective when it is immediate, specific and meaningful. Rather than practitioner's offering vague praise such as “good job”, they may achieve more positive outcomes by using specific praise which identifies the exact desired behaviour, like “well done for sharing your toys kindly.” This type of targeted praise may help children to understand expectations more clearly. 
[bookmark: _Int_D56gF6VS]Carol Dweck also argues that praise focused on effort rather than ability can improve resilience, motivation and persistence (Dweck, 2006). Praising children for effort and perseverance rather than intelligence alone can encourage developmental growth mindset, where children become more willing to attempt challenges and learn from their mistakes.
Although positive reinforcement is widely associated with improved behaviour and classroom engagement, its effectiveness may depend on factors like practitioners' consistency, the type of reinforcement and the individual's needs. 
Criticisms and Limitations 
Although positive reinforcement is widely supported, there are several criticisms regarding its effectiveness. On significant concern is the impact of extrinsic rewards on intrinsic motivation. Deci, Koestner and Ryan (1999) that excessive use of external rewards may reduce children's internal motivation to behave appropriately and cause negative behaviour if they do not receive reward every time.
Children may begin to behave positively only when a reward is offered rather than developing genuine self-regulation. This raises concerns regarding long-term dependency on rewards. 
Kohn (1993) also criticises reward-based systems, arguing that rewards may function as a form of control rather than promoting genuine understanding. 
Additionally, a child's temperament, developmental stage and additional learning needs may influence children’s response to reinforcement strategies. 
Furthermore, inconsistent use of praise may reduce effectiveness. If practitioners reinforce behaviour unpredictably or use praise excessively, children may become desensitised to reinforcement. This is highlighted as well in Positive reinforcement: Balancing negative and positive feedback for comprehensive improvement.
Research Gap and Rationale
Admittedly, previous research demonstrates positive reinforcement can improve behaviour, much of it focuses on responding to already challenging behaviour rather than prevention. Less attention is given on everyday use of positive reinforcement. 
[bookmark: _Int_t6RebXXD]This creates a strong rationale for the proposed study. Exploring how practitioners use positive reinforcement routinely within the early year's settings may provide critical insight into its effectiveness, limitations and role in reducing challenging behaviour.
Section 2: Methodological Considerations
Research Aim
The aim of this proposed research study is to explore the extent to which positive reinforcement is effective in promoting positive behaviour among children in the early years. 
Research Objectives
The study objectives include: 
· Explore how positive reinforcement is used within early years settings
· Investigate practitioner perspectives regarding the effectiveness of positive reinforcement
· Observe how children respond to positive reinforcement strategies
· Identify potential limitations associated with reinforcement approaches
Research Paradigm and Approach 
[bookmark: _Int_KeMMiHIu]This study will adopt an interpretive research framework. Interpretivist research focuses on understanding human experiences, behaviours and meanings within natural settings (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). This paradigm is appropriate because the study aims to explore practitioner's experiences and children’s responses within early years environments. 
A qualitative research approach will primarily be used. It enables detailed exploration of participants’ perspectives and experiences (Mukherji and Albon, 2018). Since behaviour and practitioner interactions are complex and context-dependent, qualitative methods are considered most appropriate.
[bookmark: _Int_flOOrzzP][bookmark: _Int_DbE010n9]While the research is predominantly qualitative, it will incorporate quantitative data by recording the frequency of specific behaviours. This will provide extra evidence to show if behaviour actually changes after reinforcement.
Research Setting
The proposed study would take place within two early year settings, such as nurseries or reception classes. Conducting research within natural educational environments may increase ecological validity because children are observed within familiar surroundings. 
The settings will ideally include children aged three to five years, as this age group is within the Early Years Foundation Stage and is at a key stage of social and emotional development. 
Sampling
Purposive sampling would be used within this study. Purposive sampling involves selecting participants based on their relevance to the research aims (Bryman, 2015). 
The proposed sample would include: 
· Two early year settings
· Eight practitioners 
· Twelve children aged three to five
Practitioners would be selected because of their direct experience using behaviour management strategies within early years settings. 
[bookmark: _Int_7Ym1tPDQ]The children's sample would remain relatively small due to ethical consideration and the time limitations associated with small-scale student research. 
A smaller sample size may also allow for more detailed observations and rich qualitative data whilst also having enough practitioners and children to provide a buffer against potential attrition in case anyone withdraws.
Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews will be used to explore practitioner perspectives regarding positive reinforcement. It will involve a set of planned questions while also allowing for flexibility for participants to expand on their responses (Bell and Waters, 2014).
[bookmark: _Int_jhYNKbXs]Possible interview questions may include: 
· How do you use positive reinforcement within your setting?
· What forms of reinforcement do you find most effective?
· Do you feel that there are any situations where positive reinforcement is less effective?
· Do all children respond similarly to praise and rewards?
· What challenges exist when using positive reinforcement?
Advantages of Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews often provide detailed data as it allows practitioners to discuss experiences in depth. It enables clarification and follow-up questions that may increase understanding. Practitioners also possess valuable professional knowledge regarding children’s behaviour and classroom management strategies. 
Limitations of Semi-Structured interviews
Despite the above, there are inherent limitations associated with the use of interviews. Responses may be subjective and susceptible to social desirability bias as practitioners may provide responses they believe are professionally acceptable rather than accurate. Furthermore, researcher bias may also influence interpretation of responses which may potentially impact the objectivity of the findings. Finally, the interviewing process of conducting and analysing interviews can be time-consuming. 
Methodological Justification
[bookmark: _Int_RjDqIQvY]While semi-structured interviews are susceptible to social desirability and research bias, it remains the most appropriate method due to the potential for real-time clarification, follow-ups and ability for deeper understanding. This method is essential for exploring complex motivations behind classroom management within an interpretivist framework. 
Non-Participant Observation
Non-participant observation will also be used within this study. It involves observing participants without actively participating in activities (Mukherji and Albon, 2018).
The researcher would observe:
· Use of praise and rewards
· Child responses to reinforcement
· Behaviour before and after reinforcement
· Social interactions
· Emotional responses
Advantages of Observation 
Observations provide direct insight into real-world behaviour within a natural environment. This offers a distinct advantage over interviews as it allows the researcher to witness actual actions rather than relying on self-reported data. By capturing authentic interactions, it can increase the findings validity. Furthermore, observation is particularly appropriate for research involving young children as they may lack verbal skills to explain their complex experiences and feelings with accuracy. 
Limitations of Observation
A significant limitation is the observer effect; this is where participants may alter their behaviour due to the awareness of being watched. Moreover, interpretation bias remains a concern as observational data is inherently subjective and relies on researcher’s perspective. Time constraints can restrict the total volume of observational data collected which can limit the depth of the findings.
Methodological Justification
Despite the potential for observation effect, observation remains the most robust method for this study as it captures non-verbal cues in children that interviews alone would miss.
Triangulation
This study will use methodological triangulation.
[bookmark: _Int_UQIFnchT]Triangulation involves using multiple methods to investigate the same phenomenon (Denzin, 1978). It is used to improve validity, reliability and depth of understanding. For example, practitioners may state during interviews that praise improves behaviour, but observation can help prove or disprove such claims. Therefore, triangulation strengthens findings by comparing multiple sources of evidence. Unfortunately, triangulation may take up a large section of time. 
The study will combine:
· Semi-structured interviews
· Non-participant observations
Why Questionnaires Will Not Be Used
Since this research focuses on behaviour, interactions and practitioner experiences, qualitative methods are considered more appropriate. Questionnaires are effective for collecting large samples, but they often have limited depth, detail and are not optimal for collecting data on complex behavioural practices.
Data Analysis
Thematic analysis will be used to analyse qualitative data. This involves identifying patterns and themes within data. 
Each interview will be transcripted and the observation notes will be coded and organised into themes.
These themes may include: 
· Praise improves confidence
· Immediate reinforcement is most effective
· Children respond differently to rewards
· Practitioner consistency influences effectiveness
· Positive reinforcement supports emotional regulation
Thematic analysis is appropriate as it allows flexibility and detailed interpretation of qualitative experiences. However, it may also be influenced by researcher interpretation. 
Reliability and Validity
Reliability refers to the consistency of research findings, while validity refers to if the study accurately measures what it intends to investigate (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_nAAhCRWm]Triangulation enhances the validity of research by cross-referencing interview data with observational findings, this ensures a more comprehensive and accurate representation. To increase reliability, researchers can implement standardised observation schedules and consistent interview protocols to reduce bias. While qualitative research is occasionally criticised for its generalisability (which is often a result of smaller sample sizes) it is offset by its ability to gain deeply perceptive analysis. Ultimately, these methods capture the nuanced human experiences and social complexities that other approaches often overlook. 
Limitations of Proposed Study
Whilst this study may face several methodological limitations, it remains a key framework for exploring practitioner's experiences and children's behavioural responses within early years settings. A primary constraint is the small sample size, which restricts the generalisability of the findings. Furthermore, the subjective nature of qualitative data introduces the risk of researcher bias which may influence the interpretation of both sets of data. Time constraints may limit how much data is gathered. Furthermore, there is unpredictability of the mood, environment and established relationships between children and practitioners which adds a layer of situational variability. Despite these hurdles, the chosen methodology provides the necessary depth to capture the complex dynamics of the early year environments.
Mitigation Strategies
To address these limitations, several mitigation strategies will be employed. To reduce researcher bias, a reflective diary will be maintained to track personal assumptions, this will be used alongside triangulation to cross-verify interview data with observational findings. While the sample size is small, the study prioritises transferability over generalisability, allowing practitioners to apply the insights in their own professional context. Furthermore, to account for the variability of the children’s moods, observations will be conducted over multiple sessions to ensure an authentic representation of their typical behaviour.
Section 3: Ethical Considerations
[bookmark: _Int_muNMAroD]Research involving young children requires careful consideration due to children being recognised as a vulnerable group within research. Researchers must prioritise children’s wellbeing, dignity, safety and rights throughout the entire research process. Ethical practice is particularly important within early years research because children may not fully understand the purpose of the study or feel confident in refusing to participate. Therefore, ethical considerations should remain an ongoing and reflexive process rather than simple a procedural requirement (BERA, 2018). As the proposed study involves young children within the education system, significant ethical responsibilities must be considered throughout the planning, implementation and reporting of the research. 
Informed Consent and Assent
Informed consent is a fundamental ethical principle within educational research. According to the British Education Research Association Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, participants must fully understand the purpose of the study, what participation involves and their right to withdraw at any stage without consequences (BERA, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_xiRWHwD0]Consent for the study would be required from nursery managers, practitioners and parents/carers. Information sheets and consent forms would clearly explain the purpose of the research, methods of data collection, confidentiality procedures, data storage arrangements and withdrawal rights. Additionally, participants would be informed that they could withdraw their consent at any stage without explanation and would be provided with contact details for the researcher, research supervisor and university support services should the participant feel discomfort or concern. 
[bookmark: _Int_NtMmWAS9]Nevertheless, parental consent alone is insufficient when conducting research with young children. Children’s assent must also be considered. Assent refers to the child’s willingness to participate even when they are unable to provide formal informed consent. As young children are unable to understand formal consent procedures, researchers must remain sensitive to both verbal and non-verbal cues of discomfort like withdrawal, avoidance, distress or disengagement and stop at any signs of the previous. (Alderson and Marrow, 2011). 
Obtaining genuine assent may be ethically complex because children may attempt to please or imitate peers within the setting. Due to the power imbalance between adults and children, researchers must ensure participants remain voluntary and child-focused at all times. 
Confidentiality and Anonymity
[bookmark: _Int_zF0DQVfG]Confidentiality and anonymity are essential ethical considerations in protecting participants’ privacy and maintaining trust. Pseudonyms would be used for all settings, practitioners and children within the research findings, such as “Nursery a” and “Practitioner 1”. Observation notes, interview transcripts and digital recordings would remain confidential and stored securely. 
However, complete anonymity is not always able to be guaranteed within small educational settings where participants may recognise situations or described experiences. Researchers must minimise identifiable information where possible while remaining transparent regarding the limitations of confidentiality. 
Confidentiality may additionally need to be breached in safeguarding concerns arise like if a child disclosed harm, abuse or neglect during the process, the researcher would have a professional duty to report the concern in accordance with safeguarding procedures and the setting’s designated safeguarding lead. Children’s welfare must always take priority over the research aim.
Risk to participants
[bookmark: _Int_Uxqt591G][bookmark: _Int_CgkLGEDI]Researchers have a duty of care to minimise physical, emotional and psychological harm. The proposed research involves relatively low-risk methods such as interviews and non-participant observations; however, ethical risks are still possible. These risks may include emotional discomfort, embarrassment, routine disruption or anxiety,
To minimise harm, observations would remain unobtrusive and practitioners would not be individually criticised or evaluated. The study will focus on understanding behaviour management strategies rather than assessing practitioner competence. Children will also not be labelled in any negative way or treated differently due to participating. Participation would remain voluntary during the entire process. 
Researchers need to keep in mind that the observation itself may influence behaviours. Practitioners may alter their behaviour whilst being observed and children may respond differently with unfamiliar adults present. Spending time in the setting before the formal observation may help to reduce this effect for more accurate findings. 
Risk to Participants
Researchers must consider their personal safety and professional responsibility. Potential safety risks include emotional stress, safeguarding concerns, professional boundary issues and health and safety risks within the education settings. 
[bookmark: _Int_CZLGAEt9]To reduce these risks, the researcher would need to follow all setting policies and procedures, complete appropriate risk assessments and maintain professional boundaries at all times. Staff members would remain present during observations and the research would require a valid DBS check. The researcher would also work additionally work under guidance of the research supervisor to ensure ethical and professional standards are maintained.
Risk to the University
Universities hold ethical and legal responsibilities regarding student research. Failure in following ethical procedures could potentially result in reputational damage, legal complaints or breaches of confidentiality affecting both the researcher and the institution. 
The proposed study would therefore need to comply with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) Research Integrity and Ethics Framework before data collection can start. Ethical approval from the university ethics committee would be required to ensure the research is conducted professionally, lawfully and responsibly.
[bookmark: _Int_PS7HIdDX]UWTSD research principles emphasise honesty, transparency, accountability and accurate reporting throughout the research process. Researchers are expected to avoid data manipulation, acknowledge limitations and present findings truthfully in order to maintain ethical credibility and academic integrity.
Data Protection and GDPR
The proposed study would comply with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018. Personal data collection during interviews and observations would remain confidential and stored securely using password-protected devices, encrypted digital files and locked storage for paper documents. Data access must remain restricted to authorised individuals only and all data would be securely deleted following the retention period. 
Participants would additionally be informed regarding what data would be collected, why, who can access it and when it would be destroyed. Avoiding collecting unnecessary personal information is crucial and data handling must remain lawful and ethical. 
Ethical Reflection
Overall, ethical considerations are central to all stages of research involving young children. While professional frameworks such as BERA and university ethics policies provide importance guidance, ethical challenges cannot always be fully predicted when in real life situations. This means researchers must remain responsible and child-centred throughout the study. Protecting children’s wellbeing, dignity and rights stay the priority above the research aim itself. 
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