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I acknowledge the use of UWTSD Copilot throughout my work for research and to support my findings.
I used the prompt(s) such as: 
1. Find me an article on interventions.
2. Find me an article on the importance of social skills.
3.  Find the reference for this article/ page online.
4. Show me figures for ALN Wales.
5. Check the following text for readability, grammar, and syntax.

How Can Guided Play Help Support Children with Possible ALN in Early Years Settings to Develop Social Skills Through Interventions.
Section 1- Literature Review
Section 2- Methodological Considerations
Section 3 – Ethical Considerations













Literature Review 
This study will research how guided play can help support children with Additional learning needs (ALN) to develop their social skills. Social skills can loosely be described as the verbal and non-verbal cues used and interpreted correctly within social situations (Domitrovech et al., 2017). It encompasses making requests, taking turns, conversational skills and adapting the way one communicates based on the situation, and is generally regarded as a set of essential skills necessary for effective and appropriate social interaction (Nangle, Buffie and Andrews, 2020). It has been previously observed how social and emotional interventions have been successful in improving children’s academic performance (Domitrovich et al., 2017).
 ALN is the new system in Wales replacing the special education needs (SEN) system where young people with extra learning difficulties/ disabilities require extra support (Welsh Government, 2020). Department of Education (2025) report there has been an increase of 5.6% with SEN since 2024, continuing growth since 2016. Although these figures are for England, the trend can clearly be seen in the rise of ALN. Welsh Government (p.19, 2024b ) state ‘the most common type of need reported was ‘Speech, language and communication difficulties’, representing 35.0% of pupils with some form of ALN or SEN’. This information is for the ages three to eighteen as they do not appear to report figures specifically for Early Years (EY). 
There is an extensive amount of research showing the importance of play for a child’s learning and development and how children learn through play (Whitebread et al.; 2017, Skene et al.; 2022, Bento and Gisela, 2017). However, even though play is recognised as a universal concept, the discussion for what it is, is still a topic of debate with many stating that it is nearly impossible to define (Nijhof, S.L. et al., 2018). It is widely discussed the benefits of play for cognitive development, language development, and social skills to name a few (Haoyue and Oyam, 2024; Alharbi and Alzahranib, 2020; Yogman et al., 2019). For this research, the type of play will be focused on guided play. Guided play is when an adult structures an activity to work towards a learning goal (Zosh et al., 2018) Similarly, Weisberg et al. (2016) note guided play has a ‘learning outcome and adult mentorship’ but differs by maintaining it is also combined with free play. Haoyue and Oyam (2024) hold the view that ‘play based learning supports these developments by providing opportunities for children to engage in meaningful experiences that enhance their understanding of the world.’  Weisberg et al. (2016) believe that guided play offers an ideal pedagogy promoting children’s independence and sense of accomplishment. As a result, it can develop a love of learning while supporting the development of knowledge and understanding. Skene et al. (2020) draw attention to how guided play can be compared throughout Vygotsky’s theory of scaffolding. The theory of how children learn best with support of a more knowledgeable person that social skills develop through guided interaction and communication with others similarly to interventions. Likewise, Skene et al. (2020) assert how guided  play is particularly useful and efficient to vocabulary. 
National Day Nurseries Association (no date) state that every child identified as having ALN for the purpose of the act will have an individual development plan (IDP). The Early Years Additional Needs Lead Officer (EYALNLO) is responsible with co-ordinating ALN support services across the local authority area for children aged five and under. The responsibilities include providing support and information to non-maintained nursery education settings. 
Welsh Government introduced the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 as the new statutory framework for supporting children and young people with ALN. The act is aimed at ensuring that people under the age of twenty-five with ALN are identified as early as possible to support them to achieve their full potential (Welsh Government 2018). Estyn (2024) identifies contributing factors for this not happening to be poor attendance, lack of funding and the increase in children with complex needs. Estyn (2024) also report that they have found to be inconsistencies in the development of IDP’s. However, despite this, they recognise that EYALNLOs have been providing timely and effective support for younger children with suspected or identified ALN. 
Early intervention can broadly be defined as services and support to aid and meet the developmental needs for young children with developmental delays or disabilities and support their families (Ruhela and Agrahi, 2025). They continue to state the aim of early intervention is to improve the child's development as much as possible during the early years when the child is most responsive to interventions. Pérez a Ríos (2024) states the brain develops more rapidly in the early years as the plasticity allows it to adapt in response to environmental stimuli allowing for significant growth in areas such as language, cognition, and social-emotional skills therefore making it a critical window for interventions (Pérez a Ríos, 2024). Vygotsky was a big advocate of how language could support cognitive skills through is zone of proximal development (ZPD). 
Estyn (2024, p.10) reports that in the more successful schools, teachers planned carefully to deliver the agreed ALP. This often consisted of including regular physical activities, speech, language, and communication interventions. However, Education Endowment Force (2021) note that interventions can be time consuming and expensive, and not all teachers and teaching assistant feel confident enough doing interventions. It is also mentioned that interventions are often separate from the classroom creating struggles for pupils to relate the activities during interventions to the mainstream curriculum. 
Welsh Government (2024a) promote inclusive practice by ensuring that all children and their families have access to the right support creating equal opportunities and the chance to achieve their full potential. However, Garrote, Sermier Dessemontet, and Moser Opitz, 2017 suggest that many studies highlight that the social interaction of pupils with ALN are not always optimal even within an inclusive classroom which shows an apparent reason for interventions being needed.
Core boards are a good illustration of inclusive practice. These allow for consistent access to essential words and to encourage independence and reduce frustration aligning with the views of Welsh Government (2024a) A curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings. However, using guided play as an early intervention might be another form of support for the child. 
In reviewing the literature, it is clear that ALN are rising and that speech, language, and communication difficulties need to be assessed. These findings provide support to research how guided play can support children with possible ALN in the EY to develop social skills through interventions.   
Methodological Considerations
This section will describe how the process of the research will be conducted. It will consider different methods that have been used and evaluate the effectiveness looking at limitations and biases. 
Research provides opportunity to explore and evaluate practices, to extend knowledge and to challenge a theory or hypothesis (Nolan, Cartmel, and Macfarlane, 2013). Palaiologou, Needham and Male (2016 p.3) state educational research is ‘something that engages with the practice of education’. Winwood (2019) holds the view that in educational settings, research is often about the child’s experiences. 
A sample of thirty participants were chosen from nursery settings within the county of Neath Port Talbot. All participants will have ALN or assumed ALN and have social communication difficulties. A convenience sample will be used across multiple schools within the county. Multiple setting will be used as there are not enough ALN needs in one nursery setting to focus on. The participants will all be aged three or four and narrative observations will be used. Observations will be planned during interventions and spontaneous throughout the day to monitor their development unfold naturally.
Etikan, Abubakar and Alkassim (2015 p.1) describes a sample as a ‘portion of the population.’ A convenience sample is a style of non- probability sample where participants are easily accessible (Rahi, 2017). Etikan, Abubakar and Alkassim (2015) explain non- probability to be samples that are compiled in a process that give equal chances to the population of being included. According to Golzar, Noor and Tajik (2022) this type of non- probability sampling is frequently used in educational research. They explain it is beneficial as the researcher has easy access target populations that already exist resulting in it usually being inexpensive and easier to do than probability sampling. However, there are several limitations to this type of sample. This approach will not be an accurate representation of the entire population and is subject to biases (Alvi, 2016; Emerson, 2021). A smaller sample was first considered, however, as stated previously, high absences are more prominent within ALN, so a larger sample was decided to make the findings more viable. Abdallah (2023) believes larger samples are also viewed as more favourable as the results are more generalisable, improves the validity of results and assists in detecting significant differences. Oakes (2017) agrees and suggests that although smaller samples can be beneficial, a field should not rely solely on them. 
 Brodie, (no date) describes narrative observations as a type of observation covers all the aspects needed to monitor a child’s development. She continues to state sometimes they are known as a ‘long’ observation' and are detailed written description of an activity. It can include a word-for-word record of what the child says, how engaged they are, interactions with other children, and may also feature a photograph progression for social skills and provides a holistic view of the child. According to Bruce, Louis and McCall (2019) narrative observations are the most useful within early years settings. They provide a wealth of information that can be looked back at in the future. However, this method does involve potential biases and there is a risk that events can be perceived differently depending on the individual, meaning the researcher sees what they want to see, possibly disregarding other valuable information (Gray, 2022). 
 Data will also be collected from teachers, and this will be done through interviews consisting of semi- structured questions and will be audio recorded. Complex answers are expected, and the teachers will be interviewed at the beginning of the six months period and again at the end of the period to note differences and monitor the development. Interviews provide an open space for participants to speak freely, allowing the researcher to seek clarification on answers, gain a deeper understanding of a person’s knowledge, values, and attitudes (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2011 cited in Mackinder, 2017 p.). Semi- structured questions were chosen for this research as Palaiologou, Needham and Male (2016) explain it provides structure through a set of questions but allows the interviewee to deviate which could potentially lead the researcher to an area they have not yet considered and allow them to explore it.
Gorman and Clayton (2018) also recognise a benefit as being able to discuss the questions that are asked and explain any uncertainties. Gorman and Clayton (2018) draw attention to that, unlike most quantitative research, interviews give the opportunity to explore causation and look at why people might be behaving in a certain way. The audio recordings will allow the researcher to be able to revisit the interviews at the beginning of the six months period and compare and note differences to the end of the six months. However, there are certain drawbacks with the use of audio recordings. It is thought that they can influence how a person shares information or may decide to hold back information all together (Rutakumwa et al. 2020). For this research it is deemed that the benefits of audio recordings out way the limitations. The audio recordings will allow the interviewer to pay full attention to the respondent as the interviewer will not be distracted with taking notes (Burton and Bartlett, p.89, 2009).
Given the complexity of working with human behaviour, using triangulation would be beneficial as it allows to combine theories, methods and observations and has a key role to prevent biases and reaching validity in research (Noble and Heale, 2019). Bans-Akutey and Tiimub (2021) identify that unlike mixed methods, triangulation utilises multiple approaches to extract relevant information and critically analyses the results. Therefore, using observations during interventions and play, combined with interviews with teachers in this study is seen as a form of triangulation. Gaining different perspectives provides a range of evidence contributing towards the validity (Roberts- Holmes, 2018). 
Observations are the most common form of collecting data and involves watching and recording behaviours or events as they occur in real time (Lambert, 2019). Matthews and Ellis-Jones (2023) note some reasons that observations in early years are of value is being able to find out the child’s interests, assess developmental levels, recognising strategies they use, skill sets and learning their personalities characteristics. The latter is also deemed important to Lindström and McFadden (2024 p.) as they believe ‘to yield accurate data, observation tools may be adapted to reflect characteristics of participants’. 
Although there are many benefits of observations, it is necessary to consider the limitations. Firstly, it is important to note that the observer should be aware and conscious of implicit and explicit biases and to prevent this should have training, reflections and review the data regularly (NAEYC, no date). First proposed by Thorndike (1920) the halo effect (HE) is a type of cognitive bias where how a person is viewed could influence how they are thought of with other specific traits. Although it written about in 1920, this theory is still very much relevant when discussing research (Nisbett and Wilscon, 1977). Behrmann (2019) highlights that teachers can sometimes demonstrate the HE towards children and gives an example that a well-dressed child wearing glasses could be perceived as a high performer. 
In observation or interviews, the halo effect can cause for data to become biased if the researcher allows previous impressions about a participant to influence their judgment about unrelated qualities or behaviours. Graf and Unkelbach (2016) note that the HE can work both ways and if a negative opinion has been formed about a person, this can result in a negative bias toward them. The Hawthorne effect (HE), also associated with observations, can be defined as when behaviours change from the norm as a result of being aware of being watched and observed (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014; Allen and Davies, 2011). This could pose an issue throughout observations if the children are aware they are being observed and do not give a true representation of themselves. 
Questionnaires were considered to be sent out to parents of the children in the research. Koo and yang (2025) describe. This would have involved sending a list of questions out for the parents to respond to. Given the vast number of drawbacks for questionnaires, the idea was discarded. In the same vein, Einnola and Alvesson (2020) suggest whether questions can be misinterpreted and suggest that respondents may not be truthful.  Burton and Bartlett, (2009 p.75) state that although the information can provide data to create graphs and tables, often the information is not what the researcher is looking for. They continue exploring that if designed by inexperienced people, it is hard to in- depth responses. 
This section has  provides a brief summary of the chosen methods of observations and interviews. The chosen methods will allow to capture authentic interactions and behavioural changes whilst interviews give valuable insights to perspectives and experiences of teachers. Thus, providing a holistic view of the interventions and triangulation to validate the findings. 

Ethical Considerations
Ethics can be defined as:   
The study of right and wrong, that involves critical reflection on morality and the 	ability to make choices between values and the examination of the moral 		dimensions of relationships (Early Education, (2011 p.5)
Ethical considerations are important because it ensure the respect of the participants and their right to make decisions about themselves (Ethical Research Involving Children, ERIC, 2013). Petrova, Dewing, and Camilleri (2016) believe that the ethical process is a major part of good qualitative research. University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD, 2022) has a code of practice the provides a framework to ensure that ethical practice during research is being adhered to. This will be referred to throughout the Ethical Considerations. 
Firstly, the matter of consent will be discussed, what it is, how consent can be given and attainted. Loades et al. (2025) states in terms of research, consent refers to a person agreeing to take part in a study. Competence to give consent is usually assumed in adults, whereas anyone classed as a child is presumed to not be able to give consent so is attained from parents/ guardians. However, UK Research and Innovation (UKRI, 2025) argue researchers should not presume that children cannot give their consent because of their age. Instead, this research will take into account children’s competencies, age, and disabilities in relation to the research. According to the UN Conventions on Rights of a Child (UNCRC) anyone aged under the age of eighteen is considered a child unless special circumstances apply. 
In line with recommendations by the NSPCC (2023) this research will advocate to clearly explain to parents ‘what the research is about, what is expected of participants, what the risks and benefits of participating in the research are and that participating in the research is voluntary’. 
Following ERIC (2013) guidance, this research will emphasise that the participation is voluntary and they can withdraw at any time. This also relates back to the UNCRC (no date), in particular the participation articles 12 and 13. NSPCC (2023) explain that when a child is does not have the capacity to understand the consequences of taking part, but are showing willingness to participate and understand what is expected from them, then their ‘assent’ may be sought after.   The researcher will ensure age-appropriate information is available for the children being observed. This will include explaining what activity is going to be done, offering demonstrations or visual cues (Speech and Language UK, no date). The researcher is aware that the children being observed have social communication difficulties, so to acknowledge their assent withdrawal the researcher will be looking and respecting their actions that suggest their withdrawal. These will include saying, “no” or other negative statements, presenting disruptive behaviour or trying to move away from the activity, dropping to the ground and crying (Beadle and Tirella, 2023; Morris et al. 2024; Weber,2023). 
 To ensure the participants feel safe and heard, a complaint procedure will be put in place so participants can raise issues to someone who is not part of the research team as advised by NSPCC (2023).
Having discussed the ethical considerations, the final part of the paper will consider the risk that are involved to the participant, researcher, and the university. There are many risks involved with researching that need to be considered in order for preventative plans to be put in place to minimise the risks of them occurring. 
When looking in relation to the participant there are many risks involved but for the purpose of assignment confidentiality, safeguarding and inadequate informed consent will be explored. The Hawthorne and Halo effect are risks and are considered in more depth in the previous section when reviewing limitations of observations. 
Confidentiality can be described as the personal and private aspects of a person’s life that they wish not to be shared with others (Bos, 2020). Confidentially is important as it builds trust and protects the participants (Petrova, Dewing, and Camilleri, 2016) and is a legal requirement (the European General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), 2018), effective 2018). The right to confidentiality in research is recognised in GDPR. GDPR is Europe’s new data privacy and security law and is deemed to be the toughest in the world (GDPR, 2018). It has been developed to protect peoples right. The GDPR is underpinned by the act ‘Everyone has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home and his correspondence.’ (Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 1950, art. 8). Unlike informed consent, you must be at least thirteen to give consent to share data and anyone under that age must have parental permission to do so. To prevent any privacy breaches and to comply with guidance, information will only be shared with authorised individuals protecting sensitive and personal data by restricting access. 

Care Quality Commission (CQC) (2022 par.1) state ‘protecting people's health, wellbeing and human rights, and enabling them to live free from harm, abuse and neglect.’  NSPCC (no date) note safeguarding children to be the act that is taken to promote the welfare of children and protecting them from harm. To ensure safeguarding procedures are being adhered to, the researcher will be trained in safeguarding. The researcher may also keep a record of any safeguarding issues that could potentially arise, so they are reported to the right channels. UWTSD (no date) informs in their safeguarding policy that if concerns of a child were to come to light, the researcher must complete a Cause for Concern Form via the Student Services website. The information given will be reviewed by the Wellbeing triage team and escalated as appropriate for consideration by the Director of Student Services. 
 The researcher will work in accordance with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2024) guidelines, prioritising the best interests and rights of the child when carrying out the research. The researcher will also work in lines with the UNCRC (no date) respecting articles 3 and 12. 
To prevent the participant being inadequately informed, the researcher will show openness on the information sheet explain the researcher's process. This will include detailed description of what is being researched and why. Who the researcher is and why the participant has been selected for the research. Noret (no date) suggests explaining what the participation will involve and what will be expected of them. The information sheet will clearly show that participation is voluntary and can withdraw at any time. It will explain if there are any risks and what those risks are, where they can go for more information and what will be done with the data collected and how it will be stored confidentially. 

Turning now to the risks for the researcher, legal risks, interpretation of data and emotional risks will be investigated. According to the University of Virginia (2025), the term risk is defined as ‘the potential of harm’. When researching children, there is always the possibility of observing or hearing distressing information. Boyd and Ivey (2023) draw attention to how observers can feel like an inconvenience and unwanted by teachers. The researcher being aware and accepting their own limitations is vital to effectively manage risk (The British Psychological Society, 2022.)  
BERA (2024) highlight researchers have a responsibility to uphold the integrity and credibility of their research by executing their work with the highest ethical and professional standards. It is a well-known fact that interpreting qualitative data has challenges such as subjectivity, researcher bias, and ethical considerations continue to be significant concerns (Saraswati, 2025). However, qualitative analysis and its reporting remain overlooked considering its importance to qualitative research (Polat, 2025). To avoid this the researcher is using triangulation as previously stated. 
There are many legal risks to the researcher if protocols and procedure are not adhered to. Returning briefly to confidentiality, The Data Protection Act (2018), which works alongside the UK GDPR is designed to protect individuals' personal data and ensure it is handled properly. UK Data Service (no date) suggest ways to prevent data leaks to prevent sensitive date being shared. The researcher will encrypt data to safely store and send information, while regular automated backups will protect against data loss. When the data is no longer needed, the researcher will securely destroy the data by
Moving on to now consider the risks to the university. The researcher is representing the institution so depending how the researcher is perceived can influence how the university is perceived. Unethical research practices could affect the university’s credibility and relationships with external partners. 
For example, when looking at ethical violations, if the research were deemed as unethical, this could negatively impact the university’s reputation. UWTSD  (p.3, 2022) states ‘[their] researchers are expected to maintain the highest ethical standards and to foster values of honesty, rigour, openness, care and respect.’ Failing to follow ethical guidelines by not gaining informed consent could lead to causing stress for the participants resulting in complaints and possible legal action. 
Likewise, if the researcher had a data breach, the university could be issued a fine from the GDPR. To prevent this, UWTSD (2022) stresses that a Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA) must be completed and reviewed by the university to assist with appropriate measures to mitigate data protection risks. Department of Science, Innovation and Technology and Home Office (2025) report that in the last twelve months, ninety one percent of higher education Institutions experienced an attack or a breach. It has already been discussed how this can be prevented when discussing the risks of confidentiality. 
Lastly, failure to use the university’s resources properly could also lead to legal issues. By violating internal policies and not using the software or respecting licencing agreements could once again result in fines being issued.
This study has identified the need for interventions with guided play for ALN with social development. It has considered limitations, risks and set out the methods that will be used. 
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