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What are the effects of Emotional Literacy Support Assistant sessions, in aiding the wellbeing of primary school children? 

Introduction
Throughout the Curriculum for Wales (2022) an emphasis has been placed on the importance of child wellbeing and its correlation to progression (Welsh Government, 2022). The Welsh Government have prioritised both the physical and mental health of children through strategies and goals such as ‘A healthier Wales’, where a child’s wellbeing is maximised, further benefiting their future health.  However, The National Health Service (2023) suggest that one in five children within UK primary schools have a probable mental disorder, which has displayed an increase from one in nine recorded in 2017, and one in six documented in 2019 (NHS, 2023). The statistics provided by the NHS (2023) suggest that poor mental health among children is a rising predicament, which may result in a negative effect towards pupil progression and wellbeing. The overall aim of this research project is based on the electives experience titled ‘What are the effects of Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) sessions, in aiding the wellbeing of primary school children?’. The question had been formulated due to prior reading regarding the impact wellbeing has on the progression of children, and to actively seek current strategies in place offering support. The electives week took place within a school located in a highly deprived area of West Wales. The school will be addressed as ‘school X’ in adherence to the British Ethical Research Association (2024), ensuring anonymity and confidentiality throughout (BERA, 2024). ELSA is a structured programme that has been adopted by Welsh primary schools, seeking to support children in developing emotional literacy and emotional regulation, whilst attaining strategies to improve overall wellbeing (Public Health Wales, 2023). The initial issue being addressed is how impactful the ELSA programme is in aiding the wellbeing of primary school children, and what procedures are in place to ensure the emotional development of each child. Conducting the research project has led to the achievement of collaboration, professional learning and the development of new techniques, within the Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) standards. The skills acquired include working alongside others, taking control of ones learning and researching social and emotional development, which can be further generated in future pedagogy. 


Literature Review
Child wellbeing constitutes of the emotional, social, physical and psychological aspects of an individuals life (Statham and Chase, 2010). It is essential for practitioners to view students holistically when assessing the wellbeing of a child, and consider logical reasoning why a learner may be facing poor mental health, lack of emotional regulation or emotional literacy (Greener, 2002). The ELSA program is a school based initiative, with the aim to guide children when developing emotional awareness, coping skills and resilience (ELSA support, 2025). This literature review will investigate the correlation between child wellbeing and the ELSA scheme, and critically evaluate the perspectives of theorists who agree and disagree with its effectiveness, in aiding child wellbeing. 
The wellbeing of a child is pivotal for healthy development as it is suggested to be the foundation for cognitive, social and emotional growth, resulting in overall holistic development and progression across the curriculum (Stevens and Jarden, 2019). In accordance, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs reiterates how emotional wellbeing must be addressed prior to a child achieving their full cognitive potential, and adopting increased levels of wellbeing (Maslow and Lewis, 1987). It can be suggested that Maslow’s theory has been espoused within the foundations of the ELSA program, as each session is differentiated to suit the individual needs of each child, ensuring they become emotionally regulated in order to progress. It can also be thought that Bronfenbrenners ecological systems theory has been considered in the establishment of the ELSA programme, as both appraise the environmental layers surrounding a child and the impact they have on development and wellbeing (Bronfenbrenner, 1994) . Although Maslow’s theory is based on the needs of an individual, such as love and belongingness, It can be argued that a child’s relationships are considered, such as the support given via parents and peers, further coinciding with Broffenbrenner. In conclusion, the research of both Maslow (1987) and Bronfenbrenner (1994) emphasises the importance of children developing their emotional intelligence, in order to academically progress throughout their education. If a child has poor emotional wellbeing, both theorists acknowledge the difficulties an individual may experience throughout their social, emotional and cognitive development. However, when critically evaluating the use of Bronfenbrenners ecological systems to the ELSA intervention, it is knowledgeable to consider that ELSA is a school based programme which may fail to take external factors such as the community and cultural differences into consideration. Therefore, although aspects of Bronfenbrenners theory may have been considered, it can be argued that the programme is primarily focused on the individual child and the resources available within the school. Another theorist to consider when evaluating the effectiveness of ELSA in aiding child wellbeing is Bruner (1960). Bruner’s strategy of ‘scaffolding’ is an essential component of the ELSA intervention, where support is provided by the ELSA practitioners, in order for children to develop a higher level of understanding and acquire new skills, such as emotional literacy (Read, 2006). Similarly, it can be argued that Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development has been considered within the ELSA framework, where children are led by a More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) to acquire new skills and improve overall emotional development and wellbeing (White, 2011). The use of both theories provided by Bruner (1960) and Vygotsky may enhance wellbeing, due to the children being offered support whilst they are also encouraged to display independence. It can also be suggested that the children may develop the emotional bonds required for them to become emotionally regulated, and adopt a sense of trust vs mistrust, which is one of the stages of Erikson’s developmental theory. In juxtapose to the beliefs of Bruner (1960) and Vygotsky (1920), B.F. Skinner (1938) may question the use of emotional support within educational settings. It can be suggested that Skinner (1938) is of the belief that positive, structured reinforcement can be more beneficial in modifying student behaviours (Gordan and Krishanan, 2014) as appose to internal emotional states. Similarly, Lucas (2008) states that although classroom interventions can be beneficial in aiding child wellbeing, the success is highly dependent on the wider family and community context, linking back to the importance of Bronfenbrenners ecological systems (Lucas et al, 2008). 
In conclusion, the literature discussed presents apposed views, towards the appropriate strategies to execute in aiding the wellbeing of a child. The theories provided support the narrative that emotional literacy is an essential factor in the overall wellbeing of a child. However, it can also be argued that a greater priority could be placed upon external factors such as the child’s family and community context, when trying to develop a child’s emotional regulation, to improve wellbeing. In response to the critical evaluation of literature, there are valid criticisms of the ELSA programme regarding the potential limitations of identifying the root cause of certain issues. However, it can also be displayed how the intervention has the ability to enhance child wellbeing through emotional literacy. 

Explanation of Case Study
The research project adopts case study methodology. The use of a case study approach consists of an in-depth exploration of a certain exposition (Yin, 2018), which in this case was how the ELSA programme aids in child wellbeing. Adopting a case study approach allowed for a deeper Investigation from multiple perspectives, of a intervention programme in real life context (Simons, 2009, p.21). The case study used within the research project was also a small sample, that has been examined in great detail, further confirming the use of a case study approach (Tight, 2010, p.337). Essential factors within a case study approach include, detailed investigation, contextual analysis and the gathering of multiple sources of data, used to provide the researcher with in-depth understanding and flexibility to adapt (Feagin et al, 2016). When discussing the strengths and limitations of using a case study approach, Stake (1995) emphasises how they are useful for exploring under-researched policies or programmes, such as the ELSA intervention. Similarly to the viewpoint of Simons (2009), Stake also re-emphasises the insights offered into real world context, which provide researchers with an opportunity to observe a case in its natural setting, such as the observation of ELSA within a primary school and how it can improve the wellbeing of a child (Stake, 1995). It can also be suggested that another success is how the case study approach provides a longitudinal insight, where evidence and data can be gathered over a long duration of time, allowing the researcher to view how situations change over time (Eisenhardt, 1989). In relation to the case study in discussion, the researcher was only given a week during the electives, meaning longitudinal insight could not be possible, therefore it can not be related to the success of data gathering. Although both Yin (2018) and Stake (1995) emphasis the strengths of adopting a case study approach to research, they have also considered the limitations. Yin (2018) acknowledges that due to case studies only assessing one thing, it can be challenging to apply the data to a greater population and within alternative contexts. This linking with the limitation that case study research can be difficult to replicate in alternative settings, such as a different school. Of the same opinion, Stake (1995) displays concern regarding the over-interpretation of findings, leading to an inaccurate conclusion and recommendations (Stake, 1995). Finally, the use of case study methodology can also become bias, with ethical considerations being breached if the researcher does not follow essential protocol (Cresswell, 2013). In response to the opinion of Cresswell (2013), the sample used within the research project consisted of five children, who had completed the ELSA programme. These children had been selected due to the relevance of the research question. Although it can be suggested the sample was unrepresentative, it was necessary for the specific study and allowed accurate data to be collected.

Research methods
Research methods are the ways in which a researcher gathers both qualitative and quantitive data, within their research. Prior to conducting the research, both interviews and observations were intended to be used, to gather rich data regarding the ELSA intervention and its impact on child wellbeing. Kvale and Brinkman (2009) state how interviews allow a researcher to gain an in-depth understanding around their research topic. Interviews also allow flexibility in questioning and give the interviewer an ability to probe further conversation (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009). In relation to the research project, semi-structured interviews have proven to be beneficial, to gain an insight to the perspectives of the ELSA practitioners, and allow the researcher to understand whether the strategies used are benefiting the wellbeing of the children. Seidman (2013) recognises that interviews allow further data to be collected through the observation of non-verbal cues, such as body language and tone of voice (Seidman, 2013). Due to this, the researcher will gain a more in depth insight into the personal feelings the interviewee may hold towards the case study topic. In reference to the case study, it can also be suggested that interviews allow the researcher to show query when gaining access to sensitive information. However, Silverman (2013) displays objection, with the belief that a researchers interpretation is subjective, which can have a negative effect on the validity of interview based data (Silverman, 2013). In juxtapose, Bryman (2016) supports this through the belief that participants may feel more comfortable face-to face when disclosing or discussing private matters, as appose to filling in a questionnaire where little emotion can be shown (Bryman, 2016). Although Bryman (2016) is of this belief, it was paramount to ensure confidentiality and anonymity were followed during the interviews, due to the sensitive reasoning why the children were receiving ELSA support (BERA, 2024). Although the successes of interviews have been discussed, it is also essential to consider the limitations of interviews within research. Denscombe (2014) suggests that interviews may allow a greater scale of bias, with the interviewee tailoring their responses to suit what they think the researcher wants to hear (Denscombe, 2014). Of the same opinion, Rubin and Rubin (2012) display ethical concerns alongside potential bias based on interviewer characteristics, such as race or gender (Rubin and Rubin, 2012). Overall, research shows it is evident that interviews have the potential for reliable, useful and rich data to be collected, if limitations such as unconscious bias and researcher led responses are addressed and avoided. 
It was decided for interviews with ELSA practitioners to be included within the case study and data collection process, due to the successful points discussed, and the benefits they have in succeeding to provide useful, accurate data. Semi-structured interviews had been applied to the research, to ensure adaptability in questioning and the opportunity for clarification (see appendix 3). Semi-structured interviews took place with five ELSA practitioners at school X. Although there are currently twelve trained ELSAs on sight, it was important to identify a small sample to ensure case study methodology was maintained and richer data could be collected (PDCS, 2023). The interviews took place over a three day period during the electives week, and were conducted in a private room with the consent of each participant (BERA, 2024).  
Prior to the electives week, it was intended for an observation of an ELSA session, in practice, to be timetabled. Marcucci (2011) following the work of Cohen, Manion and Morrison, suggests that observation allows a researcher to collect real time data, which in this case would enable the researcher to  witness behaviours and strategies used within the ELSA intervention as they are occurring (Marcucci, 2011). This would have been beneficial to the researcher, as it allows them to view theory in practice and examine how the child feels during the session, in order to judge their wellbeing. However, due to ethical guidelines of confidentiality, observations were unable to occur (BERA, 2024). Children receiving the ELSA programme may have experienced issues involving a sensitive nature, such as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Therefore it was not ethically correct to be present during their time with the Emotional Literacy Support Assistant.

Furthermore, the children complete a pre and post ELSA questionnaire, that has been formulated for School X to assess the effect of the programme, upon the children. The questionnaires had been viewed by the researcher and data had been collected. 
Overall, literature provided suggests the benefits of research methods such as interviews and observation. Due to the sensitive nature of the case study, the data collected was limited. However, conducting semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher access to the benefits of ELSA in aiding child wellbeing, and the strategies used within. Through addressing unconscious bias and ensuring the interviews were not researcher led, useful, accurate data had been collected surrounding the ELSA programme and the effect in aiding child wellbeing. 

Data presentation and Analysis Method(s)
Prior to conducting the research project and throughout, it was made a priority to ensure all the data collected was stored safely, securely and following the guidelines published by the British Ethical Research Association (BERA, 2024). The data gathered via semi-structured interviews had been recorded on an iPad, within a one drive where access was given, to the researcher only. Following the transcription, the raw data was permanently deleted. Erasing the qualitative data ensures there is no breach in confidentiality and anonymity (Berger, 2015). The form of data collected within the research project is qualitative data, which is non numerical, and consists of voice recordings and text. It can be suggested that the sample identified to be interviewed displayed a high level of validity, across the data. This is due to specific sampling of participants, through interviewing ELSA practitioners. Statistical analysis was also implemented, with the use of Braun and Clarkes (2006) method of thematic analysis (Bloomberg and Vlope, 2019). 

The data collected during the semi-structured interviews was voice recorded, on an iPad. Following the interviews, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis was applied to the results. The thematic analysis method consists of six thematic steps (Braun and Clarke, 2017).  The researcher must become familiar with all the collected data, to do so it often involves re-reading or re-listening to the data, where the researcher began to identify potential patterns. In relation to the case study, interviews had been transcribed, to ensure results were assessed and placed into topics. Once the data had been read and transcribed, from beginning to end, general themes were recognised such as, strategies used within ELSA and the effect on child wellbeing. This data was then analysed again, where new, more precise codes were created such as, the importance of relationships formed between the practitioner and child, and the increased levels of self-esteem amongst children after completing the ELSA programme. Finally, the researcher created a definition for each theme and how it contributes to the overall results, displayed through the data, in order to report the findings. Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis consists of both success and limitations. For example, literature emphasises how the analysis method is user-friendly, it does not require a specific software and can be accessible to all within research, no matter the scale (Terry et al, 2017). The method also provides a systematic process for assessing the data collected, with stages that have been well-designed (Braun and Clarke, 2017). However, researchers such as Alhojailan (2012) acknowledge how the method bares potential for oversimplification, where the individual interpretation of the researcher can lead to inconsistencies and less reliable data (Alhojailan, 2012). 


Ethical considerations
Ethical considerations are essential when conducting research, to ensure that the rights, dignity and wellbeing of participants are prioritised and maintained throughout (BERA, 2024). Prior to conducting the research during electives week, ethical considerations were identified, discussed and put into practice. Firstly, an ethics form was completed and signed off, to ensure the research question was suitable to be carried out, and the methods of data collection were appropriate for the specific cause (see appendix 1). The ethical considerations that were relevant within the research project firstly included, consent. Prior to the one to one interviews, each participant was handed a consent form (see appendix 2), which they were given the opportunity to sign. Providing the forms allowed the researcher to gain their consent and become aware they felt comfortable to begin. Although the case study did not involve interviews with children, if it had then parental consent would have been required prior to the interview, and verbal assent from the children throughout (Lambert and Glacken, 2011). The participants were verbally made aware that they have the right to withdraw at any time, which was repeated throughout the interview process. Another aspect of ethical consideration that was prioritised throughout was confidentiality and anonymity. To ensure participants remained anonymous they were not able to state their job title, or name when conversing, during the interviews. Although the researcher was aware of who they were, the conversations are unable to be related back to them. As previously stated, the raw data (voice recordings) was stored in a one drive and deleted following being transcribed by the researcher. It was also decided that an observation of ELSA in practice was not ethically correct, due to the sensitive nature surrounding the programme and the individual cases of the children. The potential risks to the university, investigator and participants were also identified and discussed, to ensure necessary procedures were in place to limit the possibility of them occurring (see appendix 1). 
To conclude, ethical considerations were paramount prior and during the research. The researcher ensured to gain consent from participants and prioritised confidentiality, anonymity and right to withdraw throughout. 




Findings and discussions
Following the implementation of Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis, three overriding themes were identified within the interview responses. Firstly, an emphasis was placed upon how the relationships formed between the ELSA practitioner and child was suggested to be more beneficial in aiding wellbeing, as appose to the strategies used within the programme. Although resources are used within the sessions, each ELSA expressed how they are a form of communication to improve wellbeing, instead of a stand alone strategy. Four out of five ELSAs had stated an importance around getting to know the children and providing differentiated sessions based on their individual needs. One participant conversed that some sessions may consist of playing football, to engage the child and build a level of trust. The perspective of forming relationships with the children can be related to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, where a child is unable to reach their full cognitive potential, unless basic needs are met (Maslow, 1987). Similarly, Bowlby’s (1970) attachment theory can be applied, where children may have adopted an avoidant attachment to their primary care giver, where they have learned their needs are not consistently met (Homes, 2014). Therefore, the children may become reliant on the ELSA practitioner, to improve their emotional wellbeing. The importance placed on student/teacher relationships implies that the programme has the ability to improve the overall wellbeing of students within School X. 
Secondly, an overwhelming response was recorded in relation to the increased levels of self-esteem and confidence amongst the children. When asked how the practitioners measure the success of ELSA (see appendix 3), every ELSA explained how the children displayed higher levels of confidence within themselves and also their school work, along with improved levels of self esteem, which had been observed following the intervention. Through viewing the pre and post ELSA questionnaires completed by the children, it was evident to see the dramatic difference. When asked ‘I am capable of success’ 80% of children marked themselves as ‘1’ before the programme and ‘9-10’ afterwards. Research suggests that a primary indicator of good emotional wellbeing is the child’s self-esteem (Pollard and Lee, 2023). The increased levels of child self-esteem further supports the benefits of ELSA on a child’s emotional literacy, regulation and overall wellbeing. 
The final theme identified through the Braun and Clark analysis was the issue around time, money and the correlation to success of improving child wellbeing. When asked about the limitations of the programme (see appendix 3), five out of five ELSA practitioner’s expressed their concerns surrounding the lack of time given to the intervention, and the high expectation placed upon them. Background reading suggests that the current cost to train an ELSA is around £600-£800 each, however primary schools in Wales are experiencing significant cuts to funding, resulting in a decrease of Learning Support Assistants (LSA’s) being trained as ELSAs (BBC News, 2024). Therefore, each interview participant stated how they feel overworked and underpaid, linking to current research suggesting that eighty five percent of LSA’s believe funding cuts are having a negative effect within schools and the resources available to them (National Education Union, 2024). Relating back to the work of Vygotsky, it can be suggested how it is necessary for a child to be given time to reach their full cognitive potential, and improved wellbeing (White, 2011). Further supporting the responses given by the ELSA practitioners, emphasising the importance of consistency and time, being allocated, in order to improve child wellbeing. 
When discussing the results following the use of Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis, data displays the positive effect the ELSA programme has in aiding child wellbeing, within School X. Through building relationships with the children, the ELSA’s are able gain trust in order for them to express their emotions freely, and without judgment. It was evident to see how the strategies utilised within the programme had a positive effect on wellbeing, and how they put the theories discussed into practice. Although the ELSAs feel there are limitations to the programme, such as lack of time and funding, their responses confirmed how the intervention provides children with a safe space, whilst improving their emotional literacy, regulation and overall wellbeing. To further strengthen this, the pre and post ELSA questionnaires also confirmed the benefits of the programme, with the children displaying improved self-esteem, self-confidence and a sense of happiness. 
Conclusion and recommendations
To conclude, the question formed for this case study was chosen due to the interest of the growing number of children experiencing mental health issues within Welsh primary schools. It was decided for the ELSA intervention to be examined and the benefits it has in aiding child wellbeing (ELSA support, 2024), as a focus point. Prior to the research, interviews were identified to be a reliable method of collecting data, due to the researcher having the ability to probe deeper conversation. Observations were also arranged and the benefits discussed, however due to ethical consideration this was prohibited (BERA, 2024). Although data collection methods used are able to be replicated in other research projects, the findings are unable to be generalised, as they are specific to the context of School X, its community and the children within. However, every school in Wales is undergoing budget cuts, meaning some data responses may be the same, regarding the money needed to train ELSA’s and minimise their workload. If the researcher was to conduct this case study again, the question would be made less broad, to allow for richer data to be collected. For example, instead of grouping all primary school children, research into the ELSA session and how it aids in the wellbeing of a child experiencing grief, would allow for less general responses. 
In light of the research, two recommendations were put forward to School X. Firstly, every ELSA within the school is female, however a greater percentage of male pupils receive the intervention. Therefore, it was recommended to train one to two male ELSA’s to ensure each child felt they had a role model. Secondly, the pre and post ELSA questionnaires were not differentiated, meaning the same template was used on both four and eleven year old children. To ensure accurate data is recorded, it felt necessary for the questionnaires to be more child friendly for the younger children within the school. 
Overall, the research project has allowed the researcher to develop skills linking to the QTS standards, that will be further developed in future pedagogy and research. The research findings may be taken forward into future research by being repeated in a school with male ELSA’s to see the differing effect on wellbeing. 
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