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Research Methods
The Importance of Shared Reading in Early Years and it’s effect on Language Development

Abstract
This research project will consider the effects that shared reading has on children’s language development in South Wales as there is some research surrounding shared reading, however, they do not consider the impact it has on language development. Previous research will be explored to gain a deeper understanding of shared reading and it’s benefits according to other researchers. Four Flying Start settings situated across South Wales will be included in this research to gain wider data from different areas using cluster sampling. The research will focus on ten children from each setting, all aged two-three years old and all practitioners at the settings. Triangulation will be implemented as this is a mixed method approach that will include observations on children as they explore and share books with adults and other children, providing qualitative data to be analysed. Questionnaires for parents will be distributed to gain quantitative data and establish how often shared reading occurs at home. The researcher will also conduct interviews with practitioners to gain their perspective on the subject. Data will be collected and analysed from all the methods explained, to discover the findings regarding shared reading and its impact on children’s language development. Ethical considerations will be explored during the planning and completion of this research project, considering the Data Protection Act 2018, BERA (2018) and ERIC (2019) with regards to ensuring confidentiality, anonymity and participant involvement at all levels. This research project will also consider the challenges that may arise when completing research methods due to validity, danger of bias and risks that could occur.

Literature Review
The rationale for this research project is to explore shared reading at home and in Early Years settings and to consider its effect on children’s language development. Erickson and Koppenhaver (2016) explain that shared reading focuses on the interactions that occur when an adult and child share a book together and state that shared reading can benefit all children regardless of their age. Tassoni (2023) states that “a shared story between a child and a familiar, loved adult has a huge impact on children’s interest and motivation for reading later on”.
According to Shahaeian, et al. (2018) shared reading at home assists children’s language and literacy development and supports their literacy performance at school. In their longitudinal study, Shahaeian, et al. (2018) considered family’s social status and level of education when looking at how often children participated in shared reading at home. They found that parents with a higher level of education read to their children more often and enrolled them in pre-school settings from a young age which may contribute to these children’s higher level of language skills. However, the study also considered the possibility that parents from lower socio-economic families were able to spend more time with their children completing shared reading activities due to less working hours which could enhance those children’s language skills. The findings of the study found that regardless of a family’s social status, children whose parents read to them regularly experienced better opportunities for learning and developing language and cognitive skills.
Pre-school children can develop literacy skills by participating in shared reading with their peers as children learn in different ways to adults and can stimulate each other’s language and literacy development (Lee, 2016, p.526 and Goodwin, 2010). Lee (2016) completed observations during his study and found that children compete over, share and exchange books in the same way as they do with toys, so he emphasised the need for a variety of books to be available at independent reading times. 
Torr (2019) and Goodwin (2010) both point out that shared reading at a childcare setting or school will provide a different experience for the child as at home they are often participating in a one-to-one parent-child interaction whilst at setting it will usually be one adult- several children meaning less opportunity for intensive interactions. “The active participation of children during book reading is critical to the language and literacy learning opportunities provided by this activity” (Torr, 2019, p.519). Torr (2019) emphasises the importance of children being involved in shared reading and not just being read to. Children should be encouraged to participate verbally even if it is just naming what they see on each page. Goodwin (2010) discusses the need for teachers to be aware of and understand their children’s language development to ensure that they are all included based on their individual needs. 
According to Torr (2019), all staff in Early Years should receive training to ensure that they understand the benefits of shared reading and the positive effects on language and literacy development. During their observations Torr (2019) found that children were offered few opportunities to engage fully in shared reading as adults talked more than the children and offered very little opportunity for the children to participate verbally. Welsh Government (2022) states in the curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings that all settings should promote and encourage children to engage in shared reading with individuals and small groups and ensure that reading materials are available throughout the setting. The curriculum also states that practitioners should encourage and value the stories that children tell through their play.
Preece and Levy (2018) completed a study considering the barriers of shared reading and found that many parents do not read regularly with their children as they are met with negative responses such as pushing the book away. Their findings pointed out that parents that read with their child regularly described the positive feedback that they received from the child joining in enthusiastically – verbally and non-verbally. These reactions encouraged parents to read more often. Preece and Levy (2018) also found that many parents believed that their child was ‘too young’ for shared reading and did not think it was necessary until the child is in full time education. They discovered that parents who had a negative experience did not bother to try shared reading again and instead decided to wait until their child was ready – e.g., when their child approached them with a book.

Methodological Considerations
There are many methods to be considered when completing a research project and the researcher must select the most effective methods that will help to acquire all information needed. Newby (2014) suggests that sampling is required when completing a research project to ensure that the researcher can collect valuable information without having to contact all members of a large population. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) decisions regarding a sample need to be made early when planning research, ensuring that the sample will accurately represent the population by including all subgroups and provide a large enough sample that will gain enough quantitative and qualitative information to analyse, but small enough so that the researcher is not overwhelmed with data. The chosen sample type for this research is cluster sampling which is a probability sampling method that splits a large population into smaller groups based on a criterion, such as geographic location and a random sample of clusters is selected for the research (Hassan, M. 2022). Bernott (2020) states that cluster sampling has major advantages in terms of time and cost and avoids reduced variation as the samples are selected carefully to include all subgroups. For the purpose of this research, the participants selected are two and three years old and attend childcare settings across South Wales. This research has chosen children aged two and three years old as generally this age group would be having their first experiences of attending a childcare setting, so the research is focusing on their language development and access to shared reading in their earliest stages of childcare and education. Four settings in different areas of South Wales have been selected in attempt to compare data from a wider source, with ten children from each setting being included in the research project. When selecting the children as participants the researcher will consider a balanced mix of boys and girls and include a small percentage of children with English as a second language. This will ensure that the cluster sample is a true representative of the population considered for the research (Newby, 2014, p. 234-238).
As part of this research, qualitative data will be collected by observing the selected children within the setting, focusing on how often they choose to read or explore books and the interactions between the children and adults during shared reading sessions. Observations are a valuable source of finding information for a research project when they are planned correctly as the researcher can gain a closer understanding of the participants in a real-life situation (Rozsahegyi, 2019, p.23-33). Walker and Solvason (2014) state that planning at the early stages of research is crucial as without precise planning, the researcher will be unable to gather enough data needed for their project and will make field notes that are unsuitable for their research. Emphasis is placed on the need for the researcher to decide whether they will be participant or non-participant during the observations. A participant researcher will be actively involved in the activity which could prove to be difficult in ensuring that they stay impartial and do not influence the observation, whilst a non-participant researcher would adapt a ‘fly on the wall’ approach and remain away from the activity (Rozsahegyi, 2019 and Walker and Solvason, 2014). According to Musgrave (2019) observations are a positive method to use in Early Years as the use of observations is embedded in early years practice and they provide rich data that is qualitative, individual and specific. Newby (2014) points out that to gain valuable data, the researcher should record information as soon as possible after completing the observation so that it is as precise as possible and consider the value of the field notes that they make to help with their specific research. During this research the researcher will be carrying out observations as a mixture of participant and non-participant so all field notes should be recorded accurately to avoid any mistakes or bias information. The hawthorne effect is something that will need to be considered by the researcher when completing observations as it is described as a change in a person’s behaviour when they are aware that they are being observed or watched (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014, p.53). The researcher will need to consider whether they are witnessing a true reflection when observing and making notes as this could influence the validity of their research.
Following observations, the researcher will conduct a short interview with staff members at the setting, considering whether staff feel that they recognise higher levels of language development in children who actively choose to explore books and take part in shared reading with adults and other children. Semi-structured interviews will be completed which require the researcher to be an active listener, making the interviewee feel comfortable and ensuring that key topics are not overlooked (Winwood, 2019). A semi-structured interview has been chosen for this project instead of a structured interview as Winwood (2019) believes that more data can be offered by interviewees that feel comfortable and not interrogated by a strict interviewer. Bell and Waters (2017) agree that interviews can be a valuable source of information for research due to the adaptability aspect, however they believe that interviews can be time consuming which will limit the number of participants taking part. The researcher will need to consider that there could be a danger of bias when completing interviews as the interviewer could influence the interviewee unintentionally or the interviewee could exaggerate their responses in a way that promotes their setting and staff members more positively. The halo effect needs to be considered when conducting interviews to ensure that any information is collected in an accurate manner. The halo effect is a cognitive bias that may cause the researcher to form an opinion on a person based on factors such as physical appearance or social status which could have an affect on the validity of the research (Gabrieli, et al. 2021, p.1-2).
The final method chosen for this research is questionnaires to be given to the parents of the selected participants to discover whether they share stories and books with their children at home. According to Bell and Waters (2017) questionnaires are an effective way of collecting data when they are carefully planned, designed and presented. Bell and Waters (2017) discuss the requirements of specific wording that is understandable with no leading or presuming questions that could influence answers and to always consider appearance as people are more likely to complete the questionnaire if it looks inviting and understanding. This research will need to consider the reliability of parent questionnaires as some parents may be inclined to provide answers that they believe the researcher wants to hear or that they feel they should be doing as a parent. For example, during this questionnaire parents may state that they share a book with their child everyday but in reality, they do so once a week so this would affect the findings of the research as it is not a true reflection. Bartram (2019) also states that questionnaires can be an effective way of collecting large amounts of quantitative and qualitative data from many participants in a short space of time. However, Bartram (2019) points out the limitations of questionnaires as a research method as due to anonymity, it is easy for participants to shy away and not complete the questionnaire without the researcher being able to identify them. As this is a small-scale research project and questionnaires are only being distributed to ten parents in each setting, the researcher would have limited data to analyse if several parents chose not to complete the questionnaire. This research has chosen not to interview children or provide them with questionnaires as they are too young and could withhold information as they would feel as they were being ‘tested’ which would not provide a true reflection of their abilities. Wrigley (2010) states that young children should not be tested as they could feel demoralised and labelled which could influence them throughout their life.
Triangulation has been applied to this research project. Triangulation is a mixed method approach that includes different types of qualitative and quantitative data combining various sources of evidence to gain a better understanding of the research topic (Roberts-Holmes, 2018). By collecting data using sampling, observations, interviews and questionnaires relating to the same topic, this research can provide valid information including different perspectives (Bell and Waters, 2017, p.140).

Ethical Considerations
When carrying out any research, the researcher will need to consider ethical guidelines that will influence how participants are chosen and how the research is completed. BERA (2018) states that the researcher has many responsibilities including treating all participants equally and building a respectful, trusting relationship with each participant. As this research project includes young children, the researcher will need to prove that there are clear benefits to carrying out the research and that doing this research will not involve any greater stress than day-to-day life. The researcher will need to appreciate and understand that some children may find participating stressful as they could worry about how the researcher will respond to their information (NSPCC Learning, 2023). Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel (2013) point out that a researcher needs to have realistic expectations when working with children and include the children as much as possible by allowing them to help make decisions and understand their role. UWTSD (2022) set out a code of practice describing general ethical principles that they expect all students and researchers to follow. These principles emphasise the need for researchers to be open, honest and adaptable whilst planning and undertaking research, ensuring care and respect for all participants.
The researcher will need to obtain voluntary, written consent from parents and childcare practitioners included in this research to ensure that all participants are aware of the plans and reasons for carrying out the research (BERA, 2018 and ERIC, 2019). UWTSD (2022) state that gaining written consent demonstrates best practice and ensures that participants have understood the research and it’s expectations, however, on occasions when written consent is not suitable due to language barriers or participants being illiterate then verbal consent is sufficient if they have received all information required to give the consent. When asking for consent Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel (2013) feel that best practice would be to devise an information sheet detailing plans for the research, the reasons for completing the research and the findings that the researcher is hoping to discover. It is vital that all participants are kept fully informed throughout the research (BERA, 2018). 
Before approaching participants to gain consent, the researcher will need to explain their research project and obtain consent from managers or leaders of a setting (BERA, 2018 and UWTSD, 2022). This research will be interviewing childcare practitioners working within a setting and providing questionnaires for parents of children at each setting so the first step in gaining consent will be to contact the managers of the chosen settings. The research project will be explained in depth to the managers, including ethical considerations so that they can decide if they are happy for the research to be completed. Following that discussion and with permission from the manager, information sheets including everything that the participants need to know about the research will be distributed alongside consent forms for practitioners and parents. According to BERA (2018) it is vital for the researcher to make all participants aware of their right to withdraw their consent at any time throughout the course of the research, without needing to provide any reason for this. These details will be clearly stated on the information sheet provided to all participants, including contact information for the researcher.
Smith (2011) emphasises the importance of researchers respecting children’s rights and gaining informed consent from them as well as their parents as the researcher needs to be sure that children are happy to engage in the research and are not being forced to do so by their parents. Researchers have a responsibility to ensure that children feel respected and can participate safely and if they do not want to participate, their non-consent will override their parent’s consent (NSPCC Learning, 2023). Articles twelve and thirteen of the UNCRC will be considered when completing any research with children as they focus on the children’s right to have their voices heard, their views considered and have the freedom to express their thoughts and opinions (Unicef, 2019). Throughout the research children will receive explanations and be kept informed of any changes to the initial plan, as well as being reminded that they can withdraw at any time and dissent (Walker and Solvason, 2014). 
Another ethical consideration of this research is confidentiality and anonymity. BERA (2018) expresses that researchers should take all reasonable precautions to avoid identification of participants and comply with GDPR rules. The Data Protection Act 2018 states that all data should be used fairly and transparently as well as being accurate and kept up to date (Gov.uk, 2018). Participants have a right to privacy and anonymity which should be respected throughout the research (UWTSD, 2022 and ERIC, 2019). Information explaining how confidentiality and anonymity will be achieved will be included in the information sheet given to all participants before they give consent. For this research, parent questionnaires will not include any names or data that is identifiable and alternative names will be used whilst completing interviews and observations. Childcare settings involved will be labelled within the research as Setting A,B,C and D. This will ensure that no participant can be identified within the information and findings of the research. The Data Protection Act 2018 also outlines the need for all participant’s information to be stored safely and effectively and kept for no longer than necessary (Gov.uk, 2018). The information sheet of this research will explain that all written work including consent forms and participant details will be stored in a locked filing cabinet, only accessed by the researcher and all information will be shredded and destroyed three months after the completion of the research and findings.
UWTSD (2022) emphasise the need for researchers to complete risk assessments when planning a research project and minimise any risks that they identify. Researchers have a duty of care for potential risks which means that they would need to immediately reconsider actions that appear to cause emotional or other harm to the participants (BERA, 2018). NSPCC Learning (2023) state that particularly when working with children, researchers are required to identify risks and consider how they can be avoided or minimised. The best interests of the child should always be the main priority when working with children – UNCRC Article three (Unicef, 2019).
During this research project there are many potential risks that could affect the participants, the researcher, and the university. It is vital to consider all these risks and discover how they could be prevented or reduced. Participants could be affected unintentionally by emotional distress whilst taking part in research so with regards to observing children, the researcher will ensure that they spend time around the children to make themselves more familiar to them before completing any observations. During the observations, the researcher will immediately stop observing and ensure that a child’s needs are met if they notice them becoming distressed (NSPCC Learning, 2023). Adults could also become distressed and feel like they are being tested during the interviewing section of this research so the researcher will need to have a conversation before the interview, using a calm tone and manner and making the participant feel relaxed and comfortable. The researcher should explain the research appropriately, showing care and respect for all participants and reassure them that they are not being tested (UWTSD, 2022). The participants could be at risk if the researcher does not follow GDPR 2018 procedures (Gov.uk, 2018) and lose the data collected and information provided. BERA (2018) states clearly that all data should be stored safely, and the researcher should take all reasonable precautions to avoid identification. This researcher will lock all data in a filing cabinet everyday and only have access to it when needed. Participants could be at risk if they have an unprofessional researcher as they will not follow correct protocols which could have an impact on how the research is conducted and how participants are treated. Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel (2013) discuss the risk of the researcher behaving in a demoralising manner towards the participant, that could influence future relationships and an individual’s confidence and self-esteem. This research involves accessing different settings, so the researcher has the responsibility to make themselves aware of each setting’s policies and procedures to always remain professional.
Risks to the researcher include accusations towards the researcher by a child or practitioner. As this project requires the researcher to spend time observing children, the researcher will need to be aware of the setting’s policies and procedures and have a relevant DBS check. A DBS check is a criminal record check which helps organisations to recruit or allow suitable people into their establishment (Gov.uk, 2022). For this research, the researcher will not be left alone with children whilst observing them, therefore this risk is minimised greatly. However, a greater risk for the researcher is having a child make a disclosure to them or witnessing a child protection issue. In these instances, the researcher would need to break confidentiality and report any concerns to the relevant person which could be the manager of the setting or children’s services. NSPCC Learning (2023) says that the researcher should always have a plan in place which will help them to respond to distress or disclosures if they arise. The information sheet distributed to all participants at the beginning of this research will explain that confidentiality and anonymity is respected but there are occasions that could force the researcher to have to break these in respect of child protection issues (BERA, 2018 and ERIC, 2019). The researcher is also at risk of emotional distress if they were to lose any data or information regarding the research which is why all data will be stored in a locked cabinet.
There are also risks to the University when students complete research projects and work with other agencies as there can be a risk of negative publicity. This could happen if the researcher lost the data that they had collected which is why it is crucial to store it securely. The university’s reputation is also at risk if a researcher chose to act unprofessionally, to minimise this risk all research plans and information is required to be checked by the university’s ethics committee who will provide advice and support to researchers (UWTSD, 2022). Researchers are also encouraged to make themselves aware of the policies and procedures of each setting that they visit and work within these.
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