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                                   How does play support children’s emotional development?
Literature review:
Play
The aim of this essay is to discuss and evaluate the meaning of play within early years. According to Fleer (2021) research shows that practitioners were unable to define play as its meaning is infinity. Glanveanu (2019) states that play has a different meaning to all children, and that each child would not have the same answer. Practitioners should allow children to have their own unique meaning of play (Glanveanu, 2019). One of the most important aspects to note is that play based learning can support a child’s physical and cognitive development (Education Endowment Foundation, No Date).  
The Welsh Government (2022), states that play also means that children must pay attention to detail which supports their skill of self-awareness. Self-awareness also allows children to develop their social behavior when using collaboration to play with other children (Welsh Government, 2022). Play is an indoor and outdoor activity which supports a child’s learning and learning about the environment around them (Education Endowment Foundation, No Date). 
Vygotsky (1978) emphasises that play is a crucial part of a child’s learning, development, speech development and cognitive development (Parker et al, 2022). One of the most important considerations of this study is that play allows children to be independent and allows children to identify themselves as a person (Glanveanu, 2019). The Welsh Government (2022) agrees with (Glanveanu, 2019) that play influences children to feel a form of self-worth which will support a child’s confidence in their learning and outside world.  
It’s a well-established fact that play supports children’s motor and memory development. This, in turn, supports a child’s social development. Neuroscientists highlight the role played by play in the growth and development of the brain.  (Parker et al, 2022). Furthermore, Parker et al (2022) suggest that, without play, children are impacted socially, emotionally and in terms of their learning.  The Early Years Company (2024) agrees with this view, noting that not only does play support a child’s holistic development, it can also promote new connections in the brain with benefits for building memory and cognitive flexibility. To summarise, therefore, play is essential for a child’s holistic development by helping to embed emotional, social and cognitive development (Early Years Company, 2024).  
The new Curriculum for Wales (2023) is known as foundation learning. Secondly, it influences practitioners to have a pedagogy approach to children’s learning in the early years (Gov. Wales, No Date). Another factor in the New Curriculum for Wales for non-maintained settings, is that play is a fundamental right for all children and that children have an urge to play (Welsh Government, 2022). It is often said that play supports a child’s emotional development, but it can also support the child to learn about the world around them (Welsh Government, 2022).  
The UNCRC (1989) Article 31 states that every child has the right to engage in play activities that are appropriate and meet the child’s individual needs. Secondly, practitioners and parents/carers should promote opportunities for children during play and respect every child’s individual needs (UNCRC, 1989). Finally, play based learning may overlap with emotional strategies that can support a child’s behavioral development, (Education Endowment Foundation, No Date).   
Emotional Development 
The meaning of emotional development is learning to express yourself as a person through experiences and expressions (Izard et al, 2024). Secondly, children learn how to develop emotion from birth to adulthood. This occurs in simultaneity with cognitive and behavioral development, especially with cultural and social factors. Bratz (2022) states that emotional development plays a key role in children's well-being and achieves the best possible outcome through learning. According to Bratz (2022) parents/carers play a significant role in children's emotional development as this source believes that children learn how to use their emotions through having role models and positive interactions. Play is a key factor in children’s holistic development and without play in a child’s life, their emotional development can be adversely affected (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2007). Environment play a key role in a child’s emotional development and, if family structure and lifestyle chance, this may reduce the time a child has for free play at home (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2007).  Play and Playground Encyclopedia (Play and Playground Encyclopedia, No Date) proposes that environment is the key factor that affects a child’s emotional development and relationships with carers and siblings, especially in the first year of a child’s life , are critical. In the first year of a child’s life, they learn how to develop emotions such as anger, sadness, fear and joy (Bratz, 2022). In order to develop emotionally, children firstly need to be able to have basic language in order to express their emotions.  
For children to develop their unique potential, every child has the right to access play, this is backed up by the UNCRC (United Nations Charter on the Rights of the Child). Also, practitioners and parents/carers will be able to observe empirically how play benefits the child’s holistic development, (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2007). The UNICEF (No Date), states that when a child is going through an emotional challenge in their life, play allows them to express their feelings. Giving the child resources may allow the child to deal with emotions such as fear, anger and loss. Play allows children to express their feelings and emotions without words, (UNICEF No Date).  
Environmental settings should improve children's social and emotional development through wider learning which promotes social and emotional skills, (Education Endowment Foundation, No Date). According to The Early Years Framework Foundation Stages, learning should include social, emotional and personal goals when children are learning through play.
According to San (2021), every individual child should have the opportunity to play, as this article believes that play supports children’s emotional, physical and social development. Secondly, San (2021) believes that introducing emotional and social skills earlier in a child’s life will benefit the child in adulthood.  

Methodology: 
There is not one agreed objective definition of the term Research. Many scholars and academics have come up with several definitions. Many researchers such as Heibert, et al (2022) have utilised research to measure collecting information and he also states that our sources should be reliable for our research. According to the Oxford English Dictionary definition (2024), research is systematic study which allows us to establish facts in our sources to reach a new conclusion.  
Kerlinger (1973) emphasises the investigative aspect of research in defining it as a systematic critical investigation of hypothetical proposals. What these definitions have in common is a view that research is a systematic procedure which relies on the support of reliable evidence to find answers to questions or improve current knowledge and understanding (Kerlinger, 1973) and (Oxford English Dictionary, 2024).  
Research is important in the field of Early Years Education because it allows practitioners to reinforce the best practice, Heale and Twycross (2015).  To investigate the effect of research studies, Heale and Twycross (2015) state the importance of reliable research and they also state the reliability of quantitative research. The meaning of rigor is to examine the quality of how reliable the research is (Heale and Twycross, 2015). Johnson (2020) suggests that using the rigor method allows us to conduct the best possible outcome of quantitative research. In approach rigor in our research, both Heale and Twycross (2015) and Johnson (2020), both agree that the rigor approach allows researchers to conduct qualitive research.  
Qualitative and Quantitative  
There are three main types of approach to identify the meaning of research. These are Qualitative, Quantitative and the Mixed Method Approach. (Taherdoost, 2022).  
The Quantitative method is used to measure numerical data to draw a conclusion. Taherdoost (2022) defines quantitative research as a method of deriving numerical data from observation to explain the phenomena that observation can reflect. He further points out that the quantitative method does not exclusively use numerical data but may also employ words in the form of descriptions or statements for example, about beliefs (Taherdoost, 2022). These beliefs may be analysed by using the quantitative method. According to Barrogo (2022), quantitative methods can be used to describe the relation between one or more research questions. The use of quantitative case studies is a well-established approach in discovering differences between groups which allows us to see both the similarities and differences (Barrogo, 2022). 
The results of a questionnaire, for example, which uses declarative statements can be collated and analysed numerically. Quantitative and Qualitative research methods cannot therefore be regarded as entirely mutually exclusive (Taherdoost, 2022). 

 The Qualitative Approach  
The qualitative approach is to collect and analyse research data that is descriptive and is based on the collection of data from primary, first-hand sources (Aspers, 2019). In this article, Aspers (2019) argues that case studies and observation of routine is a form of qualitative approach. The difference between the qualitative approach and methods is that it cannot be defined by number, but on the other hand qualitative research methods can be collated and reported numerically (Aspers, 2019).  
One of the most important considerations of this study is that the qualitative method allows researchers to answer questions such as what and why, and how this method might work better to conduct the research question (NHS England, 2017). There are at least three methods that are used for qualitative approach interviews, focus groups and observation. In approaching these methods, they can be combined to reach a conclusion, it also may be useful to use more than one approach as these approaches all have strengths and weaknesses (NHS England, 2017). 
One limitation to qualitative approach is that it will allow you to have insight on how people feel about the research question, but it cannot tell other people’s opinions who are not taking part in the interviews, focus groups and observation (NHS England, 2017).  
Mixed Method Approach  
The first aspect to note about the mixed method approach is that it combines and integrates quantitative and qualitative data (Schooneboom, 2023). According to Taherdoost (2022), the mixed method approach can benefit researchers to tackle complex research.  
Taherdoost (2022) maintains that the Mixed Method Approach to research can help social and healthcare workers where numerical data is available but qualitative data is essential to the integrity of the research. Secondly, the word mixed in mixed method approach is an essential step in the research process as it allows researchers to use data collection and data analysis. Taherdoost (2022) and Shorten (2017) both agree that the mixed method approach can help research to have a better understanding of the qualitative and quantitative method.  
Triangulation  
Triangulation refers to the use of multiple methods or data sources in qualitative research to develop a comprehensive understanding of phenomena (Patton, 1999). According to Noble and Heale (2019), triangulation is a main factor that increases the credibility of research findings.  
The meaning of credibility is how believable a study is and to measure how accurately it reflects and evaluates what is being investigated (Noble and Heale, 2019). One key issue of a single method approach is having the inherent risk of biases, but on the other hand triangulation method can help to avoid this by combining theories, methods and observers to confirm findings (Noble and Heale, 2019). Furthermore, Noble and Heale (2019) and Patton (1999) both believe that it is important to use several reliable sources of qualitative research to double-check or back up hypotheses or ideas. Triangulation's aim in research is to understand the purpose and to examine different opinions and views and to have a clear understanding of these views (Abbadia, 2023). There are different types of triangulations, proposed by Denzin (1978) and Noble and Heale (2019) explain the 4 types. One of these types is data triangulation which involves the collection of different types of data from people, for example families and early years practitioners to get more than one perspective. Data can also be triangulated for time, space and location, for example length of time, time of day.    
Researcher methodology  
The method the researcher is intending to use is an interview and this will be conducted with children in an early-year-old nursery and with early-year-old practitioners. To establish whether an interview process is the researcher's most effective method, the research will investigate the strengths and weaknesses of this method. The researcher is going to analyse these systematically. Interviews are a primary data source and a qualitative data source. To have a better understanding of these, the researcher will use a qualitative method to conduct the research. Interviews are effective for qualitative research as they help us to explore and understand participants' experiences which are highly subjective. One of the benefits of an interview is that it is a richer source of information from a small number of people about feelings, attitudes, opinions and preferences (Rutledge, 2020). Interviews represent a qualitative approach to research methodology as it relies on information (Rutledge and Hogg, 2020).   
The researcher will need to use Triangulation, namely investigator triangulation, to confirm the findings. For example, one could have another member of staff in the interview or make a transcript of the interview and get it checked by a person who was present at the interview.  The researcher will use Theory Triangulation to interpret the data from the interview, using theories about child development and play.  
To begin, the researchers will introduce themselves and explain the aim of this interview and how they will use the data that they have collected. An article in her Sight (2023) states that introducing oneself sets the atmosphere for interview and also allows practitioners and children to build trust. To investigate how play affects a child’s emotional development, the research will obtain information from the interview. Questions will be simple open-ended questions for early years children and practitioners (Shannon, 2023). The main benefits of an open-ended question is that it allows children and practitioners to express their opinion without feeling there is a right or wrong answer. They also encourage longer discussion to ensure the researcher gains in-depth information around the research topic (Shannon, 2023). To avoid the child and practitioner feeling confused, the interviewer will ensure the question is clear and easy to understand. Open-ended questions allow children and practitioners to have that sense of independence which will guide them to find their own truth about how play effect their development. To make each child and practitioner feel comfortable, the interview will have a sequence of questions by grouping them in theme, this will ensure that the researcher can easily move back and forth between questions and topics.  
The interview schedule will comprise structured and open-ended questions to identify and explore how a recorded interview will proceed and helps the researcher to engage and listen to what the children and practitioners say (Clovers, 2022). I will use data triangulation to compare time, space and location. Another benefit of a recorded interview is that the researcher doesn’t rely on the participant’s memory, and it gives an accurate record of what each participant says. The research interview will take place in an area where they feel comfortable and secure. Ensuring the child’s needs are being met, is a key consideration in conducting the interview. On the other hand, practitioners will be interviewed in a classroom or in a quiet area. The sample size the researcher will be using is ten children in the early years, and ten early years practitioners. This is to have a wide range of different opinions on how play affects a child’s emotional development. Each interview will take around ten minutes to ensure that each question is addressing the topic question. On the other hand, if children are losing interest, the researcher will repeat, under conditions which will adjust the factors in the conduct of the interview. The research will ensure that consent will be obtained during this process and the research will explain the policy and where the data of the child or practitioner will be stored. The research will use a consent form which will go out to parents/carers to sign that they allow their child’s information to be used for this research topic.  

Ethics 
Ethical issues arise in all aspects of research and at all stages of the research process. However, ethical issues gain even more importance when the subjects of the research are young children.
Harcourt (2011), in an article in the publication, states that the purpose of research in childhood studies enables us to understand early years, and to support us to gain new knowledge of children’s experiences and children’s perspective. Its importance of hearing the child’s voice in research studies is imperative. It is a well-known fact that vast bodies of research material on childhood tend to ignore the child’s perspective. Harcourt (2011) claims that this is known as the looking down standpoint but on the other hand, Alanen (1998), advocates an alternative which is the looking up perspective which involves trying to understand children’s viewpoint on their own experiences and environment. Article 12 of the UNCRC [United Nations Charter on the Rights of the Child] (No date) children should have their voices heard and have informed conduct of research into Early Years. 
Researchers must be mindful of the inequality in the relationship of participants in research into the Early Years. There is an inevitable power imbalance in the relationship, which may make children feel vulnerable as they may depend on the adult they look up to (Harcourt, 2011). According to Mayne (2018), practitioners should allow children to emprise their voices and this should be provided by opportunities. Ethical considerations in the conduct of educational research are intended to protect the rights of all those involved in the research and, indeed, all participants in the findings, this means the research subject, the children and researchers (Mayne, 2018). 
Consent 
Research is a partnership between participants and partnerships depend on trust and consent (Gaurav, 2019). It is the pupils, parents and practitioners who provide the consent, the parents being the ones who give the legal consent. Informed consent is gained or refused by giving a clear explanation in language appropriate to the child or caregiver, of the purpose and structure of the research, in this case, the interviews. Explaining to parents can be done in a formal and informal setting such as a meeting with a group of parents/caregivers as well as answering questions and addressing concerns raised by individual parents in informal encounters. It is important to give parents time to consider their decision (Gaurav, 2019).  What is important is to make sure parents/caregivers understand what will be done with the findings of the research and how this will positively impact their child’s experience, wellbeing and progress at school and at home. It is also important to make it clear that there are no negative consequences to refusing to participate in the research and that the child or caregiver can withdraw at any stage (Harcourt, 2011)
Informed consent is crucial in any research project but there are also many challenges and barriers which would affect the legitimization in gaining consent to research with children in the early years. Harcourt (2011) and (Perry 2003) both agree that children play a key factor in research and that is why listening to children also has a potential to show parents/caregivers the outcome of these experiences. 
It is not always easy to assess whether young children have a clear understanding as children tend to respond to adults with the correct answer. Key to avoiding this is to gain a form of professional trust in a relationship, trust and security with the child (Harcourt, 2011). Another key factor is the adult researchers are essential for gaining meaningful consent from the child and collaborative participation. My explanations would be in the form of effective dialogue with the child participants. For effective dialogue to take place and for the child to be empowered to decide about participation, the researcher will use language which would be very important. Using words that are familiar to the child can help. Using language that is part of the classroom culture, for example in relation to emotions and feelings, is also important. To ensure that the child has agency, collaborative language should be used, such as, “Let’s talk about what we can do together”. In setting up the framework for the researcher interview, the researcher believes it is vital that the children can make connections between the research and their experience and how the outcomes of the research will improve their experience.
With the principles of informed consent in mind, the researcher would wish to conduct their research in a setting where they have spent some time, such as placement setting. This would mean that the researcher will build meaningful relationships with the children in the study in a familiar setting and overtime. An understanding of the children, including prior knowledge of their individual characteristics, would enable the researcher to make informed decisions about the framework of research and how best to engage with the participants. The researcher will need to have a former record of consent before the research starts. Where interviews are recorded, consent can be recorded during the interview. Transcripts of the interview should be made and validated as correct. This can be verified by having another experienced practitioner in the room. Having another person present is also important for safeguarding. 
The ethical considerations which should guide consent in Early Years research can be summarized in a model of the interactive narrative approach to informed consent devised (British Educational research association, 2018). To ensure the quality of participation, they propose 4 Participation Rights which are the basis for Informed Consent. They are Information, Understanding, Voice and Influence. I hope I have covered all four principles in this section (British Educational research association, 2018).
The BERA (2018) states that researchers must also consider the most useful ways of involving and informing participants at the end of the process on how to give feedback, how to share findings whilst preserving anonymity and confidentiality. It is a key factor in completing the research cycle by making the connection between the research findings and positive outcomes for participants. The findings of the researcher could, for example, be used to present a case to Governors for funding an outdoor play area or in supporting the case for prioritizing outdoor play in the school development plan. The key factor is that all stakeholders are involved at every stage of the process from beginning to end and to respect the partnership between participants, parents and the setting (British Educational research association, 2018).
Confidentiality and Collecting and Storing Personal Information 
Another important ethical issue in conducting research into Early Years is that of storing personal information gathered during the research. Collecting and storing personal information is regulated by the (Data Protection Act, 2018). To comply with the Act, all participants’ personal information must be kept confidential. It states that children’s personal data needs special protection. The Data Protection Act (2018) states that every child has the same right as adults about their personal information. Also, even if a child is too young, they still have those rights (Data Protection Act, 2018).
Anonymity is an important component of confidentiality. When it comes to research at the chosen setting of the researcher, only those people within the setting who need to know a participant’s identity should know (BERA, 2018). It may not be necessary to disclose the identity of participants if findings are to be used to inform policy, improve practice or implement change. The findings of the research study can be reported in such a way so as not to disclose the identity of the participating children (BERA, 2018). Confidentiality is made more difficult where the number of participants is small.  Another factor cares also needs to be taken into consideration especially if the findings are to be shared beyond the setting itself (BERA, 2018). Given the age of the participants, the issues and concerns that apply to all research take on even greater importance (BERA, 2018).  
In this section the researcher has addressed the ethical issues that arise in the context of research into early childhood.
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