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Does Lack of Breakfast Affect Children's Learning and Engagement in the Early Years?

Abstract
The early years of a child's life are critical for their cognitive development and educational trajectory. In this formative period, various factors influence their ability to learn and engage effectively in educational activities. One of these factors is breakfast, or the lack of it. The question at the heart of this research is, "Does the lack of breakfast affect children's learning and engagement in the early years?" This inquiry is not merely about the nutritional aspect but also delves into the broader implications for cognitive functioning, academic performance, and social interactions. By exploring existing research and insights from both educational and nutritional perspectives, this research seeks to understand the potential impact of lack of breakfast on children's educational experiences during their early years. Through research and observation, the aim is to gain a deeper understanding of the complex relationship between breakfast, learning, and engagement in the context of early childhood education. 
Literature review
Staff at early years practices often encounter children who claim to not have had breakfast in the mornings. Healthy Children (2023) claim that 13% of school aged children do not have breakfast before school in the morning. Coughlan (2012) wrote for the BBC that many parents admit that the reason they do not give their children breakfast in the morning is because they have neither time nor inclination, and that four out of five teachers in England attest to have seen examples of pupils attending school without breakfast. But why is the subject being broached in the first place? Why is breakfast important? Breakfast is often referred to as the ‘most important meal of the day’ and modern studies seem to back up this claim. The body's source of energy is glucose, which is acquired from the breakdown of food that humans eat. According to Better Health (2020) when people fast, like during overnight periods when asleep, the liver undergoes glycogen breakdown, releasing glucose into the bloodstream to maintain stable blood sugar levels. This process is particularly crucial for the brain, as it primarily depends on glucose for energy. When people wake up, their glucose levels will be low, so this is why it is necessary for the fast to be broken. The NHS (2013) explained that having breakfast replenishes the energy levels of the body, after they were depleted during sleep. It additionally provides both mental and physical energy to fuel the body for the day ahead. Yet even with all the benefits of having breakfast, children still often go without, and this can affect their socialising and learning in school. The human brain in its developmental stages necessitates a complete array of essential nutrients for its formation and ongoing structural maintenance. Cognitive development in infants and children hinges significantly on receiving adequate nutrition. Those lacking sufficient nourishment are highly prone to experiencing deficits in cognitive abilities as explained by Roberts (2022). The first 1000 days of a baby's life (about 2 and a half years) is according to Cusick and Georgieff (2016), when macronutrients such as proteins and LC-PUFAs play in optimising brain development in children. Long-chain polyunsaturated fatty acids or LC-PUFAs are important in the role of immune system regulation, blood clots, neurotransmitters, cholesterol metabolism, and structure of membrane phospholipids as explained by Abedi and Sahari (2014). In this review, the current state of knowledge of the nutritional value to learning will be summarised and the question “does lack of breakfast affect children's learning in the early years?” will be researched and considered.  
Methodological Considerations
Due to the nature of the question, data will be gathered from two sources that will give two different types of information that will inform the research. Firstly, a questionnaire will be sent to the parents of the children in a classroom. A questionnaire is a research instrument that consists of a series of questions designed to elicit responses from a specific group of individuals. It is utilised to gather pertinent information that aids in achieving clear and conclusive results in research. The questionnaire will ask for their child's name and if they are given breakfast. A classroom of children will then be observed on their individual engagement preferably in the morning after the breakfast period. This observation will be undertaken three times over three months to obtain an average of the results, as the parents could be inconsistent in the feeding of their children, or the child may not engage for many different reasons. The ethical conundrum of this will be discussed later, and provisions and consent will be thoroughly considered and implemented. The desired outcome of the research will be a correlation between the number of children who engage in the activity, and the number of children who have breakfast. The answer to the question will be based on numerical data even though the means to which it is gathered is based on observation. This is because if for example, if 50% of the parents of the children in the class reveal that they do in fact give their children breakfast before school, then that data can be compared against the percentage of the class that engage in the task assigned to them for the observation. 
The Sample
A school in the local authority will be chosen. Although this can be a random choice, many factors will have to be considered first, to ensure ethical preservation and the success of the study. Although it can be an uncomfortable subject, economic disparity should be considered when choosing a suitable early years setting for the experiment. According to Clark (2022) 60% of the population of Wales, is receiving state benefits from the government, this would suggest that there could be difficulty of low-income parents providing breakfast. Although the economic status should be considered, a school will be picked randomly from the local authority because the results should not change depending on the economic status of the area. The reason that it should be contemplated, is for the ethical and moral considerations that will be delved into more thoroughly in the Ethical Considerations section. For this study any early year's settings could be selected due to the proximity of the practice to the researcher's residence for ease. As this study will focus on the Early Years settings, the nursery class was chosen to be observed and the headmaster and unit leader will be contacted for their consent and permission for the observation and research to take place. The assessment should be completed in accordance with the EYFS. The early years foundation stage (EYFS) is according to the GOV (2023) sets standards for the learning, development and care of children from birth to 5 years old. All schools and Ofsted-registered early years providers must follow the EYFS, including childminders, preschools, nurseries and school reception classes. According to Bromley (2009) The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) stipulates that assessment commences with observing children. It is essential to note that observation alone does not constitute assessment. The assessment should be done correctly using an observation tool, with precise written notes. The observation that will be used, is the Leuven scale. The Leuven scale is an observation tool that measures individual children's two most important factors for learning, their emotional wellbeing and their involvement in an activity. Each factor is measured out of five, 1 being extremely low level of emotional wellbeing, and 5 being extremely high. When child is categorised as having a low wellbeing it means that the child is in obvious distress. They can be crying and screaming and shouting and angry or any other stereotypical signs of an upset child. When a child is put into the high emotional wellbeing level, they are at ease and completely comfortable in their surroundings. They are fully engaged in whatever they are doing and may even happily talk to themselves as they go about their tasks. Similarly, is a child's engagement is classed as extremely low, then they can be observed to be bored, absent minded, lacking energy, or aimless when trying to engage in tasks, this is due to a lack of understanding, or an unwillingness to attempt new things. If a child shows high engagement, then they are creative and lively and persistent. High levels of engagement are perfect for learning new skills and developing socially, cognitively, and even physically, fine tuning fine motor skills. The Leuven scale will be used when observing the children completing a simple task that This type of research gathers what is called qualitative data. Qualitative research is a method that delves into and offers a deeper understanding of real-world issues. Moser et al (2017) writes that while quantitative research, which focuses on gathering numerical data and applying interventions or treatments, qualitative research aims to generate hypotheses and provides a framework for further exploring and comprehending quantitative data. However, according to Tenny and Steven et al (2022) although qualitative research is sometimes viewed as being in opposition to quantitative research, suggesting they "compete" against each other, this is not necessarily the case. Qualitative and quantitative methods are not inherently opposites, nor are they incompatible. While they employ different approaches, they are not mutually exclusive. For example, qualitative research can enhance and deepen the understanding of data or results derived from quantitative analysis. This research has elements of both qualitative and quantitative data.  FormPlus (2022) questionnaires are employed to gather both qualitative and quantitative data from respondents. They incorporate various question types, such as close-ended and open-ended questions, enabling the collection of large volumes of data, even in the absence of the researcher to oversee the data collection process directly. The questionnaire provided to the parents will deliver numerical data that will be used to compare to the qualitative data attained from the Leuven scale observations. There are some limitations to this method of data acquisition, however. The Faculty of Public Health (n.d) points out that qualitative research can be both time-consuming and labour-intensive. Arranging and conducting multiple interviews and focus groups can be logistically challenging and require significant time. This is especially poignant in this research project as what if the result of the observation yields no useful information to the study. It may be that all the children at this Early Years practice have breakfast every day, or that all the children happen to engage with the observation activity. In this case, the experiment will have to be repeated in several practices to produce results that show an effect on children's learning and engagement. This will be very time consuming. The Leuven scale has some obstacles also. The limitation of this observation tool is that children's emotions and behaviours can fluctuate significantly over short periods, affecting the test's accuracy. Another criticism of the Leuven Scale, highlighted by Learning Journals (2021), is its failure to consider children with special educational needs, such as ASD, ADHD, or disabilities that limit speech and movement. The test assesses children based on traditional indicators of happiness and well-being, such as movement and verbal cues, which might not be evident in children with disabilities or learning difficulties with or without breakfast. Additionally, as Learning Journals (2021) points out, children from different ethnic or cultural backgrounds may not display the behaviours the Leuven Scale is designed to observe, potentially leading to inaccurate assessments. The prevalence of this is that the UK is a multicultural country, children attending the Early Years settings may not be a Caucasian or British child. The national census of 2021 showed that 26% of England and Wales identified as an ethnic group other than English, Welsh, Scottish or Irish according to the Office for National Statistics (2021). These limitations can be nullified if the process is carried out more than once like planned. The observation will take place three times over the course of three months so that correct evaluations can be made about each individual child. Perhaps the experiment can be recorded provided that consent is given (see Ethical Considerations). Recordings of the observations can be used by the researcher to properly assess each child, and to see things that they may have missed in the lively Early Years settings. 
Triangulation
Triangulation involves employing multiple methods or data sources in qualitative research to gain a thorough understanding of phenomena according to Patton (1999).  It is also regarded as a strategy in qualitative research to test validity by converging information from various sources like in the case of this project. Triangulation, a term originally used in navigation to locate an unknown position by referencing multiple points, was first applied to research by Campbell and Fiske in 1959. Conventionally, triangulation is understood as the use of multiple methods to study the same subject and while this is the generic definition, it represents just one form of the strategy as reported by Valencia (2022). In the case of this research, the answer to the question, “does lack of breakfast affect children's learning and engagement in the early years?” will be answered from several sources of information. The questionnaire and observation data will converge to corroborate current research to provide evidence that will answer the question. 


Ethical Considerations
Article 3 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that “the best interests of the child must be a top priority in all decisions and actions that affect children” (UNCRC, 1989, article 3). The University of Wales Trinity Saint Davids upholds a high standard of good practice. They write in their Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice (2022) that research should be conducted with honesty, ensuring transparency in goals, methods, data gathering, and acknowledging others' work. It must adhere to rigorous standards and appropriate methods, clearly communicate results, and declare conflicts of interest. Researchers should respect all participants and subjects, including humans, animals, and the environment, and uphold the integrity of research for future generations. The University must create a supportive research environment and hold researchers accountable to maintain high standards. This is why it is important to make sure the morals and ethics of this investigation are carefully considered to protect the children, and the rights of anyone involved. Risk Assessments will be made before the research takes place, to ensure the health and safety of the staff and children involved in the observation task, which will be made in accordance with Article 3 and Article 24 of the UNCRC (1989) which states that the best interests of the child must be a top priority in all decisions and actions that affect them and every child also has the right to the best possible health. 
Consent 
The University of Oxford (2021) explains that informed consent is one of the founding principles of research ethics. Its intent is that human participants can enter research freely with full information about what it means for them to take part, and that they give consent before they enter the research. This is why consent forms will be sent to the parents of the children taking part, to obtain consent for the research and observation for both the parents and on the behalf of the children. Consent must be obtained from participants before they engage in the research, and they should not be subjected to any undue pressure to agree, and it will be explained that participants can leave the research and observation whenever they please. The questionnaire and consent forms will explain that the parents are under no obligation to provide any information if they so please, and their child has the right under Articles 12,13 and 16 of the UNCRC, to ask questions and be informed about the research and refuse to take part in the observation. For consent to be considered informed, participants must clearly understand the nature of the research and what their participation entails. The UNCRC (1989) states in Articles 12,13 and 16 that every child has the right to express their views, feelings, and wishes on all matters affecting them, and to have these views considered and taken seriously. Children must be free to express their thoughts and opinions and access all kinds of information within the bounds of the law. Additionally, every child has the right to privacy. The law should protect a child's private, family, and home life, shielding them from unlawful attacks that could harm their reputation. However, children sometimes cannot provide written consent, and even, like in this case, when their parents will be providing the consent on their behalf, the child still has the right to refuse participation in the research, regardless of the opinion of the parent. This is when assent is required. Assent is verbal consent that can be given if the participant has been informed properly on the research and observation. The consent forms given to the parents will also ask if their child can be recorded during the task they will be given during the observation stage of the research. If the child's parents do not provide consent for the recording, it would be unethical to exclude the child from interacting with their peers or taking part in the task. This is why the children will be given badges that will signify if the parents have consented for the recording of their child to take place, the researcher can then blur out the children whose parents did not consent. It is also important for the staff and the early years setting to provide their consent and assent first before the research takes place, as all participants have rights of data protection and consent. 
Responsibility
Research like this can lead to the identity of the participants being public due to the nature of the data acquisition. The questionnaire asks for information such as the name of the child, and the observation published could present information such as the school they attend and their visual identity. This information being made public could cause harm to the participants involved. It is the responsibility of the researcher to make sure the information is protected correctly. However, according to Saunders et al (2015) an idealised view of anonymity is that a person will never be traceable from the data presented about them, but guaranteeing complete anonymity to participants can be an ‘unachievable goal’ in qualitative research. The parents will be made aware that the data is stored correctly in accordance with data protection laws. The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2018) explains that everyone responsible for using personal data must adhere to strict rules known as ‘data protection principles’. These principles ensure that information is used fairly, lawfully, and transparently as long as the purposes are specified, in a manner that is adequate, relevant, and limited to what is necessary accurate and, when needed, kept up to date. The information should be retained only for as long as necessary and handled with appropriate security measures to protect against unlawful or unauthorized processing, access, loss, destruction, or damage. This research can also be a potential risk to the university. If the ethics and morals are not correctly considered, then any potential backlash from the researcher could negatively impact the University. 
BERA
The British Educational Research Association is a membership association and learned society committed to advancing research quality, building research capacity and fostering research engagement (BERA, 2024). The BERA ethical guidelines are used by researchers as safety laws to abide by to ensure the safety and ethical wellbeing of everyone involved in a research project, that includes the university, establishment where the research takes place and in the case of this project, the parents and children and staff. According to the newly updated BERA (2024) ethics guidelines, participants are typically expected to provide voluntary informed consent at the outset of a study, with researchers remaining receptive to the possibility of participants withdrawing consent at any time and for any reason. The Association considers voluntary informed and ongoing consent as crucial, ensuring participants understand and agree to their involvement without coercion. Participants should be informed that they can withdraw without explanation at any point which was stipulated above in the Ethical Considerations. In this project the researcher should be attentive to non-verbal cues indicating a change in participants' willingness to participate, and in such cases, renewed assent should be sought, especially when working with children. The same observation tool, Leuven Scale can be used throughout the research task to evaluate the wellbeing of the children involved in the study, and to perceive of any change in the child's willingness to participate. Thus, making sure that assent is always provided. 


Additional Support 
Due to the nature of the question being asked, this can cause embarrassment for the participants of the research. This project requires the parents to state whether their child has breakfast in the morning which is personal question that could be an upsetting topic. There are many reasons as to why a child did not have breakfast in the morning such as they simply did not want any, or that they were rushed out of the house after getting up late in the mooring, which is often the case. It is important to note however that there could be other reasons such as economic disparity that could mean that a parent can unfortunately not provide breakfast. As stated above, 60% of the population of Wales, is receiving state benefits from the government according to Clark (2022). Although there is not much the researcher can do to omit potential embarrassment for the parents, if ethical considerations are made to protect the privacy of the parents if they should wish to take part in the research and consent is given, then the research can continue. Additionally, support can be provided as a part of the research. For example, there are many charities and associations that can help parents provide breakfast for their children. Feeding Britain (n.d) is a charity that provides backing to a nationwide network of 105 regional and local anti-hunger partnerships, consisting of over 700 frontline organisations. These partners range from community centres and schools to local authorities and social enterprises. FoodCycle (n.d) also aims to provide help feeding people in the UK. In 2023 they saved 239 tonnes of food from being wasted, 92% of the people who used their services felt happier after attending one of their events. 
The next stages of this research project would be to pursue the acquisition of the data by attending a school and observing the children after giving consent forms and questionnaires to their parents. When the data has been carefully analysed, a Data Review would have to be written, along with a method of displaying the data in an accessible manner. This would be done in graph or table form to show the researchers findings. 
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