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What are the most effective methods for integrating Culturally Responsive Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) programs into early childhood education in Wales?
Abstract
This study investigates the effective integration of culturally responsive Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) programs in Early Childhood Education (ECE) settings in Wales. Recognizing the critical role of SEL in fostering young children's social and emotional development, this research addresses the gap in understanding how to adapt these programs within the unique cultural and policy context of Wales. The topic was chosen due to the increasing recognition of SEL's impact on long-term academic and emotional outcomes and the lack of comprehensive studies focused on Welsh ECE settings.
The study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative assessments (using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, SDQ) and qualitative data collection (through interviews and focus groups). This method was chosen to capture both statistical trends and in-depth personal experiences, providing a holistic view of SEL integration. The sample includes 20-30 educators and 3-5 focus groups of parents, with potential age-appropriate interviews with children aged 3-5, ensuring comprehensive and diverse perspectives. Ethical considerations are meticulously observed, including informed consent, child assent, confidentiality protocols, and strategies for handling sensitive data. 
This approach ensures robust and reliable data collection, aligning with ethical standards for research involving young children. The findings are expected to identify best practices for SEL integration in Welsh ECE settings, contributing to improved educational outcomes and well-being for young children. Additionally, the research aims to provide actionable insights for educators and policymakers to enhance SEL program implementation across diverse cultural contexts in Wales.




[bookmark: _Hlk165927308]Literature review 
[bookmark: _Hlk165928218]Research highlights the positive impact of SEL programs on children's social-emotional development in ECE settings (CASEL, 2021). However, effectively integrating these programs within Wales’ unique policy landscape and cultural diversity presents a challenge. This review analyses existing research on SEL programs in ECE settings, focusing on methodologies, findings, and their relevance to implementing SEL programs in Wales. The rationale for this research stems from the gap in understanding how to adapt SEL programs to the Welsh context, aiming to inform educators and policymakers about effective integration strategies.
Bergin et al. (2023) demonstrated the positive impact of SEL interventions on children's development. However, Tussey (2021) argues that while quantitative studies are valuable for identifying program effects, they may overlook contextual factors and individual differences. Similarly, qualitative methods, like interviews and focus groups noted by Nolan, Cartmel & Macfarlane (2013), provide rich descriptions of educators' experiences and children's perspectives but may lack generalizability (Jones, Greenberg & Crowley, 2017). McKenzie & Chilcott (2019) support using quantitative methods like surveys for trend identification, while qualitative approaches uncover shared themes and implementation challenges. Both methods have limitations, reinforcing the need for a mixed methods approach to capture the complexities of SEL program integration in ECE settings.
Existing literature acknowledges the importance of policies like the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework (2023) and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989) in shaping ECE. The EYFS framework emphasizes holistic development but could benefit from more explicit support for culturally responsive SEL practices. Integrating cultural elements into SEL programs can address diverse needs and promote inclusivity. Similarly, the UNCRC’s principles of participation, protection, and provision align with culturally responsive SEL by advocating for children’s voices and rights in education. However, guidelines on incorporating these principles into everyday practices are limited. This study aims to fill this gap by investigating educators’ challenges in navigating existing policy landscapes and adapting them to support diverse cultural groups within the Welsh ECE settings. By exploring educators’ experiences with policy frameworks when implementing SEL programs, this study seeks to propose strategies to enhance policy coherence and support culturally responsive practices. Cipriano et al. (2023) suggest that integrating SEL initiatives with policy frameworks can enhance consistency in education. Exploring the Welsh Government's Social and Emotional Learning Guidance (2019) alongside other policy frameworks can reveal strategies for integrating SEL goals with existing policies, potentially improving coherence in education. Furthermore, studying educators and children’s experiences in Wales can offer insights into the strengths and limitations of current SEL practices (Srinivasan, 2019).
While the OECD (2015) highlights the significance of SEL, concerns persist regarding its long-term effectiveness (Denham et al., 2014a and Nolan, Cartmel & Macfarlane, 2013). Denham et al. (2014a) found no significant long-term effects for a brief (6-week) SEL program, highlighting program duration is crucial. In contrast, Nolan, Cartmel & Macfarlane (2013) observed sustained positive effects on children's social skills two years after a year-long program, suggesting that longer programs may yield better outcomes. These discrepancies suggest that program duration, intensity, implementation fidelity, and sample demographics influence the sustainability of SEL gains. Nolan, Cartmel & Macfarlane (2013) stress the need to understand the interplay between program characteristics, contextual factors, and child outcomes.
Bodrova & Leong's (2014) emphasize the importance of incorporating storytelling traditions and cultural greetings into SEL curricula in Wales to promote inclusivity in ECE settings. Culturally responsive SEL practices foster social-emotional development in diverse contexts (Bodrova & Leong, 2014) and contribute to social justice and equity by validating children's identities and empowering them to navigate social complexities (Bedingfield, 2021 and National Education Association, 2019). This study investigates educators’ implementation of culturally responsive SEL programs within existing policies and explores ways to support such practices effectively. Existing research indicates that interventions tailored to diverse populations yield more positive outcomes (O'Connor et al., 2020).
Cipriano et al. (2023) emphasize the significance of theoretical frameworks in understanding SEL’s mechanisms and implications for ECE. Bandura's social learning theory (1977) highlights the role of observational learning and modelling, advocating for classroom observations. Bowlby's attachment theory (1969) highlights the importance of secure caregiver-child relationships for emotional resilience, suggesting that SEL programs should strengthen these relationships. Vygotsky's sociocultural theory (1978) emphasizes social interaction and cultural contexts, supporting the use of culturally relevant materials and practices in SEL curricula to enhance learning and development (Mukherji & Albon, 2018).
The UNCRC prioritises children's rights to participation, protection, and provision (UNICEF, 1989), aligning with the importance of integrating children's perspectives and voices in SEL programs, as highlighted by the EYFS framework (Department for Education, 2023). Additionally, parent and community engagement are vital for supporting SEL initiatives, fostering continuity between home and school environments, and enhancing children’s holistic development through collaborative partnerships among educators, families, and community stakeholders (Epstein et al., 2019).
Longitudinal studies and follow up research are essential to assess the sustained impact of SEL programs on children's development. Heckman & Laurides (2013) highlight the need for additional research to understand the subtle effects of SEL interventions over extended periods. Despite the generally positive impact of SEL programs in ECE, further research is required to fully understand their effects (Denham et al., 2014b).
This review underscores the importance of investigating effective integration methods for SEL programs in the Welsh ECE context, considering the unique policy landscape, cultural diversity, and program characteristics to maximize long-term impact.


Methodological Considerations 
In the realm of ECE, it is widely acknowledged that this period shapes the social and emotional development of young children (Chloes, Roser & Mashburn, 2022). This foundational phase not only lays the foundation for their academic journey but also significantly impacts their overall well-being (Denham, Bassett & Wyatt, 2012). Consequently, the importance of SEL programs has gained prominence, offering essential skills such as emotional regulation, self-awareness, social competence, relationships, and decision-making to children (CASEL, 2021). However, integrating these programs effectively within existing ECE curriculums and environments presents various challenges, necessitating comprehensive methodologies.
The research aims to explore the integration of SEL programs within ECE settings in Wales. To ensure a comprehensive understanding, a mixed-methods approach is employed to gain a comprehensive understanding (Mukherji & Albon, 2022). This approach acknowledges the importance of capturing diverse perspectives, including those of educators, parents, and potentially children themselves (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). By incorporating both quantitative data on children's social-emotional competencies and qualitative insights on program implementation and cultural appropriateness, this methodological choice enables a holistic exploration of culturally responsive SEL integration in Welsh ECE settings.
Purposive sampling techniques will recruit participants from diverse backgrounds, including educators, parents, and children aged 3-5 from various ECE settings across Wales, capturing a holistic understanding of the research topic (Elliott et al., 2021). This sampling method is chosen to ensure that participants who have direct experience and insights into SEL programs and their integration in ECE settings are included.
When involving children aged 3 to 5 in the research process, Roger Hart's ladder of participation (1992) guides the researcher's approach to understanding their levels of involvement. While their age and development may limit direct decision-making participation, the aim is to engage them through age-appropriate methods like drawings, interviews, or structured activities, aligning with the lower rungs of Hart's ladder (Hart, 1992). Consulting caregivers and educators will ensure the integration of children's perspectives, reflecting a commitment to child-centred approaches within their developmental capabilities.
While the mixed-methods approach offers advantages like data triangulation and depth of insights (Creswell & Creswell, 2018), it has limitations. Potential biases, such as social desirability bias in self-reported data and observer bias in qualitative observations, could influence the validity of findings (Bell, 2005). To mitigate these, efforts will maintain interview neutrality, use standardized assessment tools with established properties (Boateng et al., 2018), and conduct rigorous data analysis. Member checking and reflexivity will enhance credibility and trustworthiness of the study (Birt et al., 2016).
Sample selection is essential for comprehensive data collection (Elias & Haynes, 2015). Creswell & Plano Clark (2017) advocate purposive sampling to recruit participants from diverse backgrounds relevant to the research context, including educators, parents, and children aged 3 to 5 from various ECE settings across urban and rural areas in Wales. Ensuring data saturation was a key consideration to ensure sufficient depth of insights (Walker & Solvason, 2014), involving careful planning of sample sizes and repetitive data collection and analysis until no new insights emerged (Creaney, 2015). The anticipated range of 20-30 educator interviews and 3-5 focus groups will likely achieve data saturation for the qualitative aspects of the study. 
Conducting research with young children demands strict ethical considerations to safeguard their safety, comfort, and well-being. Obtaining informed consent from parents or legal guardians is paramount, along with seeking child assent in an age-appropriate manner to ensure understanding and voluntary participation (Greene, 2007). Ensuring confidentiality and anonymity of child participants is crucial, achieved through data anonymization and secure storage to protect privacy (Meyers, 2020). Research will take place in familiar, non-threatening environments, such as classrooms or play areas, to reduce anxiety and promote genuine responses from children (Newby, 2014). Adherence to ethical guidelines and approval from an ethics review board are imperative, especially when involving vulnerable populations like young children (Christensen & James, 2017).
Educators, approximately 20 to 30 individuals, will participate in semi-structured interviews tailored to gather their subjective experiences with SEL program implementation. Simultaneously, 3 to 5 focus group discussions with parents will provide a collaborative environment for sharing perspectives on the impact of SEL programs on their children's social-emotional development within the home environment (Harcourt, Engelbrecht & De Lange, 2011). Age-appropriate interviews with children aged 3 to 5 may also be considered, pending ethical approval and feasibility, to gather insights into their comprehension of SEL activities and their experiences with program participation (Coe et al., 2017). 
The chosen methods aim to provide diverse perspectives and insightful answers to the research question (Kumar, 2014). Semi-structured interviews provide flexibility in exploring educators' experiences, addressing benefits, challenges, and professional development needs regarding SEL integration through probing questions like "Can you describe a specific instance where you observed positive outcomes from the SEL program?" or "What challenges have you encountered in implementing the program?” (Creswell & Poth, 2018 and Robert-Homes, 2018). Active listening skills will be employed to ensure participants feel heard and their perspectives are valued (Walker & Solvason, 2014). While rapport-building will be fostered through open-ended questions and establishing common ground related to ECE (Newby, 2014). Focus groups, according to Lambert (2019), facilitate collective discussions among parents. Additionally, to complement the qualitative methods and provide objective data on children’s social-emotional competencies, the SDQ, a culturally appropriate standardized assessment, with established psychometric properties, was chosen (Boateng et al., 2018). 
Thematic analysis will be employed to analyse qualitative data from interviews and focus groups, systematically identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within the data. This method involves familiarization with the data, coding, theme development, and refinement, providing a detailed and descriptive understanding of participants’ experiences and perspectives (Lambert, 2019). 
For quantitative data obtained from the SDQ assessments, descriptive statistics will be used. This involves summarizing and describing the data using measures such as mean, median, mode, standard deviation, and frequency distributions. Descriptive statistics provide a clear overview of children's social-emotional competencies and highlight trends and patterns within the data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Incorporating standardized assessments, like the SDQ complements qualitative methods by providing objective data on children's social-emotional competencies, contributing to a comprehensive understanding of program effectiveness (Espetein et al., 2019). While surveys and classroom observations offer valuable insights, they may not capture the experiences and perspectives garnered through qualitative methods (Newby, 2014). Surveys can efficiently collect data but may lead to superficial responses (Huskinson et al., 2016), while classroom observations provide rich contextual data but may be prone to observer bias (Smith, 2023). The chosen mixed-methods approach is better suited to capture the complexities of SEL program integration from multiple viewpoints.
Triangulation, the process of corroborating evidence from multiple data sources, is a valuable tool for enhancing research validity (Bell & Waters, 2018). This research employs a mixed-methods approach, including interviews, focus groups, and potentially child assessments. While these methods offer diverse perspectives on SEL program integration in Welsh ECE settings, triangulation can further strengthen the research (Flick, 2018). It identifies inconsistencies between educators' experiences and child assessments, triangulation can highlight areas that warrant further exploration or clarification (Flick, 2018). Conversely, joining evidence across data sources, both interviews and focus groups highlighting similar challenges, reinforces the credibility and trustworthiness of the research (Kumar, 2014). Therefore, even with the diverse perspectives captured, triangulation remains a valuable tool for enriching the research and fostering a more comprehensive understanding of the research question (Flick, 2018).
Primary data, sourced directly from participants, serves as the base of the research, ensuring its relevance and authenticity. This approach facilitates an in-depth exploration of stakeholder experiences and perspectives, thereby enriching the research findings (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018).
The methodology highlights strengths, in its mixed-methods approach, purposive sampling strategy, and focus on primary data. However, inherent limitations, such as potential subjectivity in interviews and reliance on self-report measures, are acknowledged. To mitigate these limitations, efforts will be made to maintain interview neutrality through phrasing unbiased questions and avoiding leading responses (Coe et al., 2021). Member checking, a technique where participants review interview transcripts to ensure accuracy of their experiences, will also be employed as suggested by Birt et al. (2016).
Ethical considerations, as emphasised by Christensen & James (2017) are integral throughout the research process, covering informed consent, safeguarding participant confidentiality, and fostering a child-friendly environment. Participants will receive detailed consent forms outlining research objectives and their right to withdraw (Meyers, 2020). Confidentiality will be maintained through data anonymization and secure storage. Specific measures will be taken to create a comfortable and age-appropriate environment for child participants, such as using developmentally appropriate language and offering breaks as needed (Newby, 2014).
The study acknowledges the Hawthorne and Halo effects, which could potentially influence participant responses. The Hawthorne effect, characterized by individuals modifying their behaviour or performance in response to being observed, and the Halo effect, where participants perceive the research topic or intervention positively, pose potential risks to data validity (Oswald, Sherratt, & Smith, 2014). To counteract these effects, concerted efforts will be made to cultivate a supportive and non-judgmental research environment (Bell & Waters, 2018). Researchers will introduce themselves and the research objectives clearly, emphasizing confidentiality and anonymity to foster genuine participant responses (Punch, 2016).
Unconscious bias, defined as implicit stereotypes that can influence how researchers interpret data, is another potential challenge according to Smith (2023). To mitigate unconscious bias, reflexivity will be practiced throughout the research process. This involves researchers critically examining their own assumptions and potential biases that might influence data collection and analysis as suggested by Smith (2023). Finally, clear reporting of methods and findings will be maintained, acknowledging limitations and potential biases to enhance the study's credibility and robustness (Smith, 2023).

Ethical Considerations  
As highlighted by Weinstein (2021) ethical considerations are paramount in research, especially with young children. Their well-being, privacy, and rights require diligent protection throughout the research process (BERA, 2024). According to Jackson et al. (2023) this awareness is crucial when investigating SEL programs within ECE settings. This research explores effective methods for integrating SEL programs, navigating ethical dilemmas is vital to ensure the safety and respect of the children involved (NSPCC, 2024).
Harcourt, Akshoom & Hughes (2011) emphasize the importance of obtaining informed consent from participants, a principle that involves providing detailed information about the research purpose, procedures, potential risks, and benefits to parents and children, using a multi-pronged approach.  This research adheres to ethical standards outlined by the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2024) and the University Ethics Committee (UEC). By aligning with these guidelines and the university's ethical framework UWTSD (2022), the study upholds the highest standards of ethical conduct and safeguards the rights and well-being of all participants involved.
Comprehensive information sheets, developed in clear and concise language for parents/guardians, will ensure informed consent, as recommended by Slaten et al. (2015). These sheets will outline research objectives, data collection methods (interviews, focus groups), data usage, confidentiality measures, and emphasize the voluntary nature of participation, including the right to withdraw at any point. Information sessions will be conducted to address questions and promote transparency (Slaten et al., 2015).
This research aims to enhance the understanding of effective SEL program integration in ECE settings, benefiting children, educators, and wider community. According to Mayne, Howitt & Rennie (2018) through interviews and focus groups, researchers gain insights from educators on implementing SEL programs, which can inform recommendations for improving existing programs or developing new ones that better meet the needs of educators and children (Mayne, Howitt & Rennie, 2018).
The findings of this research aim to maximize its impact by disseminating its findings in various ways. It will be shared with ECE settings, providing clear, concise summaries in a language understandable to parents and educators as recommended by McKay-Jackson (2014). The findings will also be presented at relevant conferences and workshops, fostering dialogue and knowledge exchange within the field. The goal is to positively change how SEL programs are implemented, and SEL is fostered within ECE settings, benefiting not only the children but also future generations (Mukherji & Albon, 2018).
Gaining assent, to the extent of their understanding, from the children themselves is crucial (Mukherji & Albon, 2018). Child-friendly explanations, tailored to their age and developmental level, will be developed. These explanations will explain the research in a fun and engaging manner, using age-appropriate language and pictures as recommended by McKay-Jackson (2014). Crucially, these explanations will highlight that participation is voluntary and they can stop participating at any time. Jackson et al. (2023) states that researchers must be patient and allow children to express any concerns or questions they may have.
Confidentiality and anonymity are cornerstones of participant protection (Punch, 2018). Researchers have a responsibility to ensure the privacy of all participants and prevent the identification of individuals from the collected data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). All data will be securely stored, accessible only to authorized researchers, and anonymized using pseudonyms or participant codes (Punch, 2016). This protects individuals from potential social or reputational risks that may arise from participation.
As suggested by Slaten et al. (2015) during interviews with educators, care will be taken to avoid discussing specific children or identifying details. Heberle, Rapa & Farago (2020) reveal that pseudonyms and general descriptions can be used while reporting results. Similarly, when analysing focus group discussions with parents, the focus will be on shared themes rather than individual experiences.
Domitrovic et al. (2017) highlights the researcher's primary responsibility is to minimize potential risks to participants, themselves, and the university. This necessitates developing and implementing robust risk minimization strategies. This includes ensuring a safe and supportive environment during data collection, particularly during child interviews as disclosed by NSPCC (2024). The presence of a trusted adult, such as a parent or teacher, can provide comfort and familiarity for the child (Jackson et al., 2023).
Furthermore, O’Connor et al. (2014) stress that training in child development and research ethics is crucial for researchers working with children. Mukherji & Albon (2022) emphasize that such training equips researchers to recognize signs of distress in children, handle sensitive topics, and respond to ethical dilemmas. Furthermore, he states that researchers must be mindful of their own biases and emotional responses during interactions with children (O’Connor et al., 2014). Farrell, Tisdall & Kagan (2015) suggest using semi-structured interviews with educators and parents to allow flexibility and adapt conversations if participants show signs of discomfort or distress.
Researchers have a responsibility to adhere to established ethical guidelines and legislation (Black et al., 2015). This research will rigorously follow the ethical guidelines set forth by the University of Wales Trinity St. Davids (UWSTD)(2022) and BERA (2024). These guidelines provide a comprehensive framework for conducting ethical research in educational settings, with a specific focus on protecting the rights and well-being of children (BERA, 2024).
Furthermore, data collection and storage procedures will comply with relevant data protection legislation. The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) outlines strict regulations regarding the collection and storage of personal data within the European Union (Meyers, 2020). Following these regulations will ensure participants' rights and privacy are safeguarded. For example, anonymized data will be stored securely for a predetermined period and then destroyed in line with GDPR requirements (Meyers, 2020).
Beyond adherence to guidelines, a proactive approach is essential to minimize potential risks (Truscott, Graham & Powell, 2019). To refine interview questions and identify potential areas of discomfort or risk, pilot interviews will be conducted with 3-5 educators and parents. These interviews will cover a range of topics related to SEL program implementation, informed consent procedures, and child participation strategies. By piloting the interview format and content, adjustments can be made before commencing actual data collection, ensuring a smoother and less stressful experience for participants (Walker & Solvason, 2014).
As expressed by Walker and Solvason (2014) following interviews and focus groups, researchers should offer a debriefing session. This provides an opportunity for participants to ask questions, express any concerns, or simply share their thoughts about the experience (Mukherji & Albon, 2022). This promotes transparency and allows researchers to address any lingering issues (Mukherji & Albon, 2022).
As informed by Mayne, Howitt & Rennie (2018) participants should be reminded throughout the research process that they have the right to withdraw at any point, with no repercussions. This includes the right to withdraw consent for their data to be used in the research. Researchers should ensure participants understand this right and have a clear procedure in place for managing withdrawals (Mayne, Howitt & Rennie, 2018).
Enochsson & Löfdahl Hultman (2019) convey strong data security measures are vital to protect sensitive information. This includes password-protected data storage, encryption of sensitive data, and regular backups. Slaten et al. (2015) state that researchers should familiarize themselves with the data security policies of the university and ensure safe data handling practices.
Efforts will be taken to ensure responsible anonymization and data security during dissemination, aligning with relevant guidelines and legislations such the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the University of Wales Trinity St. Davids (UWTSD) ethical framework to protect the confidentiality and privacy of participants. Identifiable information will be removed before sharing, and datasets will be securely stored using password-protected systems and encryption. Access will be restricted to authorized personnel to, further safeguarding participants' information as recommended by (Slaten et al., 2015).
In the event of unexpected ethical dilemmas, a proactive approach will be taken to address and manage them effectively. This may involve consulting the UEC for guidance, seeking input from relevant stakeholders, and revising research protocols as necessary to ensure ethical integrity. Maintaining open communication and transparency will be maintained throughout the process to uphold the rights and well-being of all participants involved as outlined by Meyers (2020).
Furthermore, it is vital to consider the cultural and linguistic diversity of participants in research involving ECE settings. Cultural sensitivity and inclusivity are essential to ensure equitable participation and representation (Poon-McBrayer & Wong, 2017). Researchers should employ culturally responsive approaches when engaging with participants from diverse backgrounds, acknowledging and respecting their cultural norms, beliefs, and values (Waters et al., 2020). Additionally, offering materials and communication in multiple languages can enhance accessibility and facilitate meaningful engagement with research participants (Poon-McBrayer & Wong, 2017).
Before commencing data collection, submitting a detailed research proposal to the University Ethics Committee (UEC) for review and approval is mandatory. The UEC plays a vital role in ensuring the research adheres to ethical principles and protects the well-being of participants as outlined by Harcourt, Perry & Waller (2011). The proposal should outline the research objectives, methodology, risk mitigation strategies, and data management plan. Carefully addressing any feedback and concerns raised by the UEC further strengthens the ethical thoroughness of the research (Harcourt, Perry & Waller, 2011).
Researchers must address ethical issues related to data sharing and utilization, alongside considerations during data collection. Clear and responsible reporting of findings is essential for upholding trustworthiness and integrity (Meyers, 2020). Adhering to principles of honesty and accuracy when presenting outcomes is crucial, avoiding exaggeration or misrepresentation (Meyers, 2020). Furthermore, sharing results in ways that promote positive social change and benefit communities is vital (Waters et al., 2020). Collaboration with stakeholders and policymakers can facilitate translating research into actionable strategies and policies that enhance the well-being of children in ECE settings (Meyers, 2020).
By implementing these proactive strategies, the researcher can create a safe and supportive research environment while minimizing risks to participants, themselves, and the university. This commitment to ethical research strengthens the integrity of the findings and contributes to knowledge development in a responsible and respectful manner (Meyers, 2020). In accordance with Article 3 of the UNCRC, which emphasizes the best interests of the child as a primary consideration in all actions concerning children, this research framework prioritizes the well-being and rights of young participants throughout the research process (UNICEF, 1989).
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