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The impacts of poverty, on the early year’s development and long-term effects.
According to House of Commons Library (2023), and Lee and Kingdon (2023) note that, the term poverty can be defined in a variety of ways. House of Commons Library states that the general concept of poverty is based on household income. Relative poverty refers to individuals who live in households with incomes below 60% of the median income for that year. Absolute poverty refers to individuals who live in households with incomes below 60% of the median income of a base year. (household income is insufficient to afford necessities i,e food, shelter clothing). While the description given by the UK Parliament is detailed and specific, other sources define poverty as individuals or households that do not have the resources to maintain an acceptable standard of living (Lee and Kingdon, 2023). 
Poverty affects a child’s life in every aspect, including economic circumstances, social relationships, well‑being, family life, and material resources. Solvason and Webb (2023) make this point. Bandyopadhyay et al. (2020) add that children in economically disadvantaged areas are more likely to be injured or to have additional learning needs, for example attention‑deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Lyndon (2022), citing Office for National Statistics (ONS) (2014) and the Social Mobility Commission (2017), reports that children living in disadvantaged areas face poorer survival and long‑term health prospects.
Solvason and Webb (2023) also describe behavioural consequences, explaining that teachers may overlook a child’s fear of being identified as poor, which can harm mental health and contribute to anxiety and depression. Moore, et al. (2017) highlight long‑lasting behavioural patterns in Welsh secondary school data, showing that pupils from lower socioeconomic backgrounds were more likely to smoke and to be less physically active than peers from higher socioeconomic groups. Lee and Kingdon et al. (2023) state that one in twelve children who died had one or more factors related to deprivation. Children from more deprived areas are more likely to use emergency services and are at higher risk of chronic illness than those from less deprived areas.
Evidence shows that children in more advantaged areas perform better at school than those in deprived areas. Ridge (2011) cites Cooper and Stewart’s argument that poverty heavily affects children’s education and health. Moore et al. (2017) present a more nuanced finding: pupils who attended schools in affluent areas did not always perform well if they lived in poorer areas, compared with peers who both lived and attended school in higher‑income areas, suggesting that neighbourhood context rather than school context may drive some differences in attainment.
Power et al. (2019) investigate the disadvantages faced by children in poverty and argue that Bernstein’s (1988) pedagogical requirements for child‑centred learning, adequate classroom space, outdoor space, learning resources, and teacher capacity may be harder to meet in high‑poverty areas. However, Child Poverty Strategy for Wales (2024) indicate only slight differences in child‑centred learning between more and less deprived areas, which may reflect policy interventions.
Fabrizi and Ponsolle‑Mays (2018) report that children in severely deprived areas are less likely to benefit from play, extracurricular activities, and social learning because of limited access to sport and leisure opportunities. The government has introduced support measures aimed at reducing these gaps, such as targeted family support, early years programmes in deprived areas, and free school meals, which may help explain some of the smaller observed differences in child‑centred learning outcomes. Gibson‑Davis et al. (2022) show that children experiencing income poverty or net‑worth poverty score lower on reading and problem‑solving assessments, with the largest deficits among children experiencing both types of poverty.
McFarland (2017) displays the impact poverty has on behaviour doing the early years through stating that poverty from adolescence creates a result of problem behaviours during early childhood, late childhood and even adolescence. 
While there is no evidence of causation on poverty impacting behavioural issues during the early years, there is a distinct correlation between how children behave and their social economic status, varying from how they can perform in class and possible additional learning needs (ADHD etc.).
Since COVID‑19 and Brexit, support has decreased, contributing to rising poverty rates. Solvason and Webb (2023) report that 31% of children are living in relative poverty and note increased foodbank use, citing Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) figures from 2021. The same authors describe a 2010 government funding change that allocated resources equally across areas, leaving deprived communities without extra targeted support. Moore and Littlecott et al. (2017) report that children perceive differences in the support they receive from teachers depending on their family’s socioeconomic position.
The government has implemented measures to support low‑income families, including free school meals and targeted early‑years programmes such as Flying Start. The government continues to update school policy and objectives aimed at reducing child poverty and its impacts. Cabinet Office and Department for Work and Pensions Act (2025) make a promise to support children in poverty by encouraging partnerships with businesses and listening to children and families when finding solutions for supporting people living in poverty. Some solutions that have been found from this are increasing access to affordable childcare, improving housing affordability and targeting areas that support child poverty and family support services. In Wales, there are five main objectives that were set by the government and agreed by unspecified individuals. These five objectives include reduce costs and increase income of families, to create pathways out of poverty so that children are able to reach their full potential and to support child, to support family well-being in order to enjoy their rights and have better outcomes in life, to ensure all children and families are treated with dignity and respect by services that support them, and to ensure the government services maintain a strong relationship with areas supporting poor families within Wales. Welsh Government (2024).
Although many studies cannot establish a causal link between poverty and childhood development, a strong correlation exists between living in deprived areas and delays in physical and cognitive growth. Government policies aimed at supporting children in low-income settings further highlight the recognised impact of poverty on developmental outcomes. 
Nolan, Macfarlane, and Cartmel (2013) emphasise that research is not only a requirement for meeting professional criteria, such as compliance with regulations but also a means for individuals to develop a genuine passion for topics that intrigue them. The importance of research is further underlined by the government’s introduction of the statutory Child Development Assessment Profile in 2011 (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). It states that assessment of children allows for informing children of their achievements, informing parents or carers of a child next steps, and document transitions throughout the foundation phase.  
Prada-Ramallal et al. (2018) define primary data as information gathered directly by a researcher, whereas secondary data refers to information that has already been collected for related studies. While the first section of this study used secondary data, the following section will focus on primary data collection, allowing for a comparison between these data types. 
To obtain primary data, many research methods were considered, including interviews, observations, and surveys. These are common in researching with children and have been shown to support shaping children’s development and are argued to help to shape children’s development (Brown and Knight, 1994). These assessment type benefits include the ability to focus on personal and social development and wellbeing, as well as on language, literacy, and communication skills. These methods are used in the Assessment for Learning (AFL), which is used as a continuous process throughout the early years to track development of children (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). Recent examples of using these methods include DeCosta, P. et al. (2023) who’s work include in depth descriptions of each assessment method being used and in what situations it may work best in. For example, observations can be used to observe treatment of care and the environment which children interact with, whereas interviews may be used to introduce role play scenarios to answer questions without directly asking the child like how they would deal with mealtimes and pressure to eat. 
Similarly, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2017) identify several core functions of research: identifying key themes, summarising findings, discovering patterns and validating theoretical propositions. Research often provides the empirical evidence that underpins theory development. In early childhood education specifically, government bodies routinely gather research evidence to shape and inform policy decisions such as free school meal, flying starts and so on (curriculum for non-maintained child education 2022). 
This research will be conducted in a socioeconomically deprived area of Swansea and comprises two methods: observations of ten children in early years settings and interviews with twenty parents and five teachers. Parents will discuss home-life challenges, while teachers will reflect on how poverty shapes childhood development within a school setting. A smaller interview and observation sample was chosen because qualitative interviews yield deeper, more nuanced insights than larger-scale methods (Peterson and Elam 2020).
Triangulation, as defined by Hammond and Wellington (2020) and supported by Jain (2021), involves gathering data through multiple methods (in this case, observations and interviews) to compare findings across theoretical perspectives. The purpose of triangulation includes multiple forms of data coming together to prove a point that has come across or a question that has been asked without bias or false information coming across. This approach will enable strengthened conclusions about the impact of poverty on child behaviour. 
Lambert (2019) describes observations as real-life events and scenarios occurring around an individual, resulting in the recording of data. Observations yield qualitative data, reflecting individuals’ understandings and beliefs about the world. Additionally, Louis (2022) draws on the Froebelian approach, viewing observation not as a description of a child’s actions but as an exploration of the meaning behind those actions, what the observer sees, hears and how these experiences contribute to the child’s holistic development.
Peterson and Elam (2020) differentiate between objective and subjective forms of observation. Objective observation relies on the direct use of the senses to collect data such as watching how a child plays with sand on the beach or interacts with others (the experiences that the observer has in that moment, in person), whereas subjective observation is shaped by the observer’s prior experiences and interpretations. This is common when interpreting data as it can be difficult to differentiate between the two observation types. This study will consider both perspectives but will primarily employ objective observations to ensure immediate, firsthand data capture. One source by McLachlan, Fleer, and Edwards (2018) suggests that observations can involve qualitative and quantitative collection. Qualitative data would be collected through systematic observation, meaning it would be more structured and objective, whereas qualitative data would involve the observer involving themselves within the observation to collect a more personal perspective. 
Observations can become overly objective, reducing a child’s experience to checklist items and overlooking their feelings and motivations (Newby (2014). Observers may also introduce bias based on their own expectations or past experiences, which can change results for example, a child’s attitude may differ depending on who is observing them, the observer could also assist the child in ways that others may not (The Hawthorn effect should not be forgotten here – for the participants.) Nolan, Macfarlane, and Cartmel (2013) highlight the fine line between treating children as research objects and involving them as active participants, factors such as physical space, the observer’s presence, and perceived audience all influence how observation unfolds in childcare settings.
This is not a form of participatory observation. Newby (2014) distinguishes participatory observation, where children are aware of and engage with the observer, from non-participatory observation, where they remain unaware and uninvolved. Lambert argues that children often alter their behaviour when observed, typically improving performance, which can lead to false evaluations (the Hawthorne effect). McCambridge et al. (2014) document this phenomenon in early years settings, underscoring the need for researchers to account for these reactivity effects.
Peterson and Elam (2020) identify multiple observation methods, including photographs, video recordings, time- and event-sampling, checklists, and field notes, which allow observers to remain fully present and enable spontaneous data collection as well as efficient evidence gathering during the observation process. Inönü et al (2024) further highlight the benefits of observation for organising classroom management, understanding individual children’s behaviours and identifying their next developmental milestones. The use of visual media and checklists also allows for efficient documentation of environments and behaviours, which highlights the importance of observation in early childhood research. 
Observation is an effective method for gathering data on children’s behaviours within a childcare setting. Collecting evidence in the child’s home may intensify the Hawthorne effect and limit opportunities to observe genuine social interactions. Home visits also tend to be more time-consuming than observing a child in a play-rich school environment. Moreover, a home setting might lack sufficient space, toys, and other resources needed to capture comprehensive data.
Interviews are a versatile data collection method that can include both open and closed questions, and they can be conducted face to face, by phone, or via video call. This flexibility enhances accessibility while allowing for greater personal rapport in in-person settings. Interviews are particularly appropriate for small groups, which suits qualitative research designs.
Hodgkins et al (2024) highlight that interviews enable participants to express strong or difficult emotions, an advantage when working with individuals in deprived areas. Mamat et al (2018) identify three main interview formats: individual (one-to-one) interviews, focus groups (e.g., parents or guardians), and group interviews with experts or supervisors. Although focus groups can save time, individual interviews may be more suitable for exploring sensitive topics such as financial struggles or home environments.
Nolan (2013) argues that interviews foster trust and comfort between participants and researchers. Lambert (2019) notes their versatility and accessibility, pointing out that the mix of open and closed questions can yield either broad qualitative insights or precise quantitative data. Like observations, adaptability is a key advantage of interviews. As Bell (2024) notes, an experienced interviewer can pursue follow-up questions based on participants’ responses. Interviews also allow researchers to observe nonverbal cues, such as facial expressions and hesitations, that surveys cannot capture, since survey responses must be taken at face value.
Miller and Crabtree (2004, cited in Nolan, 2013) outline a structured interview process, naturalising, assigning competence, activating narrative, eliciting details, probing deeply, toning down, and closing, that underscores the complexity and care required, particularly with vulnerable populations. Although this source is dated, Bell (2024) supports its relevance by reporting that preparing and conducting even small-group interviews typically demands around 100 hours, further emphasising the substantial investment interviews require. Cohen (2018) cautions against interviewer bias, including leading questions, confirmation bias, and misinterpretations. Moreover, the halo effect, where interviewees’ perceptions of the interviewer influence their responses, can further distort findings (Gabrieli et al, 2021).
While questionnaires can complement case studies, they tend to capture participants’ opinions rather than their day-to-day experiences. Although interviews could adopt a questionnaire format, this study rejects that approach to obtain richer qualitative insights. Bell (2024) discusses Likert scales, a familiar numeric rating system, where respondents indicate how they feel about a topic (the pain scale is a common example). Bell notes that when participants feel rushed or uncertain, they often choose a midpoint option (e.g., 3, 4 or 5), and some researchers therefore use even-numbered scales to avoid this bias. However, even that adjustment cannot reveal the full complexity of how someone experiences poverty in the way a conversational interview can. Powney and Watts (1987) argue that interviews extract the main points of a questionnaire while permitting far greater depth than a case study. Accordingly, all interviews will be conducted with compassion and respect and kept concise to avoid encroaching on participants’ daily routines.

Ethics is the study of right and wrong and involves critical reflection on the capacity to choose between values and on the moral dimensions of relationships (Early Education, 2011). The British Educational Research Association is a learned society committed to advancing research quality, BERA (2024) and aims to influence policy and practice by emphasising the importance of ethics and their relevance within childcare settings which will be spoken about further into the assessment. 
UNICEF UK (2019) lists child rights with clear ethical implications: non‑discrimination, the best interests of the child, respect for the child’s views, freedom of expression, thought, belief and religion, the right to privacy, protection from violence, and the right to be informed about their rights. These principles are essential for ethical research with children as without this it could lead to distress of the child or much worse trauma i.e physical or mental. 
ERIC (2011) follows up with the importance of ethics during research by stating that benefits of research participation for children are often future‑oriented rather than immediately experienced. Children can learn from follow‑up activities that support ongoing development, and research can identify harms or safety issues that lead to safer settings. Ethical practice prevents discrimination and ensures researchers take responsibility for participants’ welfare before, during and after studies.
The Early Education Code of Ethics (2011) emphasises protection and well‑being for children and families and the duty of childcare providers to act against unethical practices. The code highlights building relationships based on trust, openness and honesty, respecting families’ decision‑making; maintaining confidentiality, respecting dignity and preferences, and supporting children’s continued development.
Children and adults can become distressed or upset during research; in severe cases this may lead to trauma, physical injury or financial loss, and researchers’ physical safety should also be considered, especially on sensitive topics where participant responses vary widely (NSPCC Learning, 2020). ERIC lists harms such as physical injury, distress, anxiety and loss of self‑esteem and warns of the risk of physical retribution against children for participation, so researchers must take care when informing parents, carers and when documenting research (ERIC, 2011). Overburdening participants through continuous or long‑term research can cause harm and risks ignoring dissenting child voices or over‑amplifying views that align with researcher expectations, so researchers should minimise demands and put participants at ease (ERIC, 2011). Researchers must anticipate potential harms, prepare mitigation plans and ensure the greater the vulnerability, the greater the duty of care, predictable harms should be communicated to participants or guardians before the study and reported promptly if they occur. Anonymity may be impossible in small communities, while identities can sometimes be protected from some people, complete anonymity cannot be guaranteed in every context (BERA, 2024).
University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) (2022) states that because universities are considered public authorities, personal data may be processed under the lawful basis of public task, so researchers do not need participants’ consent for data processing; researchers still must obtain participants’ consent to take part in a study because that is an ethical requirement. Ethical consent and UK GDPR consent are distinct matters and should be explained separately to participants.
The NSPCC (2020) explains consent must be voluntary and that researchers must give an adequate description of the study before consent is given. Consent can change over time; for example, if a long interval elapses between the first and second interview, the participant’s decision at the later interview must be respected. Participants who consent may still decline to answer questions and do not have to give a reason for not answering. Written consent is commonly used because it provides evidence of agreement, but it is not mandatory and can sometimes make participants feel pressured to take part or to answer questions they find uncomfortable.
Assent refers to a child’s affirmative agreement to participate and is distinct from parental consent. ERIC (2011) highlights practical issues about who must give consent and how it should be recorded, whether written or verbal. When children are involved, consent processes often require both parental/carer consent and the child’s assent. Additional permissions may also be needed from schools, governing bodies or other gatekeepers, especially when a child cannot communicate verbally or requires extra support.
Researchers must explain in detail what the research involves, the methodology, the expected duration and any potential risks or benefits. Making risks and benefits clear helps children make a considered decision and builds trust with the researcher. Power imbalances between adults and children can undermine voluntariness, so researchers should use age‑appropriate information and provide separate child‑facing and parent/carer information where appropriate (ERIC, 2011).
Decisions about whether a child can give valid consent should consider local context, age, capacity and understanding, recognising that children develop at different rates and that capacity is case specific (ERIC, 2011). Children’s consent should always be sought alongside parental consent and must be based on the child’s understanding of the research (Early Education, 2011).
Researchers must make it clear that participants can withdraw from a study at any time without providing a reason, and they must be alert to non‑verbal signs that a child may no longer wish to participate and seek renewed consent if necessary. Withdrawal procedures should be explained up front and applied promptly when requested (British Educational Research Association, 2024).
NSPCC Learning (2020) emphasises the importance of openness and disclosure in research involving children and young people. Participants should be told about the risks and the limits of confidentiality, for example where neglect or abuse is suspected. Researchers should explain the process they will follow if they become aware of information that may need to be shared: who they will consult, what information should be discussed with third parties, what they will do with the data, who they will report to and how the decision to disclose will be made.
Researchers should be open and honest with participants about how their data will be used. When obtaining consent for data use, researchers must specify whether the data may be used for secondary analysis by the same team to address new research questions, or whether the data may be shared with other researchers.
If research is sponsored or commissioned, this should be disclosed to potential participants and declared in reports for transparency and acknowledgement. Any potential conflicts of interest must be declared to relevant parties because they may compromise the validity of the evidence obtained (British Educational Research Association, 2024).
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2022) states that researchers must explain participants’ right to withdraw before research begins; this right applies at any time during the study or at its conclusion. Researchers should recognise that participants may withdraw for any reason or for no reason and that all participants must be informed of this right. If participants withdraw and request deletion of their data before the end of the study, that data should not be used in the research (British Educational Research Association, 2024).
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2022) states that participants should be reassured that information they provide will not be disclosed to others without prior consent, except within the context of the investigation or where limits to confidentiality apply. Respecting privacy and confidentiality are a fundamental human right and is central to ethical research; however, there are limits when a child is at risk. For example, if neglect or abuse is suspected, confidentiality may be breached, and professional services must be involved (UNICEF Office of Research Innocenti, 2011). Both institutional and individual privacy should be respected in research. One way to protect identity is to fictionalise participants in reports by removing personal identifiers; reports should explain how anonymity has been preserved and note if an individual has waived their right to confidentiality (British Educational Research Association, 2024). Researchers should consider the possible consequences if participants could be identified and take extra care to protect identities where disclosure could cause harm.
While incentives can encourage participation, they may create problems for some individuals, particularly those receiving benefits. If participants are paid, researchers should consider whether payments could affect benefit entitlements and explain any potential impact before the study begins. Incentives should reward participation rather than completion, so participants who do not finish are still recognised; this reduces the risk that large rewards will coerce participation or be abused (NSPCC Learning, 2020). Researchers should use incentives sensibly so they do not unduly influence a person’s decision to take part, and the use and nature of incentives should be declared in any reports or publications arising from the research (British Educational Research Association, 2024).
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