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How does high concentrations of children with English as an Additional Language effect the cohort in early years educational settings?

Abstract
Due to the vastly increasing numbers of children who do not speak English as a first language, starting school at various points within the education system, a study into what effect, if any, this has on the educational outcomes of the cohort. It is believed that a significant driver of these numbers increasing is due to increasing immigration and higher birth rates of ethnic minority groups. 
[bookmark: _Int_0zMjG5IB]Around ninety children from a local Swansea primary school, have been selected due to the higher-than-average concentration of EAL (English as an Additional Language) children, to take part in this research study. The children are aged between five and eight years old across three different year groups in progression step two. During regular lessons, observations will be made of the whole class and group work, looking at how the children interact with practitioners and peers, how they engage in learning, if language is a barrier to understanding the context of the lesson, and what additional support is needed to support the understanding of the lesson objectives for the EAL children. It is important to note the varying levels of language proficiency when the child starts school, some having no English at all, whilst others have basic to reasonably competent levels of understanding.  
Five practitioners who work across these classes will be interviewed using a semi-structured approach to allow for answers to a predetermined set of questions to be elaborated upon and for the researcher to delve deeper into the practitioner's views and experiences. It is important to note that these practitioners have several years' experience teaching children whose first language is not English, and the varying levels of language proficiency they start school with. 
Parental engagement is invaluable in education, so it is equally important to the research that the views and understanding of the parents of the children taking part in this research are also captured. Digital questionnaires, which can be translated to the home language of the parent, will be used to collect quantitative data in this research.


Literature Review
[bookmark: _Int_ylrhYH8f][bookmark: _Int_tY9HaarG]There is a perception that increasing numbers of children with English as an Additional Language (EAL) affects English First Language (EFL) children's education. There is very little research available from the last twelve years on the association between the concentration of EAL children in a school and the achievement, as a cohort, in those schools despite average EAL children's numbers more than doubling during that period. Currently, the average number of children with EAL make up almost 20% of the population, compared to 12% in 2012 (UK Parliament, 2023). The proportion of EAL children in schools varies significantly throughout the UK. According to The Bell Foundation, there are schools where EAL children are in the majority and others where they are extremely rare (Strand, Malmberg and Hall, 2012). 
One study found that schools with a high proportion of EAL children does not negatively impact the achievement of other children whose first language is English (Gaey, McNally and Telhaj, 2012). The achievement of EAL children changes as they progress through different age groups. School plays a crucial role in supporting and facilitating the progress of all learners, some being better than others at supporting EAL children, which in turn, supports the holistic learning of the cohort (Strand, Malmberg, and Hall, 2015).
[bookmark: _Int_FfewvXIQ][bookmark: _Int_EFiYE7CJ]Research suggests that when teachers hold higher expectations for children with EAL, academic achievements increase. High expectations benefit all children including those who are linguistically and culturally diverse (Spicer, 2021). Similarly, Parekh (2017) noted the concept of ability is central in education. In the same way as teachers holding high expectations of their children will achieve more, holding limiting beliefs about ability can impact performance and opportunities.
Research completed by the University of Oxford, in conjunction with The Bell Foundation, suggests there is no evidence that being in a school with a high proportion of children with EAL adversely impacts the education, overall or specifically, for children with English First Language. The research also identified it takes more than six years to progress to the highest level of proficiency in the English Language and achieve academic potential. Furthermore, it suggests that being bilingual could have a more positive impact on the educational outcomes than their monolingual peers (Strand, Lindorff, 2021). Similarly, Dr Sandra McNally examined whether the growing population of non-native English speakers in primary schools has a detrimental effect on the educational outcomes of native English speakers and suggested that this trend should not be a cause for concern for educational attainment (Nuffield Foundation, 2012).
Both EAL and EFL children benefit from a multilingual, culturally rich classroom. Research shows that maintaining at least two languages is advantageous for academic achievement and exposing monolingual children to different languages enriches the learning experience for all. Having EAL children in the classroom promotes cultural awareness and diversity, helping children to appreciate different languages, traditions, and backgrounds fosters empathy and understanding (UK Government, 2024).
The Ethnic Minority Achievement Grant was introduced in 1999 with the aim of supporting minority ethnic groups at risk of underachieving and to promote educational equality (Tikly, Osler, Hill, 2005). However, despite the rising numbers of children with EAL in school today, the grant was removed in 2011 and no additional funding has been in place since (UK Gov, 2015).

Methodological Considerations
[bookmark: _Int_D9qeDBNj]In order to understand the effect of high concentrations of EAL children and the achievement of the cohort, mixed method research would need to be conducted to understand the complexity of the research data required. Mixed method research combines qualitative and quantitative data and can gain a good understanding of the often-complex educational research (Newby, 2014).
Quantitative Research
Quantitative research is a systematic approach to studying phenomena by collecting and analysing data which is expressed in numbers and graphs (Gorard and Taylor, 2004). This type of research relies on objective measurements and numerical data from survey results, questionnaires, experiments, and observations recorded in numbers. Visual representations such as graphs and tables are commonly used to present quantitative data, allowing complex information to be presented in a concise, accessible manner. This type of research aims to generalise findings from a sample to a larger population (Mukherji and Albon, 2023).
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research is an exploratory research method that can be expressed in words and is used to understand concepts, thoughts, or experiences. This type of research can elicit rich data and deep insights (Bell and Waters, 2018). The primary aim is to gain an understanding of people's motivations, thoughts, and feelings, and to understand the perspectives and experiences of people who have encountered specific situations, rather than generalising from group averages. Common qualitative methods include interviews, observations described in words, and literature reviews that explore concepts and theory (Mukherji and Albon, 2023). When undertaking qualitative research, consideration should be given to the Hawthorne Effect, when there can be a tendency to behave differently when the participants are aware of being observed. This can impact the result of the observation by not showing a true reflection of typical behaviour (Newby, 2012).
Sampling and Mixed Method Research
For this research, purposive sampling has been used. This type of sampling is a non-probability sampling technique commonly used in a mixed method research approach (Nolan, Macfarlane, and Cartmel, 2013). The sample is deliberately selected as they can provide valuable information that aligns with the research objective. Purposive sampling should be used if access to a specific subset of the population is required. The advantage of using purposive sampling in this research allows targeting of specific groups which are relevant to the research objectives and can provide in-depth insights (Clark et al., 2021). Purposive sampling, while having some advantages, also comes with limitations when used in educational research. Purposive sampling does not always provide a representative result as the data collected does not necessarily reflect the broader population so cannot be used to generalize for the entire population. Since participants are not randomly selected, there is a risk of sampling bias, therefore caution should be exercised when drawing conclusions on the results of the data gathered (Business Research Methodology, no date).
[bookmark: _Int_oyw8Yi3B]In order to reduce the limitations of purposive sampling, around ninety children from years one to three, aged between five and eight years old, from a local primary school in Swansea have been selected to complete this research. The school has been chosen because it meets the necessary requirements, due to the high concentration (46%) of EAL children, with twenty-two different first languages being spoken, currently enrolled and the varying levels of language proficiency. The research used will encompass lesson observations with each year group of children, five practitioner interviews using semi-structured interview questions, and the parents will be invited to complete an online questionnaire.
Data Triangulation
Data triangulation in research refers to the practice of using multiple sources of data or different research methods to investigate a research question. It is a valuable strategy to strengthen validity of research by considering diverse data sources, methods, theories, and investigators. It promotes a holistic understanding of complex situations (Gorad and Taylor, 2004). According to Clark et al. (2021) researchers aim to enhance the validity and credibility of their findings while minimising potential research biases and produce a fuller account of the research area.
Practitioner Interviews
[bookmark: _Int_elW3Y7lp]It is important to complete interviews with practitioners who have had positive and negative experiences when teaching children with EAL as they will provide a deeper understanding and appreciation of the practices, challenges, and successes they have had. Interviews serve as a fundamental method for data collection, and in-depth, semi-structured interviews can also complement, or triangulate data collected from other means (Coe et al.,2021). 
Careful consideration should be given to semi-structured interviews as they are a valuable data collection method commonly used in qualitative research. The researcher can elicit meaningful responses from a mix of predetermined, open-ended questions, and allows the interviewer to probe and explore the practitioners' thoughts, feelings, and beliefs (Coe et al., 2021). On the other hand, semi-structured interviews have some limitations. As they lack the rigid structure of fully structured interviews, they can sometimes be unpredictable and time consuming. Participants could go off on tangents or provide information which is not relevant to the research topic. Another point to note is due to the freedom to deviate from predetermined questions, responses from participants may vary significantly (Kakilla, 2021).

Observation of Children
Common research methods in qualitative research studies are observations which can provide rich and detailed information about the behaviour, attitudes, perceptions, experiences, and engagement of individuals or groups in authentic educational conditions. Observations in early years educational research play a crucial role in understanding learning and development (Nolan, Macfarlane, and Cartmel 2013). Naturalistic observations, also known as narrative observations, would be the preferred method for this research as it involves observing the children in their natural environment without any inference or manipulation from the researcher. This method is valuable for studying children’s behaviour, how they interact, and the learning of all the children in the classroom (Mukherji and Albon, 2023). This style of observation would best suit this research as the children are being observed for levels engagement, participation, contribution to whole class and group activities, and whether language proficiency is a barrier to their understanding and therefore, what additional support may be required to support these children, in each year group of the sample. It is during these classroom observations that the researcher needs to be aware of the Hawthorne Effect, and the possible changes to normal behaviour as the child, or children, become aware of the observer (Newby, 2012). 
Other limitations to observations should be considered such as the significant time running records can take when completing these observations. Likewise, early years classrooms can be busy so balancing the need for thoroughness with practical constraints is crucial. Being able to observe for prolonged periods can be difficult, so allocating sufficient time whilst acknowledging children tend to move rapidly from one activity to another (Coe et al., 2021). According to Clark et al. (2021), bias from the observer should also be considered as it is often the observer's perspective and interpretation of recorded events. Completing effective observations requires a balance between depth, practicality, and minimising bias.

Parental Questionnaires
Parental engagement in education plays a crucial role in a child’s academic success. According to the Department of Education (UK), parental involvement has a large and positive effect on children’s learning and researchers have found strong connections between family involvement and academic achievement (UK Government, 2011). It is therefore imperative parental opinion on their child’s education is considered in this research. Questionnaires in this research are designed to gain a quantifiable response through closed questions, attitude scales, and ratings and will allow data to be collected in a structured way. They also allow data to be collected from many respondents without the researcher's involvement and at low cost (Newby, 2012). Digital questionnaires are easy to administer and can effectively measure behaviours, attitudes, preferences, and opinions. It is essential to carefully design and word questionnaires to ensure they provide meaningful data for the research. They also ensure consistency as all participants are asked the same questions and in the same order. By using closed questions, scales and ratings, quantitative data can be collected which allows statistical analysis and interpretation (Nolan, Macfarlane, and Cartmel, 2013). 
There are limitations when using questionnaires of this style. According to Mukherji and Albon (2023) closed questions can lack detail and depth because the participant is not given the option to fully explain or elaborate their responses. While scales can provide a very quick overview, they may not capture the nuances of participants' attitudes or opinions. Participants may not be entirely truthful, often wishing to promote a positive image of themselves, or mislead the researcher with false information. The depth of generalised, predetermined answers may not uncover underlying reasons or motivations (Newby, 2012). 
Gorad and Taylor (2004) advocate for the use of mixed method research in educational research and suggest mitigating some of the challenges with quantitative questionnaires by combining them strategically, with the option of an additional comments space. By doing so, a more holistic understanding of the participants' perspectives can be gained. Despite offering efficiency and rich numerical data, incorporating qualitative approaches to the quantitative questions, the strengths of each method will compensate for their respective limitations (McBurney, 1998).

Ethical Considerations
Ethical principles play a crucial part in research, ensuring integrity, reliability, and impact. Every research study should address a specific question and should provide understandable answers to research questions (Taquette and Borges de Matta Souza, 2022). According to Newby (2014) ethical considerations should be integrated throughout the entire research process.
The primary goal of research is to uncover truth and advance knowledge of the research field. Ethical standards play a pivotal role in maintaining integrity of research and ensuring that all efforts promote the pursuit of knowledge and truth whilst preventing falsification or fabrication of data collected (Gorad and Taylor, 2004). Ethical guidelines also protect the participants and ensure they are treated with respect, can give informed consent, and have their privacy protected (BERA, 2024). 
Prior to conducting the research, it is essential to provide potential participants with an explanation of the research goals and objectives. This description should outline why the study is being conducted and its relevance. Additionally, to enhance participants’ understanding of the research context, an explanation should be given on the number of individuals who will be involved in the research and how they were selected (Coe et al., 2021). 
Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel (2013) emphasised the importance of providing an Information Sheet to potential participants so they are able to understand the purpose of the research, what their participation would involve, and what they can expect. It can provide essential details about the study, allowing participants to make informed choices. By sharing information about the study’s objectives, procedures, and risks, researchers promote transparency and participants gain insight into the research process, which fosters trust and encourages their active involvement. The information sheet should also outline any foreseeable risks or discomforts associated with participation and it would highlight any potential benefits participants may receive. It should also include the right to withdraw at any point without consequence (Clark et al., 2021).
Informed Consent and Withdrawal of Participants
Informed consent must be sought from all participants involved in the research. As this research involves young children, parental consent should be obtained from the parent or legal guardian, and assent from the child. Assent refers to the child’s affirmative agreement to participate and should be respectful, transparent, and considerate to the child’s developmental stage (Palaiologou, 2012). All participants have the right to withdraw at any stage without consequence, with or without reason (BERA, 2024, p.19). As with adults, children can withdraw their consent by means of dissent at any point without consequence. Sometimes young children cannot verbally withdraw so in this case, if a child becomes visibly distressed or disengaged, it would be assumed dissent has been indicated (Palaiologou, 2012). This is in line with the UNCRC, Article three of the Rights of the Child which states that “the best interests of the child must be a top priority in all decisions and actions that affect children” (Unicef, no date).
In some instances, such as the parental questionnaire, consent forms are not needed. If a survey is completed anonymously, the participants identity is completely unknown to the researcher, however, the participant will be made aware that by completing the survey, they are giving consent for their response to be included into the research data collection (Nolan, Macfarlane, and Cartmel, 2013).
Confidentiality and Anonymity
The Data Protection Act 2018 and the General Data Protection Regulation 2018 (GDPR) plays a crucial role in safeguarding personal information and responsible data handling as outlined in the University Trinity St David Research Data Management policy, which must always be adhered to (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022).
Confidentiality refers to safeguarding the privacy of research participants by protecting their personal information. The researcher must ensure any data collected remains confidential and any identifiable information such as names, addresses, or personal details should be stored and accessible only to authorised personnel (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022).
It is important to protect participants' rights and privacy to build trust between the researcher and the participant. This will allow the participant to share sensitive information without fear of exposure (Newby, 2014). 
Anonymity ensures that the researcher does not know the identity of the participants. Data can be collected without any identifying information if participants have been assigned codes or pseudonyms to maintain anonymity, which means the researcher cannot trace responses back to specific individuals. Anonymity encourages honest responses as it can protect them from repercussions and eliminates bias due to preconceptions about participants (Clark et al., 2021). 
The researcher must respect confidentiality and anonymity throughout the research process. Guarantees of confidentiality and anonymity given to research participants must be honored unless there are clear and overriding reasons to do otherwise. The researcher also has a duty of care to the participants and whilst maintaining confidentiality, must also consider situations where revealing information is necessary to protect the safety and well-being of a participant (BERA, 2024). An example may be a child making a disclosure during an observation that indicates harm or danger, then the researcher may need to breach confidentiality to ensure the child’s safety. In this case, the researcher should contact the University’s Data Protection Officer who would advise on the responsibilities, legal and ethical obligations (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). 
Data Collection and Storage
Data will be collected in a range of formats. Questionnaires will be electronic using Qualitrics and interviews and observations will be made by the researcher and recorded electronically. All data collected will be stored in University of Wales Trinity St David managed environment, in line with the Research Data Management Policy 2022, which protects against data breaches, unauthorised access and modification, loss or corruption, and complied with relevant legal, regulatory contractual, and other obligations for the period it is required to be kept (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). 
Feedback
The researcher has a responsibility to inform the participants of the outcomes of the research in which they have been involved in. Transparency is essential to maintain trust and accountability so reporting back to participants is part of the discipline that keeps researchers honest and accountable. It also aligns to the broader responsibility of researchers to communicate their work and foster public understanding (BERA, 2024, p.12). 

Risks
There is a principle that research should not inflict harm on anyone involved in the research. Non-maleficence emphasises actions that avoid or minimise harm to research participants and aims to contribute positively to knowledge and society (Clark et al., 2021). To mitigate any risk to the university, the researcher should follow the Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice as set out on University of Wales Trinity Saint David website. This will ensure the credibility of the research being undertaken whilst protecting the university's reputation (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022).
Managing emotional response in educational research is crucial for maintaining objectivity and ensuring the well-being of the researcher. The researcher must be aware of their own emotions during the research process and recognise when they feel affected by what is seen and heard (Reed and Towers, 2023). Acknowledging and managing emotions is essential for maintaining objectivity and ensuring the quality of the research is consistent (Palaiologou, 2012). Responsibility lies with the researcher to safeguard their own physical and psychological well-being, and with the university and partners (BERA, 2024, p.33).
In mitigating risks to the children involved in observations, clear instructions are given to the researcher that if a child becomes distressed at any time, then dissent is applied and their participation in the observation is stopped (Palaiologou, 2012). 
Likewise, practitioners may feel uncomfortable when answering some questions fully and honestly. The researcher must reassure the practitioner of confidentiality and General Data Protection Regulation 2018 (GDPR) and remind them of their right to withdraw at any point (Clark et al., 2012).
Parents may not have access to suitable electronic equipment or the internet to access the questionnaire. To mitigate this risk, there will be a chance to complete the questionnaire at school, using school equipment, and all parents will be encouraged to use this to get as many participants as possible. Questionnaires will also be available in a range of languages used by the parents and the results will be recorded in English to maintain the anonymity of the participants. 



















	
	
	



