Rationale for Ethics form – ECGE7001

Do speech and language difficulties in children aged 3 and 4 years old affect their social and emotional development? 

Background - The reason for choosing this topic for research, was derived from previous reviews of literature regarding Social Emotional Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD) carried out by myself, in particular the possible link between Speech and Language Difficulties (SpLD) being the catalyst or causation for Social and Emotional developmental difficulties. Human research and in particular behaviourist research, has come a long way over the centuries, however we still often cannot explain peoples’ behaviour. Snow (2018) said “To overlook the role of behaviour as a form of communication is to do a great disservice to students and teachers alike” and it was this statement that had the greatest impact on how I viewed behaviour and that in particular within my own educational setting. Over recent years, within my own primary school, it has become apparent that the linguistic skills of children starting Nursery at the age of three has deteriorated and the number of children that have little or no speech when starting school has increased. This, alongside the increasing number of older children in our Key Stage 2 department who are displaying more socially immature behaviour and emotional difficulties, was the driving force behind my research proposal. 
Ethical law - As with any type of research, adhering to ethical law is of paramount importance and especially so when involving children who are of an age where they cannot legally give consent but their right to be treated with equality, sensitivity, without bias or prejudice and have their rights respected as stated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which came into force in the United Kingdom in 1992. Article 12 of the UNCRC states that consideration should be given for each child’s involvement and their best interests, and as the children involved in this research will be of an age that can express an opinion, they will be encouraged to express their views freely and without prejudice. 
Adhering to the ethical laws set out in a number of documents, the British Education Research Association (BERA. 2018) and the Education Workforce Council (ERW) Code of Professional Conduct and Practice, as well as the UNCRC, I will display ethical respect for the participants involved in this research and establish trust “between researcher and researched” (BERA 2018 pp.5) i.e. myself and children involved, and behave in a way that shows responsibility for my actions whilst upholding the integrity and reputation established by those engaged in educational research. I hope that my research will adhere to the standards set by the ‘community of educational research’ and that the practices of my fellow teaching colleagues and educators will be enhanced because of my research. 
Consent/Assent - As the participants for this research will be under the legal age of consent at ages 9, 10 and 11 years old, informed consent will be obtained from the parents and/or guardians of the participants. This will take the form of a letter explaining the intentions of the research and it’s value to future planning and provisions within our educational setting, as well as explaining how the research will be carried out, data storage, anonymity and confidentiality precautions and the participants right to withdraw. As far as practicable, the children will be told the intentions of the research and why this is important to us as a school, to future generations of children and education systems in general. They will be informed of what they will be asked to do, what the information gathered from the research methods will be used for and how it will be stored and who will have access to this information and the finished research report. It is hoped that with all this information, the participants will be able to give assent in an informed and voluntary way. As well as this, consent will be requested from the Head Teacher and Governing Body of the school in accordance with the school’s safeguarding and ethics policies. 
Secondary data of the participants will be used in this research, and as the school has paid for the use of this assessment tool and subsequent data, consent for its use will be obtained from the school – Head teacher and Governing Body, as well as the participants’ parents/guardians. This secondary data is in the form of assessments made using the Speech Link and Language Link programmes when the participants were aged three to five years old, and when obtaining initial parental consent, it will be made clear that the data will be made confidential by removing names and dates of birth, however, as the intended research is aimed at finding possible links between SpLD and SEBD in later years, a numerical system will be used that only I will be privy to in order to identify those who presented with SpLD initially. Therefore, confidentiality will be assured but it will be made clear that, I, the researcher will use this system for research methods only and in the final report, this numerical system will be removed and the data will be anonymous.
In gaining consent/assent, I will adhere to section 31/32 of BERA (2018) in making clear the right to withdraw. This right to withdraw will be made available at any time during the research process and without prejudice or having to give reason. As I have chosen two year groups for my data collection, I hope to have enough participants to provide an adequate sample, despite those who may wish to withdraw. 

As data will be obtained using mixed methods at different stages and time intervals, I will ensure consent/assent is renegotiated before each method begins; as other researchers have argued should be the case (Alderson. 1995; Morrow & Richards. 1996)

Potential harm or risk to participants – In considering any potential harm or risk arising from my research, I will ensure that the questions in the questionnaire are sensitively written and make clear that participants do not have to answer questions they feel uncomfortable with. As participants will be children, I will ensure I make myself available should they need to discuss anything that has caused them any distress or discomfort as well as enlisting an additional colleague to assist with this should any children feel uncomfortable discussing issues with me as I am the researcher. Whilst I will explain the purpose of my observational studies, I will conduct myself in a manner that does not make my presence invasive or threatening or interrupt their normal day to day activities. Again, should these studies cause any distress or discomfort, I will make clear from the outset, and throughout, that I am available for them to express their concerns and if my actions need to be reconsidered or they wish to withdraw from the research. Should participants choose to withdraw from the observations, then they will not be included in any note taking, or subsequent data collecting and reporting.
I will take consideration on how my research and methods used, particularly observations, will impact upon fellow teaching colleagues and I will seek to assure them they are not part of the research and will not be reported on.

I will make clear that data will only be kept for the duration of the research project and until qualification is achieved and in that time it will be stored in compliance with the General Data Protection Regulations (May 2018) in agreement with our own school’s data protection policy following the measures set out by the National Foundation for Educational Research.

Research methods – The first method of data collection will be questionnaires. The advantages of using questionnaires in research are that participants have the time to consider their answers without pressure from time constraints or interference from the researcher. It is a cost effective. As all questions in this questionnaire will be identical and in a closed format, the responses will be standardised and therefore easier to interpret. Questionnaires can deliver a large number of questions with the possible rate of return in responses being high. They can provide anonymity which can ease the concern that participants’ responses may not be genuine due to social desirability, were their identity to be known. 
The disadvantages of using this method are that participants may not be motivated as much as with other methods, to give thoughtful answers, rather they may just simply ‘tick a box’. If questions are badly written then any data collected will not be useful and therefore have adverse affects on results. Questionnaires do not allow for further explanation of answers if this is required, unlike other methods such as interviews. 

In designing the questionnaires, I will ensure that the questions used are considerate of the ethical codes previously mentioned i.e. BERA (2018), EWC and UNCRC (1992). Within the questionnaires, the option to omit answers will be included. They will be paper-based, anonymous to everyone other than myself as I will use a numerical code for identification purposes as mentioned previously and completed in the privacy of their own homes. Once coded and data has been collected, the paper copies will be destroyed thus maintaining confidentiality adhering to UWTSD’s Research Data Management Data Policy (2016)
The second method of data collection will be observational studies. Whilst the research question has been defined, observations will initially involve writing down everything that is seen. Over time and with repeated observations, it is hoped that my presence will be more accepted and less invasive, thus allowing more natural behaviours to occur. My observations will focus more specifically on social interactions and emotional behaviour. In accordance with BERA (2018) guidelines on informed consent and the rights of the child as outlined in the UNCRC (1992), observations will be overt, with the participants informed of the intentions of the study. They will be naturalistic observations, as spontaneous behaviours in their natural surroundings will be recorded. I will record data using the event sampling method, whereby as I repeat my observations, I will decide on types of behaviour to record and ignore everything else. 
The advantages of using observations, and in particular naturalistic observations, are that they allow the participants to remain in their natural environments whilst being observed, as we know people will act differently when put in to a situation or environment that is unfamiliar to them, with this approach there are no changes to their level of comfort in terms of their surroundings. Observations also allow researchers to observe behaviours at first hand, social situations will occur naturally within these familiar settings, thus allowing for more genuine data to be collected. As these observations are occurring in natural surroundings, this allows for a more generalised view of what is observed rather than if the observations were being carried out in more laboratory style environments making generalising the results of the research more difficult. Observations are also cost effective and require few resources.

The disadvantages of using observational methods of research are that they are time consuming and longitudinal. Outside variables are difficult to control when observing behaviour and reasons for behaviour. Despite all efforts to keep observations as natural and unobtrusive as possible, there will always be a significant proportion of people who will react differently when they are aware they are being observed, the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ (Roethlisberger & Dickson. 1939) 
As this is action research, my aim is that it will provide insight into whether children who present with social and emotional developmental difficulties also have delays or difficulties with speech and language skills. If this is the case then I would hope my research will provide information for my school to reflect on and in turn to act upon in how we plan and provide for those children who are experiencing both areas of need, so as to improve our understanding and educational provision of the possible causes of social and emotional difficulties. 
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